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    Part I 
 
    The Season of Fire 
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    Chapter 1 
 
    Chasing Shadows 
 
      
 
    "Still nothing!" I slammed the old book shut in a cloud of dust. Cursing, I pushed the discarded pages into the ever-growing pile of useless parchment at my side. "I swear it would be easier chasing my own shadow." 
 
    Empires, exploration, and most unnervingly war, all paled into insignificance against what I was looking for. Everything in here only went back a thousand years or so. 
 
    Seriously, it seems that no one had the sense to keep a record of anything prior to that! 
 
    Somewhat disheartened I flexed my paws, the muscles had grown stiff through lack of use, and with a swipe of my tail I hooked the arrowhead at its tip under the handle on top of a glowmoss jar. 
 
    Seven useless books sat at my side – some of the thousands of tomes in Dardien’s archive that lacked the information I sought. What little knowledge I had of the omnipotent beings beyond this world wasn’t enough; in fact, the words I'd heard from the spectral mouth of a god were more a curse than a blessing. All I possessed was the recollection of times I'd rather have remained a mystery. The world was bigger than anyone knew, even the people I'd once lived amongst had a dark past, as did the creatures I now called my own. 
 
    Nine guardians chosen to protect them, more like nine power-hungry fools destin to doom the world. 
 
    Reading about those ancient figures and their races filled me with a mixture of disgust and pride. I'd been the one to end the last of them, and yet I always felt that something greater was lurking. I hated myself for thinking that way, but I knew the truth wasn't going to stop hurting, no matter how much I tried. The gods had told me so, leaving me to contemplate the unknowable reality that was my existence.  
 
    Use what I know? The Ethereal's words came back to me again. That's hard when I know nothing!  
 
    It was getting late and the warm evening air hung over the stone shelves, each towering column of crafted rock a monument of claw-written knowledge. Straining my neck to peer up at them I really had to commend the architecture of the Earth Order. 
 
    It had been almost four seasons since I arrived. Back then I'd had my suspicions about how the stone was so flawlessly moulded into the shapes about Dardien. Indeed, my vague and fleeting theories had proved correct. It was the purpose of the architectural guild of the Earth Order, with their power to manipulate the earth, to construct the structures around the City of Dragons. 
 
    My eyes passed over the shelves, eventually returning to the pile of inadequate books. I'd hardly known anything about literature when I’d arrived. I recognised the collections of parchment sealed within their leather bindings from those that Tarwin read back in the village hall, though the claw-written dragon symbols differed from human text. Despite the fact I’d never learned to read or write, it was surprisingly easy to absorb the new information. 
 
    I was good at that – I’d taught myself to fly, and even breathing fire seemed to have come naturally. It was less like I needed to learn, more like I already knew and all I had to do was remember. 
 
    Before I met my new friends, I would have linked that instinctive ability to my dragon heritage, but the more I learned about myself, the more I felt I didn't belong.  
 
    Seriously, I need to stop putting myself down. They appreciate me, I know that!  
 
    I grabbed a book and carefully returned it to its shelf. Marred by the marks of those less respectful, all the tome offered in return was a throat-tickling plume of dust. The next three were no less grateful, sending several spiders scurrying as they slid into place. 
 
    "By the fires, doesn’t anyone ever clean this place?" I grumbled, coughing to clear my throat.  
 
    With the lack of information inside them, it wasn't hard to see why they were so unappreciated. Although, given the motives for my research, I couldn't believe that anyone was looking for quite the same information.  
 
    No one has seen what I've seen, no one knows what I know. ‘Keep looking forward,’ I told myself.  
 
    I relied on that thought a lot, it helped keep me focussed when I felt the past catching up to me. Risha had told me it helped her when she'd struggled to move on from her memories, which was unfortunately another story I dreaded to recall.  
 
    Another thing I can't fix. No matter how many books I read. 
 
    With a sigh, I turned to peer down the vast corridor of towering bookshelves, in a city where everyone could fly, things didn't need to be built close to the ground. Beams of sunlight flooded into the main aisle of the archive, through arched openings. An identical row of tightly packed shelves on the opposing side reached up into the domed roof. Around their inner edge ran another level of shelves and arches, supporting more towers of knowledge, giving way to even more layers above. 
 
    All this and I still have nothing.  
 
    I tried to clear the thought from my mind. Glancing around the main hall, I was wary of anyone who might be lingering. Because I didn't like being out in the open for too long, I always made sure I emerged from the aisles closest to one of the four exits. This time, I'd made sure it was the south exit, ensuring the shortest flight home. 
 
    The large archway lined with glyphs and carvings was only a few feet away. Another testament to the magnificence of dragon architecture, it glowed like a blissful flame in the day's dying light. The second longest day of the year, to be exact. When I'd arrived here, such beautiful depictions and rich ancestry amazed me, the care and intricacy rivalled only by the designs of extinct races. 
 
    But my knowledge of those vanished lives and the cruel world beyond Dardien, only served to push me further away from dragon society. The city was full of stone murals and inscriptions, but their effect had diminished, or at least that's what I liked to believe.  
 
    It doesn't help that pretty much all of them portray wars and conquest.  
 
    Sliding the more useful books into an uncomfortable satchel that hung around my neck, I tentatively moved from the cover of the aisle trying to walk like any other citizen. Thankfully, the archive was quiet – it had to be, since silence was intended to leave those within its space undisturbed; unfortunately, that didn't seem to include me. The stares of all who saw me felt like hot needles piercing my scales. When I first called Dardien my home it was worse, especially being so soon after returning from my incredible journey. It had taken me nearly a month to surface from the pessimistic bog I’d dwelled in at the time. Except for the friends I'd made when I first arrived, I felt like everybody was watching me, like they were expecting me to spring out and attack them. 
 
    It felt like my presence was a great taboo, dragons would scrutinise and study without ever approaching. It was hard to accept at first, but I'd learned to ignore it. I may not be one of them, but if they kept to themselves, I was happy to keep to myself. No one really knew who I was, and thankfully, none of the hundreds of books I had scoured made any mention of the legend surrounding me. Those closer to me knew a faint truth that I conjured up to hide the details. But only Risha and I knew what I was and what really happened. 
 
    As I walked, the unexpected clatter of armour interrupted my thoughts, triggering a subconscious connection, compelling me to look ahead. Two armoured guards flanked either side of the south exit, and from this distance they could easily have been mistaken for statues. The stoic sentinels stood motionless, and I often wondered if they ever moved. It almost made me laugh thinking that the same two dragons had to stand there forever. 
 
    More metallic clattering betrayed the silence when two more guards, escorting a smaller dragoness, appeared behind me. I'd been here long enough to recognise the differences of my kind, even when encased in armour. I could tell that at least one guard was female. As for the dragoness between them, there was no question as to her identity. She wore slick, segmented armour, lined with shimmering silver inscribed with small runes, capped by a dark-blue metal as deep in colour as the ocean’s endless abyss. 
 
    From what I'd learned, the ancient ancestral runes of battle were inscribed on all draconic armour to bring good fortune. Unlike her guards, her helmet was long and sharp, a slim point stretched across her sky-blue snout. It had two glistening silver spikes covering a pair of long black horns, while numerous smaller silver barbs created a shimmering crown. Segmented sections of the blue and silver armour covered her back and tail all the way down to its armoured tip, where it extended into a long blade. Gleaming metallic gauntlets encased all four paws, tipped by shimmering, razor-sharp blades at the toes, as if talons were not enough. Across her chest hung a silver and gold neckband, a great crystal-clear diamond at its centre.  
 
    Tarwin had once told me that dragons had an insatiable desire for riches. While my friends had warned me about dragon instinct, I knew the rumoured greed to be false. I had no desire for that great gem, although if anything supported such a legend, that jewel was most certainly it. Adding to the idea, were the four sockets flanking the diamond. One housed a fire-red ruby, another a water sapphire, the third an earth emerald and the final one an air opal. 
 
    The gems of each order. I noted.  
 
    As for her identity, she was Princess Zephyra, master of the Air Order and daughter to sovereign Aries, Dardien’s current ruler. When I’d first arrived, I had no idea who he was, but in the time since my return I'd learned plenty, or more accurately, overheard plenty. 
 
    He was rarely seen beyond the palace and wasn’t believed to be the great leader everyone expected, which was certainly not what the city needed in these troubled times. A sovereign was supposed to be blessed by the creators themselves, to possess mastery of all four elements. When I first heard that I had thought of him as another with no natural element. However, he had no proof of his power, nor did he speak of it.  
 
    He was an air elemental, and to the citizens of Dardien – until he proved otherwise – that was all he was. Despite their reservations, no one questioned; afraid of Aries' wrath, they simply dismissed them as nothing more than rumours. 
 
    So long as I'm never on his bad side, I don't care.  
 
    The sound of shifting armour curtailed my thoughts, once again drawing my eyes back to the princess. Unlike most others, neither Zephyra nor her royal guard spared me a glance before they moved swiftly from sight. The sound of their armour shattered the silence long after they had disappeared, not that anyone would challenge her. 
 
    Wonder if she comes here so late to avoid the attention, like I do? I thought, knowing it was exactly what I did.  
 
    The sunbeams shimmering on the marble floor reminded me of the time. I had to get back, and with the royal distraction gone, I resumed my walk, marking the position of the exit guards with a brief glance. They paid me no heed, their steady breathing the only thing to suggest they were alive. 
 
    Passing beyond the archway, fresh air greeted me, its gentle breeze warm and alive with the distant beating of wings. A balcony bustling with dragons of all descriptions lay before me. It was a huge landing area, a great scar in the rock, stretching all the way round the circumference of the archive. Several pillars suspended the stone at the edge of the platform, equidistant and symmetrical, each one creating a perfect arch. I made sure to dodge around every dragon I could as I crept over to the edge. 
 
    I wish I could socialize, but they're not my friends. I thought, just as some dragons gave me odd looks. 
 
    Upon returning to Dardien, I learned a lot about the dragons I cared about. Risha sometimes studied in the archive with me for her training, mostly about healing, although she was yet to pass her trials. She was the one who'd introduced me to this place, she was confident that if there was something I needed to know, I would find it here. Yet I’d been searching for almost two seasons and I was beginning to lose hope.  
 
    ‘Keep looking forward.’  
 
    The memory of her uttering the phrase always gave me the reassurance I needed. Although I could tell myself what she said a million times, it didn’t compare to the real tone of her soft voice.  
 
    “There’s still time to find the truth, the books aren’t going anywhere,” I imagined her telling me.  
 
    The fleeting idea of books growing wings and flying away lightened my mood, even though there was supposed to be an enchantment on them, preventing them from leaving the city.  
 
    With the bemusing image lingering in my mind, I felt my claws brush against the edge, a few small stones clattering as they fell. Glancing down at the still-blue water of Dardien’s lake, I caught the reflection of the dying sunlight shimmering beautifully. The warm summer breeze tickled the surface, disturbing it enough to make it look like a sheet of golden silk beneath the city.  
 
    If not for the beating of wings, the din of chattering conversation and the gushing of distant waterfalls, I could have stared down at the blissfulness for hours. When I looked into the skies I had to wonder, I had left my life behind for this, and though I saw its worth and more importantly, the worth of those with whom I chose to stay, at the back of my mind I knew all was not right. 
 
    Keep looking forward. I repeated, seizing my wandering mind.  
 
    Glancing over my shoulder, I ensured the satchel’s strap was secure, before coiling the lantern tight in my tail. Before I knew it, a gust of magically written wind swept me into the sky, and I banked in the direction of home. 
 
    As my wings beat, I shook my neck, shifting the restless satchel with a forepaw. The woven band rubbed against my scales with each flap and the jar of glowmoss fidgeted as I fought to keep it steady. Flying with all the extra baggage took a lot of concentration, even down here where flight was easier.  
 
    I'd always been suspicious of the city’s unnatural air currents, the fact that they seemed to know exactly what to do and where to go was especially unnerving. I'd learned more recently that a group of air elemental dragons, known as Wind Writers, controlled them. To some, it was a career – a whole faction of the Air Order was devoted to wind writing.  
 
    From what I'd been told, seven air dragons were required for the task. Using ancestral binding magic, their minds were linked, forming one large consciousness to govern the city skies. Some looked at what needed to be done, while others acted on it, seeing and responding as one, like some great god of the sky. Personally, I'd never liked the idea of having my mind combined with another, not to mention several. Maybe it was because I feared what someone might gain from what I knew, or simply the exposure to someone else's thoughts.  
 
    I don't think anyone would want my memories. They're not the greatest.  
 
    A bright beam of sunlight crossed my eyes as I banked left, the swift turn forcing me to clutch the shifting satchel while the woven fabric continued to claw at my scales. No matter how useful it was, I hated flying with it, in fact I disliked flying here altogether. I believed that if the Wind Writers were doing all my work for me, my aerial skills would suffer. I never thought of myself as better than anyone else when it came to flight, both Risha and her brother had learned almost as independently as I had. However, I still went to great lengths to ensure that, whenever possible, I flew on natural air currents.  
 
    Regular trips to the steam caves, where the Wind Writers had no influence, maintained my edge, as it did my friends’. As the thought passed, the air steadied me into a glide. Beneath me the airspace held many more airways, all filled with winged traffic. Above was the same, dragons flitting amidst the hanging stalactites that made up Dardien. 
 
    Not much of a distraction, I sighed, trying not to think of this as another fruitless day of study.  
 
    It almost felt like my conscience was bullying me and my constant recollections were nothing but cruel attacks. I wanted to be certain I'd won, that I was free of my supposed purpose. It was almost four seasons ago that I'd put a stop to the last of the Dark Guardians and subsequently the war the Sphere of Eternity had threatened.  
 
    Acrodan's last words still haunted my mind like a curse, however. He'd claimed the gods were cowards, terrified of his master, and that they'd chosen me to vanquish him when they could not. Unable to manifest in physical form, the gods had claimed that the affairs of the mortal world were beyond their reach. As for the imprisoned power that sparked the words of both sides, I had no idea. All I knew was that it was an evil beyond all comprehension. 
 
    The more I reflected, the more frustrated I became. There was no mention of that time, the time before the Sphere, and not one piece of information regarding its discovery. All those books, all that talk of ancestors and legends – and no one had thought to record it! Not that I could ask anyone why; I doubted anyone would speak to me unless their desire to talk was as great as their need to stare. 
 
    Plus, it seemed that many were oblivious to the changing world beyond Dardien. Not even the Council of Elders, who had told me of the Sphere and Acrodan’s existence, knew of the events that unfolded to the north, and neither I, nor anyone else who knew, had told them. At the time, my disappearance had gone unnoticed; after all, I'd only been here for a few days. Unfortunately, the same couldn't be said for the others.  
 
    I felt a slight change in the air as I was deposited on the platform outside my nest, the golden glow of the sun having disappeared, leaving me in the cool shadow of the rock. I glanced around at the vast sprawl of nests, my eyes reluctant to turn towards the smooth stone entrance; I'd been away all day, following the same routine I had for several weeks. In that time, I'd seen little of those with whom I shared my new home, I always left before dawn and returned late after dark, only now the prolonged daylight hindered my efforts. I gave my neck another scratch, tossing the strap further down my spines with a flick of my head before creeping inside, hopeful that I might slip in unnoticed. 
 
     A warm homeliness filled the air, it was quiet and there was no sign of anyone. The only movement came from the glow of a flickering blue flame, its light dancing over the walls, while it curved itself around a bubbling pot. I tentatively peered over the fire and seizing my chance, I made my way to the central ring, where I could quickly fly up to my nest. 
 
    "Well, look who's finally decided to come home."  
 
    I froze mid-step, turning to see the smirking muzzle of a blue dragoness. Thankfully, she didn't bear the look of someone who thought ill of what I'd been doing – as her words might have suggested. But all hope of going unnoticed quickly faded.  
 
    It seems that even those who know me for what I am, are reluctant to release me from their attention. Pausing for a moment, I knew I should appreciate them more, especially Risha.  
 
    They're my friends, not some common observers. 
 
    "You know there was a time when you wouldn't leave here, now you’re almost as bad as Boltock," she chirped, stepping down to the lower floor.  
 
    I moved over to the edge of the shallow bank separating the two levels. She approached the flame, using her tail to lift the lid of the pot, checking its contents.  
 
    "Sorry," I answered. 
 
    Risha looked up. "No, no, don't be sorry," she admitted, redirecting her attention to the fire, returning the lid to its pot.  
 
    Her fluent motion reminded me that I still held a glowing lantern in my own tail and a satchel around my neck. I gently placed the former by my side, while I held on to the satchel.  
 
    "I guess not everyone has to lock themselves in an archive," she joked. 
 
    Moving closer, I steadied the restless satchel with a forepaw. "Well, at least someone knows who I am; otherwise, I'd think I was crazy," I added with a reassuring smile. 
 
    She was the only other who knew everything. After our return, I had told her about the stars in the ice, the creators and all they had told me. I didn't know if she truly believed me; admittedly, I was at rather a low point when she'd confronted me, and I finally felt I could confess. She had sacrificed a lot for me, and while she would never admit it, I knew my obsession with the truth was damaging our relationship. I knew that I owed it to her to be here and not out searching for answers I’d never find, and with that in mind I slid down beside her. 
 
    "Hey, no one thinks you're crazy, and certainly not any of us," she reassured.  
 
    The thought lingered for a moment. She was right about the latter part, although the former was a worry. Lost in thought my head drooped lazily while the fire's warmth caressed my front, and the stone at my back delivered a warm kiss.  
 
    "I still can't find anything," I admitted, trying not to sound too disheartened.  
 
    With a sweep of a forepaw I slid the book-laden satchel from my neck. I knew there would be nothing of any importance in them, and yet I'd brought them anyway. Risha’s gaze wavered, the disturbance in the tranquil blue pools of her shimmering eyes drawing my attention.  
 
    "I take it you won't be eating again tonight?" she asked, clear about the rhetorical nature of the question.  
 
    No one else would ask about something like that, as not eating would surely be a shock to most. It was true – I could go for longer than any dragon without food, and I'd been neglecting meals for over a week now. While I usually ate after such long periods, I hadn't shown any sign of starvation or hunger. She would have been amazed when we'd first met, but now she had seen what I really was, any concern was lost.  
 
    "I assume you won't be coming to the season of fire celebration either?" she added.  
 
    The celebration had slipped my mind, I had to admit. I used to measure the passing of time by the passing of winters, but the draconic calendar was different. The four seasons I once knew still existed, but they held deeper meaning. The season I once knew as autumn was the season of air, winter was the time of water, spring was earth and summer was fire. Tomorrow was the year’s longest day, the height of the season of fire, and the start of the next dragon year. 
 
    A great celebration marked the passing, and the other seasonal celebrations paled by comparison. I was no stranger to festivities, but whereas I was once viewed as a creature of legend and somewhat respected for it, here I felt shunned. I tried my utmost to know the way of the dragons through experience rather than reading about their long history. It had been what I always wanted after all, and while it was hard to socialise, it brought me closer to my true friends.  
 
    Risha looked at me as the thought ravaged my mind, the smile on her muzzle drawing me back to reality. I knew it would mean a lot if I was there. She was always there for me. But the fact was, I didn't want to go, and I knew she'd never force me, but if nothing else, I owed it to her and somewhat to myself.  
 
    "Yeah... I'll come."  
 
    Surprised, she paused for a moment, shaking her head.  
 
    "You don't have to," she replied, her endless kindness making me feel like I owed her even more.  
 
    "No, no. I need to see more anyway," I added, manufacturing a cheerier expression.  
 
    The giddy smile that broke across her snout warmed my sour feelings, at least.  
 
    Now I need to prepare myself for tomorrow night. Urgh, I've not been to a party in almost a year.  
 
    The sudden sound of scattering claws by the door, accompanied by a shower of rocky dust generated by the beating of leathery wings, interrupted our conversation. Like a ball of green scales, a dragon hurriedly came skidding to a clumsy halt. 
 
    "Not as easy as I remember," Boltock laughed as he gained control of his landing.  
 
    "By the fires, Boltock, you should be more careful with that wing!" Risha snapped with a mix of anger and concern.  
 
    He paused before looking over the large scar on his wing. The membrane was tattered, discoloured and barely held together. Every time I saw it, I felt a pang of guilt, because no matter how much I'd been assured it wasn’t my fault, I still blamed myself. It re-enforced my hate for those who so mercilessly inflicted it, though I took some comfort from the fact that I’d defeated them.  
 
    "It's fine," Boltock proudly assured his sister. "Everyone thinks it's heroic; they all say I was so brave," he added in a tone his sister seemingly disliked, while pressing a forepaw to his chest.  
 
    "Not that I'm not brave," he quickly corrected.  
 
    Risha stared at him, seemingly trying to decide if any response was necessary, unable to contain a slight snigger.  
 
    "What did Ember say then?" she asked smartly, and her brother was swift to frown. 
 
    After being here for so long, I had to admit I knew what he was going to say as much as Risha did.  
 
    "She's going with Pyro. Says she still owes it to him."  
 
    Ember was a Fire Order dragoness, the last of us who knew most of what had transpired during our disappearance. We had all kept it a secret, but unlike us, she had at least one to answer to. Ember was independent, as many dragons were, but she shared her life with Pyro, another Fire Order soldier. Risha and Ember were close friends, while Ember and Pyro’s relationship was somewhat frustrating to Boltock. 
 
    I'd once asked Risha about it, but surprisingly that conversation was one she consistently avoided. Although she had explained that if a dragon and dragoness were close enough, they called each other 'mates'. When she had tried to explain, I’d regretted asking; it was confusing, and at the time it was the least of my worries. Not to mention it made me feel awkward, especially around her. We were close friends, but certainly nothing like Ember and Pyro. 
 
    I’d briefly met Pyro when I first arrived, and after returning from our adventure, I learned he was at least a year older. I hadn't appreciated our ages at the time, especially considering the scale of a dragon lifespan, a few years difference didn't matter. Even so, being a serving member of the Fire Order, Pyro had more than a few questions about where we'd been.  
 
    I felt he deserved to know more, although we all knew he'd be angry, especially with Boltock for not inviting him. As for the rest of it, he was as oblivious as everyone else; he knew nothing of where we truly went, nothing of those we encountered, or my vague origins and what I’d done. It felt selfish to deny him, but Ember had said it was best and assured me it was okay. As a soldier he always wanted to be more, to be free of the bounds of lesser ranks, to stand up for what was right and sometimes it got to his head.  
 
    "You know you're the reason he didn't come with us, right?" Risha declared, shaking me from my thoughts.  
 
    Boltock grunted, shaking his head as he moved beside me and sat against the rock. She watched until he finally stopped, at which point she turned her attention to the fire.  
 
    "I assume you won't be going now?" she asked, glancing back to her brother, who quickly avoided her eyes.  
 
    "Do I have a choice?"  
 
    She smiled wryly before teasing.  
 
    "Not if you wanna meet some of the order masters."  
 
    Boltock mouthed something silently before leaning forward, attempting to deflect his sister’s humorous attention, he redirected his to me.  
 
    "Look who’s back."  
 
    I sighed, trying to uphold his attempt to change the subject, until he realised, he'd almost instantly failed.  
 
    "She's not been on at you as well, has she? What could she possibly have to worry about you for?" he added, giving his sister a cheeky glance. 
 
    I couldn't help feeling slightly uncomfortable. Although this was the family I'd always wished for, when my closest friends referred to me as something even a little unusual, it still hurt. I stood up, sweeping my satchel around my neck. Boltock looked confused for a moment before turning away apologetically. I knew that beneath his boisterous attitude there was a dragon who really cared. 
 
    "Don't make it too easy for her," I told him, offering a smile as I glanced back over my shoulder. He grinned while we both looked at Risha’s disapproving glare, and with a flap of my wings, I flew up to the ledge defining the doorway to my nest.  
 
    "I'll see you tomorrow, I’ll make sure!" I called down as I entered.  
 
    The once bare walls of the chamber were hidden behind piles of dusty books and parchment. I was sure that I’d collected half of the archive in here, and yet I still went back every day, clinging to the hope that I’d find something. I shook off the irritating satchel, which hit the floor with a satisfying thud. Slumping into my nest of quilts and dry straw, I pressed my head against the soft surface, opening my eyes over the mountains of grey cloth and a dark horizon broken only by the shadow of huge tomes. 
 
    "He seemed..." I heard Boltock’s voice below, "… tired."  
 
    I could barely hear Risha’s mumbled reply through the stone beneath my quilts.  
 
    "Hey, Sis," he continued. "I'm not saying anything, but are you sure you...?"  
 
    His words were stopped abruptly, by what I could only assume was a silent response from his sister. I decided to stop eavesdropping, it was wrong, especially on my friends. Instead, I gazed up at the towers of useless knowledge, the roughly stacked books resembling the wooden walls of my old home. The last thing I'd been told by the creators was to use what I knew, but the useless bulwarks of paper were monuments to the fact that I knew nothing. 
 
    My eyes drifted until they came to rest on a lone book sat on a small wooden case covered by a parchment inscribed with some scribble about a 'golden sigel'. I pulled my head up and sprawling the rest of my body across the quilts I swept the parchment aside. Grasping the smooth wooden case with my forepaws I stared at the image inset into its lid. The ‘Seal of Eternity’ portrayed four white dragons sat in a circle around a black sphere, depicting the creator’s triumph over their greatest foe. 
 
    Risha had bought it for me; apparently it was the least she could do after I'd saved her life. It was only after I'd finally conquered the guilt her sentiment induced that I came to appreciate her gift. It was a welcome reminder that I had someone else who would always be there for me. I lowered my head to take a closer look before carefully opening the lid with my snout. 
 
    The faint glow from a gleaming white gem sitting within a golden eight-point star illuminated the case's inner surface. Four smaller points sat between the main ones, and a coiled dragon-like serpent bridged all of them. The whole shape sat neatly on top of a gold chain, wrapped around the edges of the case like a thin snake. I didn't know whether I hated, loved, or owed my existence to the golden amulet. It undoubtedly gave me limited control of the power I possessed, and yet I refused to wear it. Although I hated those who'd cursed me with that power, it was magnificent, and its presence made me feel more like myself.  
 
    A clatter of claws, a whoosh of wings, and a gust of air beyond my nest’s entrance was enough for me to slam the case shut and shove it away.  
 
    "Blaze?" Risha’s soft voice whispered through the opening. "Oh, I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to interrupt."  
 
    I quickly pushed the case further against the wall with my tail. "No, no it’s fine," I answered hastily. 
 
    Brushing off her embarrassment, she smiled and moved over. "Are you okay?"  
 
    I paused for a moment, trying to think of anything I may have done to give her the impression I wasn't. Hiding the mental conflict, I replied, "Yeah, I’m fine, it’s..."  
 
    Lost in the maelstrom of thoughts, my attention drifted. "It's just…" My eyes wavered, drawn back to the box. "I need to know," I added shamefully. 
 
    Tentatively breaking the silence between us, she continued. "I know it’s not my place to ask but... Do you really need to give up so much of who you are to find out what you are?" 
 
    I heard the truth in her words, I always did – her voice was as gentle and calming as a summer breeze. Yet within the calmness it could be as strong as dragonfire. It was one of my favourite sounds.  
 
    Ever since I'd known the truth about myself, I feared I would lose myself to it. She was one of the few things I could hold on to, to avoid losing who I was. Despite the truth in her words, the only one prolonging the possibility of that loss was me and my obsession with uncovering more of it. I still remembered the part of me that would fantasise about where I came from and marvel at the unknown. 
 
    I glanced at the books, her eyes following mine as they climbed the mountain of old parchment.  
 
    "What happened to the dragon who just wanted a home?" I asked myself aloud, lowering my eyes until they were level with hers. 
 
    "This... this isn't about, well?" she asked hesitantly. 
 
    I knew what her question meant and without her completing the sentence, I answered and shook my head.  
 
    "No." 
 
    I missed my old home, but I had no regrets about my decision to leave. That had been mine alone, what I feared now was losing the home I'd found.  
 
    "I want to know it's over," I admitted, raising my head. "I want to know I never have to risk anyone else ever again," I added turning my eyes to the small part of Dardien’s night sky visible through the window.  
 
    She crept further into the nest, and I marked each step by the tap of her claws, until I knew she stood right behind me. 
 
     "You're the one who saved us, and yeah, it was a risk. But we went willingly, and you fought to ensure that the risk didn't grow," she continued, placing a forepaw on my shoulder.  
 
    I knew what I'd done to prevent losing those closest to me; I'd done it because it was right, but whenever I thought about it, I could do nothing but wallow in the suffering my failures had caused in the process.  
 
    I glanced at her, knowing she would defeat my every word. She knew me too well, she knew exactly what to say, and lifting her paw from my shoulder, she turned to the exit. I manufactured a weak smile, failing to match the warm glow of hers. I appreciated everything she did for me, especially what I suspected she sacrificed. She was truly my closest friend.  
 
    "Blaze, you don't have to be what they say you are," she told me, pausing on the ledge. 
 
    "Oh, dragon feathers!" Boltock’s voice rang out from below, accompanied by the sound of falling stones and the sharp hiss of water hitting something hot.  
 
    Dragons didn't have feathers. I chuckled to myself, meanwhile she spared the lower chamber a glance.  
 
    "No, he's certainly not making things easy," she huffed playfully.  
 
    "That's your brother for you," I replied, and she rolled her eyes.  
 
    "Oh please, I could kick both your tails if I needed to," she declared with a playful confidence.  
 
    That's Risha alright, my soft, loving best friend who's not afraid to kick my tail.  
 
    "See you tomorrow," she finished, before spreading her wings and diving from the ledge.  
 
    I remained still for a moment, staring at where she had stood, part of me longing for her to be there forever. I turned to my quilts and with a dusty thud, found myself staring at the alien landscape of cloth and straw once again. Maybe she was right, maybe it was all over, and I was worrying about nothing. It had been almost four seasons since I'd seen that cursed thing explode and fall into the abyss. Even the part of me that wanted to believe something was still out there lurking in the darkness was succumbing to the idea I was rid of it. Maybe I could truly have the life I'd always dreamed of. 
 
    I dragged the rest of my body lazily onto the quilts, curled my tail to my head, and buried myself beneath a draped wing.  
 
    Maybe it is over. I repeated to myself, each thought drawing me closer to my new life and the dark relief of sleep.  
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter 2 
 
    The Mapper 
 
      
 
    I stood up, finding myself in a bright forest, sun dazzling my tired eyes as pillars of light broke through the canopy. The summer air was warm and calm, filled with the chatter of birds, the fresh scent of wood, and layers of radiant leaves. Around me was an array of smaller plants, ferns, young trees and groves of shaded bluebells. Weariness subsided as my eyes passed over the tranquillity, until it was broken by the faint sound of a distant voice.  
 
    Each tree generously bounced it to the next, I listened intently while the sound increased, drawing closer until the words were almost recognisable. It was calling my name.  
 
    "Blaze... Blaze."  
 
    In that moment I realised, I knew it. I knew it better than any other, and without hesitation I dashed forward, sweeping aside shrubs and scattering swarms of insects. The forest tried to slow my pace, but the scratching plants and biting hollies were nothing against my scales. At least until the forest floor disappeared beneath me without warning, sending me tumbling down a dry dirt bank in a cloud of dust. With a thud I crashed to the ground, scattering the dry sediment and pebbles. I fumbled to my paws attempting to recover when I saw her. She stood before me, illuminated by a glowing column of light slicing through the canopy. 
 
    She stood on two legs, taller than my four, two arms hung at her side holding on to a wooden bow. She wore thick leather hunting gear, equipped with an arrow quiver and satchel. She looked at me through a parted fringe, red hair glowing like fire in the sunlight.  
 
    "Tarwin?" I questioned curiously. 
 
    Her expression was perplexed, and I recalled she couldn't understand me. I placed a quivering paw in the dirt and stumbled forward. My attention fought to stay on her, but inevitably slipped away for a moment, and when it returned, she was gone.  
 
    As I stared at the spot where she had stood, reality quickly caught up with me. She'd gone, and with each movement of my head the trees began to spin, like a daze from which there was no escape, until a chaotic whirlwind of indistinguishable colour replaced its beauty. The image accelerated into a spinning darkness, breaking to a halt as quickly as it started. The forest, once awash with colour, was now nothing more than an eerie blackness. My dazed head finally lifted, or at least it felt like it did, in the endless gloom I could hardly tell. Beneath my paws a rough, black stone stretched out in all directions, the vast expanse of the alien landscape broken by towers of the same dark rock until it became one with the horizon. A dark sky awash with crisp stars, dotted with radiant patches of cosmic cloud. The millions of sparkling lights were far from the warming sight I knew; this time, their glow felt hostile and cold.  
 
    Most eye-catching of all was a majestic, shimmering sphere bathed in phantom-light like a giant moon in the void, its vast surface an uneven patchwork of blue and green shrouded in wispy white clouds. Simply staring at it made me feel nauseous, like I could fall forever into its vast emptiness. The vertigo forced my eyes back to the rock around me, and before I could fully comprehend the reality there was a sudden shift in the blackness.  
 
    A cold chill swept over my already frozen scales, and the gloom shifted again as something moved just beyond my sight like an invisible snake. Another chilling gust of wind blew, this time carrying faint words. I braced myself as the elusive tone danced around me, leaving a serpent of lingering sound until, with a snap, they found their place.  
 
    "You believe you’re safe?"  
 
    Their brief clarity struck me, before shifting once more.  
 
    "Who's there!?" I shouted, my eyes snapping between spires and darkened ridges.  
 
    Another movement writhed through the darkness, as if a giant worm was sliding effortlessly through the shadows. A bright-red light projected onto my scales as two glowing scars tore across the starry sky. Swiftly expanding, like fire spreading over dry parchment, until they morphed into a pair of sharp, flaming eyes. I backed away, my eyes wide in horror as another flash revealed a fiery jaw, lined with shadowed teeth.  
 
    "You do not rule here, Guardian," announced a ghostly voice, each shocking syllable striking fear deep into my soul.  
 
    I know those words.  
 
    "Darkness will fall," the fiery form assured, the flames within its spectral mouth shifting with each word.  
 
    A feeling of dread, rage, and devastation overwhelmed me – so much hatred bled from its frightening eyes. I'd seen this vision before, an unforgettable, eternal vision lodged deep inside my mind. In those eyes I saw what I'd seen within the darkest depths of the Sphere. I shuddered, yet the rock under my paws seemed to grip me, holding me captive, until a fiery explosion sent the hellish world into oblivion and I snapped back to reality. 
 
    * 
 
    Through the translucent skin of my draped wing the faint light of dawn streamed in through the window.  
 
    Just another dream. I muttered to myself, shifting my head from under the covers.  
 
    Dreams were once a curse, but those limited to my sleep couldn't assault me with the same effect as those that became reality.  
 
    Keep looking forward. I told myself, trying my best to imagine Risha's voice. Those dreams are getting old anyway.  
 
    I took a long, deep breath, stood up, and stretched my aching limbs. The cave was surprisingly cool, and a light breeze blew through the window, chasing loose parchment over the floor. Outside, the sun had begun conquering the night, reclaiming its throne on the day of its longest reign. Glancing up at the mountains of knowledge flanking me, I turned to the discarded satchel and the pointless books peeking from its gaping mouth. 
 
    All this useless information? Maybe Risha is right. I glanced at the case housing my amulet. Maybe it is over.  
 
    In a swift movement I shovelled some of the books into the satchel. If it's over, I don't need them. I don't need to worry anymore.  
 
    The more I realised it, the more I felt like I stood a chance of settling down, really making this place home and my friends my family. With the growing warmth of that thought, I happily stuffed as many volumes as I could into the satchel. I managed five and some tattered scrolls before finally deciding that any more would hinder my flight.  
 
    This is going to take a lot of trips.  
 
    I had time; in fact, I had my entire life – and a dragon’s life was long! I could make a quick trip to the archive to return the books, be back before the others woke, and still hold my promise that I'd see them this morning.  
 
    Yes, that's good! I can spend the morning with Risha, just me and her!  
 
    Although it was heavier than usual, I pulled the bag around my neck and moved towards my nest’s ledge. As expected, it didn't sound like anyone else was awake. Steadying the heavy load, I spread my wings and swooped down. The faint smell of smoke drifted up from the charred remains of the fire, several pots discarded around it. 
 
    How late did those two stay up last night?  
 
    I quickly headed to the main balcony, brushing past the waving curtain as I walked out into the cool summer morning. The faint beating of distant wings, a light breeze, and the distant gushing of water broke the silence. The skies were relatively quiet, few dragons flew this early. 
 
    That's going to change this evening for sure. I reasoned, recalling the celebration.  
 
    Go to the archive, leave the books, get home before they wake up, spend the day with them and go to the celebration tonight. I said to myself, rapidly forming a mental checklist, spreading my wings and setting off into the early morning sky. 
 
    * 
 
    After a short flight I swooped on the winding currents and my destination panned into view. From here the archive landing balcony looked like it split the great stalactite, halfway around its middle. Rows of arches supported the open hall, disrupting the irregular weave of platforms, bridges and nests scattered above and below. Carrying the extra weight, I had to beat my wings hard coming into land, and with a clatter of claws against polished stone, I found myself looking into one of the arched doorways.  
 
    Put back books, return before they wake up, I reminded myself. 
 
    It was significantly quieter than last night. Satisfied there were fewer prying eyes, I swiftly hurried inside, checked the two guards, and whilst I'd never seen them quite this early, all seemed normal. Then I noticed two more armoured dragons standing at the end of an aisle.  
 
    Zephyra's personal guards. The memory of the princess flashed briefly through my mind. They're here early, maybe they didn't leave last night?  
 
    Return books, get back before they wake up!  
 
    My mind snapped impatiently, shaking me from my wandering suspicion. Shaking off the blanket of curiosity I quickly moved into the nearest aisle. A cooling shadow consumed the breaking daylight, the long row of towering shelves and old books stretching out before me like a tight gorge. I was alone, except for one silhouetted figure at the far end. Not that I cared too much, I wouldn't be here for long, and with that in mind, I scurried toward the shelf from which I'd taken the books. 
 
    In my haste I managed to drop a couple on the floor, and before I could consider my clumsiness, the tapping of paws distracted me. I glanced up to see a tail whip around the far end of the aisle accompanied by a small cloud of dust where the stranger had stood. I cocked my head before concluding I was simply being avoided again.  
 
    Keep looking forward. I remarked inwardly. I shouldn't have to put up with all the aversion for much longer.  
 
    "I haven't seen you here before." 
 
    The sound of a female voice almost had me jumping up the walls; it was firm whilst maintaining a soft, regal tone. I wasn't expecting anyone other than my friends to speak to me – certainly not in public, and certainly not now. I took in a deep breath, calming my sudden nervousness, only for my mind to go blank as I looked at who had addressed me. 
 
    "My apologies, I didn’t mean to startle you."  
 
    Her crystal-clear eyes stared at me through the long, knife-like slits in her dark-blue and silver helmet, striking me speechless.  
 
    "Erm..." Was the only sound I could force from my mouth, and she giggled slightly.  
 
    "Greetings, I'm Zephyra," she introduced herself. A regal bow accompanied her words, and she subtly opened her wings in salutation.  
 
    Her identity was all too clear, although up close, she looked slightly taller and a few years older than me. I'd never expected to speak to another dragon, let alone royalty. 
 
    Seems the children of important figures have a way of finding me: first Tarwin, now Zephyra? 
 
    "Blaze, my name is Blaze..." I stammered awkwardly.  
 
    She carefully looked me up and down, and all the while I dreaded she would point out my odd colour and lack of element. 
 
    "Greetings, Blaze," she added, this time nodding formally. I tried to do the same, but the subtle motion I came out with was hardly worthy. 
 
    "Erm, you’re...?" my voice trailed off again, my throat feeling like it was stuffed with wool.  
 
    "A princess?" She proffered. "I would prefer not to be reminded," she added, running a foreclaw over her neck spines.  
 
    "Never mind titles," she continued, swiftly diverting the topic. "I've never seen you here before." Her stare caught my eyes before they drifted away. 
 
    This is it; this is when she calls me a freak.  
 
    "In fact, I've never seen a dragon like you before," she added, as expected.  
 
    Not only that, now I was going to have to think of an answer, a better one than the excuse I normally gave to those who asked me.  
 
    While my thoughts floundered, she sighed, an exertion that sounded more graceful in her regal tone.  
 
    "Never mind that," she shifted topic again, as if wishing to say so much before her listener could be stolen.  
 
    She looked over the shelves, her armour made no noise as she moved. 
 
    That really is some armour she has there. I didn't know why it was so silent, but it did explain how she was able to sneak up on me so easily.  
 
    I remained motionless, the only sign that I wasn’t a statue was my breathing and fidgeting eyes, continually jumping to the pile of scattered books at my paws and hoping she wouldn’t notice them. I didn't want to be rude to the only other dragon to whom I'd ever spoken, especially royalty, and yet deep down, I really wanted to leave. 
 
    She continued to peruse the vast expanse of shelves and dusty old knowledge, her armoured tail swishing silently. Each time the shimmering weapon cut through the air the bladed tip made me feel slightly uncomfortable. 
 
    "Are... you alright?" I mumbled, surprised that the words escaped my muzzle as I stole my eyes away from her tail.  
 
    "Fine, fine... It’s just… All these books and I can never find what I need," she acknowledged.  
 
    I certainly know that feeling; this archive needs a major rearrangement or better management. 
 
    I paused again, keen to say something more despite the intimidation of her presence.  
 
    I've fought monsters, creatures and the foul magic of a dark sorcerer, but this moment scares me more? It felt like my own past was mocking me.  
 
    "What are you looking for?" I asked sheepishly, trying not to look her in the eye. She gave a wry smile, like she'd longed for me to ask.  
 
    "It's nice to hear someone actually speak to me for a change," she responded happily while her eyes continued to scour the shelves.  
 
    "Everyone’s usually too afraid of my father," she noted, as I felt a similar relief to be chatting.  
 
    "I've always wanted to know how to be a great leader, like my great aunt Aria," she continued enthusiastically.  
 
    That was another ambition I understood, although I hadn't had a life preparing me for the duty of leadership like she had.  
 
    "Not like my father," she added under her breath. "The less said about his methods, the better."  
 
    I noted her attitude was like someone else I knew. But before I could consider what Tarwin used to do, Zephyra's eyes turned back to me.  
 
    She scrutinised every detail, and I felt strangely naked – a rather pointless thought, considering dragons didn't typically wear anything other than jewels and armour. I draped a wing over my body as she shifted to my side. Before she could look over my entire flank, she paused curiously.  
 
    "Are these yours?" she asked, breaking my bewilderment, and allowing me to see she was holding one of my fallen books.  
 
    "Y... y–yeah," I stuttered, reaching forward and clumsily taking hold of the book she'd offered, quickly stuffing it back into my satchel as I fumbled to gather the others.  
 
    Another amused giggle left her mouth as she gingerly raised a forepaw to her muzzle, slipping one final book into my bag with her tail.  
 
    "It's been nice talking to you, Blaze," she added, her amused tone accompanied by another subtle bow before she turned away. "I hope to see you here more often."  
 
    I attempted to say something, but being locked in a cocoon of bewilderment, I was too confused to reply. It wasn't until her blade disappeared around the end of the aisle that I relaxed. 
 
    Did she speak to me? I asked myself. Another dragon, a royal dragoness no less? I felt warm feelings in my chest.  
 
    I was happy! She'd spoken to me, and not about my differences; well, not directly anyway.  
 
    Maybe the world knows I'm finally ready to live my life?  
 
    Once again, I carefully retrieved the books from my satchel, gently sliding them into their rightful place. All the while my body felt like it was filled with a pleasant, fuzzy sensation.  
 
    Speaking to another dragon isn't so bad, and if I can manage to speak to royalty, I can speak to anyone! 
 
    The rapid scratching of scattering claws interrupted my contemplation, and I turned quickly. Another shadowy figure disappeared, their existence only evident by a brief tail flick and dust left at the far end of the aisle. I felt a strange sense of déjà vu; I was sure I'd seen the same figure disappear earlier. 
 
    Return books, get back before they wake up!  
 
    My unexpected conversation with the princess had already prolonged my schedule. I knew I'd be hard pressed to get back before at least one of the others woke, and yet, I was fighting a mental conflict between loyalty to my friends, curiosity and suspicion, and the latter was winning, drawing me towards the far end of the aisle. 
 
    My wandering led me into an empty corridor, thinner than the main aisle. To my right lay more shelves, each curving slightly to adhere to the structure's outer circumference. 
 
    Another rush of clawed feet focused my attention, and my eyes snapped to my left to see several more of the shelves stretching out in the same manner as those to my right. A few aisles down, however, the curved corridor abruptly ended, there was a rough stone wall, it looked old and forgotten. A flurry of dust, the clatter of claws, and a glimpse of a tail in a dark, dusty opening cut into the rock convinced me that someone was messing with me. 
 
    Return books, get back before Boltock and Risha... My mind raced, desperately trying to subdue its inquisitive nature. Before they wake up!  
 
    Despite attempting to follow my own schedule I found myself peering at the old tunnel. I didn't need any reminder that what might be down there betrayed everything I wanted to forget, but I had to look. 
 
    If there are really some answers, some final answers, I've got to take a peek. 
 
     I stepped cautiously from the cover of the shelves, moving through the opening, the air felt stale, like a dry skeleton left and forgotten. Thick dust laced the smooth archway and cobwebs hung from the curved ceiling, leading to a downward stairway. I forbade my mind to remind me that I should leave as I glanced back to make sure I wasn't being followed. 
 
    Not that whoever led me here was bothered about that. I thought as I took a tentative step forward.  
 
    If the corridor had ever been clean, it was now a ghostly echo of its former self. A thick carpet of dust lay at my paws, the remnants kicked up by my fleeing predecessor spinning in the air. I took care to ensure my own movements did not do the same, my visibility was poor enough already.  
 
    The light behind me faded, as I rounded a corner in the descending stairs. All the while I could see no sign of the one I'd followed, or anything else for that matter. Nothing but a musty dryness lingered over my senses while shuddering cobwebs brushed over my snout.  
 
    Shifting several of the dust-ridden strands aside, I caught sight of a faint blue light. Oh, by the skies, not this again.  
 
    Despite my apprehension, things were not the same. The whole place felt ancient – what I could see of the walls looked withered and wrinkled like shrivelled fruit. The stairs levelled into a short tunnel, leading into what looked like a chamber at the far end, its centre lit by a dense cluster of glowmoss clinging to a solitary stalagmite. I glanced back to the gloomy staircase, and for a moment, considered turning back. 
 
    Just like last time, did I turn back then? I recalled the cave under the ice and huffed. No, but sometimes I wish I had.  
 
    I soon found myself entering the chamber, walking on a thick carpet of dry debris. A swarm of gloom clouded my view as shadows cowered from the moss’s faint glow. The roof hung low, allowing enough room for a dragon to stand, but it certainly wasn’t a cavernous chamber like the rest of the archive. 
 
    Stepping through dust so deep it felt like I stood in a sheet of foul snow. I crept towards the base of the lone stalagmite, to where two curved tables were fitted perfectly around the circular stone. Accompanying them was a rusted perch forged to look like fire, and a set of small saucers presenting ancient coals. Two shelves hung beneath, and what looked like the most ancient book I’d ever seen sat alone, its pages yellowed and unevenly sandwiched between its shrivelled covers. Its spine twisted and bent in a way that, if it was alive, would be impossible to bear. 
 
    How long has all this been down here? I wondered, glancing around.  
 
    Shelves formed from moulded stone flanked me, like those in the archives, though these were withered and worn almost beyond recognition. Books, parchments and several old scrolls lingered, all considerably older than any others I'd seen. 
 
    And Boltock says I'm a crazy book hoarder?  
 
    A crooked staff leaned against one of the walls, appearing to be nothing more than a trimmed tree branch. Straining my eyes, I made out two wooden beams bridging the gap between the walls, supporting the ceiling before retreating into the rock on either side. Taking another cautious step, I reached for the book sitting on the central shelf, the action summoning a plume of dust.  
 
    Take it easy, I told myself, wincing as the bombardment of dry debris stung my eyes.  
 
    Return books, be back in time...  
 
    I had to silence the mantra in my mind as it countered my thoughts. I know what I told myself, but that's impossible now.  
 
    I focused on the fact I'd never been here before, and by the looks of it, neither had anyone else.  
 
    This must be what I've been looking for.  
 
    "You’re a strange one, aren't you?" a chattering voice declared from the gloom. 
 
    It sounded as old as the chamber itself, and spoke with an enthusiasm that betrayed its ancient nature. I jumped quickly trying to steady my nerves and not conjure up another dust storm, but it was too late – the sudden movement sent the sediment swirling, like a swarm of angry bees. The cloud instantly stung my eyes and tickled my throat as it mocked me. I coughed, turning clumsily to the glowing moss at the chamber’s centre, where my blurred vision landed on a very strange sight.  
 
    A few rapid blinks provided a clearer image, and I almost jumped again when I found myself staring straight down the snout of a green dragon.  
 
    Wait, is it me or is he... Taking a closer look, I confirmed, the dragon was upside down. 
 
    My head tipped to the side, as if somehow trying to right the image. Only to find he was indeed completely inverted, hanging from the roof by his tail, which was coiled tightly around one of the wooden beams.  
 
    He was slightly larger than me, with dull-green, rocky scales. He was clearly an earth dragon, and like most earth elementals he bore gravelly spines on his hips, shoulders, and tail. Scarred, leathery wings folded at his side, and his horns were straight and brown, like two stalagmites pointing towards the rear half of his skull, or they would have if he had been the right way up. 
 
    His scales were aged beyond that of any dragon I'd seen before, and from what I knew of the Elders they were at least a thousand years old. Stranger still was what he wore on his head.  
 
    At first sight I thought it was the colouration of his scales, but upon closer inspection it seemed to be a dark-brown, leather cap. Appearing almost as old as its wearer, it was held to his head by a strap and two metal clips running beneath the back of his jaw. His horn-tipped snout protruded through a hole in the front and several metal rings housing curved glass hung over his eyes, distorting the image of his cloudy pupils. Several more lenses sat on either side of the first pair, out of his immediate line of sight. Each seemed to be one size smaller than that which preceded it, ready to fall into place over his eyes, if required.  
 
    So, it's like a magnifying glass cap?  
 
    "A strange one indeed."  
 
    "Do you think this was the best idea?"  
 
    It was hard to work out whether he spoke to himself or to me. I also couldn't figure out why I was the one who was referred to as strange. I had my unique appearance, but he was the one hanging from the ceiling by his tail!  
 
    "Of course he's special, how many white dragons have you seen?" he asked himself.  
 
    "Well... erm, yes, but he's been here a while," he continued, answering his own questions, albeit in a slightly different tone.  
 
    My scepticism grew, morphing into concern, not that he seemed to realise. He spared me a fleeting glance, seemingly using that information in an argument with himself.  
 
    And I thought I was going crazy?  
 
    "Who are you talking to?" I asked. 
 
    He snapped his disapproving attention back to me, as if I'd rudely interrupted a proper conversation. 
 
    "We've watched you," he replied, tapping his left eyeglass with a long claw, the second of the metal rings sliding into place as he did so. "You've been coming here for some time. Yes?" he added, swinging closer to me. 
 
    For a moment he was a paw stretch away, before the wooden beam gave a groan and the force of his swing reversed, pulling him back. "Oh, oh, and he spoke to the princess, don't you go forgetting that!" what seemed to be the second of his personalities muttered.  
 
    "Yes, yes. Shut your snout, scatter brain!" the first snapped.  
 
    "But we have the same brain?" the second countered.  
 
    The first of the personalities sighed, or maybe it was the second – I couldn't tell. Either way, I stepped backward, slightly uncomfortable with how close he'd come during his swing, and secondly, because what was puzzling a moment ago was now increasingly creepy. The idea of this strange, tail-hanging dragon watching me wasn’t exactly normal, not even for me.  
 
    He's right – I come here a lot – but I've never seen him before. 
 
    "As I was saying..." his first personality stated, pausing for a moment and glancing to his ear, as if waiting for his other half to counter. 
 
    When no such retort came, he went on. "Very well, we'll continue. We have observed you around our archive for some time."  
 
    Our archive? I assumed he was referring to himself.  
 
    "Knowledge of the Dark Guardians' War interests the white dragon?" the second, slightly creepier, personality questioned, in a tone that suggested a deeper interest.  
 
    He was right to question, there was something deeper; I always sought knowledge of a time before the war. 
 
    "Who are you?" I asked. 
 
     The hanging dragon stared at me with a puzzled look, as if normality to him was as strange as he was to normality. I sighed, the sudden breath encouraging unwanted dust to lift, before I added. 
 
    "Both of you?" 
 
    He gave a wry smile, his yellowed teeth flashing as he swung back on his tail.  
 
    "We, dear drake, are the Cartographer," he stated, simulating an upside-down bow with his front paws and head. 
 
     "The Cartographer?"  
 
    "The Mapper, dear drake, the Mapper!" he grumbled in a patronising tone, tapping his head twice with his forepaws. "We were once called many things, but alas, as the centuries have passed those names have faded." 
 
    He mumbled quietly to himself for a considerable time. Meanwhile, confusion struck me, and I became worried that my desire to learn his identity may have jeopardised any attempts to gain information. Attempting to coax him, or more accurately 'them', back to the subject, I continued.  
 
    "A mapper of what?" I enquired. 
 
    His magnified eyes snapped back to me, appearing appalled by the intrusion. Though he quickly seemed to forget and smiled broadly.  
 
    "Why, a mapper of knowledge, of course!" he blurted with a blast of enthusiasm.  
 
    If he's a knowledge mapper, he must know where to find the knowledge I need?  
 
    "So, you know about all the knowledge in the archive?" I pressed. 
 
    He peered at me cautiously, clearly wary of passing on that information.  
 
    "Of course we do!" the second of his voices interrupted. 
 
    I paused, trying not to think of how weird this was getting as he continued to blabber.  
 
    "We had believed that everyone had forgotten about the war and the ages before, through death, fear or simple rejection of the gods." 
 
    "So, you know about the time before the Guardian War?"  
 
    He froze mid-swing, both personalities content on staying that way. For a tense moment I thought I'd ruined my chances by insulting the crazy dragon in some way.  
 
    "Of course we do, we had many dealings during the Age of the Nine," the second voice mumbled, now sounding like it was the more reluctant of the two.  
 
    "That's why you’re here, is it not?" the former added, knocking another magnification lens across his narrowed left eye while resuming his rhythmic swing.  
 
    With my hopes rekindled, and before I could question further, he continued. 
 
    "Although those sour-scales up there don't admit it, they all know the legend. When the shadow returns, one of unnatural blood will be born among the nine great races."  
 
    I'd heard that before, the griffin king Halfbeak had told me the same tale. To hear the words uttered again on the day I’d decided to let it all go, sent a shiver down my spine. 
 
    "A white dragon," he noted, peering at me like treasure. "A dragon of unnatural blood if we're not mistaken, comes to us seeking knowledge of an age before one of legends?" He questioned as if to a grand audience.  
 
    My thoughts battled the growing confusion. He'd led me down here, I hadn't come looking for him, and he'd apparently been watching me for some time. He'd also confirmed that he knew at least something about the war. Before I could process my next question, he burst out in enthusiastic laughter.  
 
    "Ha, ha, ha! And they said they didn't need the Cartographer anymore!" His new tone seemed to be a mixture of both personalities. "You should watch those leatherwings up there you know?"  
 
    His jabbering voice suddenly lowered into a sinister grumble.  
 
    "They'll be scared; they know what you are, even if they don't like to talk about it. Once they're forced to admit it, they'll throw you out so they can ignore their worry, like every other of their issues." He flicked a claw over the table, casting a small stone aside.  
 
    "Even so, their worries won't ignore them!" he continued, laughing to himself, before his cackle deteriorated into a spluttering cough. "I think we'll be leaving this place soon, don't you?" he asked, and his second personality responded with an eager nod.  
 
    No matter what I did, his words sunk their teeth into my mind like all those I'd heard before. I didn't believe the Cartographer was telling me this to be cruel, he didn't seem to take pleasure in such a thing.  
 
    Maybe that's what happened to him? A part of me suggested, recalling his previous rambling. Maybe they cast him out too, forced him to stay cooped up down here until he went mad?  
 
    His absence would explain the disarray of the archive, but as for why they didn't need him, I couldn't say. More importantly, his words supported my fear of losing this home as I did my last.  
 
    "You should be careful of the sovereignty most of all, they aren’t like their ancestors," his second voice warned.  
 
    I gave him a disapproving look at the idea, was that why he was so interested in my conversation with Zephyra? I couldn't block out the tone of inevitability in his words.  
 
    I need to be careful of everyone, even my friends? No, they would never do that to me! I cursed, quickly dismissing the idea.  
 
    "He's a snake, that Aries," the Cartographer continued, laughing, like it was part of a prolonged joke. "Whole wings of fire, air and earth order dragons are sent to places of no return, villages and settlements are burned to rubble on our borders and he does nothing."  
 
    The kooky dragon gave a disgruntled ruffle of his wings. 
 
    "And what of our last allies to the north, eh? We've never found featherwings to be the most patient, and as for the south? Those forsaken lands have always been cursed."  
 
    His words sparked a growing fear that there were things going on in the world that most of those in the city were unaware of. In my search for knowledge, I'd read enough about the last great war to know the devastation another could bring.  
 
    But it didn't start like this: The Sphere caused it, and I've made sure it's gone.  
 
    The Cartographer stopped swaying, turning towards me sharply as he repeated.  
 
    "And so, the white dragon comes to us in search of knowledge regarding an age of legend?"  
 
    A strange air of respect now carried in his words.  
 
    "What do you know?" I asked, stepping forward while he stared at me from behind his lenses. 
 
    "We are old, very old. Even when the Guardian War ravaged this land, we knew many things. To recall a lifetime of knowledge is merely a dream. What we will say is that the spark of this legend is not what it seems." 
 
    I felt my heart twitch in response to his cryptic explanation. That's nothing! Can’t someone be straight with me for once?  
 
    Before I could snap, there was a creaking shift, leaving him almost on the verge of falling as he uncoiled his tail and lowered himself onto the table, retrieving the old book from the shelves.  
 
    "There are many legends. Many that speak of where the Dark Sun fell, others say more of its corruption, but none can be called completely true," the Cartographer muttered as he contorted his body to get his head beneath the shelf.  
 
    His worn wings scratched against the ceiling as he pulled himself up, holding the book in his grubby forepaws. "We know little of our memories, but legends are a fine way of seeing the past, if one can see them for what they truly are."  
 
    I hated the cryptic notion of his words, and yet I didn't feel like this was going in the same direction as other conversations regarding my true nature. As for his lost memories, well, he looked old enough to have been alive at the time of the Guardian War. 
 
    "As for that knowledge, it lies here," he added, reaching out a forepaw, with the ancient book locked in his long, unmaintained talons. 
 
    The pages were worn, old and covered in dust, the rough, leather binding was ripped in the bottom-left corner. On the cover a smudged font of faded-black ink defined the recognisable shape of an eight-point star and the title, ‘The Fallen Star’. 
 
    'You'll always be my fallen star.' 
 
    The distant memory of Tarwin's last words ran through my mind, almost as lost to me as she was. Everything I knew about myself had at least some truth to it, or at least I hoped it did.  
 
    Could this book answer my questions? Turning to the cartographer, I snatched myself from the trance into which I’d slipped.  
 
    "We've never read this one, not as another could," he said. "Not as one of legend could understand, leastways." 
 
     He placed a strong emphasis on the word 'read' while staring deep into my eyes, like I was the legend for which this book had been waiting. He slipped it into my open satchel, and while I watched him do so, all I could think about was what the Ethereal had told me.  
 
    Had it been the truth? What had I really done upon destroying the Sphere?  
 
    "Guard it well," the Cartographer cautioned, drawing my attention back to the confines of the chamber. "Knowledge is a mighty weapon, and all weapons are dangerous," he advised, coiling his tail around the wooden beam and heaving himself up to the rafters.  
 
    "Yeah, better watch it with that, if they know about it, they will fear it," his second personality added, as he restarted his rhythmic swing, wrapping his wings about himself like some sort of giant bat.  
 
    I glanced towards the dim light of the exit. I had it, the knowledge of what I was – the fallen star. I glanced back to the mumbling Cartographer, thinking that no matter how crazy he seemed, his intentions were honourable.  
 
    How long has he waited for this moment?  
 
    "Thanks," I acknowledged excitedly.  
 
    "Eyes await you at journey’s end," he murmured with a gentle rustle of his wings as he nodded. His eyes closed, the lenses distorting the image of his scaly lids as he released a long weary sigh.  
 
    I pondered for a moment. It was like the whole universe was playing an orchestrated game with me, the very day I sought to let go, the answers came crawling to me. I hated irony, and coincidence even more. I had to keep looking forward, but at least now I had some hope of the answers I’d been seeking. With that final thought, I began the climb back to the upper archives. 
 
    The fresh air irritated my dust-filled lungs when I eventually crawled out from the dank gloom and began coughing up the filth I’d inhaled.  
 
    How does he live down there?  
 
    I assumed he didn't really care. Whatever the case I had an awful feeling that he'd given me the answers now for a reason. I looked at the satchel, imagining what could be in those pages I thought to peek inside.  
 
    Return books, get back before they wake up! 
 
    My mind scolded my impertinence. I knew the latter part of that mantra was probably impossible, but I should at least return the books and then slip back with my gift.  
 
    I made my way to the closest aisle, moving through into the main hall, checking for others while I did so. The central aisle was empty, the rows of smaller corridors on either side equally so. The fact it was still early meant that I didn't have to dodge too many watchful eyes as I scampered towards the exit.  
 
    The flight balcony wasn’t so quiet, and what the Cartographer had told me gnawed at my mind like a swarm of ravenous insects. It made the subtle glances harder to dismiss. I'd never considered they knew of the legend, only now realising it might have been naive of me to think so. They couldn’t know, surely; Risha had no idea when we met, and neither did any of the others, or at least it wasn’t obvious. Zephyra showed no sign that would suggest she knew, then again, was that brief encounter enough to base that assumption on?  
 
    It must be the older residents, the ones who've had time to know the legends.  
 
    My restless mind refused to leave it to that one group. It was hard not to perceive everyone's scouring eyes as a potential persecutor, sentencing me to the lonely fate the Cartographer had warned about. The home I'd sacrificed so much for was the one thing I feared to lose the most, only now the greatest threat to it came from my own kind.  
 
    If they feared what my presence supposedly signified, would they simply dismiss me? Cast me out of sight as they did their fear? I wanted to scream, tell them the shadow was vanquished, that I'd stopped Acrodan and his dark master’s plan. I shook my head, struggling to believe, in fact, I’d never been able to admit it was true. 
 
    Keep looking forward, my mind whimpered, consumed beneath the weight of doubt.  
 
    I scurried to the edge of the balcony, fast enough not to leave myself exposed for too long. At the precipice, my eyes darted about the bustling crowd. The idea that they might turn on me like some savage animals was growing into serious paranoia. Even though they were going about their business without sparing me a second glance, I still felt every pair of eyes watching me. 
 
    I'm different, I'm not the same. I'm a herald of something darker, a blighted symbol upon the world.  
 
    My mind grappled with an idea it could not tame and I felt myself gasping for breath at the mental image of being cast out. The thought that they might betray me because the gods had cursed me with this purpose made my thoughts burn with anger.  
 
    I had to stop, close my eyes, and think. Don't freak out, don't attract any more unwanted attention.  
 
    "No surprise to find you here," an instantly recognisable voice drew me from the darkness of my closed eyes.  
 
    The sound of Risha’s sweet words were like a blessed lifeline. I looked up, relieved that she was here and ashamed she’d had to come and find me at the same time.  
 
    She... She's what I need right now, she'll keep me safe. I thought as with a whoosh of wings, the familiar dragoness landed beside me.  
 
    "So much for ‘I'll see you tomorrow," she added, attempting to hide her disappointment.  
 
    Catching the breath panic had snatched from me, I lowered my head. 
 
    "I was trying to be back before you woke up. I, I... I got distracted," I admitted, attempting to forge a frail smile. "Sorry."  
 
    She wasn’t angry, which made me feel worse. I'd promised to do one thing for her, and I'd failed. In truth, I knew she only frowned upon what I was doing, because she wanted me to have the life everyone else had. While she didn't tell me how much she gave up to see that come true, I had my suspicions it was a lot more than I gave her in return.  
 
    "Distracted?" she questioned sceptically, looking around at the crowd. 
 
    "Well, I'll leave you to your distractions."  
 
    Whether she'd intended it or not, she made me feel like letting the past go was the best action I could take, despite the answers being quite literally beneath my muzzle.  
 
    "I have to get some things for tonight, it’s not like Boltock’s going to do it," she admitted with a laugh as she turned away. "See you then?" she added, glancing back.  
 
    The nagging desire to read the book was overwhelmed by the desire to spend time with my friend. I'd once spent all my time with Tarwin, and now I only gave Risha fleeting moments combined with short sentences that usually ended in ‘goodbye’. 
 
    With one eye on the dragon-filled sky and the route to the nest where I could read, and the other on the blue dragoness I was quickly losing the right to call my best friend.  
 
    "Risha?" I muttered. 
 
    She seemed to know exactly what decision I'd made simply by looking at me.  
 
    "Wait, I'll come with you."  
 
    "Well, you’re more honest than Boltock," she stated with a pleasant laugh as I trotted up beside her.  
 
    She could read me like a book, and whatever Boltock had done to get out of what I could only assume was the same situation, I couldn't begin to imagine. The troublesome green dragon would do anything to avoid the things his sister wanted him to do. 
 
    Can't say I'm into them either. But spending time with her, that I loved to do.  
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter 3 
 
    Forgotten Past 
 
      
 
    Bright beams of sunlight unleashed their golden radiance on the lake as I banked steadily to the left. Risha flew close beside me, leading the way to what I assumed were the markets, the main centre of trade in the city. It had been some time since I'd flown with her, yet there was still something hypnotic about her movement. She always managed to draw my attention, no matter how much I tried to focus.  
 
    Do I gawk like this all the time? What is it with me? My thoughts grumbled. It's not like she flies any different than any other dragon.  
 
    My assumption about our destination was confirmed when the wind-written air led us toward the main cliff face, where another huge scar was cut into its vast surface. The Sovereign’s palace sat at its centre, its flat face and sharp corners looking out of place in a city hewn from natural rock – almost like it wanted to be different. Numerous carved symbols covered its surface, while four monolithic pillars defined the entrance to an immense hall.  
 
    Four large, metal braziers, standing on equally grand, stone plinths, flanked each column. A green flame lit up the one to my right, illuminating a great tree woven into a tapestry hanging down its front, representing the symbol of the earth element. The second illuminated a red fire elemental emblem woven into similar material, its flame more potent, with dancing tips of deep-red flickering with orange and fleeting yellow. Grey was next, both in flame and fabric, a raging whirlwind depicting the air element. Finally, a blue flame lit the left-most pillar, representing water. Something I'd always considered contradictory, since the blue banner bore the seal of a breaking wave.  
 
    Water and fire? Funny, I still think blue flames look the prettiest.  
 
    Positioned between the fire and wind pillars, a set of steps led up to the palace hall, and just below, sat a solitary pedestal bearing an unlit brazier. The flame it lacked was supposed to be a universal mix of all four colours, known fittingly as the fire of unity. I'd never seen it lit, nor had anyone else I knew, but the Sovereign’s blood line was supposed to possess all four elements. The royal blood of their dynasty was said to have been blessed by the creators, and yet Sovereign Aries had never seemed to possess the power. I'd never really understood the monarchy or their elemental powers, it had too much to do with heritage and magical jewellery. 
 
    Around the unlit brazier, vast stairs led down to a crowded ledge decorated with numerous, equally vast carvings. From there the sprawl of stonework paved the way to the market area. Stone bridges and platforms supported structures made from wood and forged metal, ranging from small shacks offering food, to large, stone-cut forges smelting ores into weapons, armour and a whole manner of other dragon attire. Others were simply selling small trinkets, books and dyes. 
 
    Dragons scurried about the wound in the great cliff, like flies attracted to exposed flesh. Swooping into the scar before wandering about the market sprawl, buying and selling, in a similar way to the humans I'd once known. With a whoosh of leathery wings and a clatter of claws, I found myself on the market ledge. Risha landed beside me, although I was too preoccupied by the maelstrom of beating wings and the chatter of trade ringing from every corner to notice. The smell of forge-smoke and exotic foods drifted through the air like a ghost overwhelmed by the number of bodies it had to haunt. The same scenario repeated itself for as far as I could see, and it almost felt like the weight of the crowd was suffocating.  
 
    Maybe this wasn't the best idea after all.  
 
    I couldn’t stop thinking about the number of eyes watching me; it was almost unbearable, though I knew most of them were too preoccupied with their dealings to notice me.  
 
    "It'll get busier, everyone will be getting ready for tonight," Risha announced before moving off into the crowd. 
 
     I had to force myself after her, folding my wings at my side so I could weave through the writhing mass. Before long, we passed into one of the buzzing side streets, store after store flanked us: 'Iron Fang's Forge', 'Parinthien Spices' and 'Fleetwing's Reliquary of Exotic Artefacts' to name a few.  
 
    "What are you looking for?" I asked, pressing my snout close to Risha’s ear.  
 
    "I need something to wear for tonight! So does Boltock!" she called back over the din.  
 
    I looked down at the bracelets she wore around her ankles. Except for the armour of guards and soldiers, I hadn't really taken much notice of dragon attire. She wore several gold bracelets and a sapphire-encrusted neckband. In fact, most dragonesses wore jewellery to mark their elements. As for Boltock, well I couldn't work out whether it would be amusing, or scary to see him wear anything.  
 
    Before I could offer any further consideration to the idea, I was swept to one side. In a moment of panic, I quickly looked about, fearing the rabble had separated us. Until I realised she was leading me to a less crowded area between two smaller stalls. 
 
    "Phew," she gasped. "As I was saying, I need some stuff to replace these tatty things."  
 
    She shook one of her forelegs and the golden bands jingled. Personally, I didn't think they looked bad. I liked the way she looked, although that may have been down to my complete ignorance of accessories.  
 
    Then I noticed she had a small pouch strapped around her ankle, and before I could ask what it was, she was digging into it. The several gold pieces she retrieved were yet another thing with which I’d become more familiar. They were called dragoons, a type of currency not too dissimilar to those used in human trade – something I'd watched many times. Risha and Boltock both received several dragoons a week from their training, and I'd always felt guilty for not contributing to our living expenses in the same way. Every time I tried to bring it up, Risha always replied: ‘Saving the world is more than enough.’  
 
    That said, gold and jewels were far more expendable here than back in my old home. I'd been told it was due to earth elementals and fire order forges, however, sometimes it added to my suspicions about dragon hoarding. Each solid-gold coin was engraved with a dragon seal, which was quite simply the head of the sovereign surrounded by a ring of ancient symbols. Others bore the Seal of Eternity or the Pyre of Goldfire, and some rare coins had much older seals.  
 
    Dragons are determined to cram their history into everything, though it’s never the history I need!  
 
    "If you’re still coming tonight, you might as well find something to wear while you’re here," she suggested, handing me several gold pieces. Reminding me that I hadn't considered this evening’s celebrations.  
 
    Damn the Cartographer, why did he pick today, of all days? 
 
    I promised her I'd go, and taking care not to reveal my mysterious cargo, I slipped the dragoons into my satchel. 
 
    "I'll meet you..." she began, pausing to peer over the crowd, "I'll meet you in front of the palace later, okay?"  
 
    For a moment I couldn’t understand why she was leaving when she'd wanted me to come with her.  
 
    Without her this place may as well be the frozen wastelands!  
 
    I severed my mind’s attempts to villainize my closest friend when I came to realise what she was trying to do. She wanted me to have a normal life, and in such a life, I had to do some things alone.  
 
    "Are you sure you're okay with that?" she inquired.  
 
    I gave a subtle nod, but the sceptical dragoness looked unsure of herself. 
 
    She's right – I need to do things on my own, and if she thinks I'm ready, who am I to argue?  
 
    I nodded, this time forcing a smile. "I... I'll be fine, I’ve been through worse, right?" 
 
    "Sure... I'll see you later then," was the last thing she said before disappearing into the crowd.  
 
    I remained between the two stalls, my smile fading as I stared at the space she'd occupied. 
 
    I've known her for less than four seasons, and yet she knows me almost as well as Tarwin!  
 
    Turning my attention to the bustling crowd, I quickly began to wish she was still by my side. I certainly wasn't ready to venture out into the sea of scaled bodies alone, so I chose to move to the back of the stalls instead, into the shadowed rear walkways. 
 
    The gloomy overhang was a dark empty reflection of the crowded market, filled with stale air and more unpleasant smells. There wasn’t even any glowmoss to light the way, and the sounds of the busy streets crept through the murky atmosphere like muffled spectres. There were fewer dragons back here, a scattered few that moved promptly by or sat hunched up gibbering about liquid silver. 
 
    Cast into the dark, away from the rest? I recalled the Cartographer's words. By who's judgment, I'm only back here because I can't stand the crowd?  
 
    My eyes scanned the cliff wall to my right, spying the empty husks of old businesses. Twisted mockeries of their former selves staring enviously at the rears of the thriving businesses that had replaced them. The shadowed walkway led out onto the central ledge before the palace steps, which looked magnificent, a paragon of earth dragon craft.  
 
    That I'm forced to view from the shadows like a rat. I shook my head. No, stop thinking like that!  
 
    Despite the city's distracting beauty, it was the scurrying dragons continually passing by that stole my attention. I could feel their restrained glances, their staring eyes, and with the Cartographer's words latched onto my mind like a leech, I could no longer ignore them. My slow walk quickly hastened; I almost wanted to sprint along the walkway and fly away. It was only when I reached the light at the far end of the under-street, that I stopped.  
 
    The sunlit palace steps lay beyond, but it felt like the whole city could be watching me, waiting for the time when I'd step into the light so they could cast me back into obscurity. For every moment I dwelled on it, my hatred of those who had cursed me grew – and so did my purpose. 
 
    How stupid to think that destroying Acrodan and the Sphere would end this torment.  
 
    I'd never been truly accepted anywhere, and I wasn't going out where everyone could see me. I needed to stay out of sight, lest the Cartographer’s cursed words find me again. 
 
    So much for getting dressed up like Risha suggested.  
 
    My attention switched to the empty shell of a store to my right. It had clearly been abandoned some time ago, the inside was filthy and strewn with cobwebs. I crept in through the doorway, scattering balls of filth, the only memory of the once prosperous business. Above me, more dusty cobwebs covered a cylindrical shaft like that of our nest. Although this one only had one ledge, a large stone semicircle.  
 
    Okay, I'll wait here until Risha comes back. No one needs to see me.  
 
    I figured the best place to wait would be up on the ledge, and through the scattering dust, I flew up to find a long, gloomy, debris-ridden corridor. As expected, the ledge offered a comfortable place to settle, and the moment I did my thoughts turned to my satchel.  
 
    I needed to know who I was, what I'd done and, more importantly, how to prove to everyone that I wasn’t the foreboding legend they all thought. I had to know that I'd already stopped the shadow and that I was no more harmful than any other dragon.  
 
    Dust escaped the old book's cover the moment I seized it with my snout, tickling my throat and stinging my eyes – not to mention the awful taste of the impossibly worn leather. Ignoring the irritation, I set the book gently on the floor, fearing it may disintegrate if I opened it without something to support the crumbling pages. Gently brushing the grime aside, I placed a forepaw on the cover, carefully prising open the first page.  
 
    A swarm of particles scattered like roaches fleeing flame, while the twisted spine creaked in protest. The inside was as worn as the exterior – yellowed parchment flaked and crumbled at its edges, and what remained of the paper wasn’t far from becoming dirt itself. Scruffy marks and wounds inflicted by poor care and handling covered the scribbled nonsense, and a few loose pages slithered from the folds of their larger companions. All I found on the first page were faded scrawls and rambling notes, so poorly drawn I barely understood them. Carefully brushing the loose parchment aside, it revealed the second page and a blurred title. 
 
    ’From the words of Gulavan the Seer. A compilation of events leading to this fateful day, so that we may be remembered for the deeds we are about to commit...' 
 
    The words blurred into nothing more than a smudge after that, while the next page revealed a picture. Although it was far from the pristine claw-work it once was, the faded image of a striking dragoness was clear enough. She was tall and regal, wearing exquisite attire. The image was colourless, hardly holding my attention, save for the small paragraph below it:  
 
    ’To our beloved daughter Aria. When you read this, you will be ready to see your true destiny...’ 
 
    The words trailed off again, except for ’We love you.’ towards the end.  
 
    Best not jump to conclusions. I told myself, recalling the name Aria belonged to the sovereign during the Battle of Dardien. 
 
    The next page provided nothing more than a time-ravaged collage of dull scribbles and faded drawings, as did the next few, boasting the same ghostly writing, blurred notes and scuffs. 
 
    Maybe this isn't a book? I wondered. At least not like those I know, this is more like a combination of notes.  
 
    After several similar pages I found one describing the magic of dragon architecture, scribbled details of mystical dragon armour and a rough drawing of what appeared to be a young earth dragoness.  
 
    Is every page mocking me? I inwardly grumbled as I pressed a forepaw to the parchment.  
 
    I continued to sweep through, page after page, finding more unreadable nonsense and fragmented knowledge. Eventually I slammed my forepaw down and the book quivered like a frail, old creature.  
 
    This is stupid! I finally find answers and they're too...  
 
    After a few moments of grumbling, I looked down to see sketches of four warped, elemental sigils bound within what appeared to be crystalline pillars. By process of elimination, the one I assumed represented earth was scribbled out. There was also a fifth, a golden flame with a serpentine dragon coiled within its centre, very similar to one I'd seen in Storm Peak. Claw-scribed paragraphs sat around a crudely drawn sketch of a ridge with a huge mountain in the background, and it took me a moment to figure out which of the brief notes came first.  
 
    ’From the journal of Archivist Kaida, scholar of the Dardien archive, wing leader of the Goldfire Ridge investigation. 
 
    I turned the page, and what was written next looked more like a journal or a diary entry.  
 
    Kaida, you are my most trusted student. That is why I have recommended you to the council concerning the events that transpired at Goldfire Ridge. If selected, you will be required to make for the Phoenix Mountains with the utmost haste. A group of specially selected specialists will meet you at the base of Red-Fire Mountain to accompany you to the ridge, the site at which the artefact was discovered. 
 
    I knew of the Phoenix Mountains, their smouldering summits and fire spewing peaks were often referenced in the books I'd read, though aside from numerous ruined cities, there were few noteworthy locations around them.  
 
    Day one, Goldfire Ridge expedition; 30th of Fire's Peak. 
 
    Two more wings arrived this morning, a band of Mordrins and a flock of griffin soldiers from the north. Trust those featherwings to treat this as a military expedition. Although, I can't blame them for being cautious. It seems that whatever landed on the ridge is something new to all of us. Those that saw it are saying it fell from the heavens, they’re calling it a Fallen Star. They say it glowed brighter than the fury of Red-Fire itself. Unfortunately, all witnesses are Highkin, and I fear their devotion to the creators will lead to great exacerbation. Gods and demons aside, I’m sure there is a logical explanation for these events.  
 
    If it did fall from the sky then the impact site would suggest a northerly trajectory, meaning any smaller fragments could have landed over Valcador, or as far north as mount Ilivar and the Vrain Sea. As for what it is, very little is known about the Ether and the tales of our golden ancestors’ retreat into the stars. That in mind, the thrill of being assigned to this expedition is overwhelming. At first, I was somewhat sceptical about it, but with what we've already found this could be the discovery of the age.  
 
    The academy seems to think differently, the assistance they sent to aid me is quite inadequate. It seems that the council believes this to be another sky rock, they restricted us to students rather than professors. As for the guards they insisted accompany us, they don't seem to favour being led by a dragoness of my stature. I think they'll reconsider, once they get a boulder cast into their smug muzzles, I can be as bold as any order soldier. It feels like Gulavan is the only other taking this as seriously as me; he's getting on a bit these days, but, like I always tell him, I would never have been inspired to enrol if it hadn't been for him. 
 
    As for the expedition itself? Now that the place isn't glowing hot, we'll be leading a group up to the ridge this afternoon, assuming that the fury of Red-Fire is not the cause. The fact that the site has temperatures so high that even we were unable to withstand, is rather daunting, I must admit.  
 
    The first of the scribbled paragraphs finished, but they'd been enough to stir my imagination. From what I could understand, Kaida was an earth dragoness, possibly the one sketched earlier. I’d also worked out that I couldn't be the Fallen Star she referred to, as this account was ancient.  
 
    Still, what if there's two? What if there's a whole bunch of fallen stars? Calming my eagerness and growing frustration, I read on. 
 
    It seems that if one wishes to understand these events, one must first know the creators. Most believe, and our legends suggest, that our golden ancestors are responsible for the fallen star. I've studied ancient lore my whole career, but for the purposes of this report, I think it best to remind myself. By ancient accounts there are five creators, although only four are known. Their realm is known as the ether and existing within it is a city of gold that is said to be beyond our comprehension. From there they rule this creation with grace and majesty.  
 
    First is Bezaleel, the eternal watcher, lord of shadow, oldest of the four and creator of the darkness in which our plane of existence is set adrift. Second is Anora, lady of light, original creator of starlight and the four elements: earth, water, wind and fire. Prannath, the lord of life, is third, creator of all living things as well as the grand caretaker. Finally, Nakir, the master of death, youngest of all, for death cannot exist without its former brethren. He is their messenger, harbinger of a will most unclouded and just. 
 
    I withdrew my attention, thoughts becoming tangled as my knowledge contradicted itself. Almost all I thought I knew of the creators seemed to disintegrate. They'd failed to tell me any of this. I knew nothing of their names; in fact, they'd claimed never to have such things. I knew nothing of who they truly were or what they stood for, only that they'd created this realm and fabricated this legend of dragon ancestry.  
 
    Urgh, why can't the answers be clear, straight and simple, for skies sake!? I inwardly grumbled while continuing to read.  
 
    The expedition reached the ridge late this afternoon. Progress has been slow due to the flightless representatives of the lesser races and their altitude sickness, leaving me in an awkward situation with the griffin representatives. The featherwings have requested that scouting patrols be dispatched into the crater, but I don't trust them. This alliance has stood for an age, and still they try to steal the discovery we all deserve. Fortunately, the excuse that the site is still too hot is holding up for now, although it will be difficult to prevent them from sticking their beaks into my affairs for much longer. At least the day seems to be on my side; the clear sky and the amazing view of Red-Fire Mountain were a nice bonus. It's certainly beautiful when it's not spewing lava, and who knows? Maybe I'll see a phoenix.  
 
    As for the ridge itself, the impact has desolated the volcanic stone, leaving only a smouldering crater. Temperatures do seem to be cooling, but visual contact with the artefact itself has been hindered by the intense concentration of smoke and steam cast from the nearby lakes. It seems I will have to withhold my enthusiasm for a little longer, we will be nesting on the ridge tonight. It's a minor setback, but a smart scholar always makes good use of their time, since there are many more things I should re-familiarise myself with before proceeding into the crater. 
 
    I rubbed a forepaw over one weary eye, turning the page to find more paragraphs. In addition to the words, four pictures caught my attention. The first, about halfway down the page, was a sketch of what looked like a giant pillar, its smooth surface more like cast metal, like that of the Elder Temple’s door. As for the second, it was merely another drawing of a dragon.  
 
    Another was that of a dragon helmet, cast with far more intricacy than those worn by the city guards. The final picture, at the base of the page, was a circle, its rim engraved with strange symbols. In its centre was a smaller circle containing more of the mysterious markings bound in squares, orbiting an eight-pointed star.  
 
    Day two, Goldfire Ridge expedition: 31st of Fire's Peak.  
 
    The lesser races reached the summit early this morning, and due to the demands of our feathered allies, the expedition into the crater has been brought forward. The arrival of a new griffin general, Grim Talon, has also provided me with cause for concern, as well as the new attentions from the hippogriffs of Mistwind, the eastern earthkin, and kingdoms as far south as Parinthien.  
 
    I found myself questioning whether I was right for this expedition. I must admit I've had my suspicions all along, but in truth, I'm not stupid, I know they only sent me here because they thought nothing of this matter. But now I'm in charge of something that could change the alliance altogether. I am thankful for the support of the highkin representative Calathar, representing both his people and Night Queen Koruna in this endeavour. He seems to share both my desire for answers and caution, his efforts are commendable, and I am glad to have him at my side. After all, this is his peoples’ land.  
 
    I am also thankful for Gulavan's assurance, he assures me I can do this – I couldn’t ask for a better mentor. Even though I was anointed to the duty of leading this expedition, I like to think it’s a group effort. 
 
    This is such a drag! I inwardly huffed. Why write so much down? I need answers, not a life story!  
 
    As for what the author spoke of, it was less of a mystery to me now than when I started reading. I'd learned a lot about the nine great races of the world in the past few seasons. Griffins or ‘featherwings’ were close allies, as were their southern cousins, the Hippogriffs. As for the rest, they were mostly lost or shattered by the Guardian War. The kin races, highkin, nightkin and earthkin, the latter more commonly known as dwarfs, were all gone; two were wiped out when they failed to answer their corrupt guardian's call. As for the third? Well, there was a reason their cousins chose death over corruption. Then there were humans, once known as Mordrins, as was their long-forgotten kingdom.  
 
    At that, a fleeting memory of the human I once knew flashed through my thoughts. Tarwin held a place in my heart, she'd raised and cared for me. She was the best of her race, but not all humans were the same, especially after what they'd done to Risha and Boltock's family.  
 
    Day Three, Goldfire Ridge expedition: 1st of Pyre's Twilight. 
 
    The temperature at the base of the crater has now cooled enough for the lesser races to follow us. Although, at one point the desire to leave our feathered allies behind was tempting. As always, I glance over my wings to find someone looking down their beak at me. The new griffin general is certainly no exception. By the stars, I don't care if he thinks less of me because I'm not a soldier or the fact I'm a dragoness, but I'm still not going to allow those toothless hard-snouts to push me and my expedition around! I'm confident I made the right decision, and even though they are pushing for completion, I am happy in the knowledge that I remained composed enough to make that decision under pressure.  
 
    We reached the object itself this afternoon. For one, it's huge, and at first inspection it's unlike any structure I've ever seen. Its walls seem to be made of solid gold, which I know is impossible, as such a metal would surely have melted under the immense heat. As for the exposed part, our architects have assessed the structure and believe the construction to be of ancient dragon design. Personally, I think it resembles the descriptions I've heard from Exilar in the far south, or the structures of Mt Ilivar. My guess is that discovering how it fell from the sky will provide some answers, though I am not very hopeful. 
 
    Day Four, Goldfire Ridge investigation: 2nd of Pyre's Twilight. 
 
    A doorway into the interior was discovered late last night. It appears that most of the structure has fallen through to the steam caves, meaning that this can only be the tip of the artefact. Whoever sealed the doors has gone to a great deal of effort, which is rather strange, as there seem to be no alternative routes in. I'll admit it was more than a little amusing to see Grim Talon attempt to break it down with force. When he failed, Gulavan had the idea to have one of our soldiers breathe fire on it. Once again, he was right – the dragonfire triggered an extremely complex mechanism of arcane metal, bolts and cogs, confirming it is indeed of draconic design. The scowl on the featherwing’s beak was equally entertaining, I almost couldn't resist asking him who the weak one was at that point.  
 
    Upon entering, we found the place in ruins. An impossibly hot white fire still burned the metal, and the scars of the impact hindered our efforts. As for the design, it consisted mainly of the same golden metal, while the floors are formed from polished marble with inlays of arcane technology that far surpasses anything I know. In all honesty, the sight of such a magnificent place is reward enough. 
 
    Many artefacts have already been discovered. Among those found on the topmost layer are three larger, intricately detailed sets of dragon armour, their grand proportions and the size of the pedestals on which they were found suggesting they were more of a display piece. Statues make up many of our recent finds too, their positions suggesting they were once animated, pointing to an arcano-magic far beyond anyone's knowledge. We have catalogued most of the items, but those too big to remove, such as the enormous arcano-tec dragon beyond the wall of the structure, are being studied on site. All I can say after all this is, I’m glad I remained in charge of this expedition, because what we've discovered here is amazing.  
 
    Furthermore, we have decided to push deeper into the structure. It seems that the impact left a great amount of the object buried as well as shattering a large portion of the upper floors, leaving a deep pit into the caves below. The heat conditions and volcanic nature of Red-Fire Mountain, coupled with the state of the rock and the structure itself, have made this more dangerous than anticipated, especially for those without wings. 
 
    Day five, Goldfire Ridge expedition: 3rd of Pyre's Twilight. 
 
    Regrettably, two of the Mordrin representatives were reported deceased last night. It seems that their inquisitive nature led them to wander from the camp in the dark. Yet there has been no word from the surviving representatives or my superiors regarding the rather sensitive matter. In addition, there have been no new discoveries, and some among our party are growing impatient. Gulavan has spurred me on, even so, he is also frustrated with endless empty hallways and pits. 
 
     Day six, Goldfire Ridge expedition: 4th of Pyre's Twilight.  
 
    This evening, as we were setting up to nest for the night, one of the Mordrin representatives stumbled across a new artefact. It seems their inquisitive wanderings do prove useful after all. The artefact itself is a black sphere, discovered in the largest chamber we've found so far. It's the deepest point we’ve been able to reach using the caves to bypass the worst of the structural damage. Upon retrieving the artefact there was a strange sense among us all, and while I was sceptical at first, I must admit it felt like this truly was a message from the creators. I really find that hard not to believe now, especially as the structure is reminiscent of the Golden City itself. As for the artefact, the Sigils have taken great interest and are deciphering any clues that may unlock the secrets of what transpired here, in addition to any connection to the creators and their disappearance. 
 
    Everything I thought I knew crashed into a whirlwind of lies. It was clear that I wasn’t the fallen star, it was the structure containing the Sphere of Eternity! If that was true, then the sphere had fallen from the skies like me and wasn't 'given' to mortals at all. Everything they'd told me back in the ice, everything I thought was true, was all a lie!  
 
    Is what I know of myself a lie too? Is what they got me to do – a lie?  
 
    Taking in a deep breath, I turned the page. The next few portrayed images and words confirming the artefact was indeed the Sphere I'd vanquished seasons ago. Even the claw-drawn image of that cursed thing was a stain on reality.  
 
    Day ten, Goldfire Ridge investigation: 8th of Pyre's Twilight. 
 
    The Sigils have finally returned from their rituals, and yet they do not speak of what they have found, only that the artefact is to be taken to the reliquary of Ilivar immediately and the matter discussed with the council. For once, Gulavan and I found ourselves agreeing with Grim Talon. They have simply stolen our greatest find without a clear reason! Stars curse those sly birds and their relics, even if this Is a sign of our lords’ return.  
 
    Gulavan and I are to return to Dardien, to take up our case with the council, who I'm sure will send more to continue the study of the other fallen artefacts. Despite my orders I'm not letting this find go, as neither the council nor the Sigils are stealing my credit. They sent me out here thinking it was nothing, but after all my work I'm going to get the recognition I deserve. I discovered something that could change the world! 
 
    I stared at the ancient parchment, at one last scrawled piece of faded writing, followed by a small seal of nine hooked talons and red feathers.  
 
      
 
    Upon the twilight of ages, the skies will break to bring forth the Fallen Star of scornful wrath and eternal hate. 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.  
 
      
 
    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. 
 
      
 
    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. 
 
      
 
    I slammed the book closed, its spine cracking and rupturing the weak leather. Dust flew from the pages, scattering in the wind as the aged parchment disintegrated under the force of my forepaw.  
 
      
 
    It was as if my heart had turned to ice, the chill coursing through my veins with every beat, only to be melted by burning anger. They had lied to me! I'd sought them out, desperate to know who I was, and they had lied!  
 
      
 
    That was it: I was going to find out the truth, and I now knew where to find it, where it fell all those centuries ago. I clutched the book tight, pushing it back into my satchel, which was when the harsh realisation caught up with me.  
 
    Not again. I mentally whimpered. I can't leave again. 
 
    My anger sustained itself for a fleeting moment before the cool waters of sense flooded into the dry rivers of reason my rage had boiled away.  
 
    I can't just leave again. The thought was enough to extinguish my anger, and I peered down at the chamber floor. 
 
    'The truth may remain beyond your comprehension.' 
 
     It was one of the few things I'd been told that wasn't a lie.  
 
    Am I ever going to know who I am? I needed to finish this, or I'd be incomplete forever.  
 
    Deciding to wait downstairs and watch through the window for Risha’s return, I spread my wings, scattering dust as I readied myself to jump. I hesitated when I realised that hiding my sorrow from her wasn't going to be easy, but before I could consider that further, something caught my attention. It was the muffled sound of someone shouting, but strangest of all, it seemed to come from behind me.  
 
    Turning my head to the shadowy chamber, I felt a faint breeze blow up from its depths. The muffled din crept from the darkness, and each time it sounded, my curiosity grew. Until eventually I found myself following a trail of fluttering webs animated by the weak airflow.  
 
    After the Cartographer's chamber, it almost felt like Dardien itself was drawing me into its most forgotten reaches, and I soon reached an open chamber, as bare a skeleton as the rest of the place. A weak beam of light broke the shadows through a large hole in the left wall. Curiosity's gripping tendrils closing tighter, I gathered my wandering thoughts and edged over to the small breach.  
 
    More muffled shouting echoed from the hole, gradually growing in strength. Placing my paws up against the shattered stone, I peered through. The slightest touch saw the wall crumble, the stone more like dust than rock, and I moved the crumbling remnants until the breach widened to something I could squeeze through. Caution took the reins of my mind, gripping tight as a gust of air swept into my face. I poked my head into what appeared to be a small crawl space, a second, longer glance, revealed that it was a space in the upper skirting of a larger chamber. 
 
    A forest of monolithic columns organised into long rows supported the broad arches of an enormous hall, each flanked by bracers of varying coloured flame. The light from outside shone through, creating neat lakes of gold on the marble floor, the glorious glow only broken by the pillars’ looming shadows. The formation continued for four more rows, before a giant wall stopped its progress. At its centre lay a golden door covered in inscriptions and markings, a huge mechanism of bars forged into its arcane surface. The other wall about the chamber’s edge crawled with regal carvings and majestic inscriptions, ranging from battles to simple life, depicting dragons, griffins and a whole manner of other creatures.  
 
    That was when I realised this was undoubtedly inside the palace. As for the shouting, it was still distant, primarily because the chamber was so vast, and I was high up. Curiosity pushed me through the opening onto a carpet of cinders. Whatever this space was, involved fire, but thankfully the black soot on which I now trod suggested it hadn’t been used in an age.  
 
    Through the small arches separating me from the main chamber, I could see several draconic figures entering from the main opening. Standing in a triangular formation, they cast a long shadow over the regal-blue carpet. Three of them were armoured, and from what I could see of their scales, they were Fire Order: one was red, the other two a bright orange. However, they were not the ones creating the commotion. In the centre of their triangle stood a fourth dragon. Another Fire Order soldier, fidgeting, twitching, and shouting in a peculiar way.  
 
    I couldn't make out exactly what he was saying, his voice was broken, as if the soul had been snatched from it. His armour and scales looked like they'd recently seen battle, in fact, he seemed to be crazier than the Cartographer. A pair of shackles around his back paws connected to a chain, tethering him to the ankles of two of his escorts, who held their heads high, their eyes averted.  
 
    Is he a prisoner? A traitor? I wondered, knowing that some of the punishments for such crimes could be severe. He'll be lucky if they don't lock him up for good.   
 
    The group crossed the chamber, moving between the braziers of the fire and air elements towards the huge metal door on the opposite wall. I crept quietly along the narrow crawlspace, keeping pace with them until they finally reached the door. A deep groan drowned out the dragon’s muttering, as metal ground against metal, vibrations shaking the wall as the solid-gold blocks slid away and the two huge doors were reluctantly forced apart. The group proceeded through to the next chamber while the wall shuddered again as the arcane seal fell back into place behind them.  
 
    Raising myself from where I'd been crouching, I could see that the sooty crawl space continued its lap of the chamber, but to my right, the trail led through a small archway into the chamber beyond the door.  
 
    Cautiously creeping through, I caught up and found the soldiers standing on a polished stone floor, its pattern broken by a set of stairs at the far end. More guards lined the edges, each a motionless, silver statue barely visible in the shadows of flanking arches. At the top of the steps, shimmering gold flowed up from the ground to create a throne. Slim at the base, the metal rose and blossomed like a flower, climbing above the seating plate to form four, petal-like golden towers, within the peaks of which, sat radiant jewels.  
 
    The throne had stood as a symbol of power over the city for many generations, but the imposing dragon lounging upon it had not. A slender, jewel-lined neck held his head high, and hidden beneath the cloak of a silken wing, his body draped lazily across the seat. His paws rested over the gem-encrusted rim, jet-black claws glinting, while his tail coiled around its base like a deadly snake.  
 
    Around his front ankles he wore two silver bands, with a similar band at the base of his tail. A magnificent silver crown covered his head, moulded to enhance the appearance of his obsidian-black horns. The front edge led to a slender, silver plate sitting above his cold, grey eyes, before it flowed like quicksilver over his snout, making it look more like a helmet than any crown I’d ever seen. Around his neck he wore a golden band fitted with five gems – a shimmering diamond flanked by a red ruby, a blue sapphire, a green emerald, and a polished opal, each as spectacular as those that adorned the throne's peaks.  
 
    I didn't need reminding about their significance, or that of the one wearing them. There wasn’t a dragon in Dardien who didn't know Sovereign Aries. To his left stood a rather glum-looking dragon, his sky-blue scales, tail, and webbed spine confirming he was a water elemental. Opposite, stood an old red dragon, whom I instantly recognised as the Fire Elder.  
 
    Although I'd only seen them once, I'd never forgot the ones who told me to abandon Tarwin. Though their lack of visibility was to be expected, from what I knew, they only came out from their meditation at the Sovereign’s request.  
 
    If he's here, then this must be important. I noted. What have I stumbled into? I went into that store to avoid attention, now I'm in the throne room! Skies curse irony! I inwardly hissed, pressing myself low against the soot as I crept closer.  
 
    I no longer cared about the filth; the Cartographer had warned me to watch the sovereign above all others. So, if there was any hint of what was going on in the outside world, I needed to know.  
 
    Meanwhile, the group of soldiers and their chained companion approached with the utmost respect. Aries' sharp eyes watched them closely until they stood at the base of the stairs.  
 
    "Your highness," the foremost soldier greeted, bowing his head, raising one forepaw, and spreading his wings. His companions followed his example perfectly, all bar the one between them. "The only survivor of Frostwrath Keep, as requested," he added, stepping aside, exposing the crazed soldier.  
 
    Aries studied the rambling dragon like a jeweller might an unrefined diamond.  
 
    "Surely one could not have begun service with such an addled mind?" he proposed, his sharp words sounding like they were laced with silk, his tone disguising their sly intent. 
 
    "No, your highness," the lead dragon replied, standing tall.  
 
    "So please do enlighten me as to how a soldier of one of the finest orders has been reduced to this," he demanded, waving a dismissive forepaw at the crazy dragon. 
 
     "He's been like this since Frostwrath, your highness. We still don't know what happened to him or the whereabouts of the rest of his wing," the lead dragon responded quickly, seemingly struggling not to trip over his words.  
 
    Aries studied him more closely, his glare pinning him like a knife through the wing 
 
    It's like he enjoys seeing dragons squirm. I noted.  
 
    His neck swivelled with a chime of jewelled chains, redirecting his eyes to the twitching dragon.  
 
    "What, pray tell, became of your station?" he asked, clearly appalled not to receive the same respect he'd received from the others.  
 
    The crazy dragon’s eyes danced in their sockets, with little care for who addressed him.  
 
    "Answer your Sovereign, soldier!" another of the soldiers snapped, but nothing came from the maddened beast.  
 
    Aires continued to scrutinise the fidgeting wreck, glancing away as the crazed dragon suddenly blurted.  
 
    "I've seen them!"  
 
    The Sovereign paused, his spines bristling before replying.  
 
    "What have you seen?" His voice was slow and deliberate, sinking back to a deceivingly charismatic tone.  
 
    "Winged shadows in the night... soulless creatures, they stole the minds of the others, changed them into the ebon-winged demons!" the rambling dragon laughed deliriously.  
 
    Aires’ expression seemed to crack like thin ice.  
 
    "My apologies, your highness, he says nothing else," the leader explained, but Aries gave him no heed as he stared intently at the mad dragon.  
 
    "Take him away, see if his mind can be salvaged," he suddenly ordered, waving the group off with a wing.  
 
    The three soldiers gave another regal bow before making their way to the door.  
 
    "You are to remain here," he added, looking to the leader of the group, who glanced anxiously to his companions as they promptly departed.  
 
    "Yes, your highness," the soldier replied, his voice almost breaking as he forced himself to bow once more.  
 
    With a subtle head tilt, Aires turned to the blue-scaled dragon at his side.  
 
    "Send word to the order masters. Once tonight's celebrations are concluded I wish for a full report from each." 
 
    The blue dragon bowed and quickly scurried off beneath the columns of my vantage point.  
 
    With one graceful stride, and a chiming of jewellery, Aries uncoiled and stepped down from his throne, claws tapping on the polished marble like swords. 
 
    "You are a wing leader of the Fire Order, are you not?" the words slithered from his muzzle as he stopped before the soldier.  
 
    "Yes, your highness," he replied, seemingly struggling to maintain his posture.  
 
    "Please do correct me if I am mistaken, but the soldiers of your order claim to be the finest, do they not?"  
 
    "Yes, your highness."  
 
    Aries paused, his expression hard and cold.  
 
    "Look at me," he hissed, in a tone more intimidating than any raised voice.  
 
    "S–s–sorry, your highness," stuttered the soldier, his eyes creeping up to meet his sovereign.  
 
    "Indeed. As I was saying, your order claims to excel above all others, does it not?"  
 
    "Yes, your highness," the increasingly nervous soldier confirmed.  
 
    "Then would you care to explain why one of the finest could be driven to madness by nonsense?"  
 
    "We do not know, your highness," he blurted. 
 
    Aries slid forward, each intimidating step a frightful reminder of his complete command over every dragon in the city as he pressed.  
 
    "We? Do you mean to tell me there should be more in here to question?"  
 
    "I... I do not know, your highness!" the soldier corrected. "It's my responsibility."  
 
    Aries muzzle curled into a sly smile. 
 
    "There are those that would say that a darkness is growing in the north. Orkin have moved down from their mountain holes and war is on the horizon, and yet we have our finest soldiers driven mad by flying shadows, ebon-wings and demons? It's Ludicrous."  
 
    Even with the briefest mention, I knew what he was talking about. The orkin were once known as highkin, but they were corrupted by their guardian Hinnoron. After submitting to the Sphere, they became twisted by its dark magic, gruesomely changed into a race of savages driven by an uncontrollable desire to destroy and a thirst for bloodshed.  
 
    We were lucky not to come across any last time, they're all over Valcador apparently.  
 
    "You cannot remain ignorant to this, Aries," an older, wiser voice interrupted.  
 
    The Sovereign reluctantly pulled away from his malevolent taunt, turning to the Fire Elder, regarding him with a firm, almost challenging look.  
 
    "Be gone with you," Aires instructed the soldier, waving a wing without sparing him another glance.  
 
    "Yes, your highness," the visibly relieved dragon replied, bending into a final bow and promptly departing.  
 
    "Our enemies gather in the north; of that I am all too aware. But these shadows of which they speak are nothing but legend," Aries replied, a patronising tone gracing his regal voice. "The orkin menace will fall – as they have many times," he added confidently, resuming his perch on top of his throne.  
 
    "You know of what I speak, and it is far beyond some barbarian rabble," the Elder countered.  
 
    "Do not lecture me on the threats of old; they are gone, buried beneath the ice of Ilivar," Aries snapped, his silver voice melting away into a molten growl. "Acrodan and the rest of his traitorous ilk are nothing more than a story to frighten hatchlings, and the dark sun is long since forgotten," he continued, his voice flowing back into its deceitful, silken tongue.  
 
    They don't know? Of course, as far as they know the Sphere is still out there and Acrodan is still a threat! The realisation filled me with a warm sensation, melting my fear of rejection. Maybe if I tell them I can have my life back? 
 
     The elderly dragon looked at Dardien's ruler like one would a pouty child.  
 
    "You may blind yourself to the darkness your highness, but it will still be watching you. Why can't you see that? Your soldiers are driven mad by the unexplainable. Even our allies, King Halfbeak and as far south as Mistwind know of the change. All remain loyal to the old alliance, so why do you not call upon it?"  
 
    "Enough!" Aries bellowed, extinguishing the Elder’s speech with little more than a subtle raising of his voice. "I will not be compared to that featherwing ilk. We remain hidden because I think it unwise for our strength to be visible to the world. I do not wish to entice challenge."  
 
    The elderly dragon’s muzzle twisted into a scowl as he shook his head disapprovingly, and Aries’ eyes snapped to him with dagger like speed.  
 
    "Do you doubt my ability to rule? Do you doubt that the creators denied my uncle an heir because they did not intend me to be Dardien’s ruler?"  
 
    "Not at all, sire," the lie in the Elder’s words was hidden almost perfectly.  
 
    "Then remember your place. In time this darkness will show itself and will be cast back into the pit from which it crawled, like all others before it."  
 
    The Elder huffed, slouching as he moved towards the door.  
 
    Aries displeasure was clear the moment he saw him departing without dismissal, and yet he did nothing.  
 
    "I trust all is in order for tonight?" he asked, his charismatic tone returning as he abruptly shifted topic. 
 
    "Indeed, sire," the Elder muttered, glancing back as he reached the door, where he stopped and focused his eyes on the last place I expected.  
 
    He's looking right at me!  
 
    I pressed myself hard against the choking soot, muzzle flat against my satchel, while the Elder’s eyes remained unmoved. A cold fear washed over me, and I wished I'd listened to my inner voice when it had told me this was a stupid idea.  
 
    Any hope of getting a new life will be crushed if I'm caught!  
 
    "Is something amiss?" Aries asked curiously, drawing the Elder’s attention.  
 
    "No, nothing at all, your highness," he responded, the rolling of metal locks breaking the conversation as he proceeded beyond the opening door.  
 
    The wall trembled while the slabs of gold crawled back into place, only when they slammed together did I thaw from my cocoon of fear. I tried to determine whether he'd seen me or not, either way, he didn't tell. The Elders were always strange to me, their plots were almost as elaborate as those of the gods.  
 
    I took the fright as a sign to leave, and I crept cautiously towards the exit. That was until the sound of chiming jewels halted my retreat. Aries stood up, the clatter of claws signalling his approach as he paced down the throne room and his sharp eyes fixed on the door.  
 
    It's okay, he's just walking, he's not seen...  
 
    "I know you're watching." 
 
    I froze, my heart skipping a beat. How could he have found me?  
 
    My trembling eyes crept over my shoulder and dirt-stained wings until they fell on Aries staring into the archway. 
 
     "Why do you hide?" he asked, turning to face the wall I was hiding above. In that moment, my fear was so intense it rivalled the terror I'd felt when facing the dark guardian.  
 
    "Why must you be so miserable at a time of celebration?" Zephyra’s equally regal tone challenged when she emerged from the arches beneath me.  
 
    "I thought the orkin to the west were extinguished?" Aries swiftly responded, turning back to his throne.  
 
    "They were, we dispatched five wings to burn them back into Shadow Fen, but they grow in number every day. The Phoenix Mountains are already swarming, while more rally in Valcador and Taldran. I fear it will not be long until they press their assault from the east too," she challenged. 
 
    "What remains of the highkin kingdom is not of our concern, nor are the western lands," her father replied, waving a dismissive foreclaw.  
 
    "So how do you expect to stop them if you will not allow us to vanquish them completely?" Zephyra countered.  
 
    "The creatures will break on our borders like waves upon cliffs. They will be met with tooth, claw, and dragonfire, and they will fail – as they have for centuries." 
 
     Zephyra paused, considering her response while her armoured wings fidgeted. 
 
    "And what of the far north?" she countered. "Is that not of your concern? If you knew I was watching, don't pretend I didn't hear that conversation." 
 
     Her father's smugness fell flat, it was clear he knew he'd be hard pressed to deny her anything.  
 
    "Not only that, but you didn't really believe you could keep Frostwrath from me, did you?" she questioned, marching closer.  
 
    Aries watched from his throne, his body motionless, and sharp eyes fixed on her as she moved to the base of the stairs.  
 
    "My dearest daughter, it would seem the time you’re spending beyond the palace has influenced your mind. I assure you; the north is not of your concern."  
 
    She stamped an armoured claw on the steps as if she was about to scream, and yet she held back her emotion with a stern expression.  
 
    "Very well, Father. Shall I meet you at the celebration?" she was swift to add, letting out a long breath.  
 
    "Indeed. It would seem the city needs to be reminded that times are not as dire as they seem."  
 
    "Until later," she replied, bowing her head slightly before turning back to the shadows beneath my hiding space. 
 
     Aries watched from his throne, but his look wasn’t that of a loving father; he only cared for hiding his troubled thoughts.  
 
    "Oh, dearest daughter, you need not concern yourself with the report I sent for, I will grant you a personal audience."  
 
    Zephyra stopped mid-stride.  
 
    "Thank you," she answered, "but I will fulfil the same duties as my fellow order masters."  
 
    Her regal tone was a weak disguise for the disgust she seemed to harbour, and the smart expression hiding her father's feelings faltered.  
 
    "As you wish," he stated dismissively.  
 
    My watchful gaze remained fixed on him; his cold eyes clouded with what he was fighting to deny. The heart-stopping fear that I'd been discovered hadn’t quite ebbed away, but I caught my breath, slipped gradually back into the second tunnel and down towards the safety of the deserted store. 
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter 4 
 
    Celebration 
 
      
 
    "Where in the creators' name have you been?" Risha demanded.  
 
    "Looking for stuff," I responded sheepishly. 
 
    She looked me up and down, and I knew if anyone could find fault in my lie, it was her. 
 
    "Where have you been looking? You’re full of... dirt."  
 
    I did my best to hide my soot-stained wings, trying to rub what I could off my muzzle with equally grimy forepaws. Dodging her stare, I noticed her glance to the darkened street from which she'd seen me emerge before she added.  
 
    "Blaze, you didn't have to go. I..."  
 
    "No, I’m fine... I'm fine," I interrupted, though it felt like thick cotton stuffed my throat.  
 
    Shaking her head, she glanced away, her frown almost dragging the truth out of me.  
 
    How can I lie to her, she's all I have?  
 
    "We'll need to clean you up before the celebration. I should be able to find something back at the nest."  
 
    The image of her disappointment branded itself onto my mind, but the clattering of her paws caught my attention when she turned towards the cliff. I also noticed she wore a woven pouch like my satchel, only much newer and strapped to her back behind her wings. I'd seen those types of bags before, but I couldn't imagine myself flying with one.  
 
    "Well at least you're not the only one, I couldn't find anything for Boltock either," she admitted, seemingly more to herself than anyone else.  
 
    That doesn't sound like it's going to go down well. I thought, the idea of her brother in some ridiculous attire mildly entertaining. 
 
    "We'd better get back, there’s only a few hours before the celebrations start," she said, spreading her wings and leaping from the ledge.  
 
    I shook myself like a wet hound, dislodging a fair amount of grime and drawing a few odd looks before quickly joining her in the sky. 
 
    * 
 
    "Where have you been?"  
 
    For the second time in one day I felt a strong sense of déjà vu as Boltock eagerly questioned the two of us. Risha looked at him as if he should have known, and he stared at her for a moment before his confusion became a cunning smirk.  
 
    "You weren’t out on your own I see?" he muttered smugly, his eyes flitting between his sister and I.  
 
    "Shut your snout, Boltock," she replied, walking by him and flicking the grin from his muzzle with a bat of her webbed tail.  
 
    Unable to hold back a snigger, he ducked his head behind a wing.  
 
    "What happened to you? Looks like you were dragged through a troll den," he remarked, turning his attention to me. 
 
    "Boltock, come here," Risha called, the order accompanied by a serious expression that forced him to drop the smug look.  
 
    "Please don't say you got me something stupid," he pleaded.  
 
    "No... no, I haven't."  
 
    "So, what have you got?" he inquired, edging closer to her pouch, which now lay at her forepaws.  
 
    "Erm, nothing."  
 
    "What? You said you'd get something heroic looking! What am I supposed to wear?"  
 
    "You can wear your presentation outfit," she replied, taking on a very motherly tone as she added. "I told you, if you wanted something fancy, you needed to come with me."  
 
    "What about that silver stuff we bought last year, that should fit?" he questioned abruptly.  
 
    She said nothing, but simply gave a subtle nod towards me. His eyes followed, as if trying to delay the inevitable revelation.  
 
    "Really?" he deadpanned.  
 
    Unable to block out the idea that I was coming between them, I edged over to intervene. But before I could say anything, Boltock's eyes narrowed. 
 
    "Okay, Sis, I see what you’re trying to do." his wings ruffled as he smirked. "I'll wear the training gear, if it makes you happy." 
 
    "I'll wear whatever makes it easiest, I don't mind," I swiftly added, "I'm going to put this stuff back and get cleaned up."  
 
    Boltock continued to grin, as if he understood something I didn't.  
 
    "Yeah, fine," Risha chirped in a fluster, drawing another equally odd look from her brother, as well as a wing-shielded snicker.  
 
    Without hesitation and a whoosh of my wings, I flew up to my nest’s ledge. The moment I landed, I slipped the dirty satchel from my neck and slumped onto my bed.  
 
    So much for taking things back. I inwardly grumbled, as I peered up at the books. Hey, at least I finally found the right one, even if it is confusing.  
 
    From the Cartographer's old tome, I knew a few things. For one, I wasn’t the fallen star. The significance of the new tale was more worrying, especially if the sphere was never given to mortals. It had literally fallen into their possession. So many more questions needed answering. Plus, I still wanted to know the sphere was truly gone.  
 
    I saw it fall and explode. It's gone.  
 
    I stood up, peering through the window at the late afternoon sun as its beautiful rays shone like beams of shimmering gold. Before long, my eyes fell away, trailing down to where they would have met my forepaws, had they not been captivated by the small, wooden box, bearing a familiar seal on its polished lid.  
 
    Can I ever have a normal life?  
 
    If I left all the knowledge and old books behind, if I told everyone of my secret – that Acrodan and the sphere were vanquished?  
 
    Can I risk putting my faith in it when the truth I'd been told had been riddled with lies.  
 
    I knew what I wanted, and I knew I would never abandon Risha, Boltock or any of the others. If I wanted this life, l had to tell the city it was over, show them that the part of me they feared would bring about their destruction was gone. Tonight would be the perfect opportunity, everyone who was able to attend would be at the celebration. If the Cartographer was right and most of them knew the legend, then if I told them it was false, they'd have to believe me.  
 
    That's it, the answer to my problems!  
 
    Risha was right – I had to look forward, and to reveal a truth like mine, I had to look my best.  
 
    My eyes scanned the nest, eventually settling on the bedding material at my paws. It was the best I had right now, and I could clean it later. Picking up the sheets in my muzzle I eagerly started rubbing at my paws. The soot smeared like ink as I dragged the rag over my white scales, but it didn't matter, because when I was free, I could do whatever I wanted. I could clean a million sheets, I could help Risha and Boltock, make my contribution! I could finally be part of the family they deserved! 
 
    A whoosh of wings quickly drew my attention towards where Risha landed on the ledge, holding an old, cloth sack. She looked different, the bracelets around her ankles were new, and she boasted bands of silver with tinted blue edges, each symmetrically moulded side depicting waves closing in on each other, before breaking and falling backwards in a perfect mirror. The rims were lined with lapis, and the centres held gems as blue as the ocean's depths. She wore similar bracelets on her tail, a larger one at the base and two smaller ones before the fin at the tip.  
 
    Lined with more lapis and moulded with the same wave-like design, a gold and silver plate covered her back. Around her neck was a matching collar, a gleaming sapphire in its centre, and finally, I noticed that she held what appeared to be a matching helmet in her forepaw, complete with trailing chains of silver. 
 
    She dropped the bag, and I realised, that compared to her, I must have looked utterly awful. I dropped the rag, a pang of guilt overcoming me as I realised, I wasn’t taking this seriously enough.  
 
    "It's a bit old, but it should look fine," she suggested, glancing down to the sack, while unable to hold back a slight laugh as her eyes met mine. 
 
    "It should fit you, you're less..." She flexed a forepaw in the air, searching for words. "Rotund than Boltock, shall we say." 
 
     Before I could respond, she set her helmet aside and approached, dragging the sack towards me with her tail.  
 
    "Did you hide in a furnace? Or was Boltock right about the troll thing?"  
 
    That long-dormant skirting had certainly felt like a furnace, and the fear of being caught had made it feel even hotter.  
 
    "No, I would have to be smart to hide somewhere that clean," I joked. 
 
    Risha certainly didn't seem angry with the fact that I'd hidden away from the crowd, more mildly disappointed. She smiled before picking up the rags I'd discarded in her muzzle. The blackened cloth was put to shame by her glistening scales, and she'd certainly put a lot of effort into her appearance.  
 
    "Mift mour ming pease," she mumbled through the cloth. I quickly deciphered the muffled words and did as she instructed, lifting my wing while she began scrubbing the soot from my under-scales. 
 
    It was uncomfortable, the scales down there were certainly more sensitive than the rest of my body, and I felt an embarrassing heat creeping into my cheeks. In any other circumstances I would have jumped away, but the moment the initial shock passed, new feelings set in. Just looking at her made me feel slightly different, more so now that she looked so stunning. 
 
    It was a sensation I didn’t understand, having only ever felt it around her. It was like something danced in my chest, sparking a warming fire, unlike that of normal dragonfire. It wasn’t fuelled by rage or anger, but a gentle flame kindled by her presence. I bowed my head awkwardly as her eyes met mine, the sight of the blackened rag against her gleaming scales making me feel sick with guilt.  
 
    "Mover mide," she mumbled against the rag.  
 
    Her muffled words were lost to my awkward stupor, and I shook my head with a clueless expression.  
 
    She rolled her eyes. 
 
    "Murmmaroud!" she instructed in an increasingly amused tone, pushing her head against my hips, forcing me to turn.  
 
    I resisted a little as she disappeared beneath me, her tail waving in the air as she reached my belly. I fought the awkward fluttering in my chest, making the uncomfortable feelings almost bearable. At least bearable enough that I could subdue the urge to kick and squirm. 
 
    "Risha, I'm sorry," I admitted.  
 
    I felt the hard scrubbing against my under-scales ease.  
 
    "Sorry for what?" she asked, spitting out the rag.  
 
    "For... not being what you deserve and... I know how much you've..."  
 
    She pressed her wing tip against my muzzle, silencing me while rekindling that dancing flame in my chest as I glimpsed her beautiful eyes.  
 
    "All I know for sure is that I could have had two brothers," she began, dropping her wing and moving over to the bag.  
 
    Shifting to face her I recalled that she was from a clutch of three eggs, from which only she and Boltock had hatched.  
 
    "And as far as I'm concerned, I do," she added.  
 
    I certainly didn't deserve that, or her. The way she cared for me was too good for anyone who spent most of their time chasing down their stupid past.  
 
    All that talk of the Sovereign being blind to what matters. Am I so different?  
 
    She lowered her head to the sack, quickly retrieving a pair of silver bands lined with a white-opal trim, bearing the same clouded stone in the centre.  
 
    "Are they for me?" I asked, gently stepping up beside her.  
 
    "Well, we can't have you going to the season of fire celebration without something to wear. And now you're not a soot dragon, with these you’ll probably pass for an air dragon," she added, positively glowing.  
 
    "I got them for Boltock last season. He thought he might impress a certain someone by wearing another order’s gear, but it didn't fit him," she laughed. "Hold out your paw please."  
 
    Without question I raised my left foreleg, while she placed the corresponding band around my ankle. With a subtle click the two metal parts joined. It felt strange at first, lying above the joint of my ankle and showed no sign of slipping off.  
 
    "See. It’s a perfect fit," she declared triumphantly. 
 
    I raised my right forepaw, and with a click, she fitted the second bracelet, stepping back to admire her work.  
 
    "You look better already," she announced, before reaching back into the sack.  
 
    This time she retrieved a large, silver plate, which I assumed was a back plate like hers. A cloudy-white opal trim marked the edge, while a brown-leather strap dusted with fine silver fastened it on to the wearer.  
 
    "I'm guessing you don't know how to put this on?" she noted humorously, picking up the plate in her muzzle.  
 
    My eyes followed as she moved to my side. "Do you mind?" she asked, trying to maintain some decency as she slipped the metal plate over my back.  
 
    With my approval her head dipped beneath my right flank, her tail taking its place. With a gentle squeeze against my under-scales, she secured the plate to my back and eased it into a comfortable position. 
 
    It felt like a cage over my lungs, the metal lay heavy between my wings. I looked over my back to see the broader end of the plate sitting above my shoulders, getting thinner as it moved between the leathery limbs. I gave them a flap, the strap felt as if it tightened with each wingbeat, but it wasn’t too uncomfortable. I was sure I could cope with wearing it for one night. 
 
    Risha returned to rooting through the sack, retrieving what I hoped would be the final piece. What she produced was a slender, silver helmet, perfectly shaped to fit over a muzzled head. Though it wasn’t clear how my horns would fit, given it was originally intended to be for Boltock, whose horns were very different from mine. Even so, I didn’t care too much for my appearance, and if it made Risha feel happy, I’d wear it.  
 
    "May I?" she asked with a formal bow. 
 
    I nodded, lowering my head to let her gently place it on. It was slightly awkward, but I only admitted that to myself.  
 
    She stepped back before biting down on the hanging strap and pulled it hard. The silver-dusted leather tightened against my lower jaw, biting at my scales. The helmet’s front edge sat over my eyes, forming a smooth brow that made it difficult to look up and open my mouth. It was all a little tight for my liking, but I could manage for one night. 
 
    How soldiers wear this all the time is beyond me – maybe it's why they hardly ever move? As I wondered, Risha marvelled at her work, before her eyes fell on the blue-tinted silver helmet at her paws.  
 
    "Would you?" she asked, glancing back to me and sliding the helmet over with a forepaw.  
 
    I felt a strange sense of honour that she'd asked, despite the fact that she'd been closer to me than most could manage without receiving a bite. Her helmet was like mine, moulded to match the rest of her water-themed attire. A single sapphire graced the crown and the forward side of her four horns were covered by gleaming silver. Taking the front in my muzzle, she bowed her head, inviting the helmet as I carefully placed it upon her.  
 
    "Pull the strap like I did, but not too tight," she instructed.  
 
    I reached beneath her jaw, securing the silver helmet in its rightful place.  
 
    "Not bad," she confirmed. 
 
    "Not too tight?" I asked.  
 
    "I meant you don't look too bad," she laughed.  
 
    "Oh, right... Y–You neither," I replied with a shy smile. 
 
    "Are you two ready?"  
 
    We turned our attention to the ledge to see a rather smug-looking Boltock dressed in a steel-grey outfit, his helmet covering his forehead and encasing his cheeks. One hole in the front allowed his muzzle to escape, and two at the rear freed his curved horns. Two more outlined his glistening eyes, while an emerald-encrusted steel band ran around his neck. It was then that I realised I didn't have a neckpiece. Either this armour didn't come with one, or Risha didn't have it. Either way, I was happy to have less of a burden.  
 
    "Yeah, we're ready," she answered. 
 
    Boltock gave her a smile in return, before dropping back to the nest below. I heard her swoop from the ledge a moment later, and at that moment I felt my attention drift towards the wooden box. Tonight I was going to challenge the truth, take my destiny in my own paws and leave my cursed past behind. The glowing gem in that case was the only proof I had that any of it was real. I didn't know why I felt so attached to it, I hated the thing, and yet it was almost a part of me. Edging over I opened the box, the amulet’s warm glow bathing the wooden interior. Sweeping it onto my neck, the fine chain clattered over the helmet, falling once again into place across my chest.  
 
    It's a part of me, even if I'm going to leave all that behind.  
 
    I quickly dashed to the ledge and swooped down into the main chamber. The armour was heavy but not as flight-hindering as I'd feared.  
 
    "Come on, Blaze!" Risha urged from the balcony. 
 
    I looked to see her standing beyond the twitching curtain, Boltock dancing eagerly in the air behind her. This was it. I was going to leave it all behind and have a life with my two best friends. For once I was able to focus on all I'd wished for, and I looked forward to the night of celebration for the first time. 
 
    * 
 
    The wind-written skies were alive, the air currents flowed with rivers of dragons, all streaming towards the centre-most structure of Dardien. Unlike all other hanging monoliths, it wasn’t a colony of stone nests; but one single structure spanning the whole stalactite. Its steep sides were a symmetrical pattern of huge arches, sitting in rings around the rock’s circumference, one row above the other. Vast amounts of glowmoss clung to the inner walls of the hollow interior, its blue light escaping through the arches like an alien sun.  
 
    About halfway between where the structure merged with the roof and the thinner point shrunk to nothing, the hollow inside halted and a vast, circular floor of polished stone stretched from one side to the other. In the centre sat a huge bowl, so large that it dwarfed the mighty braziers of the temple and palace. Within, it held a roaring green flame, representing spring, the season of earth, and at midnight it would be changed to that of the season of fire. At its rim were four platforms spaced out like the points of a star, where earth order soldiers perched along with draped green banners. Below, a raised stage at the base of the bowl, leading to a set of stairs and a higher podium, designated for Dardien’s finest, it too was draped in lavish green tapestries. 
 
    The main floor was a multi-coloured carpet of dragons, of every age, size, and element. All had shown up to celebrate the coming of the new year, while many more poured in through the mighty arches. The loud rhythm of thousands of voices and the distant sound of traditional dragon music filled the vibrant atmosphere, and while I gazed in wonder, Risha and Boltock banked out of view. Noticing their change in direction, I followed, feeling no larger than an ant as I swept through one of the monstrous arches.  
 
    By the skies, what I wouldn't give for a peaceful flight through somewhere this grand.  
 
    Even with the wind-written currents, the armour hindered my skill, and the sheer amount of beating wings around me made the airway harder to follow. With a clatter of claws, I landed, albeit slightly less elegantly than usual. Down amidst the crowds I felt as overwhelmed as I had in the sky. Wing beats and clattering armour rang out throughout the structure, thumping down on me like invisible hammers. Guards wearing silver plate, dressed with flashes of gold and jet-black obsidian engraved with fiery red stood sentry among the crowd, while other, richer dragon outfits, put most to shame. I'd been to celebrations before but never like this, never among my own kind, and although my old family may have said otherwise, they'd never pulled off anything this grand.  
 
    I stuck close to Risha, I may have looked like one of them with my air order armour, but I still found fitting in difficult.  
 
    "Wow, Boltock!" I heard a pair of excited voices shout beside me.  
 
    Still glued to Risha’s side, I glanced over to see his scarred wing outstretched, while two smaller dragons hung on his every word.  
 
    "Did you really have to fight monsters to get it?" one questioned eagerly, both pairs of eyes bright with anticipation.  
 
    Boltock hesitated before pressing a forepaw to his chest as he puffed up. 
 
     "Yeah, of course, I had to catch it with my bare claws and wrestle it out of the sky," he boasted.  
 
    "When I'm older I’m gonna fight monsters, just like you!" one of the young dragons declared, jumping on the spot.  
 
    I could feel my eyes roll in their sockets like grinding stones. Yet I couldn't help but smile, no matter how guilty I felt about his wound, he still managed to make something positive out of it. His expression changed when he turned in my direction, and the two younger dragons slipped back into the crowd chattering amongst themselves.  
 
    It took me a moment to realise that he wasn't looking at me, but at his sister as she glared his way. 
 
    "What?" he asked innocently, and her stern look broke into a laugh.  
 
    "The way you're going, all monsters will need to watch out for the next generation," she mused, primly fluttering her wings.  
 
    "Yeah well, better to start young. The more you know before your order days, the better," he retorted, turning back to the crowd.  
 
    "I'll never understand him," she admitted with a sigh.  
 
    "Can't say he’s not making the most of it," I contended.  
 
    "Yeah, anyway, let’s go find something more interesting," she replied, leading me on.  
 
    "How many of them do you know?" I asked as we passed through the crowd.  
 
    "What? Do you think I'm friends with everyone?" she asked with a raised eye-crest.  
 
    At her expression, I felt a hint of embarrassment, but she was swift to assure, "Don't worry, there's no competition."  
 
    The smile I offered in return was weak, yet still made her giggle.  
 
    "Let's see, there's Flame and Torch, they're two fire dragons I don't think you've met. They should be here too." She lifted a forepaw to her snout in thought. "Jade and Geode, I really must catch up with them, now they're mates!" 
 
    "Hey, Risha!" a pair of identical water dragonesses suddenly hollered, cutting my friend off.  
 
    I glanced up to see both wore similar attire to hers, while boasting significantly more gems.  
 
    So, they're that kind of dragon? I wondered, aware of Risha tensing beside me.  
 
    "Azura, Alatha, hi," she responded with false enthusiasm.  
 
    "Aww, it’s nice to see you again, we didn't catch you at graduation," they chirped in unison.  
 
    Risha rubbed the back of her neck with a forepaw. "Ha-ha, yeah about that... I wasn't there, I've not graduated yet."  
 
    The way the two beamed at her after that confession really unnerved me. How can they act so happy and sincere?  
 
    "How is it going for you two, now that you’ve been assigned to a wing?" she inquired somewhat tentatively.  
 
    The pair looked at her, then each other, giggling like hatchlings hoarding all the toys.   
 
    "Oh, it is positively amazing! Hey, and don't worry, I'm sure you'll get through next time," the dragoness to the right added, her voice as indistinguishable from the other as her appearance.  
 
    "I sure hope so," Risha replied, and before I knew it, she turned away, blocking my view.  
 
    I caught a last glimpse of the pair trying to look around at me before she called back, "Anyway, I really must be going, I'll see you around!"  
 
    As curious as I was, I didn't fight to look back as they replied.  
 
    "Don't forget to study!" Their synchronised laughter was drowned out by the crowd as they added. "Creators know you need to!" 
 
    "What was that all about?" I asked, as Risha ignored the comments. 
 
    "It’s nothing, don't worry about it."  
 
    Is it really, what did they mean? I tried to meet Risha's eyes, but she held them away. Is she failing in training or something?  
 
    Before I could satisfy my curiosity with another question, a second, more familiar voice called out from the sea of chatter.  
 
    "Risha, Blaze!" 
 
    My head pricked up, as did Risha's.  
 
    "Ember!" my companion cried in clear relief.  
 
    "Hi!" Ember replied, the sound of her voice summoning Boltock back to us in a flash. 
 
    Her instantly recognisable orange scales lay beneath a suit of gleaming red, tinted with gold, a colour as pure as flame and moulded to appear as such, with bracelets over her ankles and tail. A row of segmented plates along her back moved gracefully with every step, and sleek golden chains draped her wings. Unlike our full-head helmets, at the back of hers was a band, set over her horns like a slender tiara. The red-tinted gold curving like a dancing flame as it coiled up her horns.  
 
    I diverted my eyes from the reunion and peered out over the buzzing crowd.  
 
    What did they really mean about Risha... Urgh, why can't I get that out of my head?  
 
    Lost in thought, the thousands of winged shapes darting about became blurred silhouettes against the blue light.  
 
    If she's suffering and she's not telling me I... My thoughts halted. Isn't that what I'm doing to her?  
 
    "Haven't seen you in a while," Ember’s voice quizzed, unmistakably directed at me. Jumping in mild surprise, I quickly turned.  
 
    "I've been... occupied," I stammered.  
 
    "I can imagine," she countered with a subtle smile, and the pair of us shared a laugh.  
 
    I bet she can, after all she's one of the few that knows what happened.  
 
    "Yeah, it's been busy," Boltock interrupted, moving to my side, wrapping a wing over my back. "Being a god and all that," he added, hugging me like his best buddy as he rubbed his chest with a forepaw and added.  
 
    "It's tough work."  
 
    Only Boltock could make such a joke without making me feel like a freak.  
 
    Though I know whose attention he's really trying to appeal to. I thought, subtly shrugging off his wing.  
 
    "Good to see you made it," another voice interrupted.  
 
    Ember’s eyes lit as all of us turned to a larger red dragon, adorned in coal-black armour that blended perfectly with his fin and smoky under-scales.  
 
    "Pyro!" Ember replied affectionately.  
 
    There’s no denying that Risha is right when she says those two have a liking for each other.  
 
    I heard Boltock grumble under his breath as the fire dragoness approached Pyro, rubbing up to his side like an affectionate kitten. I felt a tinge of awkward embarrassment, especially when the pair tapped their muzzles together. 
 
    What do they see in each other's eyes that lets them stare for so long? Before I could think on it, Risha appeared at my side.  
 
    "Well, aren't you two getting close!" she announced to her fiery friends. "I'd say congratulations are in order."  
 
    "Not the kind of affection you'd expect from soldiers, hey?" Ember replied, with Pyro's wing draped over her back. "We're already making preparations to put aside the academy's designated partners to be with each other instead." 
 
    Following more grumbling from Boltock, I caught him creeping away. In that awkward moment I felt like joining him, until my name was mentioned.  
 
    "Risha, Blaze," Pyro called, bowing his head respectfully. "Boltock," he added, raising slightly.  
 
    The green dragon stopped mid-step, briefly glancing over his shoulder.  
 
    "Hi," he replied sheepishly, before scampering off into the crowd. 
 
    I was about to follow him, when another dragon appeared beside Pyro – an air dragon, covered in glass-like silver plate that seemed to glow like flickering lightning.  
 
    "So, this is the dragoness he can't stop talking about?" the newcomer questioned, peering over Pyro at Ember.  
 
    "And I assume you're this best friend he talks about?" she cooed, with a glance at her mate.  
 
    "Well, I imagine you've attained that title as of late," the wind elemental replied cleverly, looking to his embarrassed 'best friend' with a self-satisfied smile.  
 
    Pyro seemed to lose a fight against laughter, his stern expression cracking as he chuckled.  
 
    "May I introduce my 'former' best friend, Soaren," he announced, gesturing a wing to the newcomer.  
 
    The grey dragon gave a respectful bow, wings parting slightly while placing his left forepaw forward.  
 
    "Pleased to make your acquaintance, Miss Ember."  
 
    Ember rolled her eyes, hiding her blush behind a wing as she glanced to Risha.  
 
    "There's no need to be so formal, either of you," the blue dragoness intervened, glancing at the two soldiers. 
 
    I felt another urge to follow Boltock at the realisation I'd yet to introduce myself, but the chance was stolen.  
 
    "But the pleasure is all mine. I'm Risha of the Water Order, and this is Blaze," she added, edging closer to my side as the grey dragon’s eyes lingered. 
 
    "Pleasure," he greeted, his gaze crossing mine before looking back to Pyro. 
 
    "Most of the order are by the inner circle, if you and Ember would care to join us," Soaren informed, gesturing towards the central podium.  
 
    "Let's go meet your other friends, shall we?" Ember giggled, before adding with a wink. "I'm sure they have many more things to tell me."  
 
    "Ember, we're in the academy together..." Her coy look was enough to halt Pyro's words.  
 
    "Alright," he sighed. 
 
    "You two should come," Ember called to Risha and I, as she turned to follow Soaren.  
 
    "Yeah, I... I," Risha stuttered, her eyes darting around as I fidgeted uneasily.  
 
    Maybe I should let her go with them? No need to make a fool out of both of us if I mess up telling everyone that they're safe.  
 
    "It's okay, I'll be fine, you go enjoy yourself while you have the opportunity," I insisted. "I'll go find Boltock or something," I added, hiding the fact that if I'd any intention of finding her brother, it was a weak one.  
 
    She glanced toward her friends disappearing into the crowd.  
 
    "I... I...," she stuttered, looking at me closely. "Thank you."  
 
    She darted off and as the space she'd occupied was filled by the masses, I felt like I was lost in a storm with no lifeline.  
 
    So much for enjoying an evening with my friends. I inwardly groaned, making my way through the crowd.  
 
    I'll wait at the edge. Surely it'll be less busy there. I theorised as I considered exactly how I was going to reveal the truth.  
 
    It’s not as though I can simply waltz up to the podium and give a speech.  
 
    As expected, the nearer to the outer walls I got, the more the bustling crowds thinned, not a great deal, but it was better than the intimidating mass towards the centre. At least now dragons were a wing’s length away, instead of being at the end of my muzzle.  
 
    "So, you’re part of my order now?"  
 
    My head suddenly perked up, homing in on the strangely familiar voice. Yet again I felt words catch in my throat when I realised Zephyra was looking straight at me.  
 
    "I meant the armour," she added, casually pointing to my attire with a forepaw as I stared in bewilderment.  
 
    "Oh... Right... I... I can explain."  
 
    "It's Blaze, isn't it?" 
 
    Despite the fact she'd been nothing but courteous to me twice in one day, the urge to avoid a conversation resurfaced. 
 
    "What a lovely jewel," she continued, fixing her eyes on my amulet.  
 
    "Erm, yeah."  
 
    My eyes darted about in search of another topic, in the end settling for the ringed podium around the base of the great fire.  
 
    "Shouldn't you be up there?" I asked tentatively, pointing to the upper area with my wing tip, but she didn't spare it a glance.  
 
    "I would if my father had his way but sitting within a wing's reach of him is almost unbearable," she explained with a rebellious smile.  
 
    "Still, I should probably get back, he'll be giving a speech soon and, fires forbid, if I'm not there he will get his tail in such a twist," she added with a chuckle, taking one last look at my amulet.  
 
    "It's been good to meet you again, Blaze," she finished with a bow before moving towards the central podium.  
 
    Despite being relieved that she'd gone, I couldn't help but take some comfort in talking to someone else again.  
 
    She doesn't seem out to get me, so maybe not everyone's as bad as the Cartographer claims.  
 
    I resumed my walk to the edge, eventually reaching one of the grand arches, where the polished stone gave way to the warm, wind-written sky. I had to admit that, despite my reluctance to be here, the view was amazing. The city had not inspired me like this since I'd first arrived. 
 
    "I see you found the view."  
 
    My senses pricked up at the sound of an elderly voice. My recognition was vague, but I knew it, especially as I'd already heard it today.  
 
    By the creators, am I a magnet for unwanted attention? I mentally grumbled to myself.  
 
    The fuzzy recognition of the tone fell into place as I glanced up to see the Fire Elder.  
 
    "It is quite remarkable," he continued, standing across the arch from me.  
 
    I averted my eyes as swiftly as they'd found him, denying an immediate answer; after all, they were the ones who'd told me to abandon Tarwin and first to curse me with the knowledge of my destiny.  
 
    "You knew, didn't you?" I asked, my eyes still fixed on the city. "When I came to you last, you knew about the legend?"  
 
    I stared out over the city, my eyes fixing on every speck of glowing moss amidst the neighbouring stalactites and after an uncomfortably long pause, he replied. 
 
    "Yes, the legend was known to us. But who you were, and your purpose, were nothing but a hope, an idea – as they remain. Times are changing, long-forgotten things in this city are awakening. Ask yourself: was it the legend that led you to do what you did or your heart?"  
 
    At that he turned away, moving back into the crowd. I would have called out, asked more, but his words left me stunned. They'd told me I was unique but failed to mention the legend the griffins had finally revealed. I felt paralysed, like a deadly poison was surging through my veins. He was right – nothing they'd told me had changed my decision; I went after Tarwin because she was my family, not because it was my destiny.  
 
    Before I had more time to consider, the thundering of metallic thumping consumed the air around me, overpowering the crowd as I shook off my thoughts.  
 
    I looked toward the base of the central fire at two large rows of soldiers stamping their armour-encased claws in perfect union, while four fire dragons dressed in obsidian-black armour took positions on the brazier platforms. The crowd fell silent, and the beating wings dispersed as the skies emptied and everyone turned their attention to the upper stage.  
 
    The thumping ended as abruptly as it started, the dragons raising their heads in union, creating a walkway between them from which a silver-scaled figure emerged. Nothing but the tap of his sharp claws broke the silence as he moved up to the edge of the podium. I could almost hear the hearts of those around me beating in anticipation. Aries loomed above the crowd, his sharp, grey eyes surveying with arrogant pride as his gem-laden scales gleamed like starlight. 
 
    "Welcome, I welcome you all!" he bellowed in the same charismatic tone I'd heard before.  
 
    "This is a truly magnificent time, the start of a new season, a new year!" His eyes narrowed, clearly appalled by the lack of reaction. "Though, as many of you know these times do not come easy." 
 
    I felt the phrase 'troubled times' echo through my mind. Yeah, but listening to what he said before, some of that seems like his fault.  
 
    "Traitorous orkin have challenged our might once again, but they are doomed to fail," he declared, his eyes focusing on the motionless soldiers flanking him.  
 
    "I propose that this night of celebration is dedicated not only to the turning of a new year, but also to honouring those brave warriors who, by tooth, claw and dragonfire, have kept our great lands safe."  
 
    His sly tone betrayed any respect, while the thunderous stomps of the grateful soldiers offered makeshift applause. I felt disgusted by the way he manipulated them with such false honour.  
 
    "Once more the creators are truly with us! For we, the faithful of Dardien, have never lost hope!"  
 
    I turned away. I couldn't believe his conceit, and it seemed I wasn’t the only one. It was like the whole world had taken an anxious breath, and despite the thunderous metal clanking, the crowd remained devoid of sound.  
 
    That was when a horrendous screech tore through the masses like an invisible storm, forcing most to their knees. I stumbled, as if the noise had ripped the breath from my lungs. My muzzle pressed to the floor as it started to rumble and the green flame within the great brazier erupted into a ferocious red fire, shaking the bowl’s foundations, throwing the four fire dragons into the crowd. The raging inferno ripped one of the brazier platforms from its support, reducing the metal to molten magma in an instant as the rim of the bowl began to glow red-hot. 
 
    Those not completely crippled by the soul-rending screech took to the air amidst a fleeing storm of cinders. Alarm cries filled the skies while the firestorm grew into a mountain of flame, the peak searing the moss from the ceiling. The blast knocked Aries to his knees, before those of his guards still able to stand, covered and whisked him away. Guards also took to the air, jumping up from the panicked rabble like silver arrows. I forced myself to my paws, fighting to clear my mind as the ground shuddered, like some beast was taking mighty steps towards me. 
 
    Meanwhile, the fiery wind reduced to a swirling shroud of black smoke, morphing and flowing like it was alive, until it formed a black funnel surrounding the bright light of a crimson flame. When the guards attempted to approach, the smoke exploded, catapulting them back with an invisible force, the writhing filth immediately reforming and flowing like water over the fiery core.  
 
    Two vast appendages emerged from its flanks, casting a shroud of choking plumes into the crowd. I shook my head, unable to believe what I was seeing. 
 
    Those are wings – dragon wings – formed from pure shadow!  
 
    Through the swarm of fleeing dragons, I could see that Aries and his guards had disappeared from the pedestal while the molten metal from the rim of the brazier trickled onto the polished stone. Above, the shadowy wings retracted, curling over the raging smoke storm and covering the furnace within its heart. The same swirling fire flickered and spun while two more glowing points appeared. 
 
    The eyes of what looked like a dragon materialised from the morphing imitation, burning as if the darkness itself was alive. The shadow broke again, parting to form a gnarled muzzle, and a mouth equipped with serrated teeth. While chaos reigned about me, I felt myself anchored to the spot, my eyes scorched by the flame, unable to move, or look away from the monstrous shadow-dragon. When the world fell into an eerie silence, as if reality itself dare not make a sound. 
 
    The panic slowed, heads rose from their stunned positions, terrified flyers disappeared through the arches and the creeping shadow extinguished the glow from the moss.  
 
    Two infernal eyes scoured the scene, projecting a sense of ultimate dread wherever they fell. I felt my legs tense, my heartbeat like a hammer in my chest, generating a fear I hadn’t felt in a long time.  
 
    "Lies!" a grisly voice bellowed from the flaming jaw, spitting crackling fire and embers.  
 
    The rumble coursed through the silent crowd like an invisible wave of terror.  
 
    "Impudent fools, you are hardly worthy of these words," the flaming horror declared. "You know nothing of the powers you insult. You and your ilk are nothing but vile carrion picking at the last scraps of a doomed world. Your existence is nothing more than a gift you do not deserve," the monstrous shadow continued.  
 
    "Such a pity that no one lives to remember my name – so arrogant of you not to know of your true master, and yet you would sow chaos in my presence?" the creature growled, its eyes narrowing into a scowl as its head rose on a slender shadowy neck. 
 
    "It would seem that you must be reminded of the true order of things." Its words were spoken not as a threat, but as a matter of fact. "I will reclaim what is rightfully mine and curse those who stole it with oblivion!"  
 
    Its baleful eyes sailed over everyone until the flaming sockets finally came to rest on me. "Then you pathetic wretches will understand what is necessary."  
 
    I froze under the intense glare, its intimidation reminding me of Acrodan's crushing magic, forcing me to the floor.  
 
    "You will come to see you do not rule here guardian, nor do your traitorous ilk," the shadow rumbled, holding its gaze until the storm of darkness curled in on itself, returning to a swirling fire. 
 
    With a deep, bellowing sound the entity surged violently back into the brazier. The whole place shuddered as the base of the great bowl splintered, the platform crumbling and the metal structure melting into a molten soup until the whole floor fell into a cave, a cave that couldn't possibly exist.  
 
    Consumed by the unnatural abyss, the brazier disappeared in a sea of flames and showering cinders. Before I could take in the scale of the devastation, several shapes erupted up like dark arrows, leaving a stream of black smoke in their wake. They soared in perfect formation to the peak of the chamber before peeling away and plummeting toward the crowd. Two black wings exploded from the flanks of each, the membranes snapping open with a crack like lightning as they tore into the panicked crowd.  
 
    With claws outstretched, they ripped through bodies like birds plucking fish from a pond, rising, spinning, and twisting in the air with an ear-rendering shriek as they curled back for more diving blows. The air filled with screams, wing beats and screeches as the shadow-creatures repeatedly swooped down, slashing with unnatural agility and speed, leaving a trail of choking smoke in their wake. Those able to do so took to the sky, while flames of all colours erupted from those who fought back. All the while the image of those fiery eyes burned into my mind, corrupting my thoughts like a dark weed.  
 
    'You do not rule here, guardian'  
 
    I was smashed to the stone as rushing paws flattened my wings, leaving only a forest of dashing legs to fill my sight. Another screech ripped through the air, and one of the shadow-creatures sliced through the armoured body of a guard before me. Striking like black lightning, the soldier’s gleaming armour was no defence, as the attack instantly reduced the scales beneath the sleek metal to dust. 
 
    The winged shadows maintained their attack, sinister claws turning flesh and blood to ash. Fighting the burning image in my mind, I staggered clumsily to my paws and plunged myself into the throng. With another horrifying cry, a shadow swept inches from me, sending me tumbling to the floor as the foul smoke seared my lungs and singed my eyes. In the moment I'd had to glimpse at the creature, I could see it was almost invisible beneath the coat of living darkness. Its size was also an illusion – one moment the restless shroud would be no bigger than me, the next it would be the size of a fully grown dragon. Its only recognisable features were the torn, black tissues of its tattered wings. Draped in choking shadow they lifted the beast back into the sky, the dusty remains of those caught in its grip scattering in its wake.  
 
    I staggered once again, fighting to remove the dust from my mouth, and clamping my eyes shut against the image of the impossible monster. All the while, its screech bounced around every wall in my mind like a thunderous chorus. 
 
    "Keep them within the arches, don’t let them into the city!" an authoritative voice boomed.  
 
    The call gave me a new focus, and a small flicker of order sparked to life as the remaining soldiers rallied to the command. Amidst them I could see two dragons, one wearing bright red armour, the other midnight blue. Another horrific shriek forced my head down, and several shadowed creatures swirled round to face the rallied group. Without hesitation their approach hastened beyond any natural speed, shadow rippling like ink suspended in water. I tried to watch but felt the image of those eyes force themselves further into my mind like daggers threatening to cripple me again.  
 
    I need something, something to hold on to... 
 
    The others!  
 
    Boltock, Risha, where are they?  
 
    Battling against the mental corruption, I snapped back. I must find them!  
 
    "Fly steady soldiers!" another voice shouted, drawing my attention up in time to see one of the creatures caught in a torrent of grey flame.  
 
    The shadow and fire morphed into one, consuming the creature’s unholy form, leaving a trail of black dust in its wake. The rest of the creatures avoided the flames with impossible agility, slamming claws-first into the armoured skyline. There was no clatter of metal or screams of death; the steel bodies merely fell lifeless to the ground, their wounds crackling with dark energy as they turned to ash.  
 
    Two of the creatures emerged from the group and swerved around for a second run, while three armoured dragons fought bravely – meanwhile Zephyra, the master of fire, and two other soldiers engaged in a dog fight with a third creature. Surpassing the dragons’ agility, it looked like the monster was merely humouring them. As did the others, seeming to fly with no doubt that they could easily finish any resistance if desired. 
 
    They're toying with their prey. Why, what are these things? 
 
    Two more creatures emerged from the fire pit, and for one of the soldiers it was over almost instantly. The fresh creatures tore him from the sky, leaving the ashes of his lifeless body to plummet into the abyss. Another beast slammed into the Fire Order master, striking him across the chest, disintegrating his bright-red armour in the blink of an eye, the dark wounds spreading like wildfire over his orange scales.  
 
    The second attacker wasn’t so precise, and Zephyra made a lightning-quick dive to avoid it. Swiftly correcting its failed manoeuvre, it countered her move, slamming the back of its shrouded form into her armoured chest.  
 
    I felt my heart leap into my mouth, but thankfully it seemed only their claws dealt the fatal blow. Thrown into a spin, the Air Order master crashed to the floor a few paw steps before me, rolling clumsily to a stop. Panting heavily and shivering as she turned to face her adversary. The creature executed another perfect manoeuvre, swerving into a strafing run directed right at her. Its claws cut through the crowd like knives, slicing both metal and dragon scale like paper. She stood her ground, the deadly, silver blades on her wing tips and tail ready to skewer the creature. 
 
    Bracing my paws hard against the stone I Instinctively drew in a deep breath, exhaled violently, and struck the creature with a ball of pure-white light. The shadow and fire morphed, rippling across its body like liquid, before the bolt’s ferocious power forced the monster back into oblivion.  
 
    I felt my whole-body tremble; I'd not done anything like that in a long time, and gasping for breath, I battled to stay on my paws. Zephyra’s eyes met mine, like a window through the chaos. This morning I was a strange new dragon and now I'd saved her life. Before I could react, her eyes widened, and I was thrown into the sky.  
 
    A dark shadow consumed my sight, searing my eyes and flooding my lungs with what felt like fire. Before it could completely consume me, a bright shield of light cast itself between us. The shadow curved and coiled as it spread like a sandstorm of black dust, before, without warning, the light shield failed and the twisted image before me became a blur. The only things I recognised within the swirling mass were the archways and the black smoke bleeding away as the thing dropped me.  
 
    I instinctively spread my wings to control my fall, the uncontrolled brake almost tearing the membranes to ribbons. If not for the wind-written currents, I doubt I'd have regained control.  
 
    My reprieve was short-lived as a shadowed arrow crashed into my flank, crushing my wing, and throwing me into another spiral. The shimmering barrier erupted from my scales once more, but the dark limbs of the creature burst through like a virus bleeding into the light. A withered set of black claws clutched my front paws, both of us spinning out of control. Its grip felt like death, its claws burned my scales, and the air around it felt devoid of life.  
 
    I opened my eyes, squinting through the pungent shadow, and the sight before me was almost indescribable. A creature of pure darkness, two torn and battered wings marred by gashes of bleeding shadow. Its image bled into my mind, filling it with whispers and chilling echoes that rivalled those of its master's cursed eyes. My conscience fought against the madness growing like a parasite in my thoughts, and with every moment I could see the creature it felt like my mind was melting into chaos.  
 
    I slammed my eyes shut and with all my strength kicked into its underside. A cold chill met my paws upon contact with its bony hide, but the sudden impact forced it away, sending me tumbling uncontrollably through the air. The creature screeched somewhere behind me, the sound tearing through my thoughts, yet beating my wings harder I caught another current. 
 
    I'm not going to end up scorched to dust by those invisible blades!  
 
    I'd faced monsters, creatures, and dark wizards, but this was something else, this thing had a darker intent. Locking my eyes on the speeding projectile as it swerved back to strike me, I didn't hesitate to exhale another blast. The light exploded, but the monster's momentum forced it forward, until its bony mass struck me in a plume of shadow. Its clumsy movement propelled a cloud of suffocating smoke into my throat and eyes, the foul shroud burning my insides.  
 
    Wrapped together we crashed into a stone pillar. My back hit first, armour absorbing some of the impact as pain flared throughout me, bones cracking and scales shattering. A second impact clipped my right wing, but the creature was unaffected. With every collision it merely phased into shadow, harmlessly returning to its original form in an instant. I pressed my rear paws against its underside, and with another tremendous buck, cast it away before finally tumbling to the floor.  
 
    Blood splattered over the polished rock as my wing fell to it like a rag. Yet I'd never been so happy to see my own blood flowing, rather than wounds marred by life-stealing dust. Another screech echoed through the gloom of my dazed mind, forcing my eyes up to find a blur of winged darkness, discarded by the sky like a rotted leaf cast from a dying tree, plummet into a brazier-fire. 
 
    The effort of rolling onto my front was enough to make me sick, but with nothing in my stomach to reject I gagged a foul froth of black dust, before gasping desperately for air.  
 
    The brazier I’d landed next to shuddered violently as fire consumed the creature, the shrouded form merging like liquid within the flames. I had no fight left in me, and even with my ability to heal I had no time to react. With a heavy shudder, the brazier crashed to the floor, smothering the monster in a shower of burning coals.  
 
    The vile entity wasn’t troubled by the heat. Shadow and flame alike dripped and morphed perfectly around its body. With the shroud boiling away, I caught a glimpse of what lurked beneath – a horrific monstrosity, standing like a blight on reality. No larger than me, it stood on four skeletal limbs. Sleek, black hide covered its alien appendages, formidable spines graced its back and a pair of equally unnatural wings extended from its bony shoulders. Withered strips hung from the scorched limbs and a spiny, trident-blade tipped tail coiled like a serpent around its serrated claws.  
 
    Long spines covered its head, the foremost forming a ridged crown curving over its skull and down its emaciated neck. Its mouth hung below the base of a large set of horns and a sharp, spiny frill lined its edge. Its teeth were like rows of glistening spires, sitting gruesomely within a quivering jaw. Above the rows of fangs, and the most sinister of all, there were no obvious sign of eyes.  
 
    That's impossible, how can they move like that with no eyes?  
 
    The monster gave a painful hiss as flames swarmed over its skin, before disintegrating into shadow, leaving only a crackling plume of black mist in its wake.  
 
    My head fell against the stone, my lungs releasing a bloody cough. My vision grew weaker, darkness consumed me until my body finally failed and I couldn’t fight it any longer. 
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter 5 
 
    Dardien’s Folly 
 
      
 
    An ocean of inky blackness swirled in the sky. Its movement almost invisible amidst the gloom of its own existence. An alien landscape of black towers illuminated by gleaming starlight surrounded me, and yet it felt like the whole place was submerged in crushing water.  
 
    Is this it? Am I dead, am I cursed to this oblivion?  
 
    My eyes flickered open, freeing me from the endless night. Fire replaced the darkness, the memory of oblivion in those molten eyes, accompanied by a distant tapping through the emptiness. I couldn't look away or block it out, flee or panic, all I saw were flames.  
 
    "You must be reminded of true order," hissed a dark voice amidst the tapping. "You do not rule here!"  
 
    The fire grew in strength until it formed a raging maelstrom of flame, only inches from my muzzle. All the while I could do nothing but watch it draw closer, until it reformed into the burning glow of two blazing eyes and a fanged snout. The tapping sound became almost deafening, before the grisly tone boomed.  
 
    "You will understand, or you will have oblivion, Guardian!"  
 
    * 
 
    With a sudden jolt, reality snapped back into place, sealing away the scorching eyes, replacing them with a dull ceiling of smooth stone. A light-orange glow lapped across the featureless surface like waves on a restless lake, accompanied by the crackling of flames. The distant tapping still echoed in my throbbing mind, and each twitch of my eyelids left a blur in my weary vision.  
 
    What in the Creators' name happened? I wondered, my muscles aching as I forced them into action.  
 
    A cough cracked my dry throat as I raised my head, and my distorted vision came into focus. Looking myself over, I flexed each of my paws; although they were stiff, they felt okay. I did the same with my wings, first left, then right, at which point I noticed the blood-stained bandages covering the tips.  
 
    Someone healed me... but who... what? What happened?  
 
    With my memory spinning and fighting to recall, I winced as I pushed myself up from the bed. Odd twitches in my back and flank suggested something was still at work under my scales, a feeling I'd only sensed once before.  
 
    I healed – like in Storm Peak. I noted, glancing back. But it still feels like I'm only one step away from falling apart.  
 
    That was when I realised I was no longer wearing my helmet, armour – or my amulet! In a flash, my mind fell to a new terror, frantic at the thought that I may have lost it. I looked about the small room, cursing myself for bringing it to the celebration. 
 
    Creators damn me. It could be at the bottom of the lake for all I know!  
 
    The more I floundered, the more my body ached, until I forced myself to slow, pressing a forepaw to my chest.  
 
    Okay, think, what happened? I told myself, casting my mind back. Where are the others, where is the amulet?  
 
    I remembered the celebration, a swirling flight and fire. I need to find out what happened, make sure the others are safe.  
 
    Knowing I'd find no answers here, I staggered towards the small healing-room exit, using the wall for support. It seemed my body wasn’t as eager to get up and go, and panting heavily, my head slumped against the exits smooth arch.  
 
    Come on, I can fight monsters and a dark wizard! I'm not getting bested by exhaustion!  
 
    Peering out, a long corridor lay beyond the chamber, lined with barred cells and lit by a series of burning braziers.  
 
    Wait, this looks more like a dungeon than the healing chambers?  
 
    "Greetings, my lord," announced a voice. 
 
    Startled, I jumped to see a blue dragon standing by the door, the same dragon I'd seen at the Sovereign’s side. He gave a subtle bow, lowering his head and spreading his wings.  
 
    "Now that my lord is awake, would you care to follow me?" he asked in a commanding, but charismatic tone.  
 
    It took me a moment to realise what he'd said, and before I knew it, he was marching towards a set of steps at the far end of the hall. For a moment I wasn’t confident I had the strength to follow, but fighting against the rebellion of my aching legs, I caught up.  
 
    "Erm... excuse me, where am I? Where are my friends, and where's my outfit?"  
 
    The corridor took a left turn, opening out into a large chamber, while my escort completely ignored the fact I was there.  
 
    So much for the whole 'my lord' thing.  
 
    The moment I saw the chamber I was being led into fear overcame me. My guide took up a position next to the opening, carefully leaving space for me to pass by his side.  
 
    "That is not for me to say, my lord," he finally replied, gesturing with a wave of his wing for me to proceed. "I'm sure you'll be well informed soon enough."  
 
    The shadowed view of several armoured guards standing between rows of pillars, bridged by a polished marble floor, amplified my concerns as I tentatively stepped out.  
 
    "It appears I owe you my gratitude!" a sharp voice snaked into my ears.  
 
    The blood in my veins ran cold, and my eyes fixed on the brooding serpent laying on top of his golden throne. His slender, jewel-laden neck glistened in the dimly lit chamber, with his head held high he draped lazily across his shimmering seat. His grey eyes glinting like fine gems, judging every part of me as they scoured every detail. Shock robbed me of words, while he seemed confused by my lack of response. 
 
    "As I said, you have my gratitude, for saving the life of my daughter," he repeated, and I recalled how she'd almost been slashed by one of the monsters.  
 
    A spark of warmth ignited as I came to realise this might not be as bad as I feared. Although I wasn’t ready to let my guard down, Aries was a cunning snake. There was only one response I could give, though the idea filled me with disgust.  
 
    With a bow of my head, the words felt like bile rising from my gut. "Thank you, your highness."  
 
    Aries fell silent, as if pleased but cautious simultaneously.  
 
    "Please, the formality is not necessary," he said, waving a forepaw dismissively.  
 
    His silver body uncoiled with a chime of decorative chains as he strode down from his throne, at the same time my suspicion grew. That didn't feel like an answer he would normally choose; he seemed to loathe those who forwent the proper respect. 
 
    "As I am sure you’re aware, there are those who believe that the end of an age is upon us, that you seek to vanquish that which has dared rear its foul head?" he went on, his eyes constantly scanning me from beneath the rim of his crown.  
 
    I forced myself not to squirm beneath his deceitful gaze, offering him no reply, even when his monologue paused expectantly. 
 
    "I, however, sense there is more to such an endeavour." 
 
    He resumed, halting his approach at the base of the stairs. I remained silent, and after an uncomfortably long silence, he smiled, exposing teeth like serrated diamonds.  
 
    "Make no mistake, I am aware of who you are, as I am of the legends."  
 
    Deep down I knew I shouldn’t be surprised, and yet I was still taken aback by his words. 
 
    "So, do you truly seek that which would grant you the mastery of all?" he enquired, skulking around me as I'd seen him do to his soldiers.  
 
    I steadied my nerves. I wasn't going to let him break me, not like them.  
 
    "No, your highness," 
 
    He halted his snaking creep.  
 
    "Interesting, it is good to know the one of unnatural blood was born of dragon-kind. It seems the gods still favour us." 
 
    I averted my eyes, maintaining my silence while he resumed his prowl. 
 
    "It must be such a burden," he growled softly, "to know your life can never truly be yours."  
 
    Every thought in my mind sparked and leapt at that statement like wolves after fresh meat. He turned his back to me, his jewelled tail slipping away like a silver river.  
 
    How can he possibly know that? I inwardly muttered. How does he know how it feels?  
 
    "One can't be written into legend, unaware of its curse. We share a common problem, you and I. For it was misfortune, and not choice, that saw me cursed with duty and responsibility too," he cooed, as if reading my mind, before adding. "But maybe I can help you."  
 
    He can help, how? But more importantly, why?  
 
    "How?" I asked bluntly. 
 
    "From the ancient halls of Taldran many legends speak of the power one such as yourself would possess, and yet I believe this power not fixed," he stated, brushing a foreclaw over his golden neck brace and its jewels.  
 
    The gems that are supposed to let him control all four elements. I noted, as he snapped his gaze back to me.  
 
    "Give me the power of unnatural blood and be rid of it," he added quickly. "Then you can be free, a hero of Dardien with a lifestyle to match."  
 
    I can be free, rid myself of this curse, have a life of my own? Revelling in the idea, I was almost oblivious to the clatter of the guard’s armour as more emerged from the pillars.  
 
    "How?"  
 
    Aries smiled. "I have the resources and knowledge of an entire kingdom at my disposal. There are many great powers within this city, few of which are known."  
 
    Is this really it, can I finally be free from my torment, free to live my own life, to create whatever truth I want?  
 
    The truth!  
 
    The warmth of the unreachable reality was shattered when the truth hit me like a wall of cold water. His deceit flooded into every corner of my mind, consuming the reality that could never be. With my power he could finally be what he pretended he was, and I had no doubt he'd get it by any means – there was no 'we' in his offer. 
 
    I must get out of here, find my friends and make sure they're safe! 
 
    "You have my word, for like you, I have been chosen," Aries pressed, a disguised urgency in his tone. 
 
    "No," I answered dispassionately, breaking his patience. 
 
    "That is most unfortunate," he spat, while two guards quickly moved between us, their wings snapping open to enclose me.  
 
    "Take him away," he ordered. "I will find alternative methods."  
 
    The guards responded without question, as the reality I dreaded began to play out.  
 
    I've stood against dark masters and now I'm being forced away by nothing more than pathetic soldiers? Have I really fallen so far?  
 
    It was as if there were voices in my mind berating me, even as another part of me added.  
 
    But these are no monsters, they're my own kind.  
 
    "Are they?" that voice, deep in the caverns of my mind, hissed.  
 
    Are they? Or am I a stain on their perfection, the harbinger of the coming darkness, vanguard of the shadow that has revealed itself?  
 
    No! I mentally barked.  
 
    The new voice gave a vile snigger as I reasoned; maybe I'm not their equal, but if I betray them, I'm no better. 
 
    I must get away and find the others!  
 
    "Where are they now when you need them? Have they betrayed you too?" My mind’s sinister voice asked.  
 
    Doubt began to consume me.  
 
    Show them the truth! It hissed like a snake weaving through my thoughts.  
 
    "Enough!" I shouted, blocking out the manipulating words and snapping open my wings in a blaze of golden light.  
 
    A scorching wave of heat hit the two guards, and not even their fireproof scales withstood the force that threw them aside like frail twigs. With their seared armour sizzling, they crawled away, while the stone beneath my paws crackled and boiled like clay as I glared at Aries. 
 
    Betray me? This is Dardien’s folly, not mine!  
 
    I spoke without opening my mouth, realising that the spider’s web of deceit within his vile mind was open to me. I could twist those fantasies of power, have him bowing at my paws, boiling alive in my proximity as he cowered before his greatest fear. If he wanted this power, I’d give it to him, and not in the way he desired.  
 
    "So, the creature beneath the whimpering chick reveals itself?" Aries’ arrogance was unwavering. "Ask yourself this, Guardian. Is this how they would see you?"  
 
    The burning fury and melting thoughts were silenced for a moment as my mind succumbed to confusion, and with no amulet to support me, my glow faded as I fell into a crater of molten rock.  
 
    I'm no better, what have I done? The answer was all too clear – I've become the monster they expected.  
 
    "Such power will be most useful, and I will not see it wasted on some pathetic whelp," Aries snorted.  
 
    Is he right, is the fear of the legend the fear of me? Am I the darkness?  
 
    "Take him away!" Aries ordered once more, heralding the cautious approach of more guards.  
 
    The Cartographer's warning was too late, I was betrayed, and I was a fool to think I had a chance. The shadows of the guards closed in, and I could no longer call them my own. I was a fool to ever give them that title, to think this could be my home. Closing my eyes, I let weakness and loathing take me. 
 
    * 
 
    I stared at the prison bars and stone walls for what felt like hours, but they were nothing compared to the bleakness I felt inside. Aries couldn't expect his frail prison to hold me; instead, like a noose around my neck, his words were a tether. He was right, I'd denied the truth since the beginning.  
 
    I really am the monster.  
 
    A single stone bed, a dancing flame, and a rather cautious guard were all that accompanied me. While inside my mind the distant and rhythmic beating of stones drifted on a sea of faint whispers. No thought diminished the muttering as it persisted to tempt me with horrific ideas. 
 
    What good is there in any of this?  
 
    "You are relieved, soldier," a firm voice commanded from beyond my cell, its regal tone instantly recognisable.  
 
    I perked up, the whispers in my mind scampering like timid dogs.  
 
    "My orders are to let no one pass, not even you, your highness," the guard replied dutifully.  
 
    "New orders from the Sovereign; you are relieved. Or would you disobey orders from one among the dynasty to which you are sworn?" she challenged; her words followed by another uneasy pause.  
 
    "Very well, your highness," the guard finally acknowledged. 
 
    A sense of relief came over me when clattering armour signalled his bow and departure, before my cell's door swung open, and Zephyra materialised in the archway.  
 
    "Come with me, there’s no time to waste." 
 
    "Why trust her?” the voice whispered, my eyes narrowing as I considered. I can't trust any of them, but why is she here?  
 
    Zephyra had an unsettling anxiousness in her eyes, both her paws and wings fidgeted. I pushed myself up seconds before she dashed off.  
 
    What in the sky's name is she doing? Helping me? What about her father? 
 
    "Come on!" she exclaimed in a forced whisper as I peered out to see her marching towards the stairs.  
 
    "Why should you trust her after what her father did?" the voice in my mind growled. Trust her or not, I need to get out of here.  
 
    Consciously guiding the reins of my thoughts over my mistrust, I dashed from my cell and quickly caught up with her, while she peered cautiously around a corner.  
 
    "What are you doing?" I demanded quietly.  
 
    "I'll explain later, for now just follow me," she replied, quickly darting across the empty throne room towards a second dimly lit corridor. 
 
    Should I really follow her or make a run for it? I wondered as she led me into the web of walkways sprawled across Dardien’s interior.  
 
    Before I could consider the idea, she turned sharply left, pausing momentarily when the sound of voices drifted up from behind us.  
 
    "This way," she demanded, bolting through another corridor. "The patrol patterns won't send them this way."  
 
    Eventually, the small tunnels opened into a large hall, lit by burning furnaces and the smell of molten metal. Rows of weapons and armour sat between large anvils, piles of gems and old training dummies. 
 
    I guess these are the palace forges. I concluded, spying numerous sets of armour on wooden mannequins.  
 
     Thankfully, there was no one around, and a few more tunnels later, the winding underground web delivered us to a walkway high above the palace. I took a deep breath of fresh air the moment it met my nostrils, but it wasn't the warm homely sky that I knew, it was cold and dry. The city was dark and empty – either I'd been in that cell for at least a day or it was still the night of the celebration. 
 
    Ghostly moss-light shone from nests, but no firelight or braziers illuminated the gloom.  
 
    "Get down," Zephyra hissed, sweeping back into the cover of the tunnel mouth, gesturing for me to follow.  
 
    Moments later, two armoured sentries flew past, their armour clattering lightly with each wingbeat as their sharp eyes scoured the silent cliffside. 
 
    The moment their metallic chime disappeared, the princess cautiously lifted herself up, glancing in all directions before quickly moving on. I wanted to trust her, but the voice in my head 'kindly' reminded me I'd already fallen into that trap once. Nevertheless, I followed. 
 
    No, I must give her a chance. I declared, swiping the sick ideas from my mind as I pressed on. She's not her father.  
 
    I remained close to her tail, the pair of us ducking away from more patrols, until the pathway snaked beneath a stone arch where we finally stopped. Giving our surroundings another check, Zephyra immediately instructed me to go through a solitary doorway in the wall with a wave of her wing. I hesitated for a second, before entering to find the chamber was home to a swarm of dusty gloom.  
 
    "You still want to trust her?" The vile voice questioned.  
 
    "Blaze!" 
 
    All doubt left me as I was overwhelmed by a sudden embrace. 
 
    "Risha?" I stuttered, surprise stealing my voice as I fought to remain steady amidst the force of her hug.  
 
    She's here, she's safe! Her presence alone immediately silenced my mind’s goading thoughts. 
 
    I could barely make out how she looked, but it was clear she still wore her decorative leg and tail bands. Her helmet and back plate appeared to have been lost, and while dust covered her beaten scales, she seemed unharmed.  
 
    "You're okay?" I asked urgently. 
 
    "Yeah, I'm fine, but what happened? There... there was the fire, those things. They said you were taken to the palace, but..." her questions poured like a spring river after snowfall.  
 
    I didn't know what to say, I didn't know what it was in the fire or what those creatures may have been.  
 
    Can I tell her about Aires’ betrayal? Can I tell her what I did?  
 
    "Come, we don't have long," Zephyra interrupted, as she marched in behind me.  
 
    Risha promptly moved to my side while we followed the princess into the next chamber. Then I noticed the others; Boltock, Ember and Pyro, the latter’s red scales and softly glowing armour runes immediately giving him away. Another vaguely familiar face stood beside him. 
 
    His friend from the celebration? Soaren, I think.  
 
    "I trust there was no trouble whilst I was absent?" Zephyra questioned, looking towards the two soldiers.  
 
    It appeared neither had ever expected to be taking orders directly from royalty, leastways while also defying their Sovereign.  
 
    "No, your highness," both responded in union, bowing slightly as she walked by.  
 
    "Good, then is everything ready?" she asked, her question seemingly directed at all of us.  
 
    Wait, what does she mean?  
 
    "Ready? Ready for what?" I asked urgently.  
 
    All eyes fell away from me, as if they'd hoped I would never ask while having no doubt I would do so. 
 
    "You must leave for your own safety," Zephyra intervened quickly.  
 
    Her words hit like a hammer, fuelling my feelings of rejection, and yet it didn't sound like that was what she intended. 
 
    She knows the truth, she knows the legend, is that what she means?  
 
    "Why?" I asked, more interested in why she'd broken me out and gathered my friends than my reasons for leaving.  
 
    "You are the one from legend, aren't you?"  
 
    I gave no response; she didn't need it; I knew what she meant, and she believed it.  
 
    "My father has gone mad with fear. He would rather have us all die locked up down here than lose his throne. He cares for nothing except for what the legends say of your power and how he can use it."  
 
    Her muzzle wrinkled into a snarl as she spoke, her emotions clearly conflicting behind her narrowed eyes as she added.  
 
    "Whatever happened last night wasn’t some orkin trick or dark magic, those creatures were..." She paused, shuddering from horns to tail. "Those creatures were... well, let’s just say after staring at one, I’m glad I’m still sane."  
 
    It was clear that trying to piece together the memory of them was painful. As for the monster in the fire? I knew it could only be that which I'd failed to stop. 
 
    "Yeah, but you still haven't told us how we leave – the city is barricaded," a rather confident voice interrupted.  
 
    All eyes turned to Boltock, and he deflated a little as he squeaked. "I mean... It would be good to know." 
 
    "There is a passageway up to the plains at the north end of the canyon," Zephyra announced. "It's an old escape route for the royal family." 
 
    Listening to her words I was struck by another reality check from Boltock’s statement. What does he mean 'we'? 
 
    I pulled myself from Risha’s side, looking back at them all. The same three who'd risked everything for me once before, and others seemingly willing to do the same.  
 
    I can't let them do it again.  
 
    "No, if I go, I have to go alone," I asserted, my eyes fixed on Risha. 
 
    I know if anyone is going to argue, it's her.  
 
    "You can't do it alone!" she responded. 
 
    I braced myself to oppose whatever she might say, knowing she was more than capable of proving her point.  
 
    I know she's right, but I almost lost her last time. I thought.  
 
    "Could you have done what you did last time alone?" she pressed, lowering her gleaming-blue eyes to meet mine. 
 
    "No, but I... I won't let anyone risk themselves again," I insisted.  
 
    Placing a forepaw beneath my muzzle, she gently lifted my head as she added. "You were right, this isn't over and I'm sorry I didn't believe you."  
 
    The sight of her broken by the realisation that my life still wasn’t mine, was unbearable. "But I told you once before, you never have to face anything alone," she continued, the others standing behind with the same look of determination.  
 
    "How can you say no?" The voice in my mind was strangely supportive as I finally relented with a nod.  
 
    "Very well, we’re ready then," Zephyra interjected, somewhat impatiently. "I will lead you to the hidden passageway, but you must follow me closely."  
 
    Her eyes lingered on Boltock, before she turned to the two soldiers.  
 
    "Watch over them at all costs, both within and beyond our borders," she commanded.  
 
    I felt a mixture of shock and relief to know that the stoic pair were accompanying us, although it meant more lives lay in my claws.  
 
    "You take your orders from him from now on," she added, pointing to me with her wing tip.  
 
    "Yes, your highness!" was their only response, as they both gave each other puzzled looks the moment her back was turned.  
 
    I looked over each of them; friends, soldiers, and royalty all willing to help me – it was as far from Aries' betrayal as I could get. I could not yet speak for Pyro or Soaren, but I knew the others would follow me to the end and back. 
 
    This time it might be to the end.  
 
    "You carry the fate of our race, the fate of the world," Zephyra finished, looking to me and bowing.  
 
    I felt a wash of disbelief to see the princess kneel before me as so many did to her. It was almost as if she'd been looking for someone to respect, something to believe in that wasn't her father's lust for power. There was certainly none of her father’s corruption in her eyes, nor was there any desire to fill his role.  
 
    She's not like him, she's the real leader this city needs. The sound of wing beats broke the tension.  
 
    "They probably know he's missing by now," Soaren warned, glancing to his order master.  
 
    "Agreed, so stay close," she repeated as she disappeared through the door. 
 
    Pyro and Soaren followed swiftly, and I slipped through after them, re-entering the ghostly silence of the city with a cautious glance. Risha was right behind me, and the pair of us quickly moved aside to allow Boltock and Ember through. Zephyra crouched beneath a stone arch, her sharp eyes scanning while Pyro and Soaren peered the opposite way.  
 
    Hearing the distinct sound of wing beats, she waved us down as another wing of guards flew by, obsidian-black plates shifting noisily with each flap of their leathery wings.  
 
    "When we're airborne you fly and don't look back, any of you," she instructed, her eyes lingering on Pyro and Soaren as she added. "Keep any guards distracted until we reach the edge of the city, then make for the border as fast as you can.”  
 
    The armoured pair gave wordless nods, and I was sure her orders were pushing them to the very limit of their loyalty. 
 
    Better to be loyal to her than her father. I reasoned inwardly. 
 
    "Right then, let's do this," she declared.  
 
    Spreading her wings, she sprang from the archway, Pyro and Soaren close behind. Boltock, Ember, and Risha leapt from the ledge next, leaving me no time to dwell on my thoughts.  
 
    Here we go again, I hope I can keep them safe.  
 
    Quickly following, I soon realised how empty the city was as it sprawled below me. Whatever force maintained the warm atmosphere was gone, as were the wind-written currents. Aries was certainly doing his best to keep the sky closed and I found myself falling back on Risha’s advice now more than ever. 
 
    ‘Keep looking forward.’  
 
    The others flew ahead in an arrow formation, Zephyra at the head, using her elemental powers to support our escape. Pyro and Soaren flew close behind her, their eyes scouring the surrounding stalactites with griffin-like precision.  
 
    Meanwhile, I contemplated how they'd act on their instructions – would they hesitate or follow their orders? If we did escape, Aries would surely punish them if we returned and would they be able to keep us safe in the troubled world beyond the city? 
 
    Can I even keep us safe?  
 
    Not wishing to dwell on the idea, my eyes peeled away to the hanging structures passing by. Most sat in darkness, the odd brazier still burned and the occasional beacon of inextinguishable glowmoss broke the gloom. I caught sight of Boltock occasionally glancing over at Ember flying across the formation from him, and to my left was Risha.  
 
    Can I keep them safe?  
 
    The further we flew under the cliff, the more the city dispersed, marking Dardien’s border. It was usually no boundary to anything that could fly, we'd often crossed beneath it when heading to the steam caves. Yet tonight it was alive with brazier flames. 
 
    This is it they're going to catch us for sure!  
 
    Zephyra glanced back at Pyro and Soaren, dismissing them with a nod.  
 
    Soaren swirled acrobatically, another air dragon displaying his skill in the sky, while I caught Pyro briefly glance back at Ember. I trusted her not to falter, she was a capable survivor, though my trust of Pyro had never been tested, and I wondered if the only reason he was doing this was for her. 
 
    He cares about her so much. What effect is that going to have when it comes to orders?  
 
    After a moment of hesitation, he broke off; he wasn't as swift or as agile as his air elemental partner, yet he showed skill in his armour that I could never match. 
 
    As we approached a small stalactite, I could see a few openings lit by a mix of red flame and glowmoss. A thin stone platform protruding from its left side supported a signal pyre, its red light revealing the armoured forms of two sentries. Despite the soldiers, Zephyra made no course correction, and in no more than a few wing beats, we flashed by the watchful pair.  
 
    For a moment I hoped they hadn't noticed us. I really didn’t want conflict with my own, certainly not after what I'd done back in the throne room. However, another part of my mind was eagerly awaiting the chance. The sound of grinding stones grew louder, accompanied by tapping. Even though Aries had betrayed me at the first hint of the legend’s truth, I tried to shake it off. My race wasn’t the mindless creatures I'd once vanquished.  
 
    "Aren’t they?" the scornful voice hissed.  
 
    "Stop! The city boundaries are closed by his highness’s orders!" a fading voice shouted from behind us. 
 
    The clatter of armoured plates followed, and I glanced back to see the two guards launch into the air. At least one of them was an air elemental, who was able to reach us much faster than his companion. 
 
    "Stop, in the name of the great Sovereign!" he bellowed, swinging past me into Risha’s path.  
 
    She responded with an outward spin, but the guard was a skilled flyer, making a swift counter that forced her away from the group.  
 
    She's going to be left behind!  
 
    Without a thought for myself, I dropped out of formation, realizing it had been some time since I'd flown in unwritten skies. I'd maintained my old skills well enough to swerve into the guard’s flight path, diverting his attention. Risha banked under me, appearing at my right side. Now he was chasing both of us, and worse still, we were lagging behind.  
 
    Folding my wings, I spun in mid-air, the manoeuvre demanding far more agility than I possessed.  
 
    Come on, focus on me! The guard wasn’t shaken, and I struggled to return to a straight flight path as he surged forwards. 
 
    "Stop now or we will be forced to ground you!" he warned with a snap of his jaws. 
 
    It seemed like this journey was going to be over before it began, when without warning, a new current swept us back into formation, and with a metallic clatter, the guard was thrown into a frantic spiral. Any doubt about Pyro and Soaren’s loyalty was immediately dismissed as the fire dragon rode on a current created by his air elemental companion.  
 
    "Fly straight, we have your back!" he called as Risha and I raced to catch the others.  
 
    Noticing the cliffs closing in either side of us, I peered ahead to see we were rapidly approaching the canyon’s northern tip. Seamlessly, the overhang sank away, and the cliff faces merged into a deep, black smear on the grey stone. It wasn't hard to work out that the narrow cavern was our escape route, and Zephyra was leading us towards it at an incredible speed.  
 
    I've never flown through such a tight space like this, I hope she knows what she's doing.  
 
    The shadow of another guard appeared above us, leaving me no time to worry about the speed or accuracy of our approach. He swooped low, the strength of his wing beats disturbing the air of our flight path. Boltock and Ember saw him, but neither could move aside without colliding with the rapidly approaching rock faces, forcing them downward. My eyes darted about, searching frantically for any relief from the speed, but between the guard and the rocky meat grinders, there was no time.  
 
    Suddenly Zephyra tucked her wings to her side, shot up like an arrow, and curving upside down along the underside of the guard, flared her wings. The leathery membranes went taught with a crack, forcing a ferocious rush of concentrated air against the pursuing dragon. I watched in amazement as he was thrown upwards and sent tumbling towards the lake. 
 
    She really does know what she's doing. I observed when, with another manoeuvre, she swirled into position behind us.  
 
    Before I could fully appreciate what had transpired, another guard exploded from beneath me forcing himself between Risha and I as she narrowly avoided the wall of gnashing rock to her right. The geography on my side gave me even less in the way of options – either I was forced into him or beneath him. With no time to spare, I opted for the latter, retracting my wings, and rolling under the guard’s body.  
 
    Like a fool, I'd swerved right to where he'd intended, and as he reached out for me with his foreclaws I crashed across a rocky floor. My instinctive manoeuvre threw me aside to avoid a pillar of rock, unfortunately my pursuer wasn't so lucky.  
 
    The loud sound of shattering armour and splintering bone signalled his collision; the stone meeting its match as it was ripped from its station and sent tumbling across the cave floor. Through the settling plume of dust, I could see his broken body and lifeless eyes staring at me. 
 
    Wha... What...  
 
    The unwelcome shock sucked the life from my chest, while the voice in my mind mocked.  
 
    I killed him, one of my own!  
 
    My vision blurred as a flood of disgust and horror rushed into my mind.  
 
    "You killed him, he could have had a mate and family!" the horrifying voice groaned woefully. "You're no better. The monster from legend has claimed its first victim." 
 
    Its tone settled into a dry rattle while the tapping rocks beat at a deafeningly high volume and I saw the mental image of a scoring tally carved upon a stone slate. 
 
    What have I done?  
 
    The sound of flapping wings snapped me from my dread when the others entered through the cave’s mouth. All bar Zephyra, whose metal-clad claws clutched one of the stalagmites as she landed. Uninjured, I righted myself with a clumsy flap of my wings, leaping up to where she was perched.  
 
    She witnessed everything; she saw what I did! 
 
    I knew from the methods she'd been using that she hadn’t intended for anyone to get seriously hurt, and yet she made no mention of the fallen soldier.  
 
    "Go!" she shouted over the rushing wind.  
 
    "What about you?" I asked, but she paused before answering.  
 
    "Someone needs to talk some sense into my father, I'll stop them from following you for as long as I can!" she shouted, glancing at me for a moment, before casting her eyes back to the city sky.  
 
    "Come on you two!" she shouted to Pyro and Soaren, the silhouettes of six guards close behind them.  
 
    Before I knew it, Pyro was swooping by, while Soaren landed on another of the stalactites.  
 
    She's not going to be able to hold them for long, I don’t want to leave her to the wrath of her father.  
 
    "What are you doing, soldier?" she snapped at Soaren.  
 
    "With all due respect, your highness, my loyalty lies with my order and its master," he replied sternly. 
 
    She said nothing; in fact, I was sure she wore a smile beneath her helmet. Soaren looked at me with an air of hope. 
 
    "That thing in the fire... If the legends are true." He paused, glancing back to the sky before finishing, "then may the Creators be with you." 
 
    "May they be with you all," Zephyra added, and before I could open my muzzle to respond, she demanded. "Go. Now!"  
 
    "Thank you!" I offered, taking one last glance back before leaping up to be snatched by the racing air current.  
 
    Darkness wrapped around me like a cold blanket, and the only sign that the world existed was the howling wind on the almost invisible rocks. The air snaked through the tunnel, eventually revealing what looked like a serrated set of menacing stone teeth illuminated by the lunar glow. It almost felt like I was fighting to escape the throat of some giant creature.  
 
    I'm almost there, almost out. I told myself as the light drew closer.  
 
    My optimism was thrown into disarray when the air current vanished, and in a frantic blur I was thrown into an uncontrollable spin. My eyes locked on the only point of reference, the moonlit glow ahead.  
 
    Almost there, almost there... Keep looking forward.  
 
    The first impact was inevitable. The sharp, rocky surface ripped at my wing, tearing flesh, breaking bones, and almost sheering the whole limb from my body. Adrenalin overwhelmed the pain, and a combination of shock, fear, and a burning desire to get out alive raced through my mind until I came crashing to the ground in a shower of dirt, rough stones and dried grass. My thoughts swam wildly in my throbbing head and my severed wing burned agonisingly in the cold night air.  
 
    I tried to get up, dragging my head through the dirt to see the tattered-white sheet laying beneath scattered piles of crimson dust. One of the ribs was bent back, leaving deep-red gashes against lines of white bone. I felt my insides twist as if someone was standing on my guts, and even with my ability to heal, the sight of my disfigured limb knocked me sick.  
 
    I'd broken my wing twice in one day, and as I fell back to gaze up to the moonlit sky of the Midnight Planes, my strength began to fail. Tendrils of darkness leaked into my distorted vision, while it felt like a warm sponge was pressed over my skull. Amidst the blurred haze I heard A muffled din and the beating of wings. 
 
    I need to get up, I need to move! No matter my thoughts, my body had other ideas, plunging me into darkness once more.  
 
    * 
 
    My eyes finally fluttered open, a few blinks confirming they really were open, back in the lifeless world. Stranger still, was that I felt fine – my vision wasn’t blurred, and my ears had stopped ringing. There was no stomach-twisting sickness in my gut or agony in my wing, but it was cold, colder than the icy tombs of Ilivar. I shuddered when the sensation finally caught up with me and I recognised the faint sound of tapping stones. 
 
    The rhythm stopped, and I froze, listening intently. It resumed; only this time it was closer. I tried shouting out, but no words escaped my muzzle. It was as if the air was unable to carry the sound of my voice, and yet the sound of tapping stones increased to an ear-piercing percussion, and two small points of light broke the gloom.  
 
    A swirling, inky blackness grew until the outline of a dark, fleshless body formed. The light from the fire in its eyes boiled out across its muzzle, dribbling like molten iron into its exposed chest cavity and forming into a mockery of a beating heart. The vague shape twisted into that of a dragon, and beneath its fiery eyes a fanged mouth parted, releasing a long, slow hiss. A spine-like tail coiled over its ribs, while its forepaws lifted from the ground and it leant against the base of a rocky pillar. It held two sharp rocks, one in each paw, repeatedly knocking them together as if trying to ignite an invisible flame.  
 
    I staggered back, but as I moved, I felt myself being torn from my body, until what remained of the lifeless mass of white scales fell to the floor while I stood like a ghost. Shock shoved me to the floor like a hammer, gasping for breath, while the bony creature struck the gloom with one of its stones. A flash of molten light marked the blow as a scorched line was drawn in the darkness.  
 
    "One!" the sound of a piercing voice hissed, and the world became a cacophony of screeching wails and deafening heartbeats.  
 
    I saw the brief image of a wolf-like creature without a head, another pinned under rocks. I closed my eyes, but the images around me passed through my eyelids like ghosts.  
 
    I know those creatures, they're some of the first things I...  
 
    "Three!" the bony dragon's stone struck the air with another molten flash, drawing a third weeping line through the gloom.  
 
    In the same instant, the image of a winged creature impaled by ice scorched my thoughts.  
 
    "Four!" I saw what was left of the dark guardian Acrodan plunging into the swirling vortex and reduced to dust.  
 
    "Five!" Brought a fifth vision of the lifeless eyes of the dragon soldier, and the mournful cries of a family that would never be complete again.  
 
    The skeleton finished its final strike on the darkness with a satisfied grin as it snorted a plume of hissing embers.  
 
    I wasn't a hero, there was no such thing; I was a murderer and I'd killed them all. I'd stolen their lives, and for what? For the good of others? For right or wrong? What was justice to one, was murder to another. What did it mean to be a god? To have the responsibility to do what was right or what needed to be done?  
 
    It didn't matter, I didn't have that right, I wasn't a god and I certainly wasn't a hero. I was a frightened, little dragon bestowed with the power of a monster, and now I was as cruel and murderous as the rest. Like the gods who left so many to die while they did nothing, I was the same. 
 
    The skeleton shifted again, the tally glowing red hot in the darkness as it hissed. "You're no better!"  
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    Chapter 6 
 
    New Horizon 
 
      
 
    "No fire," I heard Pyro order as I flickered back to consciousness.  
 
    I was pressed against the dirt and it was still dark, the cover of trees reinforcing the gloom. There was a scattering of dust as paws shifted, and my dazed eyes locked on Boltock with two logs in his mouth.  
 
    "Fut ifs cowd," he muttered around the wood.  
 
    Pyro gave him a stern stare and he spat them out, before repeating. "But it's cold." 
 
    "It's the season of fire," Pyro deadpanned.  
 
    "Yeah, but..." Boltock grumbled, glancing around, before sighing.  
 
    "Fine." 
 
    Marching over to a tree, he slouched down at its base in a huff. "It’s not like we’re going to be here long anyway.”  
 
    Pyro’s judgmental stare lingered on him, before he moved off to what I made out to be the edge of the trees.  
 
    It was hard to determine where we were, but I assumed we were under one of the Midnight Plane’s tree clusters.  
 
    No wonder he doesn't want to start a fire, I imagine Dardien patrols are all over the place. 
 
    Pyro, it seemed, was able to consider most aspects of our situation, which was enough for me to justify letting him lead for now.  
 
    Why should I be giving the orders? I'm not a soldier, I'm not trained.  
 
    My thoughts were abruptly severed when I felt a sting of pain in my side. Startled, I raised my head to see Risha peering down at the water-covered mess of magically healing scars that was my wounded wing. 
 
    By the Creators, it already looks halfway healed! I thought, the sight making my stomach churn as it brought back memories of Boltock's injuries. 
 
    He suffered for weeks with that, and here I am, healed within a night. I found it hard to look in the green dragon's direction. I really am a freak.   
 
    "You should really watch yourself, you know," she scorned.  
 
    "You should know you don't need to do that," I responded, preferring she didn't waste her time on me.  
 
    Yet all I received in response was another painful sting. 
 
    "Ouch!"  
 
    "Oh, don't be such a hatchling," she chastised, relaxing her concentration, and letting the water flow back into the dirt.  
 
    Then I noticed a small lump of stone in her forepaws. "You can heal as fast as you like, but not with things like this still inside."  
 
    She was right, I had no idea if my accelerated healing would remove the stone or simply trap it within my flesh.  
 
    Okay, the healing alone makes me sick, I don't need to think about that too.  
 
    "Thanks," I admitted quietly.  
 
    She gave a brief smile and flicked the stone away.  
 
    "I've found some," someone else announced from behind her, and Ember appeared with a thin green stem trapped in her muzzle.  
 
    "Gar leaves," she added, passing the vegetation to Risha who, with a quick swipe, ran her teeth over the flimsy stem, stripping the leaves.  
 
    I felt my head drop to the dirt again, my body's regeneration sapping energy like a bloodthirsty leech. The sound of Ember’s paw steps drew my eyes as she walked by peering down at my wing. I knew she'd seen what my body could do before, and yet her eyes were still filled with amazement.  
 
    "Does he really need it?" she asked, glancing back at Risha.  
 
    I had to agree, I'd eaten the same leaves before and the taste was still with me for all the wrong reasons. I wasn't sure the plant helped, back then I had no idea of how I healed, and for all I knew, the medicine did nothing.  
 
    "He's getting it, whether he likes it or not," Risha replied, and I reluctantly did as I was told.  
 
    After some chewing the bitter mush of leaves slithered down my throat to leave a foul, lingering aftertaste. All the while she beamed with a half-proud, half-amused smile. 
 
    Is this her way of getting back at me or something?  
 
    "See, much better," she declared.  
 
    "How’s he doing?" Pyro interrupted. 
 
    Ember moved towards him, brushing close by his flank, before turning to face us.  
 
    "He's fine," Risha replied, retrieving some professionalism.  
 
    "Really?" he challenged, moving round to get a clear view of my wing.  
 
    His eyes grew wide, and almost choking on his next few words, he stammered. "I–I'll admit, you’ve surprised me."  
 
    While he pondered, I grew concerned about how much he knew. I never heard the improvised story Ember had told him.  
 
    Did she mention anything about how I healed or my unique fire? 
 
    I knew she hadn’t told him about Acrodan or the sphere, she'd told me it was better he didn’t know we'd been in such danger. Though it had been a while since our return, leaving enough time for suspicions to grow. 
 
    Now he's seen me go from crippled to flight-ready in a matter of hours. I don't think he learned about that in training.  
 
    Either way, I had to wonder.  
 
    Did they tell him while I was unconscious? How is he going to feel about the truth being kept from him for so long?  
 
    While I worried, he didn't linger. Instead he lay down against a tree trunk, and Ember followed, leaning her head on his shoulder as they both gazed out into the moonlit night.  
 
    They look so peaceful with each other. Why ruin it by coming out here with me?  
 
    With that thought, another question crossed my mind and I turned to Risha.  
 
    "Who told you to find me?"  
 
    I'd no doubt she would have come to save me from Aries herself, but she'd had no idea where I'd gone after the celebration.  
 
    "Zephyra didn't tell you?" she asked, looking at me like some part of an elaborate plan had been broken.  
 
    I thought back to escaping from the cell, but I could only recall the princess telling me to hurry.  
 
    "No, she didn't tell me anything." 
 
    Her unease left me nervous, and she looked like what she was about to tell me was something I'd have been better off not knowing.  
 
    Urgh, I know that kind of look all too well.  
 
    "It was Elder Vulkaine."  
 
    It was rare that any of the Elders were addressed by their true names, they were mostly referred to as a collective. I knew Vulkaine was the Fire Elder, rather conveniently the one who'd spoken to me before the attack.  
 
    I should have guessed they were mixed up in this. I thought, and noticing my confusion, Risha continued.  
 
    "When that thing came from the fire we were near the edge. The order dragons told us to fly away, but I went back to look for you and Boltock. I couldn't find you, and by the time I’d found Boltock those dreadful things were already swirling around the place. There was so much chaos..." 
 
    She paused, and I was already uneasy with the possibilities forming in my mind. The mere idea that she'd been in such danger wasn't pleasant.  
 
    I should have been there; I shouldn't have wandered off.  
 
    "One of those things came at us," she resumed, recoiling at the thought. "I–I saw it coming... I could have burned it, fire seemed to work on the others, but I saw it and... it was impossible... Like it shouldn't have been there, but it was..." her voice trailed off into jitters as she closed her eyes.  
 
    I took a deep breath. So long as she's safe.  
 
    She was right, when I'd looked into the eyes of that thing, it felt like my mind was melting. The true feeling eluded me, but those monsters were so wrong, so very wrong; they shouldn't exist, and yet they did.  
 
    I freed my mind of the memory, the mere recollection felt like a nightmare.  
 
    "When I saw it, I was so scared... I–I couldn't fight it, and if it hadn’t been for Vulkaine, well..." She glanced away, one wing brushing against mine.  
 
    The Fire Elder saved her? Knowing that split my opinion regarding them further.  
 
    They'd once told me to abandon Tarwin and now one had saved my best friend? Their words and actions confused me, almost as much as the creators’.  
 
    Only now I know for sure they knew about this legend from the start, and they had lied.  
 
    The idea of their scheming was infuriating. Why didn’t they tell me the first time I came to them? 
 
    Even if they didn't know exactly who or what I was, they could have at least told me about the legend rather than leave it to some other.  
 
    "He told Zephyra to find you and leave. She also said you saved her life, so she didn't need convincing." Risha finished. 
 
    I gave a subtle nod. I guess the princess repaid me in full, I'd be nothing if she hadn’t brought me to my friends.  
 
    Even so, the faint sound of grinding stones deep in my subconscious reminded me of the skeletal figure roaming amidst my thoughts, relishing my irritation. Ignoring him, I resumed my evaluation of the plan that had gotten us this far.  
 
    "I'll admit saving a princess is not a bad way to make friends," Risha added with a laugh.  
 
    "Friends with her, maybe. Her father, not so much," I responded with a slight smile.  
 
    "Well, Aries has a lot to answer for. Hopefully, he'll be off the throne when we get back," she suggested.  
 
      When we get back? Back from where, I have no idea where we’re going this time.  
 
    "I don't suppose any of them told you where we need to go?" I asked hopefully.  
 
    She paused, and her perplexed expression made my heart sink.  
 
    "Vulkaine said you would know," she answered softly.  
 
    What did I know?  
 
    Dredging the depths of my mind I tried to recall the smallest detail. I searched through the shattered fragments, through all the dark corners, but all led me to the trauma of the last few days. Amidst it all one memory stood out above all others, ‘The Fallen Star’. The Goldfire Ridge investigation and the Phoenix Mountains! 
 
    I'd quashed my initial urge to go there, but did the Elders somehow know that? Did they know that the Cartographer had given me the book? It felt like the nature of my entire existence was greater than I'd previously imagined; surely there was more at play. Whatever the case, the brief entry in the book and knowing what lay in those mountains were the only leads I had.  
 
    "The Phoenix Mountains... Goldfire Ridge," I declared.  
 
    Hope intensified my words, but at her obvious concern, my enthusiasm dampened.  
 
    What is it? What's at Goldfire ridge?  
 
    "Goldfire Ridge?" a voice rumbled beside us.  
 
    Pyro appeared a few steps away, a stern look on his face.  
 
    "It hasn’t gone by that name for an age, not since the siege of Taldran," he began, glancing at Risha, who offered a solemn nod.  
 
    "It was once the capital of the Highkin Empire, destroyed by Hinnoron during the war. Now it's nothing more than a pit where orkin dwell," he explained.  
 
    That explains why they're all so afraid of it then.  
 
    I'd never seen an orkin, but I’d read about the fierce barbarian race who were once the noble highkin. Most of the north was at constant war with small warbands and tribes. Yet I was no stranger to the rumours that those isolated pockets were coming together.  
 
    Now we need to go deep into the heart of their territory. I couldn't think of a response.  
 
    I was sure that Goldfire Ridge was where we needed to go, but why would the clues suggest such a perilous place?  
 
    "They can't be any worse than those shadow-things," Boltock interrupted, all eyes turning to him.  
 
    There was no doubt he was right, but just because the orkin were not monsters of pure darkness, it didn't make them any less dangerous.  
 
    "Isn’t there any way we can get around them? They won't be looking for us in their own lands, and if they are, they'll have their eyes on the sky – we could walk," Risha suggested, and Pyro paused, contemplating a response. 
 
    "Maybe," he replied, "but that place is a crumbling hive of industry and fire, not to mention we number only five! The risk is too great, we may not return home."  
 
    "Home?" Boltock questioned, shrugging off a disapproving look from his sister. "Can hardly call the city home now, they’ve chased us out." 
 
    Pyro snorted, his wings fidgeting as he continued. "Are you sure that’s where we need to go?"  
 
    I paused, wanting to tell him there was another option. "I... Yes, that's the only lead I have." 
 
    "Very well, can you fly?" 
 
    I glanced at the fading scars on the white membrane of my wing. It wasn’t perfect, a deep red mark still ran down one rib, its edge glowing in a ghostly-white haze. Some of the taught tissue was also partially ripped, but so was one of Pyro's – and to him that injury was for life.  
 
    "Yes, I think so," I responded with a nod.  
 
    Risha gave me a disapproving scowl. If it was up to her, I'd be grounded for at least another day. However, the fire dragon didn't hold the same concern and swiftly moved to the edge of the trees. 
 
    "The Phoenix Mountains are at least three days flying time to the north-east. Without Soaren or the princess the journey will be more strenuous." He scratched a mark in the dirt as he spoke, drawing a makeshift map. 
 
    "We head east over the planes to Overlord's Fell; if things go well, we'll make nest there tonight."  
 
    I'd heard of Overlord's fell, it was a range of rocky peaks said to be the spine of an ancient creature, so large and powerful, it dwarfed mountains and could rip great scars in the world. 
 
    But that's another legend. 
 
    "Is that clear?" Pyro finished, looking over us all as he marked his improvised map. 
 
    A series of nods greeted his commands, albeit a rather hesitant one from Boltock. 
 
    "Good, then everyone form up on me."  
 
    Without hesitation he turned and marched out onto the planes. Ember was quick to follow, Boltock trudging behind, as did Risha. I rose to my paws, shaking off the dry dirt, before calling Risha’s name.  
 
    She stopped and looked back.  
 
    "It's not going to be like last time. I won't let anything happen to any of you, I promise," I assured her earnestly.  
 
    She stared at me; her eyes filled with a nagging frustration. I knew she hated the fact that I still blamed myself for what happened to her.  
 
    "Blaze, don't hold yourself to that," she implored.  
 
    I knew the good old ‘don't hold yourself to that’, but I was still holding her to what she'd said the last time.  
 
    "Promise me one thing. Make sure you come back. The world's not the only one that needs you," she added, placing a forepaw on my shoulder.  
 
    With that she turned away, following the others out onto the plains.  
 
    * 
 
    The green sea of the sunlit planes drifted by beneath me, occasionally broken by rough patches of trees and snaking rivers. A steady wind formed silver waves across the lush ocean as large flocks of earth birds stampeded over the grassland. Their once-brown feathers were now a deep red, each one bearing three distinct orange and blue stripes along the length of their back, with some individuals boasting impressive, fire-like crests. 
 
    By the time the rolling hills and grasslands finally gave way to dense forest, the sun had sailed across the cloudless, blue sky. The dense mass of pine trees brought back memories of creatures stalking us through the mist. I did my best to dismiss them, at least this time I knew the eastern forest would soon be broken by the foothills of Overlord's Fell.  
 
    Part of me wondered if this was the way I'd flown when I'd first arrived, while vague recollections of rocky hills and lakes flickered through my mind. Another part of me hoped that the change in scenery might make me feel better about what I was doing. 
 
    At the horizon’s edge a shimmering line broke the canopy, as if specks of light danced over the tree line. As we continued, the glistening mass grew, finally revealing itself as the sea. I'd not seen it free of ice in such a long time, not since the day I'd left the village with Tarwin. I never really thought much of it, but the sight and the smell reminded me of the life I used to know.  
 
    Sitting up on the cliffs, taking in the salty air. The memory made me feel warm and fuzzy. Things used to be so simple.  
 
    As we flew, the water drew closer, crawling across the trees like a swarm of glistening insects. The salty smell greeted me as if on cue, whilst the sound of the waves competed with the wind.  
 
    Isolated islands filled the bay, resembling the backs of monstrous sea creatures. Their cliffs rose high from the depths while trees clung to the sheer edges for dear life, all fighting for a spot on the safer peaks. Outcrops of tree-laden land crawled out across the water like fuzzy green clouds on a shimmering mass of sleek silk. Overlord's Fell appeared on the opposite edge of the bay, and I tried to picture the cliffs as the back of some legendary titan. If the legends were true, the Overlord was truly beyond comprehension, the sheer peeks stretched for miles, like a great wall of jagged stone. 
 
    Maybe some things are too farfetched to be real.  
 
    I was trying hard not to think of what might happen, by focusing on what was different this time. Firstly, it wasn’t winter, and as far as I knew, there was no one after us. Thankfully, Aries didn't seem desperate enough to send patrols this far out, or Zephyra had been very persuasive. Plus, I knew what I could do to defend us, although without the amulet I was unsure about my control.  
 
    Feels like that snake still managed to steal a part of me. I thought, clutching a forepaw at my chest.  
 
    Finally, we had Pyro. My opinion of his presence was still mixed, and although he was under orders to follow me, he seemed to be leading us fine on his own. Not that it mattered, I was glad to shield myself from the responsibility, and he was far better suited to the role. The only fracture in my growing trust was that I had no idea what he knew of me, or what I'd done. Although he would undoubtedly question it before long.  
 
    "Hey! Have you ever caught a fish before!?"  
 
    I snapped back from my contemplation at the sound of a voice over the wind. I looked ahead to see Ember looking back at Boltock with a daring smile.  
 
    "Yeah, I can catch fish," he countered confidently.  
 
    She swooped in closer while he became unsure of whether this was an opportunity or an equally good way to embarrass himself. She glanced to Risha, who was sniggering to my right – Boltock wasn't the best when it came to lies, and they both knew it.  
 
    Admittedly, it wasn't hard for me to see it either, but I wasn't saying anything. Meanwhile, Boltock’s narrowed eyes snapped to his sister.  
 
    "It's not like you could," he goaded, swooping in beside her.  
 
    "Oh really?” she retorted, flexing a foreclaw.  
 
    He's claimed that someone who can control water can't catch a fish, really?  
 
    "That's... that's, not fair," her brother retorted at the same realisation.  
 
    I assumed they meant fishing on the wing, as the only other way I knew of was with a rod or nets and we certainly couldn't do that.  
 
    Catching a fish from the sky? How hard can it be? I began to wonder, glad for the distraction.  
 
    "I could catch a fish, if I tried," Boltock declared again.  
 
    I caught Pyro glance back at our noisy conversation, expecting him to order us back into formation, but he smirked and slowly shook his head. 
 
    Catching a fish from the sky? I repeated to myself.  
 
    "Can't be that hard," I stated, swooping in by Risha’s side.  
 
    All three looked at me as if I'd finally sealed the dare, while Risha and Ember exchanged enthusiastic glances.  
 
    "Oh really?" the fire dragoness asked. "Well, you two try to catch one before us," she challenged while Risha swirled over to her side, leaving me with Boltock.  
 
    "It's still not fair," he protested. "She can just magic them up!"  
 
    "No elements," Risha instructed primly.  
 
    With her brother's confidence reignited, he stretched out his foreclaws, beating his wings faster as he declared.  
 
    "Alright then, get ready for some fish!"  
 
    Risha and Ember began to glide away while I followed Boltock in a steady descent towards the water, pulling up above the restless liquid. The waves almost lapped my muzzle, and the spray coated my wings in a salty sheen.  
 
    "Have you ever done anything like this before!?" Boltock shouted over the rushing waves. 
 
    "No!" I called back, my eyes flickering as salty water bombarded my face. 
 
    "Then this is going to be fun," he admitted excitedly.  
 
    Okay, Blaze, let's do this. How hard can it be?  
 
    From what I imagined, I was looking for shimmering bodies moving beneath the waves, something I knew from the words of the fishermen back in my old home. 
 
    Okay, maybe it's gonna be a little tricky.  
 
    The water was deep and murky, its surface whitened by breaking waves, and cold to the touch. I lowered myself as close as I dared, my wingtips kissing the wave peaks. Within moments I caught a shimmer beneath the abyss and dropped my snout beneath the gushing liquid. My eyes refocused as another shimmer split the murky gloom, a mass of glinting scales darting like sequins in the deep. With a splash Boltock shot up beside me, I assumed he'd caught something. A larger shape appeared in the water, a mass flowing beneath me.  
 
    This is it, they're right there, a whole black and white shoal of them!  
 
    Wait... Black and white?  
 
    The mysterious body suddenly erupted from the water directly beneath me, expelling a jet of salty liquid into my face. I pulled up, barely missing its towering fin and as I shook the salty brine from my muzzle two of its companions broke the surface either side. 
 
    What in the creators’ name! I inwardly shrieked, but despite the shock, I couldn't help laughing.  
 
    I'd seen these before – they were Orca, supposedly messengers of the great spirits from my old home. One thing I did know is they ate fish, the same fish I'd been after. 
 
    Well, what's a little friendly competition when they're three times my size? 
 
    The pod of three broke the water like temporary islands. With a splash, and a flick of their powerful tails, they powered back toward their submerged quarry. 
 
    "Big catch!" Ember called out as I soared back up to her and Risha, both clutching decent-sized fish in their foreclaws.  
 
    "Yeah, just my luck it would be too big," I replied, as Boltock swooped in with a fish in his foreclaws.  
 
    "Okay, but either way you didn't catch one. Two to one, means we win," Ember declared with a laugh, playfully swooping off after Pyro before Boltock could argue.  
 
    "Wait, what! That's not fair!" The green dragon protested.  
 
    Smiling in amusement, I caught Risha also enjoying the spectacle.  
 
    "Good try, nearly as big as the one back... well, you know," she replied, losing herself in the excitement before realising where her words were leading.  
 
    I knew why she avoided the subject, but she had nothing to blame herself for.  
 
    "Yeah, they were," I replied, shaking more salty water from my scales.  
 
    "Only you could be so lucky," she added.  
 
    "Only I could have such counterproductive luck," I joked, excitement replacing my fear for the first time in far too long.  
 
    * 
 
    The shimmering waters continued for some time before the waves finally broke on a beach of rough, grey stone. Shattered boulders and rocky pools marked the eastern shoreline, a whole array of seaweed, shells, and drifting debris littering the damp terrain. Vegetation took hold where the shore gave way to a mix of pine-trees and lush woodland of broad-leaved oak and chestnut. Beyond it, Overlord's Fell rose like a wall, the rough spine bathed by the warm sunset.  
 
    "Keep an eye out for a place to nest, a ledge or something will do," Pyro ordered as he started to bank south along the ridge.  
 
    To my right, a small stretch of land reached out from the main coastline, turning back on itself to form a shielded cove. Within its cover was what looked like a spider’s web of wood, rope and thatch-laden buildings, lit by flickering torchlight. It was a village, the central building belching smoke from its chimney. A fleet of small sailboats bobbed in the inlet's calmer waters, and a large wooden tower overlooked the scene from the cliff top. A burning cauldron of natural fire marked its top, so bright it would be visible far out to sea. It reminded me of the home I used to know, the torches and the smell of smoke mixing with the sea’s salty scent. 
 
    It's a human settlement, it must be.  
 
    Pyro banked away towards the cliffs before we got too close, and I had to wonder why he didn't want to get closer.  
 
    It's probably best to leave things be. I know not all humans are like Tarwin.  
 
    As I banked after the others, I had to remind myself that I’d never be able to lead anyone if I couldn’t focus on our current problem. I watched the torch-lit village disappear over a tree-laden ridge, doing my best not to let nostalgia distract me. 
 
    "Down there!" one of the others shouted, and I looked to see a secluded ledge amidst the trees.  
 
    Boltock circled, while others swooped down to join Pyro. The ledge sat at the edge of the cliff, shrouded by trees clinging dearly to the slope, their roots crawling through the rock in search of soft, barely existent soil.  
 
    Better than nothing. I thought, with my paws hitting the earth, scattering the fallen pine-needles.  
 
    "Good work," Pyro congratulated Boltock, who didn't really seem to know how to respond. "Now, get a fire going."  
 
    The green dragon was fast to move at those words, dropping his fish and darting off.  
 
    "Where are you going?" Ember asked, dropping her fish.  
 
    I looked round to see her words were intended for Pyro, who was moving towards the cliff edge.  
 
    "To keep watch. Aries' patrols could still be out this far."  
 
    A chill ran down my spine. Maybe Aries is not as afraid to send dragons out here as I thought.  
 
    Ember gave her mate a disapproving scowl. "You really think he'll put that much effort into finding us?"  
 
    "Either way, this isn't Dardien, there are creatures – orkin and creators know what else out there," he insisted.  
 
    "Fine," she huffed, ruffling her wings before turning away, while he resumed his march to the edge.  
 
    Wow, maybe that whole ‘mates’ thing is way more complex than I thought?  
 
    I caught Risha watching her fiery friend closely. By her expression I knew she was thinking about whether she should say anything but had seemingly decided against it. I thought to ask her about their relationship again, but after her last attempt at explaining it, I dropped the idea.  
 
    Confusion about my friends’ relationships is the last thing I need right now.  
 
    A rustling in the bush heralded Boltock’s return, holding a large log in his mouth. He quickly moved over to a central spot, and with a few sweeps of his tail, he brushed aside the dry forest debris. Eagerly positioning the wood and shoving more dried leaves onto the pile he coiled back, and pausing for a minute, he glanced over at Ember. The fiery dragoness was sitting against a tree, her eyes filled with a distant look of solitude.  
 
    Did he expect her to interrupt?  
 
    Slowly, Boltock sank to the floor, seemingly unsure. I'd only ever seen him behave like this once before, that time he wasn't showing off or seeking attention. The look in his eyes revealed a glimpse of the hero I'd seen in him the night his wing had been mauled.  
 
    Without warning, a ball of blue flame suddenly broke his stare. 
 
    "Hey!" he moaned, his eyes snapping to his sister as she abruptly lit the fire.  
 
    "You should cook these," she suggested, returning with the three fish.  
 
    "Okay, okay," he sighed, snatching the fish from her coiled tail, tossing them onto the fire.  
 
    With a concerned scowl, his sister turned away, muttering to herself. "One day he'll understand she’s already taken."  
 
    "I’d ask for another explanation but, well..." I replied. "Last time it got awkward."  
 
    Risha giggled, her eyes still locked on her brother cooking the fish and occasionally glancing to where she'd forbid.  
 
    "I imagine you have enough to think about," she continued.  
 
    "I still have to figure out which parts of it I should be thinking about," I groaned, lowering my head.  
 
    She failed to reply, her eyes locked on her brother.  
 
    What's she thinking, I don't make her feel awkward, do I?  
 
    "Are you okay?" I asked, snapping her out of her trance.  
 
    "Yes, yeah I'm fine. I'm just... Well, everyone finds someone when they're ready."  
 
    I pressed my head against the floor, uncertain of how to respond. This was quickly reaching the point of her last attempt to explain how dragon relationships worked.  
 
    Maybe I'm stupid, maybe it's my elusive feelings for her. What if those feelings upset her? How am I supposed to know what they all mean!?  
 
    She seemed to notice my loss for words, and a gentle smile broke across her muzzle.  
 
    "Am I pushing the limit?" she joked, lowering her head to mine, before turning her eyes back to her brother.  
 
    "My limit is the moment their eyes meet, after that it's all over the place. So much nuzzling and wing-hugging," I replied, playing stupid as we shared a laugh.  
 
    I was swift to settle down, if I managed to get some sleep now, I could be more awake when everyone else was asleep. I didn't want to trust the safety of us all to Pyro's watch alone.  
 
    The swish of a swift tail flick followed by the thud of cooked fish shattered my growing illusion of unconsciousness, and I caught Risha laughing at her brother.  
 
    "You do know your scales are fireproof, don't you?"  
 
    Boltock gave her a sour look.  
 
    "Very funny," he muttered, scooping another fish from the fire with his spiny tail, slipping one into his muzzle, while reserving the other.  
 
    "That one's yours," he told his sister, nodding to the dusty fish on the floor with a hint of vengeful humour.  
 
    She rolled her eyes, scooping up the fish, holding it over the fire to incinerate whatever it had collected from the ground. The pair quickly ate their meals, and I had a good idea for whom Boltock was keeping the last one pristine. There would be none for me; of course, I didn't need it. Though it was unlike Risha not to offer me any or at least moan about my lack of eating.  
 
    Maybe it's because there's not enough to go round, prioritise those who need it, that's what I would do. 
 
    But something deep inside my mind was stirring another thought, after what the Cartographer warned of my own kind and what I'd seen them do.  
 
    I abruptly closed the idea. No! They're my friends and I don't need food.  
 
    "What about him?" Boltock asked, gingerly glancing at Pyro silhouetted by the sunset.  
 
    "He'll be fine; if he wanted food, he'd have caught some," a tired voice surfaced. 
 
    Each of us looked back to see Ember carefully pulling the cooked fish from Boltock’s coiled tail.  
 
    "Thank you."  
 
    Risha’s eyes jumped between the pair as her brother regarded the fiery dragoness with wordless awe.  
 
    He really likes her. Not even Pyro looks at her that way.  
 
    Within moments, Risha subtly slipped between the two of them, her brother's look turning scornful as he grumbled and turned away. I diverted my eyes. I appreciated their lives and the way they lived, but I'd had enough of how my race acted around each other, especially the vibe around Ember.  
 
    Is she like a magnet for attention or something?  
 
    With my idea of an early night's sleep all but gone I stood up, shaking the flora from my under-scales and turning to the only sight other than trees.  
 
    A chilly evening breeze met my approach – even though it was summer, it was still cold. In the corner of my eye I could see Pyro leaning motionless against a rock, while dry vegetation crunched beneath my paws.  
 
    Living under a roof of stone was never good for me, I'd always craved a view of the sky. Right now, it was as red as dragonfire, the clouds posed like mighty creatures above the darkening horizon as the sun sank below the gleaming sea. The stars were beginning to fade into existence, while a full moon sailed over the distant mountains. Another nervous glance revealed that Pyro still didn't seem to notice me.  
 
    Maybe he's asleep? So much for keeping watch.  
 
    A shimmer in the dwindling twilight caught my eye, then another, and another shooting like fireflies across the brewing night. I'd seen them before; my old family called them shooting stars.  
 
    Tarwin called me that once, a star that fell from the heavens. 
 
    I could almost imagine each one as another like me, yet I'd never wish such a fate on anyone else. There was a darker side to fallen stars. It was just as easy to imagine them all as...  
 
    "A red-set graces the sky."  
 
    I glanced over my wing towards Pyro. Whether he'd been asleep at all was questionable, but now he was sat up. From beneath his helmet his stoic eyes followed the stars falling across the night sky. 
 
    "Fire will fall tonight," he recited philosophically. "And so it does," he added, his eyes following one of the fallen stars until they fell on me.  
 
    At least now I knew what he was talking about, albeit my only problem was that his attention was now focused on me.  
 
    This must be how Boltock feels. I thought nervously.  
 
    I could certainly see why he avoided this particular set of eyes. Most dragon eyes were the colour of their scales, apart from mine, which were blue. Pyro's were piercing red, judging and proud, though they seemed to hunger for more.  
 
    "So, the legend is true, the Elder was right?" His statement made me more cautious than curious. 
 
    "Zephyra was right to follow you against her father then? And I am right to follow her?" he added, seemingly for his own benefit rather than mine.  
 
    While he spoke, I subconsciously analysed what he knew of me, knowing that I needed to guard against saying something out of turn.  
 
    "So, if it is true, where did you go?" he pressed, confirming both my suspicions and fears.  
 
    "Where did you lead them? Where did you lead Ember?" His tone rose slightly at the mention of her name.  
 
    It wasn’t aggressive, although it still made me anxious, and I considered telling him the truth.  
 
    It's not like he's my enemy; in fact, I'd be hard pressed not to call him my friend.  
 
    So why not tell him about Acrodan and the sphere? Everything I did to stop them was pointless anyway.  
 
    I peered into his fiery eyes, noticing a change in his expression; his stare didn't look at me, but through me. In fact, he was looking behind me. I immediately turned to where his focus fell, and saw, along the tree-lined ridge of a distant foothill, a flickering red glow dancing like fire. The smell hit me as soon as I saw the illuminated tower of smoke rising like a huge, black tree.  
 
    Something big is on fire. The exact location of the blaze hit me like a hammer – The village.  
 
    Pyro shifted beside me, his snout raised to the air as the chilly breeze quickly became thick with the smell of smoke and distant cries of terror. 
 
    "Orkin," he declared, sharp eyes fixed on the hillside.  
 
    I swallowed, trying to avoid the smoky taste as it clawed down my throat.  
 
    "What do we do?" I asked. 
 
    After a long pause, he replied. "We move and hope they have no knowledge of us."  
 
    My eyes remained fixed on the fire as he stood up. Did I expect anything more from him?  
 
    I fidgeted anxiously. Last time I would have run without hesitation, but this time I knew what I could do.  
 
    "Be the hero, it is your responsibility." The grim voice hissed in my mind. 
 
    I can't sit idly by while people die. I have to be better than that.  
 
    Pyro slipped back into the cover of the trees. He would probably want to move before anyone else noticed what was happening. Undoubtedly, some among us would probably share my feelings.  
 
    No, I can't let them know they could get hurt – if I want to do something, I must do it alone.  
 
    The more the idea lingered, the more it felt like I was the one who was betraying them more than they ever could me. On the flipside, it could be my old home in flames, my old family.  
 
    "Do what's right, it's your responsibility, isn't it?"  
 
    Without a word, I spread my wings and leapt from the cliff, gently gliding towards the fire-lit hillside.  
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
    Chapter 7 
 
    The Wyrm 
 
      
 
    A rocky ridge amidst the trees provided a suitable landing spot while the dark fumes disguised my approach.  
 
    The smoke burned my throat and eyes like an invisible flame, and the sea was choked with ash, making the waves grey and foamy. The whole village was alight, the intense flames reflecting from the water, as if the sea was bleeding molten iron. Fumes bellowed from everywhere as wooden huts and bridges lay collapsed, smouldering on the rocky banks or sizzling in the cold waters. 
 
    Panicked settlers ran for their lives, screaming as they fled into the forest, while others sat on a boat already far from its moorings. Anyone who had attempted to fight lay slaughtered on the bloodied walkways or had been cast into the sea like driftwood.  
 
    Then I heard the creatures who had brought the destruction. They filled the air with a sound like that of wild animals, mixed with the clattering of their fearsome armour and grinding joints. The swift slicing of their blades cut through the smoke and the metallic thunder of their heavy boots marked their position.  
 
    I'd seen monstrous creatures before, but none like this. These weren’t wild animals – they stood on two legs, with two arms like those they were butchering. That was where any similarities ended, their tattered skin was pale and drawn tightly over stocky bodies and pointed ears. Some bore long strands of dirty-white hair and peered through cold, dark eyes. Putrid teeth jutted awkwardly from their bloodied mouths, and long claws sprouted from withered fingers. Their gaunt features were scarred and warped by dark, bruise-like patches. Many of those blemishes morphed into jagged stone, like boils and blisters erupting randomly from their flesh, consuming the entire body of some. Twisting together with metal blades, shields and axes, replacing hands and feet with rusty claws or serrated hooks.  
 
    Horns and spines broke free like gnarled tree-roots, twisted into armour to form sharp spires of bone and broken metal. Despite their vile forms, the humanoid beasts were intelligent, coordinated and brutally efficient. They knew what they were doing, and they enjoyed it, swarming over the village like ants, turning everything to a bloody pulp or smouldering rubble.  
 
    So, this is the real enemy that's been causing everyone so much trouble? The orkin.  
 
    I stalked along the shallow ridge, keeping close to the ash-smothered undergrowth. The burning heat steadily increased, the cool summer night a distant memory. When I came to a steep edge, I peered down to see another rocky bank stretching out in front of me, below that lay one of the village's walkways.  
 
    Vile orkin marauders bounded across it, their thudding boots rattling the wood. I kept low, peering over as they continued to flow below me, dragging limp bodies. Most appeared to be dead, trailing blood or lacking limbs, while others clung desperately to life.  
 
    I should have come down here sooner! Creators curse me, it's too late for most of these people!  
 
    The trail of corpses was suddenly broken when three larger brutes dragged in some live stragglers. One held two girls over his spiked shoulders, both kicking and screaming. Another held a wailing woman, while the third dragged a bloodied and beaten man. 
 
    It was painful to watch, but I knew I couldn’t do anything for them, not while there were so many orkin. 
 
    Without control how much of a threat to them am I?  
 
    The flow of creatures steadily decreased as they gathered in the centre of the burning village. Forced to their knees between the jabbering mass, the beaten prisoners were like rags to their captors.  
 
    To think they were once a noble race. I thought, terrified by what the sphere had done to them.  
 
    The air filled with an animalistic chorus of cheering as the orkin called out menacingly, and a sickening disgust filled me as I watched, fuelling my rage until I was ready to lash out.  
 
    Control or not, I can't let this happen!  
 
    At that critical moment something silenced me, a distant sound beyond the smoke echoing through the hills. The rabble suddenly fell silent as it sounded again; whatever it was, was drawing closer.  
 
    I know that sound, it's a roar, a familiar roar. The moment it cursed my ears I felt anger consume me. It can't be what I think it is!  
 
    Swooping through the smoke like a ghost amidst the desolation, its dark scales were illuminated by the flames. It landed on the roof of the central structure, spewing embers under its weight. The thatch buckled as its winged forelimbs folded against the crumbling walls of the structure. Its fearsome head snaked through the flames and smoke with little care for the heat, sinister eyes reflecting the destruction as they set upon the ravenous orkin. Its dribbling jaw parted, letting out a recognisable hiss, its frightening teeth displayed for all to see as the spiny frill on the back of its head rattled. The assembled orkin directed their attention to the wyvern, frozen by fear they squirmed and squealed.  
 
    They're the ones to start all of this, they stole me from my home!  
 
    Acrodan’s dark servant snaked its head down into the rabble, and each horrifically warped creature staggered back from its fearsome maw. Its movement allowed me to see something else, something I wasn't expecting. Between the wyvern’s monstrous wings sat a wood and bone saddle, connected to a crude leather harness wrapped around the beast's bulk. Upon the mounted throne sat an orkin. He was different to the others, he was bigger and more fearsome, dark magic having completely ravaged his body, leaving nothing but a black, stone hide. His shoulders and back were covered in large, upward-facing spines, as was the back of his head. 
 
    What was impaled on those spines made me sick: skulls were staked like gruesome trophies, and one spine was so long that a whole skeleton hung down. From its appearance I assumed it was human, the jangling limbs held together by rope as they fell over his back like some horrifying chime. Stone consumed his eyes, glowing with a fiery, green hue that pulsed across his entire unnatural body in baleful ribbons. One clawed hand held a hammer, a great brazen block of iron on a metal shaft. The other hung lazily at its side, clutching the reins leading to the wyvern’s drooling mouth and a firm metal bit.  
 
    That monster's not a slave to Acrodan at all, it belongs to that orkin.  
 
    The warlord held control over his fearsome mount with little effort, the reigns twitching when the monster’s head moved between the lesser runts. Either the creature was loyal to the core or its master had beaten any disobedience out of it. Although I would prefer neither, I hoped it was the former. 
 
    I've fought wyverns and know how powerful they are. If he's managed dominance over this one, I don't want to imagine his strength.  
 
    The monstrous brute glared at the fire from his mount, his eyes finally coming to settle on the nervous crowd before him.  
 
    "Goarog!" He bellowed. 
 
    The mob squirmed, a series of squeals and grunts shrieking from the mass as it seemed not one of them dared answer the summons.  
 
    All the while, their leader glared down at them impatiently.  
 
    "You best be steppin’ forward’s, you runt!" he boomed while the wyvern’s head rose, rattling its frill.  
 
    The rabble grew quiet as a lone orkin nervously stepped forward. His face was nothing more than bone, dark flesh taking the form of a skull, leading to a spiny frill across its ridge. His right side was mostly free from corruption, while his left hand held a rusted cleaver within putrid claws. 
 
    "Y–Yes, Lord Balgore." The smaller, trembling orkin bowed nervously. 
 
    With a subtle gesture of its master, the wyvern coiled its fearsome head down, snaking to the side of the cowering grunt.  
 
    "I's see there ain’t, no wyrm here, runt," the brute I now knew as Lord Balgore grumbled.  
 
    "We's had minor setbacks, my lord, I... I's assures you’s, all's is well," he grunted, looking down at his deformed feet while the wyvern’s teeth drew closer.  
 
    I listened closely, noticing their staggered pronunciation, although with a mouth made of stone, I imagined speech wasn’t their greatest quality.  
 
    "I's don't care about's some scraps from 'round here. You’s know what I's after, don't you’s, runt?" Balgore bellowed, dismissing Goarog’s words with a flick of his claw. "Did I's not order that wyrm's 'ead on a spike before nightfall?"  
 
    "Y–Yes, yes, my's lord, but, but..."  
 
    Before he could finish, the wyvern’s slavering jaw shifted in next to him.  
 
    "It's a pity you’s failed me, Goarog," Balgore rumbled. "That wyrm is interferin' with mah plans – and you’s knows what 'comes of wyrm’s interferin’ with mah plans."  
 
    The wyvern’s fearsome head rose, its teeth ready to strike down on the trembling grunt.  
 
    "Wait!" Goarog squealed as they closed around him. "We’s gathered lots of scraps for the ice-fires and we's, we's... got prisoners toos! Yes, yes they'll draw out the wyrm!" 
 
    The wyvern raised its head, taking Goarog with it, while Balgore split the crowd with an intimidating glance, revealing the human prisoners in their midst. 
 
    "The wyrm, it will come for them, I's swear," Goarog spluttered from within the wyvern’s clenched jaw.  
 
    Balgore's eyes snapped back to the runt, seemingly trying to determine if his words were true or a plea of desperation. He snorted, and without any obvious command, the wyvern brought the runt to eye level with him.  
 
    "You’s have 'til three dawns to bring me wyrms. Don't fail's me again," he commanded.  
 
    The wyvern’s grip tightened slightly.  
 
    "O–of... Of, of course not, my lord," Goarog gasped, before the wyvern tossed him to the wooden deck.  
 
    Balgore pulled on the reins, turning his steed’s head to the rest of the horde.  
 
    "That goes for all of you's! Get's back to the city as soon as you's done muckin' 'bout out here!"  
 
     Scouring the trembling underlings, his mighty mount spread its wings, turning the smoke and fire into a whirling frenzy as it lifted him into the thick cloud and disappeared into the night.  
 
    The whole village trembled at the beast's departure, but with a sudden jolt of his stone-cursed body, Goarog turned towards the other orkin.  
 
    "Well's you’s runts heard! Gets to watching for that wyrm, and gets those meat bags strung up, we's goanna be eatin’ meat tonight!"  
 
    The horde erupted into animalistic chatter as they pulled the humans aside, allowing Goarog to stagger into their midst.  
 
    "Gets them dead ‘uns cut up. Keep these stragglers," he instructed coldly, pointing to the dead.  
 
    The rabble eagerly did as ordered, dragging some of the bodies away before tearing them apart. I felt my stomach churn.  
 
    No, I have to focus on those I can still save, the ones he's keeping prisoner.  
 
    Goarog’s lifeless eyes were far from the glowing fire in those of his master, although they were just as baleful and unforgiving. He perused over his terrified captives, sniggering, and snorting as he wheezed for breath. 
 
    "That wyrm’s not goanna be able to resist savin’ these meat bags," he grunted, dragging his cleaver over the wooden platform until he reached the man at the far end. "This one’s no use to us, either. Throw him to the horde," he instructed bluntly, pointing to the squabbling mass. "They’s be needin’ all the fresh meat they’s can eat."  
 
    I have to do something, I must stop this, but there are too many.  
 
    The harsh reality drilled into my mind, and the memories of the times I'd felt so helpless before surfaced from their darker corners.  
 
    It's like when Acrodan had my friends, I have all the power but I'm not fast enough!  
 
    "No!" One of the captives screamed, and my head shot up at the sound of a young girl lurching from her captor’s grasp, before being dragged back.  
 
    I staggered forward, claws dragging in the scorched earth as Goarog turned to her, his cold eyes gleaming in the firelight.  
 
    No, she's like Tarwin used to be!  
 
    An amused smile cracked across his face, breaking into a laugh.  
 
    "Let him go!" the girl cried.  
 
    Goarog’s amused smile fell as he lifted his cleaver, pushing it against her neck.  
 
    She froze, and all but her innocent whimpers fell silent.  
 
    "This one's gots some fight left in it," he laughed, turning his head to the injured man. "I’s goanna enjoy stickin' it next."  
 
    Before the blow fell, the girl screamed, and Goarog was knocked from his warped feet. I rolled uncontrollably to a halt beside him, claws grasping at wood.  
 
    Do the right thing, no matter what. I told myself as I stood to face him.  
 
    He jumped up, shaking off my attack like it was an inconvenience, only for his beady eyes to shoot wide when he saw me.  
 
    "Leave them alone!" I barked, with no knowledge of whether he understood.  
 
    "Is this that wyrm, boss?" one of his companions asked.  
 
    "Shut up, you’s maggot! I’s thinkin’," replied Goarog. 
 
    "Don't looks like any wyrm I’s ever seen, boss," the runt continued unabated. This time he wasn't even spared a glance before the back of Goarog's bony claws struck his face.  
 
    The disobedient orkin dropped to the deck in a shower of black blood and splintered bone, while the others squealed and squirmed.  
 
    Goarog’s eyes fixed on me once more.  
 
    "Have we’s got ourselves a wyrm?" he asked, bringing his ugly blade to bear.  
 
    I stared at him, my eyes narrowing as I battled to keep my fire in check. Don't lose it, that amulet is nothing, I can control it if I don't lose focus!  
 
    "No, I don't think it's the wyrm," he sniggered. "But Lord Balgore don't know that!"  
 
    Before I knew it, he swung his cleaver and lurched forward.  
 
    So much for negotiation. I thought, although I probably should have known better.  
 
    Anger and lack of time to think had given me no other choice. I didn't care for the orkin, they were vile and evil, but there were prisoners here and...  
 
    The sound of grinding stones broke through my thoughts while Goarog approached, a vengeful smile plastered upon his cruel, stone skull.  
 
    This is it: do what's right, no matter the cost.  
 
    I pressed low against the deck, ready to set him alight, when a clatter of claws shattered my concentration, as did what landed before me. At first, I thought it was one of the others, my heart sinking in the belief that they were here. A second glance confirmed it wasn’t, in fact, I didn't know what stood before me at all. 
 
    It was without a doubt a dragon, with a crimson-coloured layer of fur-like plumage and feathers covering its body. A frill of crimson feathers with twilight-purple pinions tipped its tail. The same feathers covered the base of its tail, the back of its rear legs, and wings, while a rudimentary armour formed from sticks and leaves covered its back. 
 
    "Good job," a sharp feminine voice interrupted.  
 
    Shrouded beneath a helmet, her hawk-like eyes shimmered in the fire light. Much like the rest of her gear it wasn't metal or even sticks, it was the cleaned skull of a bird. Perfectly fitted over her head, secured by rope made from vines, the empty eye sockets allowed her to see while the long beak protected her muzzle. 
 
    "But please, try not to steal my job," she added with strange enthusiasm as two feathered wings like those of a griffin erupted from her side, launching her back into the sky.  
 
    "That's it, the wyrm!" Goarog shouted, pointing to where the feathered dragoness had stood. "You’s runts deals with this one, the wyrm is mine!" he ordered, pointing back to me as he darted away. 
 
    Two orkin flanked his retreat, charging at me with their brutal weaponry. I narrowly dodged the first’s spiked club, spinning to the side as the rusty iron barbs dug into the wood. While the creature to which the weapon was attached fought to yank itself free, the second swung at me with a curved hatchet held in a spiny claw. The crude blade barely missed my head, its weight unbalancing its wielder, giving me a chance to retaliate.  
 
    With all the strength I could muster, I rammed his leg with my horns, sending him tumbling into the ash-smothered water, where he was quickly consumed by the grey mush. Moments later, I turned to see the first of my attackers free himself. 
 
    Keep control, stay composed.  
 
    I drew back, ready to blow him away, when the feathered dragoness burst through the smoke, flicking her tail and firing several projectiles from within her feathery plumage. With a sharp whoosh, each struck the creature clean in the neck and he fell to the floor gasping while she disappeared.  
 
    Okay, maybe control isn't necessary.  
 
    "Gets me the wyrm! Gets me the wyrm!" hollered Goarog from somewhere amidst the crowd. 
 
    Orkin footsteps thundered over the decking, leaving their battered prisoners unattended. Most disappeared into the smoke in pursuit of their prize, who I now assumed was the feathered dragoness who so effortlessly tormented them.  
 
    The wyrm? Not the best name, I must say.  
 
    I seized my chance and darted towards the prisoners. The wounded man lay on the deck while the others fought to free themselves. Without a thought I skidded to a halt before the girl as crude orkin arrows whizzed overhead.  
 
    "Don't worry, I'll get..."  
 
    She looked at me with all the thanks she could express, reminding me of Tarwin as I recalled she couldn't understand me.  
 
    Don't lose focus, Blaze.  
 
    Without hesitation I started to cut through her bonds, fibres snapping one by one, springing back as the rope loosened.  
 
    Almost got it... 
 
    A heavy pain exploded in the right side of my chest under the force of a sudden kick to my side. I felt my ribs crack and my lungs burn as I staggered to my paws and the screaming girl was yanked from my sight. Goarog held her by the scruff of her fur dress, wheezing as he spat.  
 
    "Likes this one, do’s you?"  
 
    Snorting a laugh, he pressed a twisted metal boot hard into my side, and I felt things inside moving that I knew I shouldn't.  
 
    "Well's you’s should be likin' this," he laughed, removing his boot and tossing the girl aside like a rag.  
 
    Landing with a thud she bounced across the decking and came to a rest by my pinned snout, coughing on ash.  
 
    Do what's right, no matter what! It's your responsibility!  
 
    The sound of Goarog’s cleaver moving as he turned focused my mind. The pain in my chest flared agonisingly at any attempt to move. 
 
    No, not again! I'm not going to sit by and let bad things happen ever again!  
 
     Before I could react, there was a whizz as a sharp projectile bounced harmlessly off his armour.  
 
    "Hur, what was...?" What followed the shot was far from repelled.  
 
    "Hey, stony, pick on someone your own size!" The feathered dragoness declared, slamming into his spiny back.  
 
    "Gets off me's, you’s wretched wyrm!" Goarog squealed, while thrashing.  
 
    His attacker wasn't going anywhere, rising on top of his back, preparing for an attack no other race could muster.  
 
    So, she really is a dragoness. I noted as I caught sparks flicker in her throat.  
 
    Goarog reached back, frantically fighting to strike her with the rusted blade, when she was unceremoniously ripped from his spines.  
 
    "I's caught it, boss, I's caught the wyrm," another orkin boasted dutifully.  
 
    It was the same one Goarog had beaten to the deck only moments previously, beaming at his master as if all he wanted was to please him. Goarog snapped around, sparing him a brief glance before snatching the struggling dragoness from his grip, throwing her to the deck and pinning her beneath his boot.  
 
    "You’s been causin' me a lot of troubles, you’s have," he rumbled, his rage replaced by joy.  
 
    "Likewise, filth," she hissed, her eyes narrowing as she spat cinders in his face.  
 
    "I's had enough of you, wyrm!" he declared, shaking the flickering embers off and raising his cleaver above his head.  
 
    Do something, Blaze! Let go! With my insides burning I staggered up. 
 
    "Look, we's got another, boss," the second orkin announced, pointing eagerly at me.  
 
    Goarog barely glanced my way before the second orkin’s face exploded in a shower of rocks and he was launched into the water. In the same instant, beating wings parted the smoke and swept Goarog across the deck. 
 
    Finally, a loud thud marked Pyro’s arrival as the orkin stood up, his cold eyes widening as much as they could within the confines of his stone skull. 
 
    I guess he wasn't expecting this many wyrms.  
 
    The feathered dragoness’s puzzled eyes crossed Pyro’s before she scampered off into the sky as quickly as she could manage. Meanwhile, more rocks tumbled down over the wooden walkway as I saw Boltock swoop overhead. The platform collapsed under the weight, burying more of the squabbling orkin in the seawater. From across the walkways I saw fire consume more orkin like a hungry creature as Ember forced the flame forward with unnatural swiftness.  
 
    No, they shouldn't be here. They're in danger.  
 
    "This ain’t concernin’ you’s, wyrms," Goarog snapped at Pyro, bringing his rusted blade forward.  
 
    The red dragon’s sharp eyes narrowed as he stood tall.  
 
    "Leave, filth!" he ordered, and Goarog glanced to his drowned, burning, or buried comrades.  
 
    "We’s goanna's gets you’s scaly ones," he threatened, backing up until he was at the central hut.  
 
    Pyro's eyes watched his every move, his claws scratching the wooden deck as he steadfastly followed. 
 
    "We’s goin’ back to the camp boys!" Goarog shouted, raising his cleaver to the sky, rallying what was left of his rabble, before disappearing into the smoke.  
 
    Although I was relieved to see them vanish, the pain in my lungs quickly stole my joy. I was going to have to put up with it for a while, but I'd done what was right. My friends and the prisoners were safe. 
 
    "Yet they had to risk their lives to save you again. Call yourself a hero?" My mind's dark voice hissed.  
 
    The ash around me fidgeted, followed by the clatter of claws as Risha materialized from the smoke.  
 
    "Blaze, you're... By the fires, I..." she stuttered, her tone a mix of frustration and relief as she knelt over my broken chest.  
 
    Why is her priority always me? She knows I'll recover. 
 
    She stepped closer, helping me to my paws, all the while giving me a look somewhere between worryingly sympathetic and annoyingly frustrated. 
 
    "Set them free," Pyro barked, glancing towards the trembling prisoners as he passed them.  
 
    Risha glanced up at him, reluctantly leaving my side. The moment she did, I felt my legs crumble like ruined pillars. Panting heavily, I took an agonising step towards the girl I'd half-freed. 
 
    I'll save one, I can save just one.  
 
    Risha hurried to the others, slicing their ropes with swift flicks of her claws. Taking another deep breath and fighting the convulsions of my broken lungs, I tried to focus on the half-torn bindings, giving them a final flick to finish what I'd started. The moment the bonds were broken, the girl struggled to her feet, while I inevitably found myself falling.  
 
    I did it, I saved one... She's so much like Tarwin, so much like when we were younger... When we were happy.  
 
    She turned to me, unable to express her thanks. Does she know what I am, or are dragons only legends to her too?  
 
    "Get away from me!" A frantic scream came from behind me, and I managed to turn in time to see Risha scurrying to my side like a timid hatchling.  
 
    She'd released most of the humans, leaving the woman until last. The freed adult now looked at us with as much fear as she did her brutal captors.  
 
    "Get away from them!" she demanded; her attention focused on the girl I'd saved. "Get away!" she screamed again, rising clumsily to her quivering feet, and dragging the girl back.  
 
    I felt a shifting pain in my side as Risha pressed against me, forcing me to my paws. It wasn't my broken ribs that caused me such agony, it felt like a cold blade had been thrust into the memory of my lost home. 
 
    We saved them and now they're rejecting us?  
 
    The stones ground over the sound of my mind's vile voice. "What, did you really think you could simply go back to the way things were?" 
 
    "Blaze," Risha whispered, but I was unable to focus.  
 
    All I could do was watch the woman now bent over the injured man, weeping hopelessly. While another peered off into the reflection of the fire upon the lake, with a stare as empty as my own.  
 
    Is this the betrayal the Cartographer warned me about?  
 
    Cold emptiness turned to boiling rage as my eyes narrowed under my fading vision, and the image of that dark creature – a flaming smile dawning over its muzzle – flashed across my mind.  
 
    I'm a fool to try saving them, no one so weak deserves the divine aid only I can offer!  
 
    "Blaze!" I heard Risha‘s voice again, this time pushing against my side, the pain causing my thoughts to tumble.  
 
    I choked, gasping for air, almost drowning from the inside. Risha caught my head, and with a wheeze, I was able to catch a breath.  
 
    "We have to go!" she said earnestly. "You need to rest."  
 
    I winced when I felt her tug at me, placing her wing over my back and pulling me toward the forest. My lungs begged for more air as we staggered over the hardened mud where the wooden deck met the beach, before leading into the cover of the trees.  
 
    She gave a quick glance to my injured flank, setting me down against the base of a tree.  
 
    "By the creators, you..." Flustered, she pressed a wing over her forehead. "You'll be fine, you’re always fine, right?" 
 
    She sounded like she was reassuring herself more than me, before she glanced back at the fleeing humans. "Don't worry about them. They’re not..."  
 
    I imagined it was my glare that silenced her, but she was right; they weren't Tarwin or my old family.  
 
    "She has no right to compare them." I cut off the destructive suggestions of the voice, wrestling it back into the deepest corners of my mind.  
 
    What am I thinking? Risha cares for me more than anyone.  
 
    As my dark doubts subsided, I noticed her sapphire eyes fix on me, and through strained tears and searing pain, I managed a weak smile.  
 
    "What in the creators' name were you doing!?" Pyro demanded as he appeared above us.  
 
    Risha’s attention switched to his intense eyes. While I was forced to admit the first thing he'd ordered me to do, I'd completely ignored – and he knew that all too well.  
 
    "He did the right thing, and you would have done the same," Risha replied, her eyes meeting his with equal resolve.  
 
    "He almost got himself killed! That was the most idiotic, reckless thing a dragon could possibly do!"  
 
    She had no counter for that and neither did I. I could argue with the 'killed' part, but only because killing me was a lot harder than he knew.  
 
    Getting myself killed isn't the problem. Almost getting my friends killed is.  
 
    Pyro gave a frustrated grunt as he turned away, grumbling about how I'd be seriously disciplined back in the academy.  
 
    "I trust he will be ready to fly come sunrise?" he asked, turning back to Risha.  
 
    Neither of us could be expected to know, but she nodded regardless.  
 
    If I'm not, what can he really do?  
 
    "Ember, Boltock!" he shouted. 
 
    Boltock scurried forward while Ember swooped in from the burning village, landing beside him. The moment her eyes fell on me they widened with concern, and her muzzle opened as if to speak, when it appeared she thought better of it, and turned to Pyro.  
 
    "We make for the foothills of the Phoenix Mountains at dawn," he commanded, adding through clenched teeth. "With no more diversions." 
 
    His commands were clear. Compared to him I was a pathetic leader, and all I'd done tonight was prove I wasn’t good at following orders.  
 
    Maybe I should apologise?  
 
    "I wouldn't step there, if I were you," cooed a warning from above as one of Pyro's paw steps nearly touched the leaf-littered ground.  
 
    Gingerly raising the limb, he redirected his eyes to the trees.  
 
    She sat comfortably on the branches, her forelimbs crossed, her head, wings and tail draped like an oversized cat. Sharp amber eyes peered through the holes in her helmet, watching him closely or more accurately, his paw placement.  
 
    "I really wouldn't," she persisted, raising her head.  
 
    "And who are you?" he asked.  
 
    She leapt from the branch, catching on to it with her tail, spinning acrobatically to the floor.  
 
    "The name's Neera, but all my friends call me the Wyrm," she introduced, shaking dirt from her ruffled feathers.  
 
    Everyone's eyes widened when they saw her plumage – she certainly gave the term 'dragon feathers' more meaning.  
 
    "Your friend, he doesn't seem to be doing so well," she noted, blanking Pyro's stern expression and pointing to me with a feathered wingtip. 
 
    "What of it?" he asked.  
 
    She gave him an equally stern look, as if he should know exactly what she was suggesting. 
 
    "I have a nest in the ruins not far from here, we can take him there. After what you did, I think I owe you."  
 
    Pyro glanced at me, then back to her, his stare lingering.  
 
    "You know Goarog and his mob will be looking for you now, don’t you? They’ve been around here for months, looting scraps for his master, and he'll do anything for him," she stated in a mild, lingering tone.  
 
    "Or he'll get his ugly little head bitten off by Balgore's 'pet'," she added with a frustration that suggested she wanted the honour of doing that herself.  
 
    Pyro remained suspicious, eventually asking. "Why should we trust you?" 
 
    She paused, as if she had a million answers, none fitting the question perfectly.  
 
    "Why shouldn't we? She helped save those villagers," Ember interrupted, glancing at Neera, who appeared delighted.  
 
    "Because she's a faldron," answered Pyro abruptly.  
 
    Confusion fell over all except Pyro and Neera. I had no idea what a 'faldron' was, and right now, I didn't care. Ember glanced up at her mate, her expression demanding an explanation.  
 
    "Elemental thieves, their kind would take our ancestral birth right and manipulate it in the belief that they were like us," he continued with a deep bitterness he could have only acquired through years of blind pride.  
 
    Neera's eyes narrowed, her long ears flattening against her head.  
 
    "That was millennia ago, and I'm not them, nor is any other faldron north of the cursed lands." 
 
    Before either could utter another word, a deep bellowing horn interrupted, and all except Neera’s attention pricked up.  
 
    "Very well," she said, eventually pricking up her ears, directing them towards the forest. "You’ll have orkin chewing on your wing bones soon enough. They think dragon marrow will let them fly." 
 
    No matter what Pyro ordered, I wouldn't let that happen. I was close to instructing the soldier to take her offer when he replied.  
 
    "How far?"  
 
    Neera paused mid-stride.  
 
    "Over the ridge," she replied, looking up at the smoke-smothered cliffs.  
 
    Over that? With no flight? The world really hates the word ‘easy’, doesn't it? I inwardly groaned.  
 
    Pyro paused while she looked at him with the glare of inevitable victory. 
 
    "Lead on," he conceded with a sigh. 
 
    "As you wish," she replied with a subtle attempt at a regal bow. "Oh, and I still wouldn't stand there," she added, nodding to his forepaw before she turned away. 
 
    Regardless, Pyro gave a grunt as he begrudgingly placed his forepaw down. The moment it met the dirt there was a swift snap of branches, a whirl of wind, and a cloud of dry dust as a rope rushed up. Pyro was in the air faster than his wings could take him; with the rope he’d been warned about wrapped around his outstretched forepaw. 
 
    "What did I tell you?" Neera laughed gleefully as she approached the furious dragon swinging from her trap.  
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter 8 
 
    Fatal Blows 
 
      
 
    My insides twisted into impossible shapes as broken bones shifted like rocks inside my chest. My lungs felt like they were flooded with liquid fire and my throat filled with a foul acidic bile. With Risha’s support, I battled through the agony, and after what felt like an eternity of excruciating pain trudging up the steep, rocky path, we reached the peak of Overlord's Fell. The orkin horn had sounded several times while the village inferno burned below, choking the air for miles around.  
 
    My vision had already started to clear, and my breathing became less strained. Less could be said for the pain inside, I was certain I couldn't heal properly while moving. 
 
    What if my insides re-grow all wrong? I didn't want to imagine the shapes into which my movement could warp the final product.  
 
    Don't think about it. Get somewhere safe and get some rest. It worked every other time. 
 
    The path snaked over the ridge, passing between two sheer spines before winding downward. With the village flames far behind us, it became so dark I couldn't even see Risha beside me. It felt as if I was walking blindly into a black abyss, and without her support I’m sure I would have fallen over the edge.  
 
    The sudden light of a strangely coloured flame came as a relief as it blazed into existence ahead. It was red, like that of a fire elemental, but its edges were lapped by grey, like that of air, creating a strange combination of the two. The hybrid fire blossomed from a weathered brazier, constructed in a way that closely mimicked the trees of the surrounding forest. The glow also revealed Neera’s skull-covered face as she moved to ignite another brazier opposite.  
 
    'Elemental thieves... manipulators?'  
 
    Putting the sight of her flame and Pyro's words together, it wasn't hard to surmise that Neera’s forged element must be that of wind and fire. 
 
    So faldrons can have a mixture of two powers? But what about their feathers, are they fireproof too?  
 
    I didn't want to imagine what Pyro thought about her displaying her power so readily, but in my eyes an abnormal element was nothing new. 
 
    While the concoction of fire bloomed within the old braziers, Neera moved on. The light revealed Ember close behind, while Pyro lingered a considerable distance back.  
 
    As we followed, the loose dirt under-paw gave way to cobblestone, the light from the fires revealing a bumpy road flanked by ruined buildings. The stone structures were made from perfectly forged slabs, pillars, and arched doorways, decorated with fine seams of weathered metal, that looked to be an extension of the woodland thereabouts. Gentle streams of water weaved decoratively around each, their flows directed by shallow channels, through holes and under humped bridges. As Neera lit more braziers, I could see more buildings climbing up the cliff face, forming neat, terrace rows. 
 
    I imagined at one time these buildings would have been buzzing with residents, but now the only citizen was the forest. Lush vegetation grew all over the crumbling stone, while long vines snaked down from archways covering darkened doorways. Trees burst from the rock, roots forcing floors and walls apart like soft dirt. Moss, saplings, and a whole manner of shrubs consumed the edges of the pathways and in some places, nature and architecture flowed so seamlessly it was like it was intended to be that way. Smaller, more exotic looking shoots grew from shattered pots, while more thick roots formed bridges that could have once been roads.  
 
    The sprawl stretched all the way up the hillside until it nestled up against the rocky spine of Overlord's Fell. A larger structure sat on a square platform of the uppermost terrace. Its walls were square and open, its interior protected by a row of tree-like pillars, while the back wall appeared to blend seamlessly with the cliff. Water carved its way around it before forming a waterfall and dropping to the forest floor, and to the right a pair of curved bridges spanned a cliff-side gorge, where vines hung like thick curtains from the mossy stone.  
 
    "Keep up," Neera called from ahead, as she moved across one of the bridges, igniting another brazier on the opposite side.  
 
    "Easy for her to say," I muttered as we traversed the bridge.  
 
    Risha laughed, but the curve in the path spurred a pain that quickly robbed me of any humour.  
 
    "Wait," Neera commanded, her open wing blocking our path.  
 
    I watched her disarm another trap, pretty sure that Pyro would roast her alive before she could cut him down from another.  
 
    "I filled this place with them. Though it's usually only me who needs to avoid them. No nightkin have lived here in a long time," she added, shifting to disarm another. 
 
    Nightkin?  
 
    As far as I knew, the nightkin, brothers of high and earthkin were extinct, wiped out by the Dark Guardians during the war. The dull, battered, and overgrown walls the only reminders of their once great empire. It was a cold memento of the devastation the last war wrought, and a clear warning of what could so easily happen again.  
 
    And it's still my job to stop it? I can hardly defeat one orkin raiding party!  
 
    I tried to chase the image of the world in flames from my mind, though there was nowhere to look that was free of ruins, at least until our feathered guide came to a halt. 
 
    "In here," Neera instructed, igniting a flame inside one of the ancient structures.  
 
    Ember and Pyro were first to follow through the arch of the tree-lined doorway, with Risha and I close behind. The stone chamber was like a corpse picked clean, not dissimilar to the store I'd hidden in back in Dardien. In the centre a ring of stones sat neatly around fresh firewood. While a makeshift wooden frame held the roasting body of a squirrel over a newly lit flame.  
 
    Two more carcasses hung on the wall, tied to grooves in the smooth stone. Weapons and various attire hung at the rear of the chamber, together with clawed gauntlets made from bleached bone, reinforced with sticks, resembling the metal ones worn by the guards back in Dardien. A particularly formidable looking pair sat between several of the feather-like projectiles Neera had thrown from her tail. Above them, sat a polished skull, similar to the one she already wore. This one appeared to be from a fox or wolf. Beneath the armour sat three stone pots, two of which were closed, the third bursting with sharp, bone-spears. 
 
    A stone bed laden with moss and leaves filled the far end of the room, while more closed pots and strange plants hung from the ceiling. Pyro looked on in ignominy, shunning the feathered dragoness as he took up a position by the door. Meanwhile, Boltock entered behind us, taking a seat at the far end of the chamber next to Ember, getting as close to her as she – and Risha's glare – would allow.  
 
    "You can use the bed," Neera offered.  
 
    Before I could manage a reply, Risha was already guiding me towards it.  
 
    "Thanks," she replied on my behalf as I slumped painfully on to the mossy sheet.  
 
    "Think nothing of it. It's not much, but there's some things up there, if you need them," Neera replied, pointing to a hanging assortment of dried plants.  
 
    "Thanks, he'll be fine," the blue dragoness replied.  
 
    The faldron cocked her head, confusion spreading across her expression, but before she could ask any questions, Risha turned her attention back to me.  
 
    "You will be fine, won’t you?" she whispered.  
 
    I had a feeling she was referring to more than my physical injury. I had to remember what I'd done was right, and that it wasn't Tarwin or my old village who'd rejected me.  
 
    Clearing my throat, I replied, "Y–Yeah, I'll be fine." 
 
    Her eyes lingered before she finally sat down against the base of the bed.  
 
    Eventually, my eyes grew heavy and the firelight became a confusing blur. Voices became a muffled mishmash of sound. The heat from the flame warmed into a comforting blanket against my side as I fought against the exhaustion and the comfort of lucid sleep embraced me.  
 
    Despite my slumber, my mind's conflict continued. The more I tried to convince myself that Tarwin would never reject me, the more the dark thoughts supplemented the idea with something else. I'd saved their lives and I should be glad I was able to do that, but did it make up for those I'd killed?  
 
    "It will never be enough. Maybe you deserved to be rejected." Whispered the grim voice.  
 
    What I’d done certainly didn't remove a tally for a life I'd taken. It simply served to remind me that no matter how much I tried, it would never be enough.  
 
    "The orkin will see the fire. How do you know they won't come searching for you up here?" I heard Pyro ask through my fragile consciousness.  
 
    I glanced up to see them all sat around the flames, Boltock and Ember opposite my bed. There was something off about the green dragon, his eyes were fixed on the fire, like it was a magnet for his thoughts. Pyro glared out into the darkness, while Neera sat casually at the back of the chamber, fastening more of the projectiles into her tail feathers. While a shift of blue wings told me Risha still lay at the base of my bed. 
 
    Is she still awake? Am I?  
 
    The strange blur of dream and reality ended, leaving me with no idea whether I'd slept or for how long. My wounds felt marginally better, enough to confirm that we'd been here some time at least. Neera gave a final tug on the green twine securing her weapons and looked to Pyro by the door.  
 
    "They used to come up here, but they're not that hard to avoid. After a while they gave up. As for the lights, well, they're not as smart as their ancestors," she explained with a sly chuckle. 
 
    "So how does a faldron end up in these lands?" he asked, almost like her presence was a crime. 
 
    "As I said before, what he should be asking is why you’re here," Ember corrected in a friendlier tone. 
 
    Neera smiled, while Pyro snorted and turned back to his watch. The faldron's expression faded for a moment, her ears flattened, and her fuzzy muzzle drooped.  
 
    "Shadow Fen orkin took my nest in the Red Rock Mountains a long time ago. I've been surviving on my own ever since. I take them out wherever I can, try to be a nuisance," she explained, glancing to the array of improvised weapons and armour.  
 
    "Sorry," Ember replied, lowering her eyes.  
 
    I know how she feels – I'd asked someone that same question once, and the answer still haunted me.  
 
    Neera continued to stare at her crafted tools, before pricking up her ears and jumping to her paws.  
 
    "Don't be, that was a long time ago and I've barely known anything other than this," she assured, her enthusiastic tone returning.  
 
    If only I could come to terms with my past so easily.  
 
    "That's only half of the question though, isn't it?" she continued, glancing at Pyro. "What are five leatherwings, from Dardien I presume, doing here?" 
 
    Pyro's eyes remained locked on the darkness outside.  
 
    "What of it?" he growled quietly.  
 
    Neera grinned. 
 
    "I'm merely returning the favour," she countered. "I answered your questions, so how about you answer mine?"  
 
    There was another silence, which was eventually broken by Ember.  
 
    "We’re going to the Phoenix Mountains." 
 
    Pyro instantly gave her a disapproving scowl, but she glared back with little care, while Neera’s expression changed.  
 
    "The Phoenix Mountains? That's Taldran – why would anyone in their right mind want to go there?" she asked, laughing like it was a joke. 
 
    Pyro's expression grew more serious and smoke snorted from his nostrils.  
 
    "I thought I said tell no one!" he snapped at Ember, moving to stand above the fire.  
 
    His reaction didn't sit well with me. He may have been a closer friend to her than me, but I wouldn't see them fighting.  
 
    If we fall apart here, then there's no hope for any of us.  
 
    It appeared his assertion didn't sit well with Boltock either, as the earth dragon snapped out of his thoughtful stare. Meanwhile, I heard a shuffling below me as Risha stood up, her eyes fixed on the pair.  
 
    "We make for the mountains at dawn, without any more distractions," Pyro ordered, before turning back to the door.  
 
    Ember shook her head disapprovingly.  
 
    "Distractions? You know he did the right thing."  
 
    Pyro gave her another icy stare, frustration burning in his eyes.  
 
    "He almost got you all killed, including himself!"  
 
    I felt all eyes turn to me, each pair striking harder than the orkin’s boot. I wanted to hide, but the best I could do was pretend to be asleep.  
 
    "He didn't. He can't let us down, he..." Ember’s voice trailed off.  
 
    Pyro studied her as if he'd found the flaw in her words he'd been searching for.  
 
    "You wouldn't know," she muttered softly, turning the suspicion in my mind into the truth I feared.  
 
    He doesn't know what happened to us, and he certainly doesn't know what I really am.  
 
    "I wouldn't know? Well, I know what I saw tonight, and I see the scars you fail to explain," he growled, gesturing to Boltock's wing. "If that’s who you were led by, then there is no truth in the legend," he added bitterly and the cold reality of his words rang out in my mind, while my dark voice laughed.  
 
    The truth had finally come out, and the faint words of the Cartographer’s warning echoed above the sound of cruel cackling. I closed my eyes tight, trying to seal myself away from the unforgiving world, when the most unexpected voice interrupted. 
 
    "Last I heard; you were sworn to take orders from him," Boltock challenged.  
 
    "Stay out of this," Pyro warned, with a sharp glare.  
 
    "Stop it, both of you!" Risha ordered with an assertiveness I seldom heard. 
 
    There was a tense pause. Pyro and Boltock’s intense stares were so tightly locked, it felt like I could cut the link between them with my claws. Risha’s words seemed to sink into at least one of them and Boltock stepped back.  
 
    "We leave at dawn with no more distractions," Pyro repeated sternly.  
 
    For a moment it felt like it was over. The tension relaxed, and although Pyro's words were frowned upon, they were ignored.  
 
    "No," Boltock replied, all eyes darting to him as he turned back to Pyro. "No, you... you can't say that, not after what we've all given up," he insisted.  
 
    Pyro turned, surprise melding into frustrated aggression.  
 
    "Boltock!" Risha snapped, but he ignored her.  
 
    This is all my fault, they're mad at each other because I'm an impulsive do-gooder! 
 
    "Boltock?" Ember’s softer tone tried to distract him, but his eyes remained fixed.  
 
    "We’re not following you. You didn't do the right thing, you would have left them," Boltock rumbled, his voice low and steady. 
 
    Pyro approached, standing over the fire, glaring down at his smaller companion. Boltock had merely confirmed the belief that was in all of them. Pyro would have left the village to burn, while I could not.  
 
    "Boltock!" Risha shouted again, and he finally looked to her, lowering his head and turning away.  
 
    "I'd expected more decency from the dragon she... Well, from Ember's choice," he noted under his breath.  
 
    Pyro's eyes lit up with a rage that quickly became an inferno. I felt my eyes widen as the unthinkable happened. The armoured dragon spread his wings over the fire, reared up, and swung a forepaw forward, his bladed gauntlet slamming into Boltock’s back. His scales deflected most of the impact, but the force was still enough to pin him to the floor.  
 
    "Boltock!" Risha cried, dashing to her brother’s side.  
 
    I shot up, dismissing the flaring agony.  
 
    Ember’s eyes fixed on Pyro’s as he staggered back to the doorway, the shock in her expression enough to shatter his anger. Like dry clay, the soldier crumbled under the realisation, his eyes widened when he looked at his raised forepaw like it was a venomous snake. 
 
    "I... I..." he stammered; his voice broken by panting before he bolted through the door.  
 
    With pain sinking its countless fangs into me, I slumped back to the moss. I'd healed, but not enough. Meanwhile, Boltock was still on the floor with Risha at his side as Ember stared out into the night like she'd seen a ghost. 
 
    "Get off!" he demanded, and before his sister could react, he shot up, chasing Pyro into the night.  
 
    Dumbstruck, Risha appeared as lost for words as Ember, but she snapped back to reality much faster, darting after her brother. I gasped as much air as my lungs would allow, staggering from my bed to the doorway, despite a few muffled protests from Neera.  
 
    What have I done? I don't care about the pain, I must follow them, I have to go! I must do the right thing. No matter...  
 
    I took off into the ruins as fast as I could, but what had dulled into a subtle ache quickly flared into burning agony. My rasping lungs begged for more air than my nostrils could provide, and my unsteady heartbeat felt like bellows stoking a fire. I didn't care, I deserved every bit of painful punishment my body could conjure. I had to keep going, I had to find the others and put things right.   
 
    It wasn’t long before I slowed to a limp, then a halt, a mossy wall the only thing preventing my legs from failing me completely. I struggled to see anything in the limited light, until the glow of dawn sliced through the night, breaking on the ridge like a great wave.  
 
    How long was I asleep for? It should never have come to this!  
 
    With all the strength I could muster I staggered up the nearest set of overgrown steps to the next terrace, when a sudden thud halted my progress. I gasped for the air that was unexpectedly lost, fighting to see what or who I'd run into. Relief came when I realised it was Risha. She was back on her paws in a flash, helping me to mine as her anxious words spilled out. 
 
    "Have you seen them?" her eyes frantically darted everywhere. "By the creators, they're such egotistical idiots!"  
 
    "No, no, I came looking."  
 
    The words stole my breath and left me panting.  
 
    "Come on, this way," she commanded, moving quickly down the overgrown street.  
 
    Taking in several deep breaths, I forced myself to follow, but the best my aching body would allow was a slow limp. Soon enough, I was overcome by a hacking cough, and I slumped against the wall, pressing a forepaw to my aching chest.  
 
    I must keep going, I have to be better. My mind whimpered as my weakened paws tried unsuccessfully to push me on.  
 
    Risha glanced back, seemingly torn, she came back to help. 
 
    "Thanks," I coughed, stumbling forward with her support.  
 
    She didn't say a word as she glanced around, her eyes settling on a set of overgrown stairs leading up to the next level. 
 
    "They must have gone up there," she urged as she rushed over, dragging me with her.  
 
    Her pace was too quick for me, and before long I had to slip away from her side and flop against another wall.  
 
    "R–Risha, go... Find them... I... I'll be right behind you." 
 
    She looked back, already at the top of the stairs, at which point she nodded and disappeared.  
 
    Please, be safe. I inwardly begged, before the scattering of dusty gravel and falling leaves overhead stole my thoughts. Boltock? Pyro?  
 
    "Blaze!" Risha called out, redirecting my attention to the top of the stairs.  
 
    She panted almost as heavily as I did, when she came skidding back, her expression alight with worry.  
 
    "I found them, this way!" she gasped, turning left along a ruined street. 
 
    I followed as she turned right, disappearing around another corner. Stumbling, I was about to turn, when something else caught my attention or, more appropriately, eluded it. Scattering gravel and dust pattered down from the ruins beside me, and I paused. 
 
    Something's up there.  
 
    Another rustling sound signalled movement through the vegetation, and I looked to see the branches flinch, but nothing more.  
 
    "Boltock, stop!"  
 
    Risha’s cries immediately stole my attention, and gorging on as much air as possible, I resumed my stumbling pursuit. Staggering around the corner, I found Risha lingering between her brother and a large stairway leading up to the temple.  
 
    "Stop!" she snapped. "Stop!" 
 
    This time her voice slipped into a plea. As I caught my breath, I glanced down to the ruined street where fleeting shadows interrupted pillars of the dawn’s light. 
 
    Something's moving above us. 
 
    "You were the one to make me do it, you and your stupid fantasies!" Boltock finally spat, and his sister's expression faltered. 
 
    "You gave up so much, your livelihood, your future for this... T–this bigger picture! I thought I could understand, maybe even believe. But you were wrong!" he cried.  
 
    She took a step back, her expression caught between surrender and a plea for him to stop.  
 
    "You're not always right, Sis! I've known that for a long time, and yet I let you throw everything away," he continued, his words peaking with frustration before he finally sighed.  
 
    "All for what, for feelings? No one ever seemed to care about my feelings!"  
 
    "Where's Pyro?" she demanded abruptly.  
 
    Her brother stared at her without a care, answering in a cold, dead voice as he gestured to the steps with a wing.  
 
    "He headed up there."  
 
    Tall, tree-like columns rose from artificial waterways at each side, supporting a smooth, stone archway before the road flattened.  
 
    "Wait here," she instructed, as she snaked by and started up the steps.  
 
    Boltock completely disobeyed, immediately following her, and despite the pain, I did the same.  
 
    Another scattering of dust and fleeing birds in the trees drew my eyes away, yet I caught sight of nothing but the wind.  
 
    I'm going crazy, it's fever hallucinations. Focus on the others, they're what matter.  
 
    At the top of the stairs lay a vegetation-strewn courtyard. Its outer walls were open, a line of stone pillars draped in moss and vines marking the edge. Opposite, it backed into the cliff face, where two tree-shaped pillars rose on either side of a collapsed archway cut into the rock. A series of branches wrapped over and around the image of a sphere sitting above the entrance, the familiar seal of eternity, the sign that cursed my existence.  
 
    Pyro sat below it, holding his head low, his back hunched, and his wings draped over his shoulders like a cloak.  
 
    "Why are you here?" he asked.  
 
    Risha calmly took a step closer while the fire dragon shifted to glare at her from beneath his helmet.  
 
    "You don't follow me anymore, you all believe in that stupid legend," he snapped, looking at one of his forepaws. "And who am I to say otherwise? No one ever saw me the same way."  
 
    She paused, stepping back with a look of confusion.  
 
    "Is that what this is about?" she asked.  
 
    "Of course it is!" he abruptly snapped. "You're enamoured with it, Risha! So are the rest of you, so much so you'd forget all I taught you in favour of some stranger!" 
 
    "You know that's not true," she replied.  
 
    "Really? Then why did you all disappear for the best part of a season?" he retorted.  
 
    Another rustling and a snake-like hiss shuddered through the canopy, its source eluding me once more. Ignoring the distraction, I stepped up beside Risha.  
 
    I need to make this right, not her.  
 
    Every one of my thoughts insisted that this was all my fault. Pyro glared at me, and I knew he believed that was true too.  
 
    "Go on, keep denying it," he sneered,  
 
    Taking in a deep breath I replied, "It’s true!"  
 
    Shifting within his wings, he peered down with a hint of satisfaction.  
 
    "So, it is your fault!?"  
 
    What I'd been dreading was finally put into words, and the impact was more painful than any physical injury.  
 
    "What about Ember? What would she think?" Risha interjected. "You know she wouldn't put her faith in something if she didn't believe in it."  
 
    "She betrayed me... you all did," he finally growled, before jabbing a fore claw at me. "So go! Follow him, see if he can lead you through Taldran alive!"  
 
    Risha rose to reply, but her words escaped her when a horrifying screech ripped through the air, forcing us all to the ground. Its source erupted from the trees in a spray of leaves and branches. 
 
    Diving like an arrow the first shadow-monster crashed into Pyro in a flurry of dark smoke, giving him no time to react before others followed, completely consuming him.  
 
    "Pyro!" Risha cried, quickly bolting forward.  
 
    Without thinking I held her back, the pain in my chest flaring to impossible levels as I readied a fireball. In the same instant, one of the creatures materialised inches before us, while more poured down from the trees. I opened my muzzle, pain searing as a surge of blinding light escaped and struck the creature point blank, consuming it with a frightful hiss. Upon obliterating the monster, the fireball carried on, exploding into the cliff, shattering what was left of the archway. 
 
    That was when I realised that Pyro had been completely consumed, and amidst the black mist swirling in his place, I saw another molten tally. 
 
    "Six!" the voice crackled.  
 
    I staggered back. For the first time, I witnessed the death of someone close, someone who wasn’t always against me.  
 
    The image of his scales turning to dust infected my mind like a plague, the idea of life fading from his eyes blighting my thoughts. Another of the dark forms swooped overhead, casting an intimidating shadow beneath its wings while more followed in its wake. One swooped down to the stone courtyard only inches from the tip of my muzzle, lashing out and narrowly missing Risha as she darted back to her brother.  
 
    I heard the cackle of the dark tallyman amidst the cacophony of screams and screeches. The molten monument to the latest life I'd cost faded away as another deafening cry ripped down from above. Almost choking on the charred taste of my last attack, I coiled back.  
 
    "Look out!" Risha cried, leaping back when another of the creatures targeted her and Boltock.  
 
    It received my fire bolt, instantly bursting into a ball of white light before being sucked into oblivion with a sharp pop.  
 
    "Run!" I shouted as loud as I could manage, the exertion rattling my smoke-seared throat.  
 
    Risha looked to Boltock, then back to me.  
 
    "Go! Run!" I coughed again, moving back, forcing them on with my wing.  
 
    "You can't run anywhere," she exclaimed, tugging me to one side. 
 
    The pained look I gave her confirmed as much, but the fact was, I didn't care about myself. No matter what promises she wanted me to keep, there was no way I was letting Pyro’s fate befall them too. She scowled at me, another shriek interrupting before she could protest. 
 
    The creature swooped towards us, and ducking under its talons, we slipped back down the stairs. Another creature appeared behind us, swooping low over the steps as shadows poured from it like a foul deluge. Pressing my underside against the stone I readied myself for the strike, only for a second creature to appear above, both plummeting claws-first towards us. My attention was caught between the two as the bright ball of light erupted from my open jaws, blowing them apart. The lower one struck a stone wall, exploding in a dusty haze, while the second was set ablaze.  
 
    I watched fire merge with shadow like liquid as the thing melted. Within the shadowy gloom about its head I could see its eyeless scowl, devoid of pain, disorientation, or fear.  
 
    What in the creators' name are these things?  
 
    Forcing Risha and Boltock around the corner, I placed myself between them and the creatures, fighting to keep my eyes on their thought-melting appearances. Before long one of the creatures curved back on itself, releasing a villainous hiss as it perched upon a wall. I backed away, choking and with my insides burning, I could hardly stand, never mind muster up the strength to release another blast. Its eyeless stare studied me, its head cocking curiously to the side, its fanged jaw twitching as it did so. Until, with a flap of its tattered wings, it launched itself into the air.  
 
    I turned to face Risha and her brother. "We need to get back to the others!"  
 
    There appeared to be no disagreement as frightened birdcalls heralded the presence of more monsters. Peering up, I strove to see how many there were, but it was impossible to tell.  
 
    They all blur together, like they're smaller parts of the same thing!  
 
    Those on the ground swarmed in doorways, trees, and arches. The stone seemed to shudder in pain at their touch, and yet they didn’t strike. It was as if they were toying with us, eagerly watching, and waiting. I felt a spike of anger at the thought that they were killing for fun.  
 
    All those dragons back in the city, and now Pyro. It's a game for them!  
 
    Boltock was first to reach the next set of steps and scamper to the lower terrace. Risha was about to turn after him when another creature burst from the treetops, plunging down for the kill. I slammed my claws into the stone, pushing myself forward and desperately trying to force another shot into existence, but all that came was an exhausted flare of sparks.  
 
    Risha's attention snapped to the creature, and for a moment my mind filled with the thought of the unthinkable transpiring before me.  
 
    No, not her! They won't touch her!  
 
    A sudden torrent of blue flame hit the creature before any blow struck, flowing across its body like boiling water, sending it crashing into the ruined wall above the stairs. There was an explosion of shadow, dust and crumbling wall as the force shattered the ruin, and I slipped to the floor. Prising my eyes open, I felt the shroud of dust settling on my scales, and to my immense relief, Risha also lifted herself from the rubble.  
 
    "Blaze, Boltock... Boltock!"  
 
    Her words were broken by coughing as she staggered over to the ruined stairway.  
 
    "I'm, okay," Boltock coughed from the opposite side of the collapse.  
 
    Meanwhile, his sister's eyes darted about frantically, searching for a way over, before she glanced my way.  
 
    "You can fly, leave me," I offered. 
 
    Another shriek severed the suggestion when its accompanying shadow swooped down to the street behind us, a plume of smoke trailing in its wake.  
 
    "Risha, there's no time, go!" I shouted urgently, putting myself between her and the creature as it lingered down the street.  
 
    Her eyes lingered on the collapsed rocks, but I couldn't focus on anything other than our adversary's deliberate approach.  
 
    "Boltock, go find the others!" she shouted over the boulders, and I heard him scurry away while the creature edged closer.  
 
    So, this is a game to them? Well, I'm not planning on playing nice!  
 
    I coiled back, forcing my mouth open. The creeping creature noticed the change in my stance and quickly launched into a wing-assisted leap. Its drooling jaw was only inches from my muzzle when it met with a blast of blinding light, so close the explosive force threw me back.  
 
    "Blaze!" Risha cried, helping me to my paws as another symphony of horrifying sounds bellowed from the treetops.  
 
    "Come on," she screamed, practically dragging me to her side as I started to crumble as much as the ruins.  
 
    Supporting my weight against her body we hobbled down the ruined street. Our retreat stopped when the sound of water became louder and a fine mist filled the air. On the cliff-facing side of the walkway, a waterfall created a natural scar allowing a stream to bleed down a steep tree-lined gorge. As I looked ahead, the reason for our sudden halt quickly became clear – the road led out onto a severed bridge. 
 
    She's going to have to fly. She should leave me. I thought as Risha frantically searched for an escape.  
 
    One of the creatures landed at the far end of the bridge. Its torn wings folding at its gnarled sides while a torrent of shadow poured from its body. I stepped forward, once again putting myself between it and my friend. Unfazed, it studied us from within its gloomy cowl.  
 
    Another plume of shadow marked the arrival of a second creature, landing beside it. I bared my teeth, and to my surprise, they stopped. Another pair landed on the opposite side of the bridge while a fifth thudded down before us. Shadow poured from them like water, and the longer they remained still, the more it pooled, slowly leaking onto the stonework, choking plants and turning roots to dust.  
 
    I stepped back long before the dark pool came near, while another beast landed in a tree, turning the bark to dust. All the while, they did nothing more than scowl and hiss, like a group of angered cats.  
 
    "Sssteal yourssself, Guardian," a strange, twisted voice hissed, each word ending with a slithered breath.  
 
    It came from the shadow-creature creeping down the tree trunk, the wooden limbs wilting as its shadowed coat flowed away to reveal its true form 
 
    My eyes shied away from the sight of its jet-black skin shimmering in the sunlight. It was a hard, bone-like texture, unlike any skin or scale I’d ever seen. It clutched the tree with four withered legs, a formidable set of claws tipping each one, while a long, spine-like tail with a trident-tip snaked around the trunk.  
 
    With another hiss, its head emerged from the withered and torn membranes of its unfurling wings. Peering at me with an eyeless scowl from below a crown of bony horns, a quivering mouth lined with fangs almost too long for its dribbling jaw, slavered drool that hung like glistening beads on transparent strings.  
 
    I stepped back, stopping when I heard Risha yelp and almost slip.  
 
    "Sssso disssappointing," the creature hissed.  
 
    "What are you talking about? What are you?" I demanded.  
 
    Seemingly amused by my lack of knowledge, a twitching tongue parted its quivering lips.  
 
    "The Guardian knowsss not of the monstersss of itsss passst," it hissed to its fellows, and they growled as if insulted.  
 
    "What's that supposed to mean?" I asked.  
 
    It paused, giving the impression of glaring without eyes while inhaling a gargled, clicking breath, before it rasped.  
 
    "We are the agentsss of the timelesss one."  
 
    "Agents? What one?" I asked, suspecting that whatever had been locked within the sphere was that ‘one’.  
 
    The creature turned its head to one side.  
 
    "He who gave usss form, he who would destroy usss and yet hasss once more allowed us into hisss world," it grinned maliciously. "And thisss time it will be oursss," it added, with an angry growl.  
 
    Its eyeless brow peered at me, and despite the lack of vision, it felt like the cursed fiend could see deep into my soul.  
 
    "Even now, after sssuch a ssshort lifetime? You think you know fear and pain? You think you can sssave them?" it snapped, deadly saliva flying from its fangs as it lurched forward.  
 
    "The time of the creatorsss isss over, the age of darkness is reborn!" it hissed, spreading its wings.  
 
    I prepared for an assault, expecting it to fly straight at us; Unexpectedly, it didn’t take flight, but simply dissolved, before reappearing in front of me in a choking cloud.  
 
    "Thisss isss where you meet your end, Guardian," it spat, raising a shadowed foreclaw.  
 
    No, not this time!  
 
    With my last ounce of strength, I unleashed a shot. The bridge exploded in a plume of rubble, before crumbling and sending us all tumbling into the rapids. Dust and rubble cascaded like rain, and a muffled cry sounded out amidst the turmoil as one of the foul wraiths slammed into the waterfall, the liquid instantly melting the shadowy cloak from its body.  
 
    Not so fond of elements, are you!  
 
    Inevitably, my view was stolen by a cold splash as the world became a freezing cauldron of muffled sounds and raging torrents. Frantically kicking, I was tossed about like a leaf caught in a ferocious gale, slamming into the riverbed and several boulders before I could right myself. Forcing all four paws against the rocks, I pushed up, and in an explosion of water, erupted from the river. 
 
    Huge up-swells of freezing water dragged me down the gorge as I gasped, and more liquid cascaded over me, forcing me down into another storm of bubbles. My wings slammed into a boulder, the pain forcing my muzzle open, allowing the bubbles to bellow out in a white plume. No sooner had the river dragged me beneath its angry surface, than it effortlessly tossed me back up. I gasped for air, but the raging torrent was far from done, battering my limbs against boulders and fallen logs. 
 
    "Blaze!" Risha cried out, her desperate call muffled and broken by the roar of the rapids.  
 
    She was barely visible in the swirling waters as she was sucked into the narrow gorge along with me. In the same moment, I heard a screech echo from the ruins, glancing up, I saw four dark shapes fly out from the settling dust. Slicing through the air like black arrows, leaving a shadowy trail in their wake before disappearing into the trees.  
 
    I must reach Risha before they do!  
 
    Before I knew it, the current dragged me between two boulders, heaving me up, before throwing me over yet another set of rapids. Fighting against pain, fear, exhaustion, and the cold rushing water, I was tossed back to the cool morning air. I caught sight of Risha, but the river had other ideas and another strong current yanked me to the side, dragging me over the rocks like a twig before swallowing me into a swirling cauldron. The force of the water was ferocious, turning the deep plunge pool into a whirling tomb, ripping me from the riverbed before slamming me hard into the rocks. 
 
    Propelling myself to the surface, I gulped in all the air I could, singed throat and damaged ribs searing as I filled my lungs. One of the creatures swooped low over the rapids, with claws and teeth brought to bear. I tried to face it, but the river tore me from every paw-hold I could find, dragging me along like a helpless bug. 
 
    This is it. I relented as I glimpsed its claws flashing by inches from my face. So much for destiny.  
 
    A swirling mass of water erupted from the river like a hungry animal, gnashing jaws instantly enveloping the creature and greedily dragging it into the swell.  
 
    I opened my terrified eyes, fighting against the mounting agony as I forced my claws into the rocks, clinging desperately to their slippery surface.  
 
    "Not one of your best ideas," Risha panted to my right –clinging to a boulder opposite my rocky anchor.  
 
    "I... I... It's been a long night," I panted.  
 
    Another screech curtailed my sentimentality, bouncing from the steep cliff sides as if neither rock face wished to absorb it. My eyes instantly redirected to its source sweeping low over the rapids. 
 
    We have to get out of the river! I inwardly declared, but the overgrown banks were sheer.  
 
    Casting my view downstream, I made out several toppled trunks bridging the gap. My urgent evaluation suggested only one option: one of the logs was close enough to offer a way out, but even from here it was clear the currents between the rocks beneath it were formidable. Getting us both there in one piece would be hard enough but getting up there while battling the current would be almost impossible in my condition.  
 
    It doesn't matter about me. I have to get Risha out.  
 
    "Get to that fallen tree!" I shouted, glancing over to the log.  
 
    "What about you?" she called as she saw it.  
 
    She knew the answer and I knew exactly what promise I was breaking – I assumed it was the only reason she wasn't already on her way. The simple fact was that we held each other's lives so highly it would undoubtedly be one of our downfalls. 
 
    Only I can recover from those downfalls, she can’t.  
 
    The water exploded when the drowned shadow-creature burst from the foaming torrent. With its skeletal body completely devoid of shadow, I could see that without their shroud only their mouths dealt their life-stealing blow.  
 
    How else was it able to sit on that branch without it turning to dust while its saliva killed the earth?  
 
    Supernatural or not, the power of the river forced the creature forward all the same, smashing it into my rock. Its claws scratched against the stone as its deadly jaws resurfaced, snapping shut inches from my snout.  
 
    "Go!" I ordered. 
 
    Without a second thought I kicked off the rock, sending a surge of pain down my spine. The river tore me away, throwing me back into the current, Risha followed, as did the creature. I couldn't say any of us were faring well against the current, especially when we were sucked between two boulders and swept over another set of rapids as two more winged horrors swooped overhead. 
 
    Risha emerged at my side, panting heavily, and as she shook the water from her head, the creature appeared too, before it was quickly consumed by the raging white pool below the rapids.  
 
    My attention was stolen when another creature swooped in, its wings outstretched and alive with shadow.  
 
    "Duck!" I shouted. 
 
    Watching the dark shadow pass overhead from below the waves, another current dragged me down into the depths of a swirling plunge pool. Amidst the chaos I was soon forced upwards, coughing, gagging and gasping for air I searched frantically for any sign of my companion.  
 
    Pain suddenly overwhelmed my senses when the river dragged me backwards into a rock. My body falling limp as the water threw me over like a piece of driftwood.  
 
    I... I don't know how much more of this I can take.  
 
    I could see the log through my blurred vision; ironically, it was next to where the river pinned me, but I was too weak to do anything. It shook unexpectedly, and Risha's blue scales came into focus as she balanced precariously on the unstable platform.  
 
    "Blaze, come on!" she cried, but I couldn't move, my body was done. "Come on, they’ll coming!" she demanded, reaching out a forepaw.  
 
    Sure enough, there was another thud on the log, and the beam shook violently as clutching claws turned it to dust. Another dark shape landed behind her, almost shaking the log free. I heard their heartless hisses above the river’s chaos – their bodies didn't obey the laws of reality, so why should their vile sounds? 
 
    "Control? You can have control over everything!" The voice in my mind laughed. "Do not allow these vile demons to take what you desire!"  
 
    Finally, the flailing body of the water-trapped creature slammed into the centre of the log, breaking it apart. In an instant, the river tore the wooden beam free, sweeping all those balanced on top into the rapids. In the same moment, the voice in my head stepped confidently back into the shadows as a primal hatred erupted inside me.  
 
    Water exploded with steam, rock buckled and the falling log burst into flames. The first creature was cast into the river, while the tumbling log struck the second, sending the pair flying into the next pool of foaming water. Risha and the body of the third beast were swallowed by the water and what remained of the charred log struck me and burst into flames.  
 
    The force sent me tumbling into the river, washing me over another rapid where I caught a glimpse of one of the creatures impaled on a log jammed between two boulders. The shadow-stripped form gave a horrifying screech before disintegrating into dust, while the rushing waters consumed me in another storm of boiling liquid. The water felt strange, like it dared not hinder my actions. The shadow-creature that burst out from the torrent and dragged me down, seemed less considerate as its gnashing jaws snapped, only just missing my glowing muzzle.  
 
    I forced my forepaw into the side of its spiked head, and the moment my claws struck, the creature began to burn. Curling up, I pushed my rear paws up into its bony ribs, while the second of my foreclaws tore across its head, gouging molten gashes where its eyes should have been. The riverbed grazed my paws, and with an instinctive reaction, I pushed myself to the surface, shoving the shadow-creature aside, while it disintegrated in a cloud of dust.  
 
    A plume of mist and a thunderous roar boomed out over the pathetic cry of the smaller rapids, and despite my lucid state I realised we were heading towards a waterfall, a very big waterfall.  
 
    Before I could consider escape, another creature erupted before me, catapulting us both backwards. Digging my claws deep into its hide, the bright light of my godly flames melted into its back, forcing it back into the dark pit from which it had spawned. It screamed as I rode its body through the water like a raft, finally smashing it on a rock. Its body broken beneath my paws, the sudden loss of support sent me tumbling and bursting from the river in a shower of boiling water, close to the edge of the waterfall. 
 
    "Blaze!" a distant voice cried out.  
 
    Risha clung to a rock close to the waterfall’s edge, and another of the creatures was heading straight for her. 
 
    I pushed up with all my might, flared my wings, and slammed into its back, the force throwing us all over the edge. The creature tried to spread its wings, but I forced them shut. While its fearsome teeth snapped, I pulled my head back, drawing in a breath of fire. The ensuing explosion obliterated it and accelerated my descent. 
 
    Smashing into the freezing water, I felt my body go limp. The cliff's shadow dulled the world, while the whirling soup of turbulence pulled me deeper into the darkness and finally, unconsciousness. 
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter 9 
 
    Dark Games 
 
      
 
    Light slipped into a haze of grey, the roar of falling water becoming nothing more than a muffled din. Paws and wings nought but numb stumps, while each breath grew shorter, as did the insane pounding of my heart and the thunder in my head. I was as cold as the water about me, yet my eyes were open, chilling liquid kissing the dull spheres. The dark creature emerged from its hiding place, slithering between my paralysed thoughts, looking proudly over the fires of my rage. 
 
    "Impressive, so much power," it hissed.  
 
    I'd done something terrible. I was sure Risha was safe, but my punishment was to be left here sinking into oblivion. I closed my eyes, resigning myself to darkness when something touched my forepaw. Too weak to react, I felt the claws grip and pull hard on my limb. Liquid rushed by, until through the darkness of my eyelids, I could see a dull light and in an explosion of spray I instinctively gasped for breath, as did my rescuer. 
 
    My head jolted forward when its weight returned, and my eyes burst open to see I was in a deep plunge pool at the base of the waterfall. Great walls of rock cast shadows over most of the churning lake, while it transitioned to a calm downstream flow brushing by smooth, muddy banks under lush green woodland. 
 
    "Blaze, Blaze!" Risha panted. 
 
    The more I looked at her, the more I wished I could tell her to forget me and take care of herself.  
 
    I don't deserve her help or her friendship.  
 
    Hauling me over her back, she began to swim. It was the unmistakable shriek of the shadow-creatures that finally dragged me back to alertness. 
 
    We needed to find shelter; my eyes fixed on the curtain of water behind us. I knew from experience that there were often caves behind the cover of waterfalls. I also knew from our recent experiences, that those things would never intentionally enter water. 
 
    "Risha, behind the waterfall," I coughed and sputtered.  
 
    She immediately began swimming, while I tried to release her paws of my weight. When the water flow began pushing us away from the falls, her eyes closed, allowing her to focus and her elemental markings began to glow. On her command the water slowed and the current parted around us. She passed beneath the veil of thundering water, liquid hammering our bodies until we found the fall’s constant flow had eroded a cave into the base of the cliff. 
 
    The force of the water pushed us further into the cavern, and as Risha’s strength finally failed a smooth surface brushed my limp paws where the cave floor rose to form a flat beach. I slipped from her back, the water taking my weight as I steadied myself. She was exhausted, and grabbing her gently, I found enough strength to force us both upright and onto the shoreline, where I finally collapsed, with Risha falling in a similar heap beside me. Water dripped from the ceiling, each drop ringing out like a poorly orchestrated melody, accompanying the crashing waterfall behind us. 
 
    I looked at the water gently lapping against Risha’s scales, her wing tissues bobbing with the peaceful flow as her chest rose and fell with each shallow breath.  
 
    She didn't have to drag me in here, she should have let me sink to the bottom. 
 
    A recognisable shriek stole my attention. It sounded different behind the veil, but still unmistakable.  
 
    The creature’s silhouette projected against the falling water. It circled around to the far edge of the pool, eventually landing on a rock close to the waterfall’s barrier. The black scythes of its claws scratched against the rock, while its tail snaked around the base and the shadow melted from its bones.  
 
    Placing my wing over Risha I sank down, leaving only my eyes and nostrils visible above the water. Its spiny head rose from beneath its wings, peering around so precisely it betrayed the fact it had no eyes. Even above the waterfall’s roar I could hear the slow pace of its breathing. Its dribbling exertions were deep and raspy, each one followed by a hiss or deep clicks. My heart thundered in my chest and my legs shuddered – I desperately wanted to kill it. 
 
    Its eyeless stare turned to the forest, scanning the muddy banks, while it raised one dark foreclaw against its bony chest. Risha’s tail twitched, and without thinking I pressed my wing to her back, pushing her down and making a considerable noise myself.  
 
    The creature’s scanning movement halted, and its head lifted, turning towards us as its raised foreclaw lowered to the rock. I held my breath while its blind gaze fixed on the waterfall. With its mouth openly displaying the dripping jewels of its murderous poison, it gave another drawn-out hiss, a sound so cold and dead it felt like just hearing it could be fatal.  
 
    Come in here, I dare you, I'll blast you to oblivion.  
 
    Rustling its tattered wings to shake off the fine mist, it took one last look around before leaping from the boulder and disappearing downstream. My whole body filled with a wave of relief as the tension left me, and I released my grip on Risha, only for her to swing round.  
 
    "Are they gone?"  
 
    I wasn’t sure; for all I knew there could be more above the cave mouth.  
 
    "I think so," I whispered cautiously.  
 
    "What in the creators’ name are they?" she asked incredulously. 
 
    One thing was certain – they were more frightening than anything I'd ever seen before. 
 
    Slaves to the darkness, what hope of stopping it is there when it has monsters like them on its side?  
 
    Risha shifted as she tried to stand, her legs immediately slipping out from under her. I knew she would have little care for her condition, she'd be more concerned about the others, especially her brother. Meanwhile, my chest injury was gone, boiled away by my transcendent fire. While my strength was steadily returning, I cautiously pressed all four paws against the rock, slipping before finally managing to stand.  
 
    Risha lay in the water, looking anxiously to the world beyond our protective liquid curtain. She knew she was in no fit state to move, she'd seen it in others enough times to know, and yet she still tried. 
 
    She's more like me than she cares to admit.  
 
    I carefully knelt to her level, opening my wing above her back.  
 
    "You need to rest; you can't help anyone yet."  
 
    The look she gave me confirmed what I was thinking, and gently pushing myself up against her flank, draping her wing over my back and mine over hers, I helped her up. I fought not to slip on the rocks as she leaned her weight into me. A dry band of shore was where we finally came to rest, amidst boulders and loose sand. 
 
    ‘Dry’ was a loose term to describe our resting place, the spray and drips from the roof covered everything in at least some moisture. Very little light reached this far into the cave, but I could make out our surroundings as I lay her gently on the stone. I gingerly lowered to the floor beside her, as she turned to face me. 
 
    "Next time you think jumping into a river is a good idea, I'll string you up by your tail."  
 
    My mind conjured up an image of the Cartographer hanging from his tail with me beside him, and a weak smile broke across my muzzle. 
 
    "Not my best idea, I have to admit," I conceded.  
 
    She gave a subtle smile, raising her head to look at the waterfall.  
 
    She's still thinking about the others, I know it. Moments later she tried to stand again, stumbling on the slippery rocks before I jumped forward to catch her. 
 
    "You can't go anywhere like that," I softly suggested.  
 
    "That's rich coming from you," she huffed. 
 
    Slumping down with a sigh she turned her eyes away and looked herself over. I knew how she must feel, what it was like not knowing what had become of someone close.  
 
    "They'll be okay – remember when they came to find us on their own?" I reassured her, moving back to where I'd been lying.  
 
    "That's not it, I shouldn't have been so stupid," she muttered, her words disrupted by frustration.  
 
    It wasn't her fault; those creatures were after me. I'd cast us into the river and I'd caused us to fall over the waterfall. I was the reason we were separated from the others and I was the reason Pyro was dead.  
 
    "I shouldn't have told him all that stuff, I didn't need to get so... Blaze, I'm sorry," her sudden exclamation only summoned confusion in my mind.  
 
    Sorry? What does she have to be sorry for? 
 
    "What are you talking about?" I asked.  
 
    She looked pained, almost guilty, as her eyes fell shamefully to her forepaws.  
 
    "I saw you go to the end of the world and back for Tarwin. You defeated Acrodan just so you could see her again. All the time we were there you were real, all the stuff I heard in the stories, all those tales my parents told me... I saw it, I saw you, and you were real," her voice trailed off, and she looked out over the water.  
 
    "I believed it, the first sight of something truly good, not doom, gloom and monotony... I felt like I had something, someone to put my faith in again."  
 
    A wave of guilt came over me and I thought to tell her that I hadn't set out to do good, I’d simply wanted to save Tarwin. I soon realised that telling her would only topple the pillar of belief onto which she clung. 
 
    "I didn't tell you, because I thought you would have a better chance of leaving it behind if you didn't know, especially when you began looking for the answers; that only made it worse," she went on, staring at her forepaws as she drew them through the sand.  
 
    "I tried to set it aside, get by, keep training, working, but eventually I had to tell someone," she sighed again, the exertion long and dry. "And, well... Boltock was never one for subtlety," she admitted. 
 
    I recalled what she'd told Pyro in the brief seconds of the conversation I'd picked up, the meeting with the unknown pair at the celebration too. Her feelings involving my struggle had been tearing her life apart, and I'd never truly considered myself worthy of such concern.  
 
    "Blaze, I’m sorry," she repeated.  
 
    I knew she'd only let her life falter because she cared for me – why else would she be here now and not halfway to the mountains with the others while I perished in a river?  
 
    "You didn’t do anything wrong, I should have been there," I stammered. "I should have ended this when I had the chance."  
 
    "Blaze. What you did, no one else could have done."  
 
    "Is that a lie? You believe that part, don't you?" The voice in my head hissed, twisting her words. "Admit it, it feels good, knowing you're the only one with such power." 
 
    "You should get some rest," I suggested, dismissing the subject. "After what we've both been through, it's best to rest."  
 
    She looked stunned for a moment, her head drooping before she flopped to the floor and closed her eyes. I watched the peaceful tranquillity of her glistening blue scales as she settled, eventually I looking about the cave.  
 
    I should have incinerated those monsters the moment I saw them. Then maybe Pyro would still be alive.  
 
    Lowering my head to the stone, I maintained my watch over the waterfall.  
 
    Maybe I should look for the others, those things don't know she's here and she's safe. 
 
     No! I stopped the thought immediately. The last time I snuck away it led to all this mess!  
 
    "How can any of them blame you? They chose to follow, even after you told them not to." For a moment it felt like my mind wasn’t my own, just like back in the throne room.  
 
    "Why not go out there, why not be the hero alone?"  
 
    I needed to get out, get away from the voice in my head, I had to find the others. Staggering forward, my forepaws splashed clumsily in the shallow water. 
 
    "Don't go," I heard the faint whisper behind me, her voice instantly clearing the fog clouding my mind.  
 
    I glanced back into her wide, lost, lonely eyes, stealing a glimpse of my reflection in the water, realising I could never leave her. I'd abandoned all I once knew for her, so how could I? Creeping back, I lowered myself to the ground, closer than I'd ever been before as I reassured her. 
 
    "I'm not going anywhere."  
 
    I used to get close to Tarwin, but I was like a brother to her and her father never allowed me to sleep unwatched. Somehow, this felt different – my calming heartbeat felt strange.  
 
    Is this what I failed to see in Pyro and Ember? What Risha tried to explain? But why would I feel it around her?  
 
    She lowered her head beside mine, our tails coiling over each other. Every moment we were close felt strangely comfortable, all my worries were chased away by a warmness I’d never felt before. I draped my wing gently over her back, our forepaws overlapping. She was like a light in the darkness, a pyre I'd always seen, yet seldom followed and always failed to understand.  
 
    Is this why I can never leave her, or her me?  
 
    I'd always wanted an explanation, to know the workings of everything around me, but as I closed my eyes, this time, I was perfectly fine without one. 
 
    * 
 
    Consciousness became a swirling hybrid of dreams and reality. I felt better than I'd ever felt, and yet deep sleep was still beyond my reach. One wary eye lingered on the curtain tumbling across the cave mouth, and when that one tired, the other swiftly took its place. Occasionally, I’d glance to Risha beneath my wing. Although her rest was uneasy, I was glad she'd at least managed to get some sleep.  
 
    In truth, I had no idea whether I was awake or not, the boundary between the two became so blurred it distorted my view. Sound was muffled and every lucid movement felt like it was passing through an invisible pool of warm liquid.  
 
    Risha twitched in her sleep and I finally lifted my head. My eyes scanned the cave from one side to the other until a faint image broke the gloom. A black skeletal form sat perched on a ridge of rock at the far end, two burning-red eyes within the sockets of its dragon-like skull shrouded by hunched wings. The tip of its emaciated tail coiled down about the rock, occasionally flicking and disturbing the water. Its bony forepaws held two sharp stones, slowly grinding them against each other as the flame in its body flickered between ribs and serrated fangs.  
 
    "Go away." 
 
    The creature stopped taunting the water’s surface and grinding the stones as it looked at me with a hint of surprise.  
 
    "It’sss not wise to ssspeak to what you believe are hallucinationsss, you know?"  
 
    "What would you know about wise?" I countered.  
 
    His flaming eyes narrowed, the bones of his skull, morphing like liquid shadow.  
 
    "An interesssting quessstion," he replied, stepping down from his rocky perch and striding across the water.  
 
    His claws tapped on the liquid like it was solid, but I didn't so much as twitch when he stopped before me. "What would you know about it?" he repeated.  
 
    I lowered my view to his bony forepaws, the eyes of his reflection staring at me with as much conviction as his own.  
 
    "You're no better than me. It'sss not long before six becomes ssseven and that becomesss ssseventy, then ssseven thousssand," he taunted cruelly.  
 
    My head snapped up and the projection staggered back, as if afraid. He was merely mocking the gesture, and his sly smile soon returned.  
 
    "I mean no offence, I am far from innocent," he reasoned, waving a skeletal paw in surrender. "But who decreesss thossse actions foul? Mortalsss?" he smiled cunningly. "What are they to usss?"  
 
    His question silenced his humour, as he tapped the stones and added. "They're nothing to usss, a shattering fall, a fatal wound, and they are nothing but a lifeless corpssse. We are greater, we are stronger, we are..."  
 
    The creature’s words trailed off into a grin, his flaming eyes boring into mine. "You know of what I ssspeak. You know it'ssss true – and you like it."  
 
    "No, no, no!" Seemingly amused by my pathetic attempts to resist he paused.  
 
    "You’re afraid, I can feel it, and yet I wonder if you know what you truly dread." Grinning wryly, he turned toward Risha, and the moment his baleful eyes settled, a shiver ran through her.  
 
    "Stop, don't, mother, don't leave," she muttered in her restless sleep.  
 
    "Leave them out of this," I growled.  
 
    The thing was taken aback by my response, far more surprised than any hallucination should be.  
 
    "We didn't do that," he growled.  
 
    When I opened my wing further to shield her head from his glowing eyes, he merely smirked.  
 
    "I didn't do that, if it pleases you, and yet I gorge myself on the blame you harbour for yourself," he added with equally deliberate words. 
 
    "Play your game with me, if you must, but leave her alone," I snapped angrily, surprising him again with my choice of words.  
 
    "A game? What do you think I am? This isss no game, a game would suggessst there are two playersss with an equal chance at victory. Maybe that wasss once ssso, but now we both know there isss only one," he corrected cryptically.  
 
    I fought the confusion, and in doing so, I could almost understand.  
 
    "The darknessss isss coming, and what is anyone in comparissson? What are we?" he asked, slithering his head close to mine. "Are we playersss or are we jussst as weak as everyone elssse on the board?"  
 
    I sighed, bowing my head to meet the molten gaze of its reflection.  
 
    "Just leave," I whimpered.  
 
    Unexpectedly, he backed away across the water.  
 
    "We are not worthy to challenge the new order. Not yet," he hissed, his foul voice echoing about the walls until it morphed into a high-pitched purr.  
 
    * 
 
    My eyes snapped open to be greeted by cold, damp darkness, the thundering waterfall and a symphony of drips echoing from the rocks, and yet it felt strangely silent. The air was heavy and moist, every watery bead sparkling like a cowering star. The distorted mosaic's reflection danced on the cave wall where the light poured in. The weather outside looked to be grey; we'd obviously slept for some time. Risha lay beneath my draped wing, having her by my side made me feel better. Her body was much warmer than the unforgiving cave, and her spirit was far stronger than my own.  
 
    If only feelings and beliefs could fix everything, I sighed to myself as I stood up.  
 
    Part of me still wanted to search for the others, but I couldn't leave her alone. On one paw, I was sure the creatures had moved on, but on the other, swimming out would be hard without Risha.  
 
    Not to mention the last time it seemed to quickly tire her out. It must be hard to command so much water. 
 
    One thing the gloomy crevice around me lacked was my mind's dark hallucination. I found the rock where he'd been projected, only to see a narrow pathway beyond.  
 
    How ironic. I inwardly muttered while I made my way carefully along the natural walkway. I came to stand directly before the water curtain, where a small outcrop led out to the muddy shoreline beyond the cliff. An overhang slowed the raging torrent enough so as not to overwhelm anyone trying to cross from the cave into the pool. 
 
    It's almost like he wanted me to find the easy way out.  
 
    It was an unnerving idea, but I had to keep looking forward.  
 
    Get out of here, find the others, those are our priorities. I told myself, turning back to Risha. I hope she's as good at finding her brother as he is at finding her.  
 
    Risha still slept, and while my eyes lingered, the mysterious feelings almost persuaded me to lay back down with her. 
 
    She's so peaceful, so radiant...  
 
    I forced myself to ignore the impractical idea, wondering what my mind’s dark avatar would say about it, or if he was a source for such mysterious notions. We had to move, and as much as I didn't want to disturb her, I found myself returning to her side, gently nudging her with a forepaw.  
 
    Her weary eyes finally opened, and I felt another twinge of guilt knowing that I’d summoned her back to the miserable reality of the cave. She awkwardly glanced about before her eyes found my forepaws; for a moment it was like she'd expected me to be right beside her, panic setting in before she realised I’d moved.  
 
    "We should get going," I suggested gently.  
 
    She still appeared lost in her dreams, her eyes crossing mine, like I was a different dragon to the one she once knew.  
 
    "Go where?" she asked, shaking her head free of sleep.  
 
    "To find the others, we need to find them before we head to the Phoenix Mountains," I reminded her, with a slightly puzzled tone. 
 
    Did she forget about all that?  
 
    Sure enough, reality flooded back as fast as the thundering water outside, and she seemed to deflate a little.  
 
    "There's a passage to the left side, you don't need to swim again," I informed her, glancing to the walkway I'd discovered.  
 
    Moving towards the exit I noticed she was staring into space, and pausing mid-stride, my growing confidence turned to worry.  
 
    "Are you okay?"  
 
    For a moment it felt like my words went unheard, but she soon snapped back from her trance with a shrill breath.  
 
    "Yeah, I'm fine, why wouldn't I be?" she asked in a peculiarly happy tone.  
 
    I tried not to let my confusion show. I knew my feelings for her had changed, but whatever was on her mind was making her behave rather strangely. 
 
    How can she be fine knowing the others are out there alone?  
 
    "Okay, but come on, we must find the others." My next reminder seemed to spur her on a little more, and she jumped to her paws.  
 
    "Yes, of course," she confirmed, scampering over to me.  
 
    "Okay, this way."  
 
    The water hammered down, barely missing my muzzle as we came upon the curtain, and I glanced back to see she was right behind me. 
 
    Good, no more distractions. I thought, taking a hesitant step through.  
 
    The water was unbelievably cold, and though the overhang in the cliff face reduced the flow, it was still heavy against my scales. I crossed about halfway before stopping, the water beating on my back and wings like an orkin’s club. I could see the world beyond was calm and still in the wake of recent rain.  
 
    The coast looks clear, there's no more shadow creatures.  
 
    Relieved not to come face to face with one of those monstrosities, I remained under the deluge. Pressing myself against the rock while opening my wing to create a shielded exit.  
 
    "Come on!" I beckoned, offering the way for Risha. "I think you've had enough of water for one day."  
 
    The now more focused dragoness smiled, practically beaming as she offered curt thanks and slipped under my wing. I waited until she was clear before drawing the numb limb back to my side, and careful not to slip, I quickly moved after her. The rocky ledge led out onto the muddy beach and we soon found ourselves in the shaded forest surrounding the pool.  
 
    "They're smart, they'll have gone into the forest. It must be harder for those things to fly between the trees," Risha suggested.  
 
    I wish I could believe her, but after seeing them, I doubted that trees would slow them for long.  
 
    "Will you be able to find them?" I asked, concealing my concerns.  
 
    "Well, Boltock was always the best, but I've had to put up with his smell for..." her reply trailed off, as if she'd only just appreciated the severity of our situation.  
 
    I stopped beside her, drawing my eye to the forest. "Are you sure you're okay?"  
 
    She nodded firmly and marched on, periodically sniffing the air. The smell of damp wood in the cool summer day crept through the trees, its freshness hiding the dangers. The phantoms were long gone, and yet recalling their image turned the pleasant scene into a ghostly shadow. Their existence was like a wound on the world, and even when they moved on, their poison scarred wherever they had lingered.  
 
    "This way," Risha called, already a few paw steps downriver.  
 
    Stay focused, keep looking forward. I told myself, firmly slamming the doors on all other thoughts while moving up beside her.  
 
    As we trekked, a strange eeriness welled beneath the canopy, the sound of the river mixed with an uneasy rustle along with the chatter of nervous birds.  
 
    How can bird call sound so, so wrong? It's as if those things leave behind an unnatural disease. I thought, my senses perking at the shrill call of what sounded like a hawk, and I swore I spotted a fiery glimmer in the sky. It feels like I'm going insane.  
 
    Before long, the muddy flora was broken by scattered rock, moss and discarded leaves lying amongst large roots exposed by the river. The roar of another waterfall filled the air, and eventually the river plummeted down into a second rocky gorge. We couldn't navigate the steep, overgrown cliffs on paw, and flying with the idea that those things were still nearby wasn't an inviting option. We stopped on the edge, peering down at the foaming depths, surrounded by cliff sides that were steeper than those upstream.  
 
    "Where now?" I asked, and she gave an agitated sigh, closing her eyes tightly while mumbling to herself.  
 
    "T–this way," she muttered. "We'll need to go round."  
 
    I couldn't disagree, following her away from the water, into the forest, my eyes darting uneasily through the labyrinth of trees, bushes and eerie shadows. Before long, a growing barrage of rain began, its heavy clatter hindering any chances of detecting danger early. On the flip side, the canopy kept most of its cold touch away.  
 
    The deluge brought out more forest freshness, and as beautiful as it was, it wasn’t enough to suppress the creatures' foul illusion. All the while, deeper, darker thoughts began to blossom, and the crudely sealed door at the back of my mind buckled. The regrets of decisions I’d made, and the fear of responsibility.  
 
    What are the other's going to say when they see us? What will they think about Pyro, what will Ember think!?  
 
    Coming to a halt, my forepaws were kissed by the chill of trickling water. Exposed tree roots clung perilously to the muddy slopes as I looked to see Risha standing at the edge of a small stream, her eyes darting about the moist terrain.  
 
    Is she lost? Has she lost the scent? Is the smell of the forest blocking it? I didn't want to think about what could be worse.  
 
    "What is it, what's wrong?" I asked, but she continued to stare blindly upstream before snorting.  
 
    "Urg, what am I trying to prove!?"  
 
    Beginning to fear the worst, I replied, "What do you mean?"  
 
    She turned, with her eyes wide and empty she sadly admitted, "I can't find them." 
 
    Her revelation took me a moment to process. If it was true, where had she been leading us? 
 
    "Boltock could always find me, but, but I never really learned his scent as well as he did mine. I never thought I'd need to, and he? Well, he always..." Her voice trailed off as panic started to set in.  
 
    Mental alarm bells rang, tearing down whatever defence I'd erected against my darker thoughts. If she couldn't find them then I had to focus, I had to find a solution.  
 
    Think! Think! I groaned while my concern grew and I peered at her with the same defeated look.  
 
    An explosion of speed and a shower of dirt erupted from my left, impacting hard against my side and knocking me to my knees. Water launched as I fell into the stream, and before I could react my attacker pinned me to the ground with four clawed paws. I coiled back my hind legs, ready to fight, but as I struggled and looked up my view met with a skull. A skull wore by a familiar, feathered face.  
 
    "Neera!" I exclaimed in bewilderment.  
 
    The faldron's eyes went wide within the sockets of her helmet, her ears raised in shock. I released the tension in my legs, but she remained silent, scanning me in amazement before she finally stepped off.  
 
    "It's... you, but you can't be..." she stuttered, backing away like she'd seen a ghost.  
 
    Righting myself, I shook the water from my scales and wings as she stammered.  
 
    "You! I saw you last night, y–you had at least a broken rib, a punctured lung, and then you ran and... not even a dragon could recover so quickly from that!"  
 
    The phantom in my mind grinned smugly at her blatant acknowledgment of my superiority.  
 
    What can I tell her? Other than the fact that I'm harder to kill than anything she could possibly ever know?  
 
    I felt as if that would be mocking her, she was a survivor, a hunter. She'd gone to great lengths to avoid such things happening to herself while I ran in, took a beating, and healed perfectly.  
 
    "Are you with the others? Are they okay?" Risha interrupted, turning to the stunned faldron.  
 
    Neera looked like she wanted to run, and the dread of being considered as something to fear stirred my mind’s dark entity.  
 
    "Is Boltock alright?" Risha demanded again, her voice becoming more desperate.  
 
    Neera shook her head, finding her voice as she stammered.  
 
    "We made it out, seems those things were after you, but..." her voice trailed off, and a frown appeared on her fuzzy muzzle.  
 
    Risha edged closer.  
 
    "What?" she demanded, and Neera’s ears folded flat.  
 
    "They’re fine, but the red one didn't come back."  
 
    What relief I'd gained in the knowledge that Boltock and Ember were okay, waned with the memory of what had happened to Pyro.  
 
    Six! My dark conscience cackled, grinding his stones.  
 
    "Where are they?" Risha asked more forcefully. 
 
    "Not far," Neera answered, glancing up to the canopy as the rush of heavy rain began to roar.  
 
    "Then let’s go," Risha insisted, walking up beside her.  
 
    I looked at the pair briefly while the bars over the door in my mind bulged under the weight of what I'd done. I could do what my mind told me, and forget it; after all, Pyro had struck Boltock and ran – I didn't summon the creatures, I didn't do this, but my conscience wouldn't allow me to accept that.  
 
    "This way, keep an eye out for trouble," Neera advised, cautiously moving up the bank with Risha close behind.  
 
    I don't care what this is, leave them out of it. I mumbled to the wraith in my mind.  
 
    "If they're not players, then they’re pieces on the board," he replied. 
 
    I held back a wave of anger, snorting smoke as I stomped a forepaw.  
 
    "Blaze?" Risha enquired, her voice snapping me back to find her worried expression focussed on me.  
 
    I forced a smile and followed, but each step weighed heavy with guilt.  
 
    * 
 
    "Sorry about back there, I heard voices, and... Well, can't be too careful out here," Neera tried to explain, glancing at me apologetically.  
 
    I tried to force a smile: like she said, I shouldn't be alive and with those things out there, well...  
 
    "No hard feelings?" she asked hopefully. 
 
    "No hard feelings," I answered, shaking my head reassuringly. 
 
    "We're sheltered beneath the other side," she went on as a large boulder appeared from amidst the trees and she moved around it.  
 
    I followed, but Risha didn't move; she just stared into the ground at her forepaws.  
 
    "What's wrong?" I asked, and her wide, and tearful eyes met mine. 
 
    "Blaze, remember it wasn't your fault, you did the right thing." 
 
    I wanted to believe her, but the denizen in my head burst out laughing. Pyro's death was my fault, and I would bear the blame, no matter whether she or my mind's dark persona told me otherwise. I felt the cold loneliness of my existence creep over me, and I hated what the creators had done more than anything.  
 
    She knows I'm not going to believe her, yet she tells me anyway? I don't deserve her.  
 
    The ground began to slope gently downward, creating a sheltered overhang under the bolder. I saw Boltock first, and Risha rushed towards him long before he showed any sign of knowing she was there. Instinctively wrapping her wings around him, he remained lost in his thoughts, as emotionless as our rocky shelter. Releasing him, she stepped back as I approached, and immediately felt the bleak tension.  
 
    "It’s so good to see you, are you okay?" she asked, fighting back the tears of joy in her shimmering eyes.  
 
    "I'm fine," her brother replied raising his head to face her, seeming to fight tears too, while a frail anger quivered in his eyes.  
 
    For a moment, his gaze met hers, then his green spheres shamefully diverted towards Ember’s silhouette as if begging his sister to make it right. I gazed at the fiery dragoness, she was lifeless and lost in thought, curled up with her back to the world.  
 
    "Oh no," Risha sighed quietly, as her eyes followed mine.  
 
    "What do we do now?" was all I could think to ask, in a tone riddled with guilt.  
 
    "I don't know," she replied hopelessly. 
 
    To hear those words from her was crushing. It felt as if the illusion in my mind was right, that without her optimism, I was lost.  
 
    "You can't stay here," Neera interrupted. 
 
    We both turned to see her staring out into the rain, her eyes darting about the trees, her ears raised and twitching in response to every sound. Her forepaws moved, passively drawing in the dirt.  
 
    "Those things won't have gone far," she added, glancing back as her ears fell between her horns.  
 
    "There's usually smoke rising to the north-east of here. My guess is it’s a village, possibly human. It's about a day’s walk in the same direction as Taldran." 
 
    "Thanks," Risha replied gratefully.  
 
    Neera gave a respectful nod, ears raising once more before stepping out into the rain.  
 
    "She's right," Risha whispered at my side.  
 
    Regretfully I knew what she was looking for – I was in charge now, and it was my decision. So, I swallowed hard, fighting my apprehension.  
 
    "I know, get the others," I instructed, and she gave an understanding nod as she peeled from my side. 
 
    Meanwhile, Neera stood in the rain a few paw steps away from the cover, her feathery coat already darkened by water. Glistening beads gathered and ran from her armour, the taller feathers on her head and tail sagging.  
 
    "What about you?" I asked, unsure of what to expect.  
 
    "I’ve always been the loner type, and, well, I have to go back," she answered, rubbing one forepaw over the other. "The orkin aren't going to stop themselves."  
 
    I didn't reply, I just looked at her.  
 
    "Good luck," she added, raising her ears while forcing a smile. 
 
    "You too," I offered. 
 
    She replied with a nod, quickly glancing back before turning away and disappearing into the forest with a bounding leap.  
 
    'The loner type?' Unfortunately, I knew exactly what she meant. 
 
    Rain crept down my muzzle, leaving chilling scars as it passed over my scales. My eyes remained locked on the forest a few long moments before I dared turn to the others.  
 
    Ember was still coiled up in the far corner of the shelter, while Boltock stared into space, his body drooping like a rag thrown over his four paws. Risha stood beside him, waiting for an answer she seemed to doubt would ever come.  
 
    "Because it's my fault!" he suddenly snapped, his limp form tensing, raising his head, while his squinting eyelids held back more tears.  
 
    "I thought if I had something to believe in as much as you did, then I... I..." Boltock’s muttering stopped abruptly, his words reduced to a dull mumble.  
 
    "I didn't see what you saw, I didn't see what happened, I was a fool to believe you!" he continued angrily before his weak shield of aggression collapsed.  
 
    Risha froze, staring into his quivering eyes.  
 
    "It was your choice," she whispered quietly.  
 
    "When is it ever my choice?" he sobbed under his breath.  
 
    I caught Ember watching the arguing siblings, her ruby-eyes shimmering in a well of tears. Her glare settled on Boltock.  
 
    "I should think so," she hissed, in a perilous tone. 
 
    Her words quivered as she forced them from her trembling muzzle like a foul-tasting meal. Meanwhile, there was no reply from the siblings.  
 
    "We need to move," she finally added, her voice struggling to remain strong as she redirected her attention from Boltock to me.  
 
    Her fleeting glance felt like a blade through my heart. She remained silent and marched to the edge of the shelter. It took a while for the sorrowful sight to fade, and while it did, I felt the freezing hand of guilt drag me further into my mind’s dark abyss. While the bag of bones in my head laughed.  
 
    Leave them out of this...  
 
    "Blaze?" Risha’s voice broke me free, and I turned to see her standing at my side. "We should go, get some distance between us and this place before nightfall."  
 
    Of course, she was right, she was always right. We didn't stand a chance against our hunters, especially at night. Pulling myself from the pools of my guilt-ridden conscience, I began to focus. 
 
    "Okay," I decided, "we walk north-east until nightfall."  
 
    Turning to the forest I hesitantly placed a forepaw out into the rain, and for a fleeting moment, I doubted they would follow. I took another step, the cold barrage hitting my scales, scornfully delivering its punishment.  
 
    "North-east, north-east?" I questioned myself aloud, realising that I'd no sense of direction beneath the trees.  
 
    As the realisation hit me, my confidence began to drain and my head dropped. Then I recalled Neera’s strange actions before she'd left – she looked like she was scratching in the dirt.  
 
    It was hard to make out at first, but the arrow drawn in the dirt undoubtedly pointed our way, north-east. She’d also said there was a village not too far in the same direction. After the encounter at the last one I wasn't too sure about that, and I thought we were better off swinging further to the north.  
 
    It's settled then, that's what we do.  
 
    I took another step, followed by another until my walk formed. I had to keep going, stay focused, and not let my mind consume me.  
 
    Risha appeared at my side long before I looked to see if they were following. If she was with me then, I assumed, even with their differences, the others were too.  
 
    "What about this village?" she asked.  
 
    "We'll head further north to avoid it, then find somewhere to nest for the night," I elaborated.  
 
    She paused for a moment before replying with nothing more than a simple, "Okay."  
 
    I forced myself on for hours, until what light broke through the grey sky faded, and night drew closer. The trees looked petrified in the twilight, as if stunned by the passing of our dark hunters. My mind’s eye visualised their physical form, even thinking about them felt wrong, as if the memories themselves created a mental void that couldn’t be filled.  
 
    "This should be far enough," I announced, waving my wing in Risha’s path.  
 
    She glanced at me before looking at the others. I didn't follow her eyes, because as selfish as it was to ignore their pain, I needed to retain a strict 'no reminders' policy. To distract myself, I peered up to the darkening trees and the deep-red sky silhouetted by giant clouds. I was reminded of Pyro’s words: ‘Fire will fall tonight.’ I really hoped his vague Fire Order prediction had referred to the falling stars rather than the blazing village, or something worse.  
 
    "I'll find a place to nest, you make sure the others are okay," I instructed Risha, trying to limit the conversation to the two of us.  
 
    She paused for a moment, seeming to disapprove of my suggestion 
 
    "I won't go far," I added reassuringly. "I promise."  
 
    "Be careful," she sighed. 
 
    Get ready for another long night awake by the fire. I moaned to myself, certain that I wasn’t getting any sleep knowing those things were out there.  
 
    Stepping forward, I brushed through a thick layer of thorny brambles into a clearing. The cover between the trunks was probably the best form of shelter I was going to find. I moved over to the tree line, that was when it hit me – the smell, the image of this place, it all felt strangely familiar. 
 
    That’s impossible. I told myself. It… it's just a forest, I've never been here – have I?  
 
    The only response my mind gave was an impossible sense that I should know this place, even my mind’s dark avatar seemed somewhat confused. My eyes darted from tree to tree, the memory faint but there. I wasn't sure if it was real, I'd seen so many forests, and yet...  
 
    A subtle noise sounded out around me, accompanied by a recognisable scent.  
 
    There's some sort of village nearby, I recognise that smell.  
 
    A clatter behind me, swiftly followed by several more, drew my attention to a small pebble bouncing down the bark of a tree trunk – tap, tap, tap, thud.  
 
    It hit the ground, disturbing the mud. My eyes widened as it settled; I know that trick, it's a distraction!  
 
    The unmistakable sound of a drawn bow was followed by the light placement of a foot behind me. It was a sound I knew all too well, only now that arrow was surly pointing at me.  
 
    "A real hunter never gets caught," a jokingly judgmental voice announced. 
 
    My legs went as stiff as the petrified trees about me. 
 
    I know that voice.  
 
    I turned, and panic exploded into an unexpected wave of joy when my eyes settled upon Tarwin.  
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter 10 
 
    Night of the Dragon 
 
      
 
    Caught in an almost impossible limbo between fright and overwhelming joy, the sharp arrowhead sat perfectly between my eyes, remaining there for a brief second while our gazes locked before being unhooked.  
 
    How did I fail to recognise her the moment I caught her scent?  
 
    I was disappointed that after such a short time away my memory of her was already fading.  
 
    ‘A real hunter never gets caught?’ I doubt I'll be living that mistake down any time soon.  
 
    Tarwin seemed as lost for words as I was, placing her arrow back in its quiver, she crouched to my level. She seemed smaller than I remembered, but other than that she was exactly as I recalled. She wore the same leather hunting gear, albeit slightly worn and modified. A long fur cape covered her back, curling down from her neck to form a cowl over her head. Her bow crafted from the rare wood of a green spire looked identical to the last...  
 
    The last time I saw that was when... No reminders! I told myself.  
 
    Tarwin flicked her hood back with a shake of her head, strands of red hair falling over her freckled face. I tried to say something; but of course, she couldn't understand me. I heard the dark creature cackle in the back of my mind as if somehow, he knew the answer to that riddle, and found it hilarious.  
 
    I slammed a mental door in his smug face.  
 
    He can laugh all he wants; I might even laugh back!  
 
    More than ever, I felt like doing so, because no matter what he did, I'd still found my way back to Tarwin.  
 
    Defying the dark image, I pressed myself against her. After casually speaking to my own kind for almost four seasons, I didn't need words to show her how happy I was to see her.  
 
    "It's good to see you too," she replied, hugging me back with more than a slight surprise.  
 
    For a moment, I was content to stay there with my wings wrapped around her, reminded of how much I'd missed her. I felt slightly embarrassed by how silly I must have appeared when she released me and stepped back. 
 
    Come on this is Tarwin – she's basically my sister.  
 
    "You've grown," she noted.  
 
    I looked back to the tip of my tail, moving my eyes steadily up over my spine; she was right, I felt taller, at least compared to her. The other dragons and I were about the same age, so our sizes were relatively similar.  
 
    I'm almost as tall as her shoulders! All this after one year?  
 
    With our warm reunion ended she stood up, brushing loose dirt from her knees, before asking, "What are you doing here, I thought you went back with...?"  
 
    "Blaze!?" a second voice interrupted, stealing my attention.  
 
    Seeing my focus diverted, Tarwin turned as Risha emerged from the bush. I'd been out of her sight for too long, and the moment her eyes found Tarwin, they widened.  
 
    "Out for an evening stroll, are we?" Tarwin teased.  
 
    "But, if, if..." Risha stammered, glancing at me. "That must mean the village...?"  
 
    Memories of a warm fire, the smell of the sea, nights sat up in the rafters and Tarwin’s stories all came flooding back.  
 
    The nostalgic wave came over me with such force that even my mind's dark phantom was overwhelmed.  
 
    Not so strong after all, is he? I subconsciously sniggered while it cowered in a darkened corner. 
 
    A sudden chill on the wind shook me from my thoughts, and Tarwin looked up into the restless canopy as rain clouds broke the scarlet sky. 
 
    "Best be getting back, things... well, let’s just say things aren't the same anymore."  
 
    For a moment, I feared what she was talking about, then I realised I already knew: 'Troubled times.' The world outside may have once been kept from her, but I doubted that those secrets had survived long upon her return.  
 
    "I’ve collected the last of the snares, so I'll be heading back," she added, pushing her fur cape aside with her bow to reveal a freshly caught pair of rabbits and a pheasant strapped to her belt.  
 
    Ha, now she's just showing off – good to see she hasn't changed.  
 
    "I don't suppose you'll be coming back. Or are you going to be sleeping in the woods again?" she asked, an inviting smile breaking across her face.  
 
    I didn't need to speak to answer that question. I'd crossed a world of danger for her, of course I was going back.  
 
    "Don't worry, I'm sure Father won't mind. It’s the last of the spirit celebrations tonight, so I doubt he'll be home," she added, looking back at Risha.  
 
    The spirits were human deities, I'd never really paid much attention to them. I knew now that most races had evolved their own interpretations of the creators, especially after the war. Indeed, the fall of the Guardians to the sphere had ultimately destroyed the pristine image. I did, know enough about human culture to recall that during the week of the longest day, there was a celebration every night, each one dedicated to one of the five spirits – and tonight was the last event.  
 
    "Father can hardly turn you away on the night of the dragon," Tarwin laughed, turning to the forest.  
 
    The night of the dragon! I remembered the last time I'd attended such a night, I was the centre of attention, not even Tarwin’s Father could ignore me! 
 
    I took a giddy step after Tarwin, practically bouncing before a quiet voice stopped me mid-stride.  
 
    "Risha?"  
 
    I turned to see Ember emerge from the bushes, peering at the blue dragoness whose eyes were fixed on Tarwin. In the same moment, my joy suddenly flopped, and sure enough, my mind’s dark entity took the chance to regain lost ground.  
 
    Visions of Pyro's fate flashed through my thoughts like lightning as Ember’s eyes passed over us both.  
 
    Fires curse you! I snapped to myself. No reminders!  
 
    My unexpected joy had prevented me from considering how she, or any of the others, might feel about going back to the village. They all knew Tarwin, but in our current state they might feel very different to the last time they'd met her.  
 
    Ember seemed, as always, to consider things with a practical, militarised mindset as she stiffened and stated.  
 
    "We'll go with her tonight."  
 
    It wasn’t the suggestion I expected, but it was what I wanted. I gave her an appreciative nod, backed up by a weak smile. Her face remained cold and stern, while Risha stared at me before picking up on her friend's suggestion.  
 
    "Yeah, yeah, that's safer, I'll tell Boltock."  
 
    He knows Tarwin, but what's he going to think about a whole village? I dreaded to think, especially knowing Boltock's view on humans.  
 
    Either way, I trusted his sister's ability to talk him round, and offered her an appreciative thanks.  
 
     She nodded as she turned and made her way back through the bushes. Meanwhile, Ember remained with me, her eyes avoiding mine.  
 
    What does she really think of me now, does she think I'm cursed like Pyro did?  
 
    "Are you coming?" Tarwin enquired from the darkening forest.  
 
    Ember glanced in her direction, and with that I took to the trail my human friend had taken. A small flame of joy still burning at the fact I was home. 
 
    * 
 
    "Hunting's not been as good without my lookout, I haven't caught nearly as many monsters," Tarwin boasted humorously as I walked by her side. 
 
    I laughed with her, glad to see she could still joke about such things. All the while I had to correct my pace to keep up. My longer legs disrupted a rhythm to which I was once used to, it almost felt like she could take two strides for my one.  
 
    So long as I don't end up huge like some of those dragons back in the city. Getting into her home will be impossible if I get that big!  
 
    A quick glance back reassured me that the others were following. Risha seemed slightly confused at my funny walk, and I guessed if the trail had been any wider, she'd be at my side too. Ember wasn’t too far behind her, while Boltock dawdled at the back. I’d no idea what his sister had said to him, but he was following. 
 
    It's almost like he doesn't care anymore. Does he really blame himself for Pyro?  
 
    I heard the dark entity in my head cackle as I peered out at the shadowy silhouettes of the darkening tree trunks, barely visible in the gloom. Meanwhile, a chilling wind encouraged my lust for a warm fire.  
 
    Before long, a new scent caught my attention. The smells of smoke and flame were no strangers, and I could picture the flickering torches with insects teaming around the lure of firelight. I had no doubt the central fire would be lit for the celebrations; after all, what were dragons without fire? 
 
    Sure enough, with every step the scent grew, until a new light emerged through the trees. The dark shadows of the buildings were visible against the glow of the central flame, and like an earth-bound sun, it challenged the splendour of the rising moon for supremacy of my vision, a vision that wasn’t as I remembered.  
 
    An open field of gently waving grass filled the space between the village and the forest, tree stumps poking up like shallow islands from a gentle lake.  
 
    "We needed more space for farmland and the trees for that," Tarwin explained, noticing my confusion, pointing over the field with her bow.  
 
    A row of horizontal tree trunks lay around an unfinished section of wall, highlighting recent construction. Muddy cart-tracks lined the new defensive structure, and more freshly felled logs sat in a triangular heap beside the breach, as did a wooden hut, which looked like it had been built as swiftly as the fortification. Opposite the hut, a fence formed a square paddock, in which two horses chewed on a pile of hay heaped in one corner.  
 
    Why do they need all of this? Are things really getting that bad out here? 
 
    Then I noticed several guards posted along the rim of the spiked barrier, their outlines silhouetted by the light from the flames, metallic armour and spear-tips glinting.  
 
    Is this to prevent what happened to that other village?  
 
    Tarwin moved out into the field, and the moment there was room, Risha appeared at my side.  
 
    "So this is...?" She paused, considering her words. 
 
    "Where I grew up?" I finished with a comforting smile.  
 
    She stammered nervously before mirroring my positive expression, then looked back to the others. Ember was taking in the sights, studying the wall, buildings and the fire. Boltock simply gave an upward glance before his head sank back down with a huff.  
 
    "How much of this is for you and only you?" The voice hissed. "It's all about you right now."  
 
    I shook his words from my mind and moved on after Tarwin. The pathway was well walked and judging by the long grass, most of the trees here had probably been cut down while Tarwin was away.  
 
    I wonder if this was a shock to her when she came back?  
 
     "Back from hunting this early?" a guard shouted from the wall as he lit a lantern.  
 
    "Yeah, and you can be sure I've caught something good," Tarwin called back as she came to a stop before the breach.  
 
    I wasn’t sure whether she referred to me or her rabbits, but the guard’s attention fell on me.  
 
    He looked startled at first, spear flinching in his grip as he muttered. "By the spirits."  
 
    "They're with me, don't you remember?" Tarwin interrupted, sweeping in between me and him.  
 
    He looked sceptical, shaking his head.  
 
    "Of course. Oh, and your father's been asking for you," he added, motioning back to the village.  
 
    "I'll bet he has," she sighed, turning towards the inner sanctuary and the central firelight.  
 
    As expected, we drew more glances from the few people that were about as we entered the village. It was quieter than I remembered. Then again, most of them were probably still bed bound. After all, this was the fifth night of celebrating, and whatever they drank from the kegs in the great hall, well...  
 
    When we were much younger, Tarwin and I tried some, and nearly managed to set sail with one of the docked boats as a result. In fact, it was surprising that I hadn't accidently wandered all the way up north and found my destiny back then. Acrodan would have certainly been in for a surprise when he found me passed out on the floor of Ilivar.  
 
    The voice in my head sneered at the idea, as I inwardly chuckled. Meanwhile, Tarwin abruptly stopped in front of me, and thankfully Risha held me back before I could walk into her.  
 
    Urgh, I'm almost twice as big now, I must remember that!  
 
    We were standing outside the great hall, the largest building in the village, and soon to be the centre of the last celebration.  
 
    "I’ve got to have a word with Father. Let him know we've more than a pretend dragon to celebrate." Tarwin announced, before stepping up the stairs and adding, "You can come in, if you want, I won't be long." 
 
    I placed a forepaw forward to follow before I remembered and looked back to Risha – I wasn't going to go without her.  
 
    "Go, you need to," she suggested softly.  
 
    As surprised as I was, I knew I wanted to hear those words and I simply offered a nod of appreciation.  
 
    Tarwin was already through the doors when I reached them, snaking between the wood before they closed. The moment I was inside, the stench of a week’s worth of festivities hit me. The sickly liquid they so greedily consumed pooled amidst the cobblestones, while the wooden tankards it spilt from lay forgotten among toppled stools and discarded scraps. Long, wooden tables stretched down the length of the hall, creating an alleyway of festive carnage, ranging from discarded meat to tossed cutlery. I averted my muzzle from the stench, redirecting my eyes towards the roof. The curved rafters formed the inner frame of the hall, creating a circle of wooden struts, each decorated with shields, swords, axes and the odd mounted animal head.  
 
    Flickering torches bathed the dark wood and grey stone with their light, and a long, rectangular fire pit ran lengthways between the two centre-most tables. A large roasting spit spanned its length, and a significant amount of the roasted carcass remained. Its flesh looked succulent, with the occasional charred flake falling into the simmering fire as forks and skewers sat idly by. I assumed they had roasted a hog for each night of the celebration. It was only an occasion like this that would warrant the consumption of a full animal, never mind five! 
 
    Tarwin's Father was never one for subtlety when it came to this kind of thing. I recalled, thinking back to the time he'd had a whole cow spit roasted.  
 
    Daring to lower my muzzle, I saw Tarwin walking through the festive desolation with little care, heading towards her father. The stocky, bearded giant sat on a throne at the far end of the hall, but he wasn't the jolly man I recalled from nights like this. He was talking to someone, a man who I guessed was only a little older than Tarwin. I struggled to recognise him, wondering if he'd come from another village.  
 
    The pair were mid-conversation and when Tarwin stole their attention, an uneasy silence fell as she approached. I stopped, slightly sceptical of the pair. Her father gave a subtle nod, dismissing the second human, his armour and weaponry shifting noisily as he made his way down the aisle towards her. I couldn't help noticing how the two glanced at each other as they passed.  
 
    Who is he, looking at her like that? For some reason I felt a spike of jealous frustration. 
 
    "Miss Tarwin," he greeted with a crisp nod.  
 
    "Yorik," she replied, more dismissively.  
 
    He passed on with little recognition of her tone as she turned to her father. Meanwhile, I stepped aside, allowing him through. From the confused look I received I don’t think he recognised me either, choosing instead to divert his attention with a subtle grunt. 
 
    Funny, I never thought they trusted strangers from beyond the forest here so much.  
 
    "Ahhhh, there she is!" Tarwin's Father bellowed, opening his arms in greeting.  
 
    His daughter gave a heavy sigh and stopped at the base of his throne.  
 
    "What did he want?" she asked moodily, setting the limp bodies of her quarry on the table at her side and narrowly missing a sleeping villager.  
 
    Her father turned and slouched, waving the idea away with a broad hand.  
 
    "We were discussing the trade agreement and changes regarding the wall," he replied.  
 
    Sensing the lie in his words as clearly as I did, she sighed. But her father was quick to change the subject.  
 
    "Any good news?" he asked hopefully.  
 
    "No," she replied sourly.  
 
    Is there really any good news in the world right now? I thought as the voice in my head growled.  
 
    Her father's drunken state seemed to stave off disappointment enough to keep him talking.  
 
    "Oh well, never mind, I've got some good news for you."  
 
    I could almost feel her tense as she replied, "Let me guess, that's why Yorik was really here?"  
 
    Raising his hand, he stroked his beard, contemplating her mood like it were somehow a joke. In the same moment, she turned her scowl from him, directing it to the limp game beside her.  
 
    "The beast-men push further south every day, they slaughter our game, other villages, and you don't seem to care," she snapped firmly, staring down at the dead carcasses.  
 
    "Tarwin, we've spoken about this. As long as they're out there, then it's not our problem."  
 
    Her eyes snapped back to him as her sharp tone hissed.  
 
    "No, it will be our problem when they come into our village burning and pillaging!" 
 
    "Then we'll beat them back into the holes they crawled out of, but until such time we stay put and defend our own," he commanded firmly.  
 
    "I'll speak to you properly when you’re sober," she was swift to finish, turning back and drawing her father’s gaze towards me.  
 
    At first, he looked puzzled, but then he smiled. I knew he'd never liked me, but I'd saved his daughter and the last time I saw him he did at least acknowledge me.  
 
    "Well, I see you’ve found your little dragon for tonight," he cheered as she walked away.  
 
    I had no idea if he thought I was real or a drunken hallucination, but he seemed childishly overjoyed.  
 
    "Come on, Blaze," she sighed, without looking back as her father burst into a drunken song about fishing for sea serpents.  
 
    Snaking through the closing door behind her, I tried to clear the smell from my nostrils and take in as much of the crisp, night air as possible. The others were still waiting at the base of the steps. Risha and Ember glanced about, but it seemed neither dared move without me, while Boltock was still lost to his grief. I felt a strange sensation come over me, the lives I never imagined I would meet, were stood here in front of me. When I'd watched Tarwin ride off into the mist I never imagined I would see her again, never mind find myself back home.  
 
    * 
 
    "You'll be glad to know this old place hasn't changed too much," Tarwin joked as she led the four of us up the steps to our old home.  
 
    I glanced up at the wooden frame supporting the walls beneath the triangular roof and felt new warmth grip me as my claws tapped on the familiar stone. It had been such a long time since I'd heard that sound, and the sound of every paw-step that followed filled me with more joy.  
 
    Tarwin was first through the door and standing in the archway she held the heavy wooden thing open. I passed through, leaning against the hinged wood and relieving her of the duty, with a courteous snort. My intelligence may have confused anyone else, but not her. She smiled, rolled her eyes, and muttered about how I was the first gentleman she'd met in weeks as she moved inside.  
 
    I remembered it perfectly. Tarwin was always first in, and she would light the fire. I loved the fire, lying in the flames was especially luxurious. The memory played like a mirror of the last day I'd been here, only now there were no wyverns to steal her away.  
 
    "Thanks," Risha chirped as she moved by, her interest stolen by my home.  
 
    Even Ember’s gaze was directed about the interior, while Boltock entered last, his eyes clouded and downcast. 
 
    Stepping away from the door behind him, the hinged wood rattled as it slammed, just like I remembered. The moment it sealed, the warmth of the new-born fire chased the cold away and the dancing light of the flames defeated the darkness.  
 
    "So, this is where you lived?" Risha asked, her eyes scanning the high triangular ceiling crossed by wooden struts, to Tarwin's bed suspended at the far end. 
 
    "Yeah, but it’s got nothing on where I live now," I replied appreciatively.  
 
    She glanced at me with an equally playful smile. This building may once have been my home, but I’d never leave her or any of the others for it.  
 
    A clatter in the small storage room at the back of the house was enough to draw our attention. Risha gave a subtle laugh at my swift concern, covering her giggle with a wing.  
 
    "She trained you well."  
 
    For a moment I struggled to understand what she meant, before appreciating her observation with a roll of my eyes. I may be living as a dragon now, but I had to admit I'd been a glorified pet when I lived here.  
 
    Yeah, a very smart one who now has a friend who jokes about it every time I act like one!  
 
    She raised her head and gave a subtle nod in the direction of the storeroom.  
 
    "Fine," I sighed, giving in to her friendly torment. 
 
    Moving around the fire I peered in, and sure enough, Tarwin was stood at the opposite side, picking up one of the metal forks that I knew was supposed to hang on the walls.  
 
    "Stupid things!" she cursed, setting the utensil down on a wooden table. "Every hook and latch in here is getting rusty."  
 
    I cautiously crept through, hopping down the step separating the stone floor of the main house from the base of the storeroom. She reached beneath her fur cape and pulled out another rabbit, one I noted, she'd not left with her father.  
 
    She certainly hasn't changed one bit. I thought as she set the limp body down on the table, before noticing me.  
 
    "What? You didn't expect me to let him have all of it with the food he's got in there, did you?"  
 
    It was like she read the words straight from my mind.  
 
    "I'm never letting this place run low on food again," she added quietly, setting her bow on a shelf above the table.  
 
    So long as she does not get kidnapped doing so, I'm fine with that.  
 
    With a huff, she sat back on a rickety stool, letting out what I could only describe as a strange mixture of a sigh and a groan while resting her head in her palms, elbows supported by the table.  
 
    "It's not been the same without you, first Mother and, well..."  
 
    It wasn’t hard to imagine her pain; she seemed lost, her feelings blurring into a deep sadness. I knew it was my decision to leave, knowing full well what I was leaving behind. I knew she respected that, she was the only human who ever could, but being here now, I realised how much it had hurt to lose her.  
 
    She was my family; she'd raised and cared for me from an egg. Sitting beside the chair, I thought about how much more I now knew, about all the things that transpired centuries ago, Mordrin, Acrodan and the fall of her ancestors' kingdom. The reality that had been kept from her, and I wondered if she really knew where I'd gone or what had truly happened at Ilivar?  
 
    "I've missed you, Blaze," she sighed, placing her hand gently between my horns as she always used to do. "But as long as you’re happy with your own..." she continued, forcing herself to accept it. "I'm happy for you."  
 
    If only I could tell her, I could say something to make her understand. I didn't know why I’d chosen them over her, all I knew was that it felt right.  
 
    "I would give them all names," she continued with a laugh, counting my three friends on her fingers. "But I imagine you've already got them. So, I'll stick to red, blue and green."  
 
    I couldn't help but snicker slightly at the notion. She would never know their dragon names, they were special, but nowhere near as special as the one she'd given to me. The name only a seven-year-old girl could give to a legendary creature.  
 
    "Eh, then again, if I could understand you, we wouldn’t be the same, would we?"  
 
    Once more she read those words from my mind like a book. I had to admit, as much as I wished I could talk to her, things would never be the same if I could. The first time I'd spoke and received a response everything changed. I'd spoken to dragons, griffins and the possessed Acrodan, but it wouldn't be the same if I could speak to her, she certainly wouldn't be the Tarwin I knew.  
 
    "Just leave it!" the sound of a voice from the main room interrupted.  
 
    Tarwin showed little recognition of words, maybe hearing a grunt or a growl. Edging towards the doorway I could see the others, their shadows silhouetted by the fire on the wall behind the flame. Behind me, Tarwin stood, turning back to the table.  
 
    "You should probably go and make sure they're settled; this must all be pretty strange for them." 
 
    Creeping out, I found Risha stood behind Boltock, his sorrowful head directed towards Ember, his eyes quivering with tears. The fiery dragoness looked like she was breaking under the strain of her emotions, but her firm demeanour held. I crept further into the room, stopping when I found myself on the opposite side of the fire. Risha was the only one who seemed to notice my presence, glancing at me as the others stammered.  
 
    "Ember, I... I..." Boltock's voice quivered as if he was freezing, his weak expression faring no better.  
 
    He looked truly sorry, his face begging for the forgiveness that his words were unable to convey. It almost seemed to break Ember. She shivered violently as if trapped in an icy blizzard.  
 
    "He was gone the moment he struck you, but you, you... you ran your muzzle, you..." The fiery dragonesse’s muzzle wrinkled as she sniffed.  
 
    "I accept that you're sorry, but don't ever talk to me again!" she snapped, shattering Boltock like fragile glass.  
 
    Risha glancing at him in sympathy but focused on her fiery friend, as if silently asking for what Boltock couldn’t.  
 
    "Risha, leave it," Ember growled.  
 
    I averted my eyes, disgusted by the fact that this wasn’t tearing me apart as much as it should. My mind’s dark phantom really was missing its chance to drag me back into the darkness.  
 
    Meanwhile, Boltock curled into a tight ball beneath his wing. Risha nudged him gently, not getting a response, she raised a paw to try once more before stopping when she caught me watching. If we were the only two that hadn't broken down, then unless we could do something soon, we'd be next. I made my way round to where she stood.  
 
    "You should get some sleep," I suggested, glancing at Ember who stared into the fire. "Maybe we can sort this out when things have calmed down."  
 
    Risha nodded before finally settling beside her brother.  
 
    "You should do the same," she added quickly, closing her eyes and curling up beneath her wings.  
 
    Looking to Tarwin's bed, I really had no idea whether to be happy, sad, glad or frightened.  
 
    "It's not nearly as warm anymore," Tarwin’s calm voice announced.  
 
    I turned to see her leant against the storeroom doorway, bow strung over her shoulder. 
 
    "Then again, what do you expect when someone who can breathe fire kept it warm?" she added with a smile.  
 
    I rolled my eyes. She saw me breathe fire once and now it's as if I could always do it?  
 
    "Listen, I've got to go to Father, it is a celebration after all; do you want to come? It’s the night of the dragon," she suggested eagerly.  
 
    I'd been a part of that celebration for most of my life, and if I didn’t know better, I'd say it was the creators' work that brought me here on this night of all nights. I wanted to be with her, to live a part of the life I once knew, but then I'd have to leave the others.  
 
    "Must be good company," she noted, her eyes falling where mine now rested, on Risha.  
 
    Hers too, remained unmoved, before she finally spoke again. "Well, I shouldn't be long. It’s not like I'm going to be drunk like the rest of them; otherwise, they'd never get fed."  
 
    Finishing her words with a slight laugh she departed, the loud slam of the door shaking me from my stare.  
 
    Good, bad, terrified? How am I supposed to feel about this?  
 
    * 
 
    The calm night air was cold and crisp against my scales. In the black abyss I could see the orange glow of my breath escaping against the firelight, its heat a minor disturbance in the otherwise freezing sky. The flames’ scent mixed with the sound of the distant sea, and if it wasn’t for the rowdy sounds of merriment coming from the hall, and the dark shadow of the new wall, it would be a night like every other I could remember.  
 
    So much for the last of their celebrations, I bet they're no less indulged than their first.  
 
    It had to be good, because Tarwin hadn’t returned, and I'd half an urge to go searching for her. It was probably her loyalty to her father that was keeping her there. If there were guests from other villages, she would be expected to greet them with him.  
 
    She's probably the only voice of reason around here.  
 
    I became concerned at the recollection of the strange man in the hall and the way he'd looked at me, not that it mattered, because for once I could dismiss it. Tarwin would never be like that, if any of them did try anything Tarwin would need to be the one they should be concerned about, not me.  
 
    She'd never let anything happen to me here. I thought contently as my claws scraped wood.  
 
    I used to sit in this hatch for hours on end. The smoke from the fire had once been my only competitor, but now the walls fought to condemn my growing size.  
 
    Give it another year and I won't fit up here!  
 
    Thankfully, the star-laden view I was so fond of remained unchanged. A sea of specks sparkling like jewels, washed by dancing beams of coloured light. Beyond them, the depth of the sky was so immense it felt like I could fly forever upwards. Nothing could make me forget the scene; it was imprinted like an impossibly detailed portrait on the fabric of my mind. Tonight, there was one difference amidst the stars, however, just like days ago bright lights darted down.  
 
    Maybe Pyro’s prediction was right. Maybe the red sky heralds the shooting streaks' arrival?  
 
    A whoosh of wings and the sound of claws on wood was enough to steal my thoughts. I glanced back to see Risha perched on one of the beams, with a curious look on her face.  
 
    "I was never supposed to fly in here," I admonished gently.  
 
    She smiled.  
 
    "I imagine that wasn't Tarwin’s rule?" 
 
    I rolled my eyes. She has the right reply for everything.  
 
    Before I could respond she invited herself to the ledge with a gentle beat of her wings. It was a tight squeeze, but I gave her as much room as I could.  
 
    "The one thing Dardien's never had," she commented, gazing upon the stars. "A view like this."  
 
    "I used to sit up here all the time," I admitted.  
 
    "Wondering if dragons could fly to the stars, I presume?" she asked expectantly. 
 
    I bowed my head, slightly embarrassed. My eyes lowered to the village and the cliff beyond the darkness, thankful that the wall hadn't blocked out everything. The workings in my mind sparked to life, spurred and directed by a deep, elusive motive.  
 
    "Want a better view?" I asked, falling forward and spreading my wings before she could say a word.  
 
    The cool night air caught me like an invisible blanket, and I glided out from the open hatch. Beating my wings hard, turning my glide into a hover.  
 
    "Come on!" I called eagerly, and she laughed as she fell from the hatch to join me.  
 
    The freezing air bit my wing tips, yet I felt strangely warm, an exhilaration greatly increased as the land fell away and the torch-lit shapes of boats by the pier came into view.  
 
    The docks gave way to the inky blackness of the sea, its churning peaks kissed by the glow from the village fires. I felt confident with Risha at my side, I'd rarely flown over the open sea, and never at night. Her magnificent, moonlit scales shimmered with the motion of her near silent wing beats as her sapphire eyes gleamed like blue stars. Coiling my wings, I spun into a twirl, darting upward before curling back towards her. She gave an amused laugh, narrowed her eyes, beat her wings hard, and propelled herself up. As she reached the top of her climb they snapped to her side. Her momentum stopped immediately, she tilted, and fell from the sky. 
 
    I slowed myself into a hover, watching with both caution and awe as she fell like a blue arrow, almost indistinguishable from the falling stars. I could see her smiling victoriously as she plummeted, turning her dive into a rapid spin. The instinct to stop her surged as she fell toward the water, but I knew how skilled she was, and before she hit the writhing surface, her wings opened with a striking clap. The sudden force turned the water's surface into a shower of droplets and salty spray as my worry turned into a proud – and relieved – laugh.  
 
    "Beat that!" she challenged triumphantly, curving into my flight path. 
 
    My eyes narrowed as I mirrored her. 'Beat that?' I can beat that!  
 
    My eyes scoured the gushing waters and then the cliff face as an idea came to me. I'd only pulled it off once before; it had terrified me, not to mention Tarwin. Now I was alight with a burning confidence and Risha seemed to notice my flame like an insect to torchlight.  
 
    "Impress me," she challenged. 
 
    Challenge accepted, I worked my wings on the wind, carrying me up until I pulled them to my sides. For a moment, the world fell silent, all I could hear was my breathing and rapid heartbeat before things turned into a whirling blur and I fell towards the water. The cold touch of the salty air rushed by, stinging my scales. I closed my eyes, forcing myself into a streamlined arrow, until with an almighty splash, the world became a freezing storm of muffled sound. I felt myself speed into the depths, and even through closed eyes I could detect the cold soup growing darker. Forcing the reluctant, leathery membranes of my wings to unfurl against the water’s resistance, I stretched down with my paws until my claws touched the seaweed-laden seabed. Upon contact I coiled up, pushed hard, and forced my wings and tail to propel me towards the surface.  
 
    Despite my confidence, the last time I'd done something like this a villager had to fish me out of the water.  
 
    But last time I wasn't what I am today!  
 
    I beat my wings as wide and as hard as I could, the water tearing past the leathery tissue with more fury than the rapids. A dim light blossomed beyond my closed eyelids, until all at once, the world exploded around me and I erupted from the sea in a watery spray, bursting into the sky like a comet. I took my first deep breath, opening my eyes the moment the cold air struck me, finally twirling back into a steady flight.  
 
    "I did it!" I cheered to myself, swaying victoriously in the air. "Ha-ha, I did it!"  
 
    "Okay, I'm impressed," Risha called, swooping in beside me, her face alight with an amazement I never wanted her to lose.  
 
    "Now you'll never be able to turn down a bath," she added jokingly.  
 
    Settling into a calm flight, we banked back towards the village. If I recalled correctly there was a field at the top of the cliff where the sheep were left to graze. Tarwin had often had to stop me from chasing them when I was younger, but she wasn't here now. I had to remind them I was back, and swooping low across the flock, I did just that. With a chatter of bleats and a symphony of stampeding hooves they scattered like wispy clouds in the wind. 
 
    Risha swooped in beside me, a look of excitement beaming across her face. I could almost imagine this as my life, sharing it with the best friend I could ever wish for. My heart raced and a warm feeling filled my veins, blocking out the night’s chill. I felt like shouting with excitement, flying up and declaring to all the world that I was happy for once. 
 
    Swooping down, I set my claws into the grass, flattening the sharp stalks. I settled down in the field with the tree line not too far behind. Risha landed at my side, smiling wildly.  
 
    "Told you there was a better view," I finally declared, through my joyous exertions.  
 
    Her eyes settled on the sea of stars covering the dark ocean, watching the falling streaks of silver beautifully reflected by the water. While droplets dripped from her shimmering sapphire scales, I took the opportunity to shake the water from my body, before moving closer.  
 
    "It’s beautiful," she professed as her wings settled like gleaming sheets of silken diamond.  
 
    "Yeah, it's not the only thing." I found myself surprised by the words escaping my muzzle as I looked at her.  
 
    Her muzzle was parted by possibly the happiest, and at the same time, most stunned, expression I'd ever seen. She leaned onto me, brushing her neck against mine. 
 
    "Whatever happened to getting some sleep?" she asked, and I felt my body go rigid.  
 
    I didn't have an answer and I didn't think she expected one. This was something new, something I'd never considered, and yet it felt more natural than flight or breathing fire.  
 
    "It’s beautiful," she whispered quietly, but for the first time ever, I wasn't looking to the stars to see that beauty.  
 
    "How sssentimental," a voice hissed from the darkness. 
 
    I spun round, with Risha not far behind, and sure enough one of the shadow-creatures we’d escaped was sitting on a withering tree branch. A stream of deadly fluid dripped from its jaw while its blade-tipped tail whipped about like a venomous snake ready to strike. A pair of tattered wings covered its hunched body as its head snaked forward, its eyeless scowl piercing my senses like no ocular gaze ever could.  
 
    "It'sss mossst amusssing," the creature hissed mockingly, "to think that you believe, you of all othersss, will ssstop usss."  
 
    I jumped to my paws, locking my eyes on the exposed creature. It seemed amused, letting out a triumphant snarl while cautiously panning its head from side to side, exposing rows of long fangs in its open jaw.  
 
    "What? Who are you?" I demanded, my eyes screaming as if I was staring at the sun. 
 
    Its caution turned to what appeared to be shock. Its movements ceasing as its mouth closed, the last hiss reduced to a slow, clicking gargle. Sitting motionless for a moment, whatever thought process was going on in its mind, it hadn’t planned for my question and didn't like it.  
 
    "Your arrogance towardsss the truth is nothing but an insssult to your creatorssss."  
 
    I stepped forward, forcing my eyes to focus, no matter how much they wanted to pull away.  
 
    "What do you know about me?"  
 
    This has gone beyond Acrodan's plot to unleash the sphere’s power. I've always felt there was more, something beyond what the creators told me or intended.  
 
    "Our massster once cursssed usss to oblivion, he wasss a fool and you are foolsss to oppossse usss,"  
 
    Its tone grew deeper with every hiss-heightened syllable, its mouth twitching, almost struggling to express its words.  
 
    "Sssuch weakness, we are ssstrong, and you, all of you, are nothing but a ssspeck on our realm," it hissed, leaning forward from its branch.  
 
    "Get back!" I snapped, forcing myself between it and Risha.  
 
    The creature recoiled, revealing there was still some doubt in its mind. Then it rose tall on the withering branch, one clawed forelimb raising and grasping the air before curling into a bony fist.  
 
    "The Guardian wissshesss for a fight? You truly are a fool."  
 
    Leaping from its branch it fell towards us. Without hesitation I opened my muzzle ready to torch it, but before I had the chance, it swooped up, and through some impossible manipulation of reality, disappeared into the darkness. In that moment of relief, a new sound rang out over the water, one I didn't recognise until my eyes found its source and I felt my heart stop. Light from the flames bathed the swarm of creatures while shadows grew over their bodies.  
 
    They're not after us, they're after the village!  
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter 11 
 
    On Wings of Shadow 
 
      
 
    The forms of several more creatures burst from the trees, their smoke-covered bodies bathed in firelight, they plummeted towards the village like dark mirrors of the fallen stars. Without a second thought, I spread my wings and leapt into the air.  
 
    "Blaze, wait!"  
 
    Risha’s words were drowned out as my heart raced, my wings beat furiously, and my eyes scoured the flame-lit tree line. A dark form rose from the glow, its body bathed in flames as it dove to the ground with a fiery flash. Another pair repeated the incredible manoeuvre, the fires growing with each of their blazing sacrifices.  
 
    They're setting themselves on fire and killing themselves! I could not comprehend their twisted strategy any more than I could stand to look at them.  
 
    No, there's got to be more to it than that!  
 
    I heard the alarm bell sound, only to be cut off by a loud crash as muffled warning calls sounded over the ring of drawn steel and crackling flames.  
 
    I beat my wings harder, forcing myself towards the chaos as another beast performed its blazing sacrifice. As one disintegrated, another materialised, maybe even the same one. Without warning, one of the flaming balls of shadow struck me, its jaws snapping above my neck as its claws dug into my hide.  
 
    That's it, those claws are a death sentence.  
 
    It thrashed and squirmed as we became a swirling furnace of flames plummeting towards the ground. I forced myself around, almost tearing my wings on its spines, and with a firm kick, I managed to shove it away. 
 
    I felt its spikes scrape the hard scales along my back, and I struck the wooden walkway along the wall’s inner rim. The world spun, the only sound amidst the muffled din of battle that of my racing heart. I bounced to the ground, panting for breath I rolled onto my front, only to be faced with another of the creatures as it dribbled down like liquid darkness before me.  
 
    "Flee, foolsss," it hissed, its tone slightly higher than the one I'd previously heard.  
 
    Through my dazed eyes I could see its teeth bearing down, as its rasping breath touched my snout, it stopped, its confident grimace fading when it was unable to move its right claw.  
 
    "What isss thisss?"  
 
    Ice grew up its foreleg like fire up a frozen tree trunk.  
 
    "Get away from him!" Risha growled, stealing its attention long enough for a spear of ice to hit it between its non-existent eyes.  
 
    For a moment it looked like it had worked, the creature's mouth widened and shivered, until its fangs closed into an angry scowl. The ice firmly lodged in what would have been its brain disintegrated, the hole it made healing instantly as if it were nothing more than an inconvenience. 
 
    Tugging at its immobilised limb, shadowy claws phased through the restricting ice as it homed in on my friend. A ball of blue fire consumed its body, turning its arrogant recovery into a frantic attempt to escape, while Risha leapt down beside me and it boiled into charred black embers.  
 
    How am I still alive, that thing should have killed me?  
 
    "What were you thinking?" she demanded.  
 
    "The others! We have to find the others!" I replied, urgently staggering back to my paws.  
 
    All I could do now was get everyone to safety, wherever that may be. That was a task made all the more difficult by what was unfolding about me. The village was ablaze and individual battles raged around the flames. Those guards who had not been plucked from the walls inconvenienced the creatures with spears, as they toyed with their targets like cats with mice. 
 
    Doorways lay open beneath flaming rooftops laden with dark smoke, while the spawn of filth crept inside every house. A screech pierced my ears when the gates to the far field burst open and a flock of panicked sheep flooded out. Beyond them the horses bolted, a pair jumping the fence with ease and escaping into the forest.  
 
    What... What am I supposed to do?  
 
    "Blaze!"  
 
    Risha’s cry came too late and shadows swept me from my paws. Claws gripped my shoulders and harsh smoke burned my throat. I beat my attacker's wing with my tail, fighting to knock it from the sky. It hissed and snarled, its teeth flashing when, with a final slap of my tail, I forced us apart. The sudden shift sent it swirling through a thatched rooftop, its body buckling as it slammed into a rafter, before tumbling onto the hot coals of a dying fire. Glowing embers sprayed out like molten rain, the creature hissing as its body warped back together, righting itself in a cloak of flame as I swooped through the hole and landed on a rafter.  
 
    "Blaze!?"  
 
    It was Ember’s voice that made me realise what house the creature had crashed into.  
 
    "Blaze!" her panicked tone cried out again when the creature launched itself up at me in a flurry of cinders.  
 
    Its reckless decision only resulted in a torching from two fiery torrents as both Ember and I unleashed blasts of dragonfire, the combined conflagrations turning the monster to dust.  
 
    "What's going on?" Boltock cried, waking up with a jump.  
 
    His first indication of something unusual happening was me gagging on the shadow I'd inhaled, as Ember panted heavily at my side. 
 
    "Blaze!" Risha’s worried voice sounded from the hole in the roof before she swooped down. "Are you okay?"  
 
    I pressed a forepaw to my chest as I wheezed, but Ember was the first to respond.  
 
    "What's going on? Why in the creators' name were you two out there?"  
 
    "I... we..." Risha hesitated, words falling into a stammer before I interrupted.  
 
    "You have to leave now." 
 
    Ember glanced between us with a disapproving scowl as Risha asked. 
 
    "What about you?"  
 
    Baring my teeth I turned to the door. 
 
    "I have to find Tarwin. Leave, I'll find you in the forest." 
 
    "Blaze, wait!" she cried, but I shook my head.  
 
    "No! Go! Go now!"  
 
    Giving her no more time to protest, I lowered my horns and rammed the door open, charging into the village battlefield. I skidded to a halt amidst the fighting forms of winged horrors and men, their dusty remains swept away on the wind while roaring fires silhouetted the carnage. Before I could gag, cry, or scream, the world became a swirling ball of light, dark flames, and shadow coiling around me when one of the creatures swept over the central fire and slammed into my flank. In a spray of dirt my claws dug into the damp earth, grinding me to a halt. 
 
    Hissing angrily, the abomination rushed at me, holding its fanged mouth wide. If I hadn't known better, I could have sworn it was the one I'd just vanquished. With my teeth bared and nostrils flared, I lowered myself ready to lunge. It could bite and scratch all it wanted, but I wasn't easy prey, and it wasn’t the only one with god-like powers. 
 
    The whoosh of metal and a heavy thud shattered the image of the charging creature, its spiny form forced to the ground as its barbed head was cut clean-off. The long, steel blade sat wedged in the dirt where the creature's body disintegrated, and I looked up to see its attacker, instantly recognising him as the man who'd been talking to Tarwin's Father in the hall. 
 
    Yorik. I recalled the name, but he looked at me like the filth he'd slain. 
 
    "You!" he growled, dragging the blade from the dirt.  
 
    What does he mean?  
 
    For a moment, a surge of fear struck me, before shock and finally dread set in.  
 
    He thinks I did this I... My thoughts collapsed. These things are only here because of me, I led them here! 
 
    Before I could fully consider the idea, the smoky sky behind him wavered beneath a pair of dark wings, and he gave an angry cry as I coiled back. The bolt of white-hot flame surged by him like an airborne inferno, sending the creature back into oblivion before its claws could strike him. He staggered as the force of the shot exploded. Panting heavily, I managed to snake around his legs before he clumsily struck out, his sword lodging in the dirt where I'd been standing.  
 
    What did he just do?  
 
    I was sure if it wasn’t for the creature, his steel blade would have struck me. 
 
    I shook my head. This isn't the time for questions, I must find Tarwin. She... She'd never let anyone here hurt me!  
 
    Blocking out the destruction around me, I bolted towards the hall. Smoke filled my lungs and fire my sight as more blazing creatures dove into the village like seabirds after a shoal of defenceless fish.  
 
    My home... everything... on fire. I narrowed my eyes and fortified my thoughts. No, get to Tarwin, make sure she's safe!  
 
    Rapidly approaching the hall, I lowered my horns and burst through the doors. The stench of smoke followed like an angry river in my wake, while the light of roaring flames illuminated a perfect square on the alcohol-saturated floor. I ground to a halt at the end of the tables, baring my teeth and snorting like an angry boar. My motivation to fight wavered as I looked at a group of cowering villagers, mostly women and children, backed into the far corner beyond the throne. A few armed men stood around the hall, and at first, I feared they'd strike me. 
 
    No, Tarwin will never let them, what happened outside must have been some misunderstanding.  
 
     As I paused and subdued my anger, I noticed their anxious eyes looked to the inferno beyond the open doorway. 
 
    What’s there to misunderstand? I caused this, like I cause everything to go wrong.  
 
    Tarwin’s Father stood before his throne, his mighty war axe in hand. My eyes finally fell upon Tarwin, protecting a panicked group in the corner. With her bow drawn, she seemed to be the only level-headed one here, neither drunk nor scared to death. I scampered towards her before a gust of wind and a loud slam signalled the doors opening behind me.  
 
    "Blaze!"  
 
    Tarwin’s cry drew everyone’s attention, including her father’s, towards me as I was thrown into one of the long tables. With a blood-curdling scream one of the creatures burst into the hall, its wing beats carrying the choking shroud of death. With a forceful flap it knocked the two closest guards aside, its dark shroud covering them like cursed water as its claws touched down on the stone floor. Reality took a nervous breath in its presence, the gargled hiss of its slithering breath and the sound of its bony body grinding in my ears. Scurrying to the opposite side of the table, I peered across its width at the others.  
 
    Tarwin’s Father was the first to act, gripping his axe across his chest with two broad arms, staring down his dark opponent. The creature took a deceptively slow step forward, scraping its claws against the stone as it gave a gargled hiss. 
 
    Wait, is it me or does that sound like laughter?  
 
    Another splintering crash drew my attention to the roof above Tarwin when another creature burst through. It landed in front of her, folding its wings as it lifted itself up onto its hind legs. Almost paralysed by shock she fumbled for her bow. It was almost as if the world had fallen into slow motion, like something, somewhere, wanted the moment to last.  
 
    I felt completely helpless, she was too far away, the creature's impossible reflexes too fast.  
 
    No, not like this, not her!  
 
    Before I knew it, the monster was unexpectedly thrown aside by the heavy sweep of her father's axe. The metal blade carved across its body, but the nature of the weapon saw it took time to swing back, alerting the creature to a second blow long before it struck. Although it was only a fleeting moment, the monster transitioned into shadow and the axe merely brushed through, ringing out against the stone as the creature re-emerged. 
 
    The burly man drew back as the creature leapt onto the table, its claws turning plates, mugs, half-consumed food and drink to dust. Meanwhile, the monster behind me slithered down the steps, seemingly unaware of my presence.  
 
    Oh no, you're not sneaking around while I'm here!  
 
    Its head snapped back as I jumped onto the table, releasing a torrent of flame as it lunged at me. I ducked as its burning body flew overhead, smashing into the floor before bursting into a cloud of fine black particles.  
 
    Meanwhile, the second creature was thrown down the middle of the hall by a blow from the axe. 
 
    "Come on!" he bellowed, thumping his armoured chest with a clenched fist.  
 
    The creature released a shriek, exploding forward in a violent eruption of shadow. In a split second, the broad blade came down and split its skull with tremendous force, falling to the stone with a clatter when its body dissolved back into whatever darkness had summoned it.  
 
    He did it, he killed one! I noted, as Tarwin's Father staggered to retrieve his blade.  
 
    Jumping down from the table, I turned towards his daughter as a wry smile cracked her face.  
 
    I expect she didn't see that coming all those times she called him an old fool. 
 
    That was when I saw the shimmer in the darkness behind him, something was moving, waving, curling, as if the shadows themselves were afraid. Crippling pain consumed the stocky man as he lurched forward, and his chest exploded. Any specks of gore were instantly reduced to dust as the trident-blade skewered him like one of the pigs upon which he'd feasted.  
 
    The last glimmers of consciousness faded from his eyes as he was effortlessly lifted towards the rafters where a head of thorns emerged from the drapes of folded wings. A long, slow hiss seeped from the perched creature's fanged jaw as the man skewered upon its spiny tail was brought before its eyeless skull.  
 
    "Mortalssss, such a frail, pathetic existence," it hissed.  
 
    I could almost feel its words scratch at my mind like sharp spikes.  
 
    "Seven!" a familiar voice laughed.  
 
    "No!" Tarwin screamed, drawing her arm back and releasing an arrow. 
 
    The projectile screamed through the air, piercing the side of the creature's head. It showed little care, the arrow disintegrating and the wound disappearing as it bled back into the void. Before releasing an ear-piercing shriek, uncoiling its tail like a cracking whip, tossing the body of Tarwin's Father aside like a rag, it spread its wings and leapt from the rafters.  
 
    Lurching to her left, Tarwin ripped a torch from its fastenings, swinging the flame round as the shadowed form swooped in. The flaming club smashed into the side of its head in a shower of embers, setting it alight and forcing it to swerve. The ball of flame and shadow spun about the rafters, smashing through several support beams before crashing into one of the monstrous kegs. The flammable within liquid exploded as soon as it met the flames, the blaze igniting the neighbouring kegs creating a wall of fire that quickly set the whole hall alight.  
 
    Panic gripped the frightened villagers as they made a dash for the door. Tarwin waved them on, but her eyes remained fixed on what remained of her father's body amidst the flames. She didn't even look at me as I tried to make my way over.  
 
    I have to get them out, they can't survive in this heat.  
 
     Another fiery eruption burst from the gurgling flames and fire swarmed along the support beams while the roof gave a painful groan. A falling beam shattered the table to my left, throwing me to the floor as smoke started to choke the air.  
 
    All the while my mind’s dark entity cackled, excited by my friend’s mortal danger. I coughed and panted, staggering back to my paws while toxic fumes singed my throat and sapped the moisture from my eyes. 
 
    I must help her! 
 
    The next time I looked through the flame, she was by her father's throne looking down over his remains. 
 
    "Tarwin... You...!" I gasped, cursing whatever stupid curse had left me unable to call out to her. 
 
    As my words failed, I jumped up, scattering cutlery beneath my paws. The roof groaned again, buckling as another section collapsed behind me. Another shudder, and more blazing wood came down to my left, leaving only one path to Tarwin.  
 
    I must get to her before this whole place crashes down!  
 
    When another explosion lashed out, I scampered forward as fast as I could. Before me a skeletal form rose from the swirling firestorm, its long, bony appendages stretched out, dripping viscous black liquid flames, and flayed, black flesh, like a grisly hand with long, sharp fingers. While its eyeless skull peered through the inferno.  
 
    "Foolish girl," the incinerated creature wheezed as it turned towards Tarwin. 
 
    But... the fire... it should be dead!  
 
    She froze on the spot, and her face said it all.  
 
    Wait, she heard it, she understood it!  
 
    After longing to speak to her for so long, the fact that the first inhuman voice she'd heard was this monster, infuriated me. It could do whatever it wanted, even decide whether it lived or died, a creature that obeyed no rules. It didn't care about what it did, or for the flames in which it stood.  
 
    Did fire really vanquish the others? Or did it merely send them running? Does anything ever truly kill one of these monstrosities?  
 
    Rage flared deep inside me.  
 
    "Are we any better?" the dark tone whispered. "We do not die, how many more rules do we break?"  
 
    I have to be better. I subconsciously replied.  
 
    Erupting from the fire, the creature’s molten wings opened wide. Springing up to intercept, my claws dug deep, tearing wounds of glowing light through the raw-black bones as both of us fell into the lake of boiling fire. Its bony form smashed into the stone beneath the flames. Pinning it down with all four paws I dug my claws in. 
 
    "You think you can come here and attack my home, hurt my friends!" I could not help but scream, fire foaming around my teeth as I snarled.  
 
    "I'll show you!"  
 
    My searing daggers burned into its carcass as its claws scratched back in a futile effort to break free. Coiling my neck, I opened my muzzle to release a torrent of blinding flame. The skeletal entity flailed wildly, swiping its dark limbs against the river of white fire, until one of its desperate swipes struck me on the side of the head and it repeatedly hit me until I was finally thrown off. 
 
    I staggered as more charred rubble crashed down around me. The flames fidgeted as the creature rose to its claws, wrapping its tail behind itself and folding its fleshless wings to its side. Dark liquid trickled down its brow, exposing its razor-sharp fangs, its scorched flesh draped like loose rags, while it stared at me. 
 
    "You will all die," it hissed, launching itself forward.  
 
    Deadly claws swept across my face only inches from my eyes, followed by teeth and the soulless expression of its face. I spun like a bucking horse, my hind paws striking its muzzle. 
 
    You're not the only ones with unnatural strength. I inwardly hissed as two burning paw marks were scorched into its splintering bone.  
 
    I spun around to slash at it, my body screaming with the strain while the monster showed no sign of tiring. It simply lifted to its haunches and coiled its tail, springing like a serpent from the flames. With its jaw open wide, it released a long, slow cry from deep inside its throat. The horrific, seemingly endless sound almost disabled me, ringing in my ears and permeating my thoughts. Slumping back against the flaming remains of an overturned table, I gasped, coiling back and opening my mouth. One final ball of blinding light escaped me, whipping the surrounding flames into a frenzy before surging into the monster's maw and blowing it into a cloud of dust. 
 
    Drawing in another breath I staggered, panting, wheezing, and coughing while I took a cautious step forward. The sea of flames and swirling smoke obscured my vision as more fire consumed the roof.  
 
    This place isn't going to last much longer, I have to get Tarwin! 
 
    Crawling through the ruins more scorched rubble fell around me, until I finally saw her sitting near her father’s throne, leaning against the wooden chair, gasping for air.  
 
    "Blaze?" she whimpered, barely conscious.  
 
    Grabbing her sleeve in my muzzle, I pulled her back. Pieces of flaming debris struck the stone before us, smoke, flames, and embers filled the air like a deadly swarm. The building released another groan as the last of the wooden supports gave way in a burst of dancing light and splinters. The rafters quickly followed its destructive descent into the sea of flames. 
 
    Tarwin fell limp, the smoke inhalation stealing the last of her consciousness. Dragging her to the back of the hall, and with a final blast, I created a hole through which we could escape. Smoke, the creatures’ screeches, and the foul stench of death filled the air as the building gave a final groan, the force of the explosion bursting out through the breach, sending us both tumbling to the dirt. 
 
    Fire consumed almost every part of my vision and smoke blotted out the night’s beauty with its choking shroud. Illuminated by the flames, Tarwin lay at my paws, defeated, beaten, and smothered in ash, but alive and still breathing. Her gloveless hands were slightly burnt, and her reddish hair was singed, her clothes caked in soot. 
 
    Tarwin... what have I done? I thought. I'm sorry.  
 
    "Tarwin!" a recognisable voice sounded from somewhere amidst the chaos. "Tarwin!"  
 
    Yorik led several men, battered, bruised and coated in ash. I froze, a cold dread creeping over me as cries and screams sounded out over the thudding of the villagers' heavy boots. Things became muffled as Yorik screamed at me, drawing his sword. I staggered back, the noisy betrayal bolstered by the dark creature in my mind, telling me to show them my true power, to not let such pitiful fools threaten me.  
 
    "No! I’m better than that!" I shouted aloud as I turned and ran as fast as my legs would carry me, over the wall, across the fields, and into the forest’s darkness.  
 
    Before long, the sound of battle gave way to silence, the light of the fire dulled and fell into the night and I carried on running through the trees, over bushes, fallen logs, across rock-strewn ditches and mossy streams. My lungs whooshed like beating wings, each scorched inhalation burning my throat. My legs strained in agony, but I didn't stop, I couldn't stop.  
 
    What have I done? How far have I gone? The questions manifested as my dark avatar ran beside me, laughing while his molten eyes peered into mine.  
 
    All I knew had gone up in flames – my family was shattered, and I knew nothing of my friends. I'd left them all to the inferno and the wrath of the darkness's spawn.  
 
    "How ironic," the creature bounding at my side hissed.  
 
    "Shut up!"  
 
    "The world doesssn't care about you."  
 
    I opened my muzzle to yell in protest, but he was right – the world doesn't care, so why should I? 
 
    My own kind betrayed me, my family was lost, and my friends were broken by the loss of one who would strike them.  
 
    Why should I care? Why should I save them? Why should I fulfil the creators' wishes?  
 
    They'd left the world to die when it needed them most, when a blessing they'd sent turned out to be pure evil.  
 
    Why do I care? My eyes slammed shut, blocking out everything that rushed by.  
 
    My defences had been breached and I was no longer able to bottle up the hate, the rage, the guilt or sorrow. The only sign that the world around me existed were the jolts of my stride and the thud of my rapid paws on the cold, damp earth. Until my paws were abruptly swept from under me and I slammed to the dirt muzzle first.  
 
    My rear legs kicked upwards, while my eyes remained sealed. I didn't want to see the world, to see the fire through the trees, to smell the smoke or hear the distant screams. Yet amid my oblivion I sensed none of it. The night air was cold and dark, the sounds of buzzing insects and swaying grass beckoning me to open my eyes.  
 
    I can't look, I don't deserve to, I should lie here in the dirt until I rot.  
 
    I'd allowed everything I ever cared about, everything I loved, to fall, and when I thought about it, I couldn't bring myself to care.  
 
    "Why so harsssh on yourssself?" the grisly voice hissed, and my eyes shot open as I lashed out in the mud.  
 
    "Go away, leave me alone!"  
 
    To my surprise the foul animation of bones disintegrated, leaving me alone in the open field. Grass swayed in the moonlight while the shimmer of the stars was crossed by a gentle cloud of smoke. I glanced back to see the faint orange glow of distant fire barely visible through the trees.  
 
    That was when something else caught my eye. The grass was broken by an old log, discarded and rotting. Water lilies bloomed proudly in a pond beside it, swarming with birds, frogs and dragonflies. 
 
    T–this is our field, where Tarwin and I always came. The last time I'd stood here was the day this whole mess began.  
 
    Grass scratched at my sides, my scales defending against its futile attack. I tried not to look at the moonlit sea of waving vegetation, tried not to remember the last time my paws had touched this soft dirt, or to think about the sounds and smells carried on the dry wind. I walked forward, as if programmed by the hundreds of times I'd done so before, like it was a normal day and my destiny had never come to haunt me. 
 
    I was stood by the remains of the fallen log and the pool before I knew it. The lilies left small gaps for the wind to chase ripples across the water, small banks sparkling in the radiant moonlight. The sound of insects and water-bound life chattered within the rustling reeds as I peered into the tranquil pool. As if sensing my presence, the surface settled, and the chatter died. The water formed a perfect mirror, allowing me to see a white dragon, with scales marred by soot and dirt, but this wasn't the reflection I expected.  
 
    What stared back now was a dark and twisted phantom of my former self. It was cold, corrupted, and evil, broken and crippled by a world of which I’d once no knowledge of. I was no longer the content pet or the friend of those who I'd once believed never existed, and I was not the saviour tasked with the world’s salvation.  
 
    No, the dark, red eyed, bony creature staring back was me. 
 
    "Did you missss me?"  
 
    "No!" I screamed, swiping at the water, shattering the foul image in a flurry of glistening beads.  
 
    I staggered forward, my forepaw disturbing the surface once more.  
 
    That isn't me. I'm not a monster, I'm not!  
 
    "Blaze?"  
 
    Risha’s soft voice came from behind me, so faint it was almost lost on the gentle breeze. My head shot up and I turned. I wasn't afraid to look her in the eyes. She had to know what I was, she had to see that I wasn’t the idol she'd looked up to. I didn't say a word, nor did I attempt to hide my torment. Unfazed, she stepped forward, her eyes locked on mine as she asked.  
 
    "What are you doing?"  
 
    "I can't save them," I admitted, turning away sharply. 
 
    My tail sent the water into another rush and my sudden movement robbed her of her reply. The barriers of my mind collapsed, from the deepest, darkest, furthest reaches of the abyss as all the hatred, fear, sorrow and guilt burst out.  
 
    "I have nothing – no family, no home!" I shouted, choking before I could finish.  
 
    Risha staggered back against the decayed log.  
 
    "That's not true," she tried to assure me, her eyes struggling to meet with my emotion-strained spheres.  
 
    Her concern for my wellbeing shone like a beacon of hope, and yet, I only saw her fighting not to see what I'd become.  
 
    "What about them?" she asked, firmly pointing her wing to the firelight through the trees. "What about what you've done, all you have saved?"  
 
    "I didn't save anyone! I failed!" I hissed, snarling.  
 
    Backpedalling, her tail coiled as smoke slithered from my nostrils.  
 
    "I can't save anyone," I pressed, falling into a sad whimper.  
 
    Her mouth opened to reply.  
 
    "No, don't!" I continued, jabbing a wing tip at her. "There's nothing you can say that will change what I am."  
 
    The words tore a hole in my chest and my head drooped as I dragged myself to the water’s edge.  
 
    "So that's it? You’re going to abandon everything you've done?" she asked, her words partially stolen by a tearful sniff. "That's not failing anyone other than yourself."  
 
    Her emotions broke as she turned and began to walk away. I closed my eyes tighter, forcing more tears down my muzzle as the sound of her paw steps faded into the rustle of the wind and the chatter of pond creatures resumed.  
 
    Tears rolled down my snout, falling into the water as the wind settled and the world fell silent. The image in the tranquil mirror returned, and a white dragon stared back at me.  
 
    "It’s such a ssshame," my dark conscience hissed, his twisted reflection appearing next to mine. "Sssso isss thisss really it?" he asked cryptically.  
 
    A final tear rolled down my muzzle.  
 
    "You'd like that, wouldn't you?"  
 
    He paused thoughtfully, scratching the end of his muzzle with a bony claw, and narrowing his flaming eyes 
 
    "No." 
 
    As confusion flooded my thoughts, he gave a sly smile.  
 
    "If you refusssse to play..."  
 
    My eyes narrowed. He'd already said there was only one player in this game, and without me, he'd play it with others, my friends. Risha was right, she was always right.  
 
    If I don't, who else would stop my reflection? 
 
    My head shot up and I looked across the sea of waving grass, shimmering as the wind kissed its surface. 
 
    "You were never lossst," my shadowy reflection sneered.  
 
    "No, I wasn’t! But you are!" I shouted, and with a swift kick I bolted back into the forest after Risha.  
 
    I have to do this, because if I don’t, what will be left? A world of darkness swarming with those things? I could never let that happen. 
 
    The calm swaying of the field ceased, and the forest’s shadow embraced me. Beyond the trees I could see the glow of the village fire. 
 
    I could go back, but for what? I just hope Tarwin is safe.  
 
    I knew that if I left there was a good chance those creatures would follow me away from what was left of my home. 
 
    I must find Risha, she can't have gone far.  
 
    The faint moonlight barely lit the forest as the trees ceased their swaying. Once again, the eerie curse of the shadow-creatures hung like a swarm of flies over a corpse.  
 
    A rustle in the undergrowth broke the silence, and I spun, hoping to see Risha, only to find dense foliage.  
 
    Where is she? She can't have left.  
 
    Creeping towards the noise I half-expected her to jump out with some witty comment. That thought turned to caution when there were no further sounds.  
 
    "Risha?" I called out. 
 
    There was no response, as I made out a light through the leaves.  
 
    Surely the others haven't started a fire so close to the village. I took another cautious step, my muzzle pushing the vegetation aside. 
 
    A searing pain exploded in the back of my head and along my spine. My vision distorted as my legs buckled and I collapsed towards the glow, my limbs going limp as warm trails of blood ran from the back of my neck.  
 
    I... I can't feel anything.  
 
    The world became a swirling concoction of spinning trees, and blurred firelight, the dancing glow of its flames illuminating what looked like several large cubes of dark steel. Two large human-like figures stood over them, both larger than a man and darker in colour, with rugged outlines that appeared to be made from pale flesh and stone. Another struggled with something, a serpent-like shape writhing in his grasp, tail and claws beating against metal and spewing fire as the brute forced something over its muzzle. There was a loud clamp as the struggling form was shoved into one of the cubes. 
 
    "That's the last of ‘em, boss," a grisly voice announced as it walked past me.  
 
    Through the blur of my vision, I glanced at its feet while another shape peered down over me, its half stone face, combined with scarred, pale flesh and eyes like black pebbles. 
 
    "We's know, we's heard ya' already. We's supposed to be's bein' quiet," another of the pair grunted.  
 
    The second creature growled, slumping back over to one of the steel cubes as they rattled and shook.  
 
    "Quiet, the pairs of ya', an' shuts them wyrms up too," the third of the trio demanded, pointing a clawed hand to the cubes.  
 
    I recognised the voice.  
 
    No, no, no, not them, not now!  
 
    "Where's the wyrm?" growled a commanding tone.  
 
    It's Goarog!  
 
    "Not here, boss," the orkin by the metal cubes replied, banging the top of the agitated box.  
 
    They're not cubes, they're cages!  
 
    I tried to scream and move, but it felt like my mind had been cut from my body, all I could do was lie there helpless. Goarog's face contorted as he gave a dissatisfied grunt, each of the lesser beasts squirming in response.  
 
    "Get this one a cage, we's can still skin it," he growled, pointing to me with his cleaver.  
 
    I had to move, do something, but I couldn't; it was as if my head wasn’t part of my body and I was a rag on the floor.  
 
    I repeatedly tried to stand, but my mind was cast into a storm the moment I tried to shift an inch. My insides churned like a gushing river, forcing a bloody foam into my throat.  
 
    "Are we's not going back for them meat bags, boss?" the orkin beside Goarog asked, eagerly brandishing a blade.  
 
    "Let the shadow-demons have ‘em," he grunted.  
 
    "An' unless we's being quiet, those things will be chewing on our hides next," he added, turning towards the group.  
 
    "Now get's this wyrm in a cage so's we can gets back to the mountains." 
 
    Before they could scoop me up, a sound from the undergrowth marked the arrival of a fifth orkin.  
 
    "Found's another one, boss," the newcomer snorted, showing off his catch.  
 
    "Get off me, you filthy monsters!" Risha shouted, kicking, and snapping while the orkin’s deformed talons held her by the neck.  
 
    Her claws scratched against the stone hide and her tail coiled like a snake as she squirmed helplessly.  
 
    "Let go!" she demanded repeatedly, until she saw me.  
 
    I tried to force my vision to focus, to make myself stand. If there was ever a time I needed to heal in a flash, it was now, but the nature of my injury allowed none of it.  
 
    "Blaze!" I heard her cry through the muffled thunder in my ringing ears.  
 
    "Gets that one in a cage, an' gets this one on the troll," Goarog demanded impatiently, pointing to me again.  
 
    "No!" I heard Risha scream as a bright blue flame erupted from her muzzle.  
 
    Like a child holding a candle the startled orkin threw her from its grip.  
 
    "Fire... I's don't like fire," he squealed.  
 
    I tried to lurch forward a little more. I can do this, I can recover – I have to!  
 
    Goarog drew his crude weapon.  
 
    "What's is you's doing, fool?" he shouted, cursing the failed captor while the others watched and Risha rushed over to me.  
 
    "Get away!" she growled, baring her teeth in a fearsome display as she stood over me. 
 
    The orkin were silent for a moment before they began laughing. 
 
    "Gets me that wyrm," Goarog demanded, lunging forward without hesitation.  
 
    She met his lunge with fire. The monstrous orkin turned his shoulder, his stone hide breaking the flames before he swung blindly, clumsily striking her side with his blade’s flat edge. The width of the crude weapon, combined with the force of his blow, knocked the wind from her, throwing her into a sprawling heap. His lunge carried him forward, heavy foot landing close to my prone snout.  
 
    He gave a ferocious grunt as he swatted the blue flames from his shoulder with no sign of burning, then looked to Risha lying on the ground and gave a loud, animalistic roar. He lunged again, bringing his blade down to strike her. With all the strength, focus, and feeling I could muster I lashed out, not enough to fight, nor to stand, but to grab his leg in my foreclaws. The force of his lunge turned on him as he fell forward with a wet thud, his cleaver lodging in the dirt at his side.  
 
    Risha staggered to my side when another orkin grabbed her neck and wings before she could retaliate. With my strength drained, all I could do was watch as Goarog pulled his cleaver from the dirt and staggered to his feet to stare at me. 
 
    "Resist me, will you’s, wyrm?"  
 
    The ribs of my folded wing and chest shattered under the force of his boot against my side.  
 
    I was rolled onto my back as his jet-black, soulless eyes peered down without mercy or pity, uttering a series of grunted laughter.  
 
    "No wyrm resists me!" he bellowed, and lifting his cleaver high in a warped claw, he struck down.  
 
    "No!" Risha cried as a pain greater than anything I’d ever experienced exploded through my chest.  
 
    I felt my scales prize apart, my muscles tear and my ribs splinter. My heart twitched around the gruesome blade, my lungs spewed a frothy fountain of crimson and the metal shifted deep inside my chest. Goarog knelt, leaving his weapon like a rusty spire erupting from my body.  
 
    "All’s wyrm scales are softer on the underside, but the hard ‘uns on top, helps keep the blade inside," he snorted, laughing as he turned the cleaver.  
 
    I had no strength to whimper, let alone respond to Risha’s cries.  
 
    "I know’s you’s can understand me, wyrm!" he snapped, bringing his bony jaw close to my dying eyes, the stench of his breath kissing my muzzle. "And you's know I's the last thing you saw before you's die," he added with a slow, maniacal laugh 
 
    Rising to his feet, he yanked the bloodstained blade out with a simple flick of his wrist.  
 
    My ruptured scales spewed blood and with an effortless flick he forced his blade into the dirt, gripped my neck in the clawed blades of his fingers and dragged me from the ground. Like a bloodied rag I was held up before the fire, blood dripping from my tattered wings and limp tail. The world was fading, but all I focused on was Risha. Maybe because I was unworthy of her, because I'd failed her, or because before I was done there was nothing more I'd rather see. 
 
    Yet the last thing I'd said to her was that she was wrong.  
 
    "We's goanna haves our victory!" Goarog proclaimed triumphantly, waving me about like a flag of domination.  
 
    The other orkin cheered with little care for the attention they might attract. While Risha stared in disbelief as a metal mask was forced over her face and she was brutally shoved into one of the cages. 
 
    "We's goanna have our victory," Goarog hissed, bringing my dying eyes to his. "All wyrms will fall."  
 
    My last breath caught in my blood-choked throat as he tossed me into the forest like a discarded rag and I thudded to the ground. The pain was gone, the warm feeling of my life was gone. The light in my eyes extinguished, the world was consumed by darkness, and finally death... 
 
  
 
  
   
    Part III 
 
    Darkness Reborn 
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    Chapter 12 
 
    Reflections 
 
      
 
    Beyond consciousness, dreams, and nightmares, there was nothing – no feeling, no sense, no thought, just emptiness. I stared into the darkness behind closed eyes, until the distinctive rattle of bones, followed by a wheezing breath, caught my attention. 
 
    "It didn’t take you long to come crawling back," the skeletal form hissed.  
 
    I looked up, the strange new environment slowing my movements. If it wasn’t for his glowing eyes and molten heart, he'd have been invisible. He looked frail, as if he was dying and I was glad in the knowledge that if we were truly one, then at least I could watch him perish with me. 
 
    "I would not concern yourself with thoughts like that," he declared knowingly.  
 
    "If you knew the truth you would know not to," he added, pointing a bony foreclaw towards me.  
 
    A cold black expanse of rock and spires formed around us, beneath the endless night and a radiant moon. 
 
    Is it true, am I dead? I rolled onto my front, raised to my paws, and looked myself over. 
 
    I don't look or feel injured. I thought, pressing a forepaw to where the blade had pierced my heart. Then again, if this is some form of afterlife, what does it matter? 
 
    "We're dead, your game is over!" I shouted.  
 
    The dark entity cocked his head, contemplating his reply with an ember-spitting huff. 
 
    "You are so content with hopelessness," he chastised, grasping at the fleeting embers to extinguish them. 
 
    "But you’re right, we’re one in the same, and neither of us has any hope of doing what is required without the world trying to steal it from us." 
 
    He swatted more embers aside, uncoiling like a snake before reaching to snuff out the last one. Then he paused. 
 
    "We’re both dead, but death does not concern us, does it?"  
 
    My eyes met the glowing spheres of flame within the bony sockets of his skull. 
 
    "It’s a shame you didn't have the will to save them. You just laid down and died," he goaded. 
 
    "What would your creators think of that?" 
 
    I lashed out, swiping the smug expression from his bony muzzle. The viscose reality slowed my strike, my paw merely passing through a disintegrating cloud.  
 
    "So, there is some fight left in you? Indeed, we are one in the same, if only you knew the truth of that," his disembodied voice echoed. 
 
    The air shifted again as he reformed before me. Only now he looked healthier, at least as healthy as a skeletal-dragon-hallucination could look. 
 
    What does he mean, ‘if only I knew the truth of that?’ How can my own mind keep secrets from me?  
 
    He saw behind all the doors I sealed; he knew all the things I dare not think of. He himself, had crawled from the depths of one such idea, and if what the shadow creature had said in the field was true, then I had no idea who I really was. Acrodan had spoken to me in the same way, and yet I still believed the brief words of the creators, accepting the fate I hated above all, rather than considering that there may be more to it. 
 
    "What are you talking about?" I demanded. 
 
    "You’re a fool," he responded, stepping closer. 
 
    I marked each step with a fleeting look, but in the end, there was nothing more he could do, we were dead.  
 
    "You're a fool, incapable of seeing the truth."  
 
    So, the truth really is locked away deep in my mind?  
 
    "Show me," I snapped.  
 
    For a moment he seemed surprised, until his bony muzzle curled into a smouldering grin.  
 
    "As you wish."  
 
    He gave a regal bow, spread his tattered wings, and vanished. Seconds dragged into minutes... 
 
    What am I thinking? Of course, there's nothing. Well, at least I don't have to deal with him anymore – all I have now is...  
 
    An explosion of light broke my thoughts, when something new sparked amidst the emptiness, expanding rapidly, rushing forward until it formed a glowing, golden tunnel. Shifting and blossoming like a flurry of gleaming gems, the sparks formed sheets of light, swarming like fireflies into a new reality. It gradually took the shape of a chamber, held up by four pillars, towering arches, and sheer, gem-studded walls.  
 
    The image was like the time I'd been taken to the stars, only this time there was no wonder or amazement – I didn't feel like I wanted to be here. As the illusion began to settle, it formed a domed golden roof, decorated by a magical projection of the night sky. 
 
    The ghostly illusion was put to shame as I gazed across the vast room, to a balcony that opened out to a sky filled by a thousand stars. They sparkled amidst luminescent red and blue clouds, while great, golden towers rose in the foreground. Even greater than Dardien’s upside down spires, each one boasted glimmering peaks, sheer sides, and monstrous draconic statues. 
 
    It was a glorious blessing for my eyes, at least until the city was darkened. Scarlet fire, more ferocious than any mortal flame, bellowed from the depths of the majestic fortifications while purple smoke trailed into the starry sky. Vast swarms of shadow-creatures, like those that had hunted me, flew in writhing columns as if to form the tentacles of one great creature. Glinting specks of gold appeared amidst them, like comets, chasing down the swarms and setting them ablaze with torrents of pure-white flame. 
 
    I staggered in amazement as a marble floor materialised beneath my paws.  
 
    It feels so real, but it can't be.  
 
    The illusion completed itself as the floor seamlessly met the golden walls, crawling out into the centre where four more pillars rose in perfect symmetry. Arched doorways materialised around the edges, leading to endless corridors. Detail after detail blossomed from the swarm of restless gold until, above the central columns, a swirling ball of light gradually clustered into a faint crystalline sphere, light pulsing like a living heart. Hovering in the air just before it was something else, something I recognised the moment it materialised – a golden, eight-point star illuminated by a glowing white gem at its centre, a coiled dragon serpent lining the rim.  
 
    It's my amulet! But I found it in the ice, how is this possible?  
 
    Finally, golden plates began to form on the inside of each central pillar. They were difficult to see at first, but as they melded into existence, I could clearly make out three pieces of golden armour, each one a masterpiece worthy of the stars themselves. Their undersides glowed with a magical blue hue, strange features levitated between the horn shafts and around the claws. Glowing-white gems and engraved patterns flowed like water over the brazen metal, but what set the suits aside, was their size, dwarfing an adult dragon.  
 
    Just like Kaida described in her expedition?  
 
    I'd never been here, and yet something deep in my mind was telling me I knew this place.  
 
    It's the Golden City, it must be, but how? Is it even real!? 
 
    "No, no, this isn't real," I cried, pressing both forepaws over my eyes. 
 
    What did I ask for, I didn't want to see this!?  
 
    "Shocked?" the bony hallucination hissed, appearing beside me.  
 
    "Stop it, I don't want to know any more about their stupid mistakes," I retorted.  
 
    Ignoring my plea, he sat smiling, like there was hidden irony in my statement.  
 
    "If you want to save them all," he spat, "you need to know the truth!"  
 
    He turned and watched the final part of the vision materialise, not an object of the chamber, but a huge dragon as large and majestic as the city around him. His hide was unlike anything I'd ever seen, gleaming scales roaring with white-hot flame that oozed from beneath his golden armour.  
 
    It's like those levitating around us. I noted as the huge dragon shifted.  
 
    As he did, the levitated sections of his magical attire flowed seamlessly over his molten body without the slightest contact. It was only when he turned toward me that I was bathed in his full glory. Purple gems floated before his chest plate, and separate rings of levitating gold encased his flaming horns. The flames on his neck formed a burning mane, their writhing peaks becoming a deathly-black mist as they petered out.  
 
     I paled like a timid hatchling when, from beneath his gem-studded helmet, a pair of glowing eyes as infinite as the night sky, peered straight through me.  
 
    Is this what it's like to look at a god? Surely this is not how I look when I lose control? 
 
     It didn't take me long to realise that the dragon was not looking at me. Instead, he set his sight on a pair of large, golden doors behind me. As he did so, the intricate slabs opened, far more smoothly than those back in Dardien, each sections parting, slipping neatly into the walls on either side. Claws tapping upon polished marble announced the entrance of another dragon. This one was normal size, dressed in similar golden armour magically suspended above his white scales.  
 
    White scales? That's impossible – I would have gasped or staggered if my body had allowed.  
 
    "Keep watching," the illusion insisted.  
 
    My eyes fixed on the white dragon as he came sliding to a halt before the giant, flaming beast.  
 
    "My Lord Nakir, Vulpomancers have breached the lower sanctum, the central gardens and aviary are overrun."  
 
    Nakir? I recognised his name from the journal, he was one of the creators, the one responsible for death, if I recalled correctly.  
 
    Nakir turned, his own claws tapping like blades on stone.  
 
    "Well done, soldier, I trust the necessary preparations have been made?"  
 
    I wanted to scream, shout out, do anything that would change this. Tell them what I knew became of the Golden City and the Ethereals.  
 
    "Yes, my lord, although our forces here have been significantly weakened, the Hierarchs have diverted much of our enemy’s attention to the battlements."  
 
    Nakir nodded, glancing up to the door, as if there was something only he could see.  
 
    "Go now," he said, "do what you can."  
 
    The smaller dragon bowed, turned, and moved to leave, when without warning, the breath was sucked from his lungs. His flesh withered in an instant and with a faint whooshing sound he imploded, leaving his armour to clatter to the floor.  
 
    I recoiled slightly – Did Nakir murder him or did he allow him to die? 
 
     "So, this is where you stand?" a deep, rasping voice boomed as it had days ago at the celebration. 
 
    The chamber grew cold under a cloak of black smoke pouring in from the doorway, before swirling into a raging inferno of boiling red flame to form another giant dragon. Black armour covered him from head to tail, rising neatly into sharp bones, like those of the shadow-creatures. Similarly, choking shadow poured from him to form an abyssal lake around his dark talons.  
 
    "We withstood millennia of war with the Infernals and yet this fells you?" the shadow-monster rumbled, his voice dripping with disappointment.  
 
    Nakir stood firm, looking his counterpart in the eyes before replying.  
 
    "You brought this upon us. The Outsider's chaos has been vanquished, there is no need for this to continue."  
 
    "Do not speak to me of its name. You may continue to hide the true motive of your betrayal beneath frail excuses, but you cannot prevent what is required," the dark dragon admonished, taking a step closer.  
 
    "Yet it appears you have sacrificed more than I in this war," he continued, glancing round at the armour displayed around the crystal sphere. "I wonder. Are you here now because you feared what would become of you if you followed them? Do you fear you will lose the prize you truly seek?"  
 
    "We did what we had to," Nakir replied.  
 
    "Your pain, your emotion, they make you weak, and yet you would seek to steal what is mine in the belief that you have the strength to rule?" the dark dragon taunted as he slowly prowled around Nakir. 
 
    "I entrusted all of you for millennia, but I never intended for you to have such purpose. I should have seen at the fall of Tileria the error of my judgment."  
 
    Nakir shifted to meet the eyes of his counterpart, seemingly unable to give an adequate response. All the while, the dark dragon gave a cunning smile.  
 
    "You are still unable to prove me wrong." A rumble like laughter bellowed deep in his molten throat. "You were the ones whose actions began this war. The Infernal Blade, Enishra, the Darkness itself! They're all monuments to your incompetence!" he added like a disappointed father.  
 
    "Your mind is addled by madness! The heart of Anaris lies shattered, the realms in ruin, and yet you still allow this corruption to flourish unbound!" Nakir countered.  
 
    I had no idea what half the things they were talking about were; in fact, I didn't want to know there was an entire universe worth of sorrow and woe.  
 
    "Do not speak to me of the heart, you know nothing of it! Nor will I see this corruption fester any longer," the dark dragon warned with a scowl.  
 
    "If you are to stand between me and the security of the realms, I will have no choice but to destroy you," he threatened.  
 
    Nakir’s eyes narrowed, and for the first time he showed an ounce of emotion as anger boiled in his eyes.  
 
    "You say that, and yet you allow droves of vulpomancers to desecrate the ether. You allow the essence of chaos to breach our reality. All for what, the belief that they will restore order?"  
 
    "All necessary sacrifices. For if all creation must be torn down for order to be achieved, then so be it," rumbled the dark dragon.  
 
    "So be it, indeed." Without warning Nakir raised his bladed wing, slicing across his opponent’s face.  
 
    An explosion filled the air, throwing the dark form across the marble floor.  
 
    "By our power transcendent, you will fail!" a booming choir of voices emanated from Nakir’s muzzle as he spoke.  
 
    With a deep intake of breath, he rose, the air crackling in his throat like the fire of a furnace.  
 
    "You would sacrifice so much to allow the chaos that was, to persist?" the dark dragon hissed as he rose to his paws. "You truly are impure!"   
 
    "No, you are impure and have allowed darkness to poison your mind until..." The multitude of voices in Nakir's tone broke.  
 
    What is it? Is that sadness. Grief? I had to wonder as the ethereal paused. How can a god feel sorrow?  
 
     "You are no longer my creator," he finally growled, his eyes fixed on his darker counterpart.  
 
    All the while the shadow-dragon scowled, until in a flurry of cinders he finally declared.  
 
    "Very well, my children, you have made your choice and you will fail!"  
 
    * 
 
    Gasping desperately, air filled my dry lungs, my heart began to race, and warm blood flooded through my veins. Feelings struck out to my claws and the tips of my wings before my mind flashed back to consciousness, racing thoughts spinning like they were caught in rapids. After the initial surge, my body fell limp, my limbs became jelly as I gulped in air like a fish out of water.  
 
    I... I'm alive... 
 
    The moment I was able, I directed my eyes to where the blade had pierced my body, only to find an irritating restriction bound my midriff. My chest was tightly wrapped with improvised bandages, darkened by dried crimson and woven vegetation. There was a similar dressing around my left wing, where beneath layers of leaves, the leathery tissue felt taught and hot.  
 
    My racing heart slowed as my body began to relax, each breath of air and every heartbeat ones I was sure I shouldn’t be taking.  
 
    What did I see? The creators and the Golden City? No, I saw the city ablaze, I saw a war. I saw things I wasn’t meant to see.  
 
    That bony fiend knew I'd never wanted to know, and yet I felt he'd wanted to show me for as long as I could remember.  
 
    Where is he now?  
 
    I was surprised he wasn't here giving me some cryptic lecture on the mysteries I'd witnessed. To tell me who the dark dragon who had interrupted the season of fire celebration, and battled Nakir, really was. 
 
    What is he? A creator? One of those shadow-creatures? He'd called them his children.  
 
    My mind went blank.  
 
    What does it matter anymore, I was beaten by some orkin, how can I stand up to that!?  
 
    Somehow, I was alive, and my bony tormentor had left me with the information I needed to continue his game.  
 
    The darkest part of me is the only part that really accepts what's going on, what does that make me? Am I a monster, or is Risha right?  
 
    With that thought, my priorities swiftly shifted.  
 
    Risha! The others!  
 
    My head shot up. Something I found to be a serious mistake as my vision began to swim. Taking another long, slow breath, I paused. I could see I was in a shallow cave, the dull sunlight outside visible through trees as a light pattering of rain danced upon their dense leaves. 
 
    This isn’t where I died, unless the orkin bandaged me up and took me with them.  
 
    I tried to move, but my weak efforts were met with a deep pain in my chest, and I was forced to flop back. 
 
    "I wouldn't be so quick to be on my paws again, if I were you." 
 
    Lifting my head the best I could, my eyes met with someone I would never have expected.  
 
    "Neera?" the breath of my first words grated, like razors in my rejuvenated throat.  
 
    The blurred form of the faldron approached from the cave entrance, shaking the rain from her wings.  
 
    This can't be right it must be some sort of hallucination. 
 
    She stopped at my side, and there was no denying it really was her. She looked like she had seen a ghost, and for all I knew, I could be one. There was no reason to assume my new lease of life was a miracle. Not compared to what my body had previously recovered from, but death was death, the end of everything, and it seemed I even avoided that. 
 
     "I guess you've never died before?" she asked, cocking her head, trying to prove to herself that I wasn't a hallucination.  
 
    I... How many dragons can say they have? I thought, though my throat was too stuffy to force out the words.  
 
    "I do admit I don't know anyone else who's lived to talk about it," she confessed. 
 
    "Why did you come back?" I finally wheezed.  
 
    Silhouetted against the light at the cave mouth, she glanced back, her body tense and ears flattened, as if this response was something she had been thinking about for a while.  
 
    "Because if I didn't, I'd ask myself why not," she answered.  
 
    Now I was confused. That wasn't really the answer I was expecting.  
 
    "You should be dead – you should have been dead back when I met you, but here you are," she went on, her tone turning to concern.  
 
    "But I spend all my time trying to save others from the orkin, so what would I be if I didn't save you and your friends?" She plucked a pebble from the floor, rotating it in her forepaw as she added. "I wouldn't be the 'Wyrm' if I let the orkin have their way."  
 
    Her final words played out unnoticed in my mind, while the words that flowed from my muzzle felt like they were killing me all over again.  
 
    "Where are the others?"  
 
    Her doubtful expression set off internal alarms that I'd never wanted to hear, no matter how dead I should be.  
 
    "The village cleared out to the north-west. As for your leatherwing friends, Goarog took them," she admitted.  
 
    Yes, and he killed me! I thought bitterly.  
 
    The orkin grunt had swiftly risen to the top of the list of things I didn't like. 
 
    "Where did he take them?" 
 
    The delay in her response was almost unbearable. 
 
    "Taldran, the remnants of the highkin capital." 
 
    That's where I'm going, and by the creators, I'm going to find the Golden City, get the truth, and get them back if it kills me again and again!  
 
    "That place is the forefront of everything they have south of Valcador, a belching ruin of smoke and steel, war engines, wild men and goblins. There are creatures there, that..." Neera stopped, a shiver silencing her words before she could finish.  
 
    "Getting in won't be easy, that's for sure," she admitted, sensing my newfound determination before I'd spoken.  
 
    I'm getting in there, even if it means levelling the whole city! 
 
    "How do you know they're safe?" I asked, and she tossed the pebble out into the rain.  
 
    "Balgore wants dragons, and the orkin take many slave-creatures for their armies, arenas, foundries and such. They seized Valadran a few years ago just because they hate leatherwings."  
 
    'Slaves?' As horrible as it was to imagine, it also meant they were almost certainly alive.  
 
    Goarog needed to bring his master a prize, or Balgore would have killed him.  
 
    He wasn’t so stupid that he would allow three good dragons to go to waste, yet the image of my friends caged and muzzled was horrifying. 
 
    "Pity those monsters won't get to keep them for long," I snapped under my breath. 
 
    I bore a hatred one could seemingly only gain after being killed by their enemy, and the fact that I couldn't die sealed the orkins' fate. I was going to slaughter any who got in my way, save my friends, and restore order. 
 
    I'll get to Goarog and claw his head off the first chance I get! With my fury burning, I tried to force myself up.  
 
    "You're still in no state to go anywhere," Neera chastised, rushing over as searing pain and overwhelming fatigue forced me back down. 
 
    By the creators, she's like Risha, though maybe a little blunter in her methods. 
 
    Either way, she was right. I couldn't even move, let alone fly to Taldran in this state. 
 
    "Don't worry, it will take them a couple of days to get across the lake, and then there’s the slopes of Red-Fire Mountain. They have a two-day head start, but once you can fly the trip is only a day," Neera reassured, hesitantly pressing a paw to my bandaged wing. 
 
    She's so on edge, is she scared of something too?  
 
    "They won't hurt them, I promise. I've watched orkin all my life, trust me, I know," she went on, rising back to her paws. "If they were in immediate danger I would have gone after them and left you..." 
 
    She stopped, her feathered wings fidgeting as she averted her eyes.  
 
    “For dead," I finished grimly.  
 
    Part of me wished she had, but that was the same part that wished this was over. The darker side of my mind had made sure I would never give in, and ironically, he'd saved me from taking the easiest, most selfish option.  
 
    I have to do what's right; I must keep looking forward.  
 
    The cost of my transgressions could never be my friends’ lives, not while I was alive – and as far as I knew, that was now indefinite.  
 
    "Get some rest, that wound closed about a day after I found you, at that rate I'd say you'll be fine by late tomorrow," she suggested, moving back towards the cave’s mouth.  
 
    I gave a weak nod before laying my head on the floor, watching as she sat before the edge of the stone roof, gazing out into the overcast world beyond. In my head the dark creature muttered something; he knew what he'd done, his game was still very much in motion and now I was as much a player as the darkness.  
 
    Whether he intended it or not, I was going to win this or be destroyed trying. He hadn’t only brought me back; he'd shown me a frail image of the truth. Neera had refused to believe I was gone too, and for that alone, I owed her everything.  
 
    "Thanks," I muttered softly, before closing my eyes, but all she did was nod.  
 
    * 
 
    A loud rumble of thunder and a flash of lightning burst across the sky, interrupting my restless sleep yet again. As much as I may be healing, it still felt like my insides were tearing themselves apart. Over the dull restlessness of the storm I could hear bones cracking back into position, accompanied by the electrical lances of pain, and thumping aches. 
 
    The price of immortality. I assumed, yet that wasn’t what robbed me of a peaceful sleep.  
 
    If I can't die, then what? What if I live for a million seasons? I'll outlive them all! 
 
    I'd never asked for any of this, but at least it gave me the chance to put things right. As for the truth, the dark memories lurking in the back of my mind stalked like hungry predators, ready to devour my sanity. I raised my head, the burning pain racing through me with each twitch of my recovering muscles.  
 
    Ignoring it, I looked over my freshly reformed wing, to the coat of dry vegetation covering my chest. 
 
    "You were right," I whimpered softly.  
 
    The dark form didn’t hesitate, swirling into existence on a rock at my side, its bones covered by a pulsating, reforming layer of shadowy scales. A sly smile wrapped around his sharp fangs, fleeting embers escaping as he wheezed.  
 
    I can't fight it any longer; he, I... whatever we are, he's been right all along.  
 
    This game had only one outcome, and we both knew the players. The darkness was more powerful than I had ever expected, my vision had shown me that. However, I was immortal, making victory inevitable, even if it took me an eternity.  
 
    "To finally hear the words from your mouth. I never thought the day would come to pass," the shadowy illusion declared. "One day you will accept everything, after all, you do have forever."  
 
    My eyes met his molten scowl as his head leaned towards me on a long, bony neck.  
 
    "You can think what you want," I answered bluntly. "I don't care anymore."  
 
    He contemplated my words, but instead of his dry, rasping voice, the chiming of bones signalled his skulking movements. He slithered down from his rock, materialising before me like living shadow. Lifting my head to look at him wasn't worth the effort or pain, yet I fixed upon his disapproving, judgemental eyes.  
 
    It's almost as if this is not the victory he wants.  
 
    "You don't get that luxury," he snapped angrily, waving a shadowy forepaw over my wounded form.  
 
    "You know what you are. Your regret and misery feed my every action. What you desire drives me. The path of thoughts leading to what you want most is that upon which I walk." 
 
    He scowled, his blazing teeth grinding with frustration, as if he was a tutor whose lesson had gone unheard. 
 
    "What?"  
 
    My clueless response increased his frustration.  
 
    "Why do you think I showed you that vision?" he demanded, fiery eyes flaring.  
 
    More confusion pooled in my expression and he growled. 
 
    "You needed that truth, to know they lied!" 
 
    "I don't care about them anymore either," I replied.  
 
    "Oh, but you do. You saw what became of them, I showed you," he cursed, fire boiling from his features as lightning split the sky outside.  
 
    I turned away. He's an illusion, shouting is not going to do him much good.  
 
    As I turned his anger dwindled, that sly, knowing look reforming upon his face. In the same moment, his bony tail curled around, and the bladed formation that tipped the spiny whip brushed against my neck. 
 
    "We both know that won't do either of us any good," I challenged, turning his grin into a blank stare.  
 
    "No... Death is not your enemy as it is all others. Your concern should be for what would truly destroy you, what would destroy us all."  
 
    I had to consider that. What can really destroy me if not death? Pain, anger, the loss of those I care about?   
 
    "The truth is the only thing keeping us together," he snarled, coiling his neck back.  
 
    "Then I will find the truth, and be rid of you," I countered.  
 
    "I hope you do, because only then can you truly save them," he snapped. 
 
    I snorted as he curled back in a slither of smoke and reappeared on top of his stone perch.  
 
    "Though which truth you choose to believe will decide that," he added conceitedly, vanishing in a whisper of smoke.  
 
    * 
 
    A flash of lightning drew me from the blurred line between reality and illusion.  
 
    How long have I been unconscious? How long have my friends been slaves to those monsters? Is Neera right, are they safe?  
 
    Firmly reminded of what had happened, I raised my head from the floor. My breathing felt clearer, as did my sight, and the bone-crunching pain was nothing more than an inconvenient cramp. I looked back over my chest to see the bandage had been removed and my pale under-scales were clean. All that remained of the fatal wound was a dull scar, emanating a faint, golden hue.  
 
    The strange cast of chewed vegetation around my wings was also gone, as was the injury. I closed my eyes, trying dearly not to dwell on it.  
 
    Don't think about how wrong it feels, I don't need to be sick right now.  
 
    Another flash of lightning lanced through the sky, drawing my attention to the cave’s mouth as its thunderous follower cracked like a distant drum. I stood up, all four paws wavering slightly as they pressed against the floor. The weakness was gone and taking a step I knew I shouldn't, my legs felt strong.  
 
    Stepping around a fire of orange and grey flame, I reached the opening, undeservingly breathing in the fresh, moist air. The cave sat on a ridge, and a small platform of natural rock stretched out before me. Rain lashed the wind-kissed tree line, broken only by the occasional rocky spire or hole in the endless canopy. In the distance, mountains rose like a wall of rock from the sea of green, clouds covering the higher peaks and directly beneath them the forest was broken by a huge lake.  
 
    The Phoenix Mountains? I observed, recalling the legends of fire birds to the north from my time growing up. What Tarwin wouldn't have given to go there with me.  
 
    With a sudden gust of wind and the beat of feathered wings, Neera swooped in and landed.  
 
    "Good to see you’re up," she chirped, although from her tone, I guess she had never expected to utter those words.  
 
    "You talk a lot in your sleep, you know?" she added, beating her wings to snuff out the fire.  
 
    "Pretty sure I never used to," I admitted.  
 
    She looked at me somewhat sympathetically before smiling.  
 
    "When you’re on your own you get used to seeing and hearing things that others miss," she stated, moving back to the rear of the cave where the remainder of her bone-crafted gear lay.  
 
    Slipping into the plant-formed harness, and with a tug of her muzzle, she tightened it to her back. Her clawed gauntlets and tail projectiles were next, until finally, she slipped her freshly polished skull-helmet into place over her head. 
 
    "There aren’t any orkin between here and the foothills. After that, we can safely assume there'll be more than a few," she began to inform me while she tested her gear’s fit.  
 
    "It's a day's flight from here to the shores of the bubbling lake. Taldran lies above, beyond the steam fields," she went on, directing her eyes to the cloud-covered mountains.  
 
    I nodded as she finished; those days already feel like an eternity, I need to save them.  
 
    "How do we get in?" I questioned. 
 
    She paused for a moment, and I feared I wasn't going to like what she suggested.  
 
    "The old stone bridge into the city is their way in, but there’s another way across the steam fields, a route they certainly won't use," she explained thoughtfully.  
 
    "The steam fields?" I asked, repeating her words while formulating a connection with the steam caves beneath Dardien.  
 
    The dragons back home always said the steam was something to do with the rocks and heat, contradicting what I'd originally guessed was some Fire Order trick.  
 
    "They’re hot water lakes and fountains surrounding Taldran, something to do with Red-Fire Mountain. The path's safe, for you at least," she replied, ruffling her feathers subtly.  
 
    "What about you?"  
 
    "Well, they haven't got me yet, and I'm not about to let some hot steam have the honour," she proudly assured, puffing up her chest.  
 
    "They keep the captives to the north-east of the ruins, near the doors to the temple. At least that is, providing they haven't taken them to Valcador’s foundries, but that would take them longer." 
 
    The more she talked about it, the more I recalled what I'd read had happened there millennia ago. Goldfire Ridge, the site of the fallen star, where the Sphere was found. It made me nauseous knowing I was going to the place where it all began, but this time I was going to end it all.  
 
    That temple is where I'll get my answers, one way or another, I'll make sure of it.  
 
    "When can we leave?" I asked, anxiously moving towards the opening.  
 
    She peered at me disapprovingly.  
 
    "You haven't eaten anything yet."  
 
    "I don't need to," I replied bluntly.  
 
    She's seen me come back to life; surely she can believe that?  
 
    "Okay, in that case we can leave now. We'll fly low to avoid the worst of the storm. Stay close and follow me." 
 
    I gave her a firm nod, immediately following as she leapt from the cliff and out over the sea of trees. 
 
    * 
 
    The angry sky let out a series of monstrous booms as lightning crackled across the heavy clouds like blazing whips. The storm wasn't getting any better and there was no way either of us could stay up here for long. After only a few hours of flight, rain had already chilled my wings to the freshly reformed bone, and the dull throbbing in my chest began to feel more than a little uncomfortable. The shores of the 'bubbling lake', as Neera had called it, were close, the band of rain-swept water had been creeping forward for hours and now sat just over the next row of trees, as did something else.  
 
    At first it was almost invisible through my rain-marred vision, a plume of smoke pouring from above the trees. 
 
    I think I've seen enough smoke to last a lifetime.  
 
    It didn't take long for its source to become clear. The trees broke on the rocky shore of the lake, its vast waters stretching out before us revealing the charred remains of another pillaged settlement. Neera circled the ruins, and all I could do was stare at what remained of something else I'd failed to save. The orkin were monsters, nothing more, I wanted to kill every one of them, and given the chance, I would take pleasure in doing it. 
 
    Would that make me no better than them? I shook off the idea.  
 
    No, whatever happened here must stop – the killing, the destruction, it has to stop, and I'll do whatever it takes. 
 
    "Down there, look for food and shelter!" Neera instructed, smoke swirling aside as our wing beats struck the fetid air.  
 
    Through the foul smell and choking breaths, I could see the wooden skeletons, glistening wet and littered with the residue of battle. Human dead lay about like autumn leaves left to rot, bodies mutilated and broken, with far fewer dead orkin lying amongst them.  
 
    Don't think about it, don't think about home, don't think about Tarwin. She'll be safe, she knows how to take care of herself.  
 
    With her feathers soaked and body armour glistening with beads of water, Neera was first to land. She appeared as appalled as me, but I guessed, for her, it was more than that. This was a failure to live up to everything for which she stood. She'd fought against the orkin tyranny for as long as they dared leave their mountain caves, and she'd failed to do that here.  
 
    "You can't save everyone," I admitted, landing beside her.  
 
    I could hear the darkness in my mind agreeing with the utmost haste, every confession making him stronger. Raising her rain-soaked head, Neera let out a long sigh. Her eyes trembled within the sockets of the skull, but through the tears, came the conviction of a survivor.  
 
    "Salvage anything useful and look for shelter," she commanded, taking a tentative step forward. 
 
    I nodded, making my way to what appeared to be the remains of the central platform, the piles of bodies making it difficult to find anything. Flies brave enough to face the heavy rain darted about, and the stench of death hung in the air like a curse. I didn't dare look at the blackened skin or crimson streams that trickled in the rainwater, or every face frozen unnamed and forgotten.  
 
    'Look for shelter, salvage...' I couldn't, and I doubted Neera was truly doing the same as I stopped at a pile of corpses blocking my way.  
 
    I couldn't look anywhere but into their twisted remains, and in an outburst of anger I raked my claws against the charred wood, scattering carrion.  
 
    What could I have done? I growled inwardly, striking the charred wood once more as I blindly stepped towards a burnt hut.  
 
    "Blaze, stand still," Neera suddenly hissed in a forced whisper.  
 
    I glanced over to see her as motionless as the corpses, her eyes wide and frightened.  
 
    "To your right," she mouthed, cautiously glancing to where she'd directed. 
 
    I turned to see more corpses littered with feasting crows, and then to something else. A huge furry mass sat behind the pile, its body heaving with each tug of its monstrous head. Until, its large ears pricked up, and I tensed when its fanged jaw rose from its bloody feast.  
 
    A Ghaul! I noted instantly, recalling the creatures that had once chased me across North Rim. Fortunately, it's only one.  
 
    It froze the moment our eyes met, the only movement coming from the red dribble running from its parted fangs and the flare of its panting nostrils.  
 
    How dare it come here and disgrace the dead by feasting on them! I found myself inwardly growling.  
 
    "Insolent coward!" The voice in my head reinforced as I placed a paw forward. 
 
    The Ghaul countered my move, lowering its head, growling, and stepping back from its feast. 
 
    "Blaze, what are you doing?"  
 
    I didn't spare Neera a glance. Something needed to pay for this mess. I'd rip this monster limb from limb before I ever failed anyone again. With my teeth bared and eyes narrowed, I snorted smoke and the beast scampered off like a frightened pup, bounding over the dead and into the forest.  
 
    It's lucky I have other things to worry about right now.  
 
    Neera cautiously made her way to my side, her eyes still lingering on the trees. 
 
    "Who are you?" she asked, aghast.  
 
    I took in a deep breath and turned my gaze over the steaming expanse of water, towards the distant wall of rock and trees.  
 
    "I don't know."  
 
    She didn't respond. All I heard was the gentle song of the rain, the distant rumble of thunder and her bone covered claws tapping on charred wood as she moved away. 
 
    "This one’s empty, come inside when you’re ready," she proposed, entering the ruined house.  
 
    "I think you do know," the dark voice hissed as I slumped in the rain. "I think you do."  
 
    * 
 
    The back of the house in which we resided had completely collapsed. Neera had scavenged some things, mostly orkin armour, and was hard at work doing whatever it was she did with them. Somewhere in the distance another loud rumbling sounded out, but I couldn’t make out if it was thunder or drums.  
 
    It could be either this close to Taldran, but there were no flashes of light accompanying the din, nor did the black clouds reveal their elusive beauty. Neera hadn't said anything since I’d moved into the shelter, though her occasional glances at least let me hope she cared. 
 
    "Why so ignorant?" a familiar tone hissed, drawing my attention to my reflection.  
 
    Red eyes indicated the dark form’s presence, his skull growing over the image of my face like a weed.  
 
    "You need to pull yourself together," he added, crawling from the water, and curling up on the charred wood beside me. "Unless you're starting to like our little chats?"  
 
    My eyes shifted reluctantly.  
 
    "What do you want, I'm doing what you asked, aren't I?"  
 
    His amused expression dropped, and he sank down. 
 
    "What I ask? So, you only go to save those you care for under the assumption I've asked it of you?"  
 
    The urge to explode with anger crossed my mind, but I had neither the will nor the care – he can taunt me all he wants, he's not real.  
 
    "So, what do you want?" I asked. "You obviously don't care about what I want."  
 
    There was a momentary pause before he replied.  
 
    "I wouldn’t be so sure. You want to save them all, rid yourself of this eternal curse, to know the truth," he mused, dangling that last part of his sentence before me like a lure.  
 
    "You have seen fear, sadness and guilt," he proclaimed, climbing down from his perch. "Your feelings are strange to you? You wish to do what is right but have no knowledge of what that is. Darkness and death, they make you feel sad, guilty, and afraid. They crush you more than any mortal weapon ever could, despite your immortality," his tone grew stronger as he directed a bony wing to the scar on my chest.  
 
    "I could count a tally for all these lives about you and you'd feel nothing more than those feelings," he added, moving the wing to pan across the ruined village. 
 
    He slowly prowled around me, taunting me with each deliberate movement. 
 
    "You are nothing more than a cauldron of doubts, you’re afraid to do what is right, because you know that you need to become the monster to do so." 
 
    I tried to open my muzzle in protest, but he was right, and yet there was something he was avoiding. I could see everybody about me, whether it be dragon, orkin or human. I felt exactly how he described, and yet not as I once did. Now all I wanted to do was punish those who wronged what I believed was right.  
 
    I've gone from guilty to angry, what does that say about me now?  
 
    I redirected my attention to the black waters of the rain-swept lake. Meanwhile, he frowned, flames coiling up from his bony muzzle.  
 
    "If only you knew what it was like to become a monster, to do what must be done," he began, as if he understood that pain more than anything.  
 
    "Our responsibilities always demand sacrifice. We are, both of us, monuments to that inevitable fact," he hissed, then paused, coiling around me.  
 
    "Only the weak feel remorse and pain. But with every dismissal of them you grow stronger, you accept your responsibility. These feelings are a part of you, yet they do not define you."  
 
    His fiery eyes appeared in front of me, pressing closer.  
 
    "Anger is strong, but unpredictable, sorrow is a weak trap. You cannot allow those feelings to control you." He dismissed the seemingly trivial ideas with a flick of his wing.  
 
    "If you are to save them, you must believe, above all else, that your responsibilities place you above them. If a million must die to save a billion, so be it, you must do what's necessary."  
 
    I stared into the blazing spheres within the dark sockets of his skull. 
 
    "It's not you that defines me either," I countered coldly.  
 
    His confident expression fell, frustration and disappointment evident in his glare. Obviously, I'd yet to understand what he was trying to tell me, and frankly I'd be happy never knowing.  
 
    "Erm, who are you talking to?" Neera asked puzzlingly.  
 
    My eyes widened, and I snapped back, shaking my head free of the hallucination to see her peering over a wrecked table, her eyes wide with concern.  
 
    Is that what I instil now? Maybe he wants them to fear me? I shook my head. No, he doesn't define me.  
 
    I stood up, shaking the freezing coat of water from my scales and turned towards her. Managing a frail smile, a look of relief immediately washed over her face and she sunk back down behind the overturned table.  
 
    I followed, moving around to where the morphed glow of the faldron’s hybrid flame illuminated the burnt ruin. What was left of the thatched roof sheltered us from the rain as the broken walls warded off the wind.  
 
    "Loneliness isn't an ideal life choice," Neera advised while she tugged at a spiked piece of orkin gear at her forepaws.  
 
    She'd been weaving the plates into something new all evening. Neither of us had been able to bring ourselves to take anything from the former residents; however, the orkin were afforded no such respect. Using plants she had retrieved from the shoreline; she'd broken down and re-tied her made-up exoskeleton. I sat myself opposite, lowering my head to the wood as the warm glow of the fire chased the chill from my scales.  
 
    "It's not that, I…" I started, but I couldn't tell her the truth, especially as the one I thought I knew was a lie.  
 
    She abruptly stopped her tinkering and peered across the fire at me.  
 
    "I'm not going to pretend to know what you’re thinking about. I mean if I'd died and..." her voice trailed off as she cautiously glanced my way.  
 
    My lack of offence seemed to be enough to strengthen her confidence.  
 
    "Well, let’s say I'd be glad I still had a chance to do what was right by my friends."  
 
    I felt my blank expression turn to a subtle smile.  
 
    "Thanks."  
 
    She glanced up, her fluffy muzzle parting as she mirrored my expression.  
 
    "I just hope I haven't missed that chance," I finished.  
 
    "Don't worry, we'll get them back," she assured, her ears perking. 
 
    I offered another smile as she stood, brushing the orkin wears from her paws with a gentle sweep. 
 
    "You should get some rest, there was still a hole in your chest no more than a day ago," she suggested. 
 
    My smile dropped a little at her mention of my fatal injuries, but this time her look remained positive as she strode out into the rain.  
 
    "Don't worry, I'll keep watch tonight," she called back, taking a position by the door and dragging a fur pelt over her back.  
 
    "Not that we need it, every monster south of Valcador is afraid of you," she added, with a slightly smug look.  
 
    "You can taste their fear. They’re weak and afraid," the dark monster mused, sliding about my mind like a serpent.  
 
    He could say what he liked, but I wasn’t going to give him the satisfaction. For now, I was happy to imagine his frustrated growl as I repeated the thought over and over to myself.  
 
    I'm not going to turn into him, that's the only responsibility I have right now.  
 
    * 
 
    The charred remains of the fire sizzled in the damp morning air as the smell of smoke mixed with the fresh scent of the steamy lake. The sounds of morning birds mixed with that of squabbling carrion as I raised my head, looking around the damp interior of the burned lodge. The first thing I noted was that I couldn't see Neera. 
 
    She must still be on watch, or out hunting for food?  
 
    Shaking the stiffness from my muscles, I made my way over to the water’s edge. The rain had ceased, and a faint mist hung over the lake, a dull red glow projected into the shroud by the rising sun hiding somewhere behind the clouds. Looking down into the waving liquid my eyes met with my distorted reflection.  
 
    "I'm the one who's doing this, not you," I told the flickering image, staring down at it and waiting for a response.  
 
    It simply stared back, silently.  
 
    What am I doing, talking to my reflection like a fool? I asked myself, raising my head from the water. I really am going mad.  
 
    None of it's real. He's just my mind playing tricks.  
 
    I slumped down, my forepaws hanging over the edge of the platform. 
 
    He? Who am I calling ‘he’? He. It, whatever it is, isn't real! My tail backed up against an overturned table.  
 
    I need to stop thinking like this! I sighed, glancing down at my dirty paws, plagued with soot and grime.  
 
    "What am I doing?" I asked myself aloud, but my mind gave no answer.  
 
    I'm beginning to think I really do enjoy his company.  
 
    A loud thud snapped me from my daze as Neera peered cautiously around the table. Any worries about her daunted expression quickly passed when I saw what she was wearing. It wasn’t her usual skull and bone armour. Instead, she had spiny plates fastened to her like the armour of dragons back home, giving her a more orkin-like appearance.  
 
    "Good to see you’re awake; here, put these on," she instructed, pushing a set of the modified gear towards me.  
 
    This must be what she was working on last night.  
 
    "What's it for?" I asked, jabbing a paw at the hard, insect-like carapace.  
 
    I had a vague idea what the resourceful faldron had in mind, and I certainly didn't want her to feel intimidated by my questions – that's my dark mind’s way, and creators be sure I'm not letting him have any say. 
 
    "Well, we can't just go marching in there. It's a disguise, they should think we’re slave-beasts or something," she elaborated, looking over herself, wiggling her shoulders and hips, before grunting.  
 
    "I'll admit they’re not the most comfortable, but it's better than an axe in your neck."  
 
    Despite my ability to heal, the thought of an axe in my neck wasn’t a good one. Avoiding detection was certainly the better option. 
 
    "Okay, that makes sense," I acknowledged as I started to slip the modified gear on. 
 
    For the most part, it fit neatly, covering my torso before catching on my wings. The segmented neck piece settled into place, and I had to admit, even with thick scales, the scratching was more than a little unpleasant, never mind the smell. A moment later, I kicked the rear section between my wing ribs, where it finally settled above my hind legs. Last to go on was the tail cover. Like the plates covering the back of my neck it was crudely segmented with sharp, bony edges.  
 
    As resourceful as Neera was, I doubted she could make the gear of such a monstrous creature comfortable.  
 
    "I take it you don't wear armour that often?" she asked jokingly, noticing my struggle. 
 
    I stopped fighting the bony mass and glanced at her.  
 
    Be positive and polite, because after what she's seen of you, she has a right to be afraid.  
 
    I lowered my head, before replying sheepishly. "What gave it away?"  
 
    She smiled and moved to my side.  
 
    "Oh, you know, you leatherwings and your diamond-hard scales," she added sarcastically, while pushing the plates I couldn’t reach into position with a swift flick of her wing. 
 
    "I wish they were that strong," I added, recalling all the times I'd been scarred and slashed. 
 
    "Well, we can't all be invincible," she added with a subtle laugh before pulling the improvised rope securing the rear plate to my back. 
 
    I winced at the sudden shock against my scar, and she muttered an apology before moving onto my tail. Rather embarrassed, I looked away as she fastened the second set of straps.  
 
    I've lived almost independently for my entire life, and twice this season I've had to be dressed like a child! 
 
    With another tug, she tightened the final plates to my tail.  
 
    "You can handle that one, can’t you?" she asked as she pointed to the modified chest plate.  
 
    Great! My friends are either scared of me or bold enough to poke fun.  
 
    Reaching down I tightened the plates to my neck and the remaining exoskeleton to my torso. Meanwhile, she stepped back, slipping her forepaws into what appeared to be a pair of bladed gauntlets made from the same dark hide as the rest of the armour. 
 
    "Here, these should save your claws," she offered, holding two of the gauntlets for me.  
 
    I looked at the exoskeleton blades besides my sleek talons.  
 
    These are the same claws that boiled through dragon scale, shattered skulls! I don't need pitiful... No!  
 
    I wasn't thinking about things that way, I wasn’t giving the dark entity something to lecture me on the next time I wanted to sleep. Flicking them onto my forepaws, I shifted each claw into its respective socket. It was like stepping into a muddy puddle, the inside seemed to squelch.  
 
    I’m not wearing these again unless I absolutely must. The thought ran through my mind when I placed my paw into the second gauntlet.  
 
    The whole set was clumsy and far from elegant, not to mention the claws dug in when I walked. It was heavier than expected too, and I imagined it would be especially restrictive if I had to fly while wearing it. However, if it kept us safe and helped save the others, I couldn’t argue. 
 
    Neera looked over herself once more, double-checking everything. I really hoped the orkin were as stupid as I'd seen, the dark chitin and bones on her body were believable, but the disguise certainly wouldn't fool me.  
 
    "One more thing," she added, reaching back with her muzzle.  
 
    I peered round, struggling against the plates as she produced two tatty masses of dark bone hanging from improvised rope. 
 
    I'm going to have to wear a helmet again, aren't I? I inwardly groaned.  
 
    She didn't hesitate to place the spiny mass over my head and muzzle, pulling its strap tight before attaching her own.  
 
    "It smells like something died in here," I grumbled, my voice muffled by the plate.  
 
    She winced slightly.  
 
    "Erm... yeah, probably best not to think about that," she replied, pulling her spiny helmet's strap tight with a forepaw.  
 
    Neither of us were recognisable, and I doubted my dark side would look kindly on the spiny monster that peered back from the water’s reflection.  
 
    My eyes lifted to look on the far shore and the steep mountainsides reaching above the reddened clouds, the improvised plates grinding as I peered through the slim sockets.  
 
    I've no idea how she wears something like this all the time, although hers is a better fit. I thought as the armour-clad faldron appeared at my side.  
 
    "Take off's going to be a little rough," she advised, spreading her feathered wings while giving her fur and feathers a vigorous shake.  
 
    I copied, and instantly regretted it as the grimy plates slid over my scales like slugs.  
 
    This isn’t going to be a pleasant flight. 
 
    She launched herself over the water and up toward the clouds. I pressed one forepaw to the ground and sprang up after her. The added weight fought to pull me into the depths, but with a furious beat of my wings I steadily rose into the mist. 
 
    "Not my greatest take off," I mumbled to myself against the backdrop of jangling bones, as she glanced back  
 
    "Better than most, you're stronger than you look," she called as we soared higher.  
 
    It was difficult to keep up with her as we climbed. I seldom flew so high; in fact, I felt like I was pushing the boundaries of my experience long before the mountain tops came into view. Nevertheless, I pressed ahead, swiftly catching my feathered companion, ready to put an end to the orkin for good.  
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter 13 
 
    Taldran 
 
      
 
    The cold air began to freeze the plates to my scales as the red lure of the sun grew brighter. Before long, it finally burst out in a ray of light, shattering the cloudy shroud.  
 
    We emerged to find an endless expanse of silky white spread across the sky before us, its wispy surface bathed in a golden glow by the morning radiance. Neera surfaced before me, sending ripples through the perfect stillness with her graceful wing beats.  
 
    She flies like a master in this stuff, how does she do it? I wondered enviously.  
 
    Snowy mountain peaks loomed like an island afloat in the sky. One summit stood out, shattered and broken, while the smaller peaks almost seem to revere its majesty.  
 
    That must be Red Fire mountain. I concluded.  
 
    It took some time, but we finally set down on a rocky ridge partly covered in snow and devoid of all but the hardiest vegetation. A chilling wind blew against the barren rock, forcing faint wisps of cloud to break upon the desolate spires. A flat layer of slate separated under my paws, layer upon layer stacked and slipping down the mountain’s side.  
 
    Neera was the first to move, swiftly clambering over the loose layers to the peak of the ridge. As I followed, I noticed the wind carried a strange call, like that of a kite or a buzzard, yet radiating with a strength others lacked. 
 
    Why do I feel like I've heard that call before?  
 
    It was enough to draw my attention to the sky, where I saw an eagle-like bird with golden feathers. The majestic avian gleamed in the sun’s light as it soared gracefully overhead, two longer tail feathers flickering in the wind like plumes of fire. Swooping low, it released another echoing call, like no peak could claim it as their own.  
 
    "That's why they call them the Phoenix Mountains," Neera commented, observing the bird as it glided towards the ridge.  
 
    A Phoenix? Once I’d assumed they were only a legend like myself, my heart was warmed by the sight as the beautiful creature passed by and vanished behind the ridge.  
 
    "Lucky though, I don't think anyone worthwhile has seen one in a decade," Neera added.  
 
    The regal portrait the mountains presented was instantly spoiled when my eyes moved down from the snowy peaks towards the opposite ridge. Like the back of a mighty creature, the rock rose to meet the smoking ruins of Taldran.  
 
    Monstrous metal spikes and wooden ramparts defiled the former highkin structure, clinging tenuously to the noble stonework. The rocky remains bled down the mountain slopes from huge gashes in the once proud defence, the likes of which had been crudely rebuilt with black steel and gnarled wood. Distant pyres burned from the tallest of the once great towers, trails of smoke scarring the golden sky.  
 
    Below the teetering spires, sat formidable looking siege weaponry. Huge frames of smoke-blackened wood supported large, hollow barrels leading back into molten cores. Meanwhile, the orkin manning the great machines appeared as no more than tiny ants defending their nest. I'd never seen such ferocious looking machines, half of them looked like they could blast dragons right out of the sky. 
 
    From the depths of the fallen city beyond the crumbling wall, the rumble of drums and the rabble of orkin voices echoed. Striving to see through the thick smoke of a hundred fires, I made out some of the city's inner structures, pressed against the steep mountain within the crater in which they sat.  
 
    The largest among them was a towering monument built into the cliff side at the rear of the city, a large door flanked by towering golden spires. Its soot-tarnished surface was blackened and scarred by layers of other less regal cladding grafted onto it. A crude, wooden web of scaffold covered the rest, obscured by ash and draped in more anarchic machinery.  
 
    If I had to guess I'd say that's the old temple. I noted, disgusted by what had become of the once grand monument.  
 
    Spanning the valley below our vantage point was a defiled stone bridge, its paved surface transformed into a muddy pathway passing below us before snaking down the mountainside to the west. In the gaping chasm below, a wispy layer of pungent-smelling mist rose from a bleached field of bubbling water. Straining my eyes, I made out the large fountains of hot liquid spewing below the shroud, snapping up like a pit of vipers. 
 
    "Taldran," Neera growled resentfully. "I can't imagine its former owners would be too impressed. That's if they weren't the ones who ruined it."  
 
    "So how do we get in?" I asked, but before she could respond a thundering horn heralded the coming of a thousand twisted, metal boots.  
 
    A stream of orkin flowed along the muddy road leading into the smouldering city. Among the aggressive rabble came a whole manner of beasts restrained by thick chains. One in particular was dragged violently by several orkin – a four-legged behemoth with three fearsome heads; one I recognised as a ram's, while the remaining pair were nothing but scaly mixtures of sickly green scales, crimson hide, and mangy fur. Putrid flesh festered where its skin was broken, dragon-like wings sprouted from its arched back, and sharp claws tipped its four paws.  
 
    What in the creators' name? I wondered; my muzzle agape as I noticed what appeared to be another head on the end of its snake-like tail. 
 
    The abomination was far from the only monster. Three colossal brutes towered above the flow, walking on their hind legs and worn knuckles. A rough green fur covered most of their thick hide, rugged and soaked wet. Rather like the orkin, their exposed spines rose to form rocky spires along their hunched backs, draped in chains, furs, and the bones of their victims. All parts of the hulking creatures devoid of fur looked to be made of stone, as did their long snouts, which bore a jagged, rock-toothed beak topped by a row of three eyes on either side.  
 
    Great, I've seen horrors with no eyes and now brutes with six! I groaned to myself.  
 
    Reinforced ropes, chains, and metal supports had been hammered into the creatures’ backs, securing crudely built structures, carrying more armed orkin. One hauled a war machine, like those sitting on the towers, many orkin tending the fiery war engine while others brandished their rusty weapons like slave masters. Cages like those I'd seen in the woods hung from chains, and instinctively I looked for signs of my friends. All that met my eyes, was more unrecognisable creatures, most of which shook their restraints violently.  
 
    The image struck at my confidence – What if the others are dead or being driven mad by the orkins' punishment? I want to jump down there and kill them all! If I let myself go, if I take my dark hallucination’s advice, I can do it. It's my responsibility to protect my friends.  
 
    No! We need to sneak in there, it's the best way to ensure their safety. Then we can try and get into the temple.  
 
    "By my tail feathers, they've got trolls and chimera," Neera cursed as she pressed herself low to the ridge.  
 
    I gave her a concerned look. If her plan was jeopardised, I'd have no choice but to do this my hallucination’s way, I wouldn't be able to stop myself.  
 
    "I’ve never seen so many of them," she continued. "Valcador must be crawling with them if they can spare this many." 
 
    Her flustering caused her plumage and ears to bristle. I could sense an aura of doubt and hesitation about her, and I didn't like it. 
 
    I really hope she knows what she's doing.  
 
    I looked back to the convoy to see that the tide was thinning. The main bulk of the army trudged across the bridge towards the city gates, a horn bellowed and the mass of mangled stone, wood, and metal, began to grind open. 
 
    "They're gathering an army like never before, no one is going to be able to stand up to this if it gets any bigger," Neera uttered. 
 
    "Hey?" I stole the faldron’s words as she began to mumble. "How do we get inside?"  
 
    She paused, collecting her thoughts before glancing to the emptying road, then to the steaming valley beyond. Every moment she deliberated; my anxiousness swelled. 
 
    My friends are in those foul cages. I have to get them out!  
 
    I could feel the dark puppet master in my mind pulling the strings of my conflicting emotions. His way or mine, he was searching for a weakness, but I was determined to resist. I opened my muzzle ready to question again, when Neera's eyes finally snapped back to me.  
 
    "We swoop down into the steam fields and use the cover. Stay close to me, and try not to attract any attention," she instructed firmly.  
 
    Frustration cooling a little, I gave her a firm nod. She returned the gesture before extending her wings and dropping over the ridge, into the shroud of thick steam. I paused for a moment, glancing at the smoking ruins.  
 
    How many are in there? Hundreds? Thousands? How many will die if this plan fails? How many can that dark fiend tally up in triumph?  
 
    I shook the thoughts from my mind – that isn't going to happen, I'm not his puppet.  
 
    It took a moment to steady myself in the heavy armour as I took off and swooped into the warm shroud of foul-smelling mist. The choking stream burned my nostrils as it flooded my lungs, turning the sun’s vibrant rays into a sickly-yellow fog. Most of the ground consisted of strange, bleached rock dotted with yellow scars and bubbling pools of steaming water, while hardy vegetation clung to life around the charred husks of dead trees. In some of the deeper wounds, sloppy mud gargled, creating more discoloured fumes. Jets of boiling liquid spewed geysers from simmering pits, molten fissures and pale spires.  
 
    "Watch your step and stay close," Neera warned, glancing back from where she was barely visible. 
 
    Following her steps, I was quick to act on her instructions; quickly discovering one mistake would have me drowning in a vat of thick, bubbling filth as I slipped. 
 
    "Are you okay?" she asked, peering over her shoulder.  
 
    "Yeah, just a loose piece," I replied, dismissing the experience. 
 
    She nodded, before glancing back ahead. Following her gaze, it took me a moment to identify that she was staring at a shallow slope marking the opposite bank of the bubbling pit. Through the shroud, the shapes of charred bones became visible, most were mutilated, but I managed to identify several as humanoid. Another was a quadruped about the size of an adult dragon or griffin, and many more were larger still.  
 
    The orkin cut them up and cast them into this foul-smelling pit to rot?  
 
    I lowered my head in disgust, my blood starting to boil. From beneath the sockets of her makeshift armour, Neera’s quivering eyes panned over the gruesome wasteland. Closing tightly for a moment when I saw the distinct glimmer of tears.  
 
    She really does hate them. I noted, and with a fierce grunt, she drew herself up and marched off into the sickly fog.  
 
    "Neera, wait!" I cried, toxic fumes besieging my throat the moment I dared to open my mouth. 
 
    My muffled words were met with nothing but the hiss of steam, the feathered dragoness was nowhere to be seen. As geysers erupted before me I staggered around them, dark shapes emerging from the gloom, cocooned in a weeping, yellow crust, desperately reaching up to escape the putrid air. More horrifying effigies of mutilation covered the deadly landscape, from bony totems draped over withered branches, to horned skulls perched atop bleached boulders.  
 
    My paws beat heavily on the desolated ground with little care for the death pits sprawling around me. I coughed and wheezed as I went, spitting acidic foam from my singed throat. The scattered dead grew into corpse mounds, as whole skeletons, and bloated bodies littered the mist. 
 
    Why in the creators' name did we come down into this cursed place?  
 
    At last I caught up with Neera, her still form like a phantom in the veil. She had her helmet flicked up, her stunned eyes were wide and quivering, while her ears folded against her neck. I stopped beside her before daring to follow her gaze. Another bubbling pool lay before us, corpses littered its gnarled rim while more were strung up from dead trees like trophies. 
 
    "I could tally every one of them," the voice mocked from the back of my mind as my eyes levelled with Neera's.  
 
    At first, I thought I was looking at the body of a griffin. It was a similar size to an adult and bore the tattered remnants of feathers. What remained of the dark plumage fluttered in the wind, the neck picked clean of flesh and bones encrusted with yellow grime. The remains of its right wing and skull lay submerged in the pool, that was when I realised, I was looking at the corpse of a faldron. 
 
    Neera’s expression said it all, her rage boiled, her hatred for the orkin seething in her eyes. I pushed my impatience aside while she stared across the bubbling pit as if her gaze alone could scour Taldran from the mountain side. 
 
    "Such determination from one so helpless, it's almost adorable," the dark entity in my mind purred with laughter.  
 
    I was about to think of a witty retort when a roar suddenly ripped through the mist, instantly snatching my attention.  
 
    I know that call!  
 
    The mist was blown into a frenzy by the thunderous beating of wings. My eyes darted to a petrified tree before me, and with a few rushed steps, I ducked beneath it. Coughing on the foul air, I glanced back to Neera, her dark feathers nothing more than a smudged blur upon the sickly canvas.  
 
    "Neera!" I called.  
 
    She was unresponsive, until another roar snapped her from her trance. She glanced my way, darting over in a flash as the wyvern’s wing beats grew heavier. With its head held high above the choking cloud, a sharp pair of sinister yellow eyes scoured the bleached ground as it swooped by.  
 
    "Balgore," Neera hissed resentfully as I spied the fearsome warlord on the monster's back disappearing into the ruined city.  
 
    "It must be something big if he's here," she added, as the mist flooded back in.  
 
    Good, I can cut off the head of the snake while I'm here.  
 
    "What now?" I asked, assuming that Balgore's presence would put pressure on her plan.  
 
    She gave a confident, vengeful smirk, flicking her exoskeleton helmet back into position.  
 
    "Now we go get your friends back."  
 
    * 
 
    After spending longer than I'd ever wanted in such a hellish place, we eventually found ourselves pressed against the cliff face below the outermost wall of Taldran. My scales felt like they were on fire, my eyes seared, and my nostrils burned. Peering up at the wall, I did my best not to think about the ghastly decorations swinging in the wind. A makeshift wooden scaffold had been erected where the natural rock face met with the wall's foundations.  
 
    "Wait for them to pass," Neera whispered, as two patrolling orkin approached.  
 
    I sunk low, holding my breath against the foul stench as the sound of their warped metal feet beat across the weathered timber. For every moment they were above us it felt like my heart would burst from my chest. I wanted to hide, to follow the plan, but I also wanted revenge.  
 
    "Anger?" the dark form in my head purred.  
 
    Angry? I'm furious! I want to tear them apart. All of them!  
 
    One of the creatures paused, its silhouette a dark blotch in the mist. I began to tremble, my legs like the taut string of a bow ready to spring forward. 
 
    I can't cower here while this continues – they deserve nothing more than brutal destruction. 
 
    No! I barked at my thoughts.  
 
    I'm not like that, I'm not the gods' executioner. No matter what I've done, I won't be the same, I have to be better.  
 
    Heavy footsteps shook the wooden frame when one of the orkin approached the platform’s edge, its gaze sailing across the sickly mist. One of his eyes was black, while the other had turned to dark green embers within the stone thrusting from his skull.  
 
    I glanced at Neera, and a tense silence fell over us as the orkin leaned back, raising his deformed head to sniff the air.  
 
    "Does you’s smell that?" he asked. My heart began to race.  
 
    "Smells what?" the second one grunted.  
 
    My heart was ready to burst from my chest as the two creatures peered down. I coiled back, ready to strike with the fire welling in my chest. I knew what I had to do, and they wouldn’t get any pity or mercy. Before I could act there was a shimmer in the mist as two bladed shapes launched like bolts of lightning. Both orkin staggered, the mist settled as quickly as it had been disturbed, and the disfigured pair gave gargled groans. With a heavy thud, they both landed before me, bony feathers firmly lodged in their necks.  
 
    "Are you coming?" Neera called as she leapt up.  
 
    "You're getting a taste of your duty," the dark form hissed as I stared at the orkin.  
 
    Shut up, I cursed to myself.  
 
    "Blaze!?" I took a deep breath, looking up to my companion.  
 
    "I'm coming." With a firm flap of my wings, I dragged the weight of my disguise up to the wooden platform.  
 
    The dense warmth of the gaseous mix ebbed away, and a wall of welcome cold struck my buzzing scales as I gasped greedily on the fresher air. The wood was tainted yellow and sagged like damp parchment under our weight. I glanced to my companion; her plumage darkened by moisture hung heavily beneath her armour. She didn’t let it bother her one bit; her eyes were alight with bitter fury as she marched on.  
 
    For a moment, it was like I was looking in a mirror. This was her dark side dragging her into the foul pit of feelings that lurked below her conscience. Her actions were measured, but no less merciless than what my rage would have had me do. 
 
    Maybe there is somewhere to draw the line between mercy and necessity? Maybe I can do what's right and still distance myself from the monsters I slay?  
 
    As we made our way up the wooden walkway, my attention turned to the wall. The once great white-stone structure had fallen long ago, leaving a mountain of ash-stained boulders. More wooden walkways spanned what remained, and above them, stood towering spires topped with siege cannons.  
 
    Neera paused at the breached base, coiling her tail to her front paws she prised the feathers apart to reveal the six-or-so blades she still had lodged there.  
 
    "I imagine not all of them are going to be so poorly armoured," she grumbled, checking her weapons before releasing her tail back to its rightful position. "We'll need to pick our fights carefully."  
 
    I nodded, peering at the mound of rubble as we started to clamber up. The mountain's shadow darkened the whole city, while a wall of steam blocked whatever sunlight was able to reach us from the south. It was only when we reached the peak of the wall that any warmth broke through. 
 
    Goldfire Ridge! Now I know why it got that name. I thought, as the sun parted the smoke.  
 
    It was a name given to this place long before it became the festering pit it was now, and the sight of the mountain tops glowing in the light of the summer sun was hardly a warming one.  
 
    Neera’s natural agility ensured she reached the summit ahead of me, following closely I lowered myself to the soot-smothered marble beside her. A road of smooth stone, aged and battered, ran down the centre of the city, disappearing into what remained of the archway holding the temple's grand doors. The two huge slabs of dulled and charred gold hung ajar, their huge hinges twisted and warped. Pits gouged into the earth beneath them, with orkin manning roughly constructed cranes that seemed to be excavating any scraps of the golden material they could find. 
 
    They want the gold, why? I wondered, peering at where they'd cut into the temple walls.  
 
    The once magnificent face had been damaged and worn, ancient murals lost forever beneath a coat of deep scars and rusty iron plates. More wooden walkways draped in heavy chains and harnesses surrounded them, while the dilapidated spires stood twisted and bent. Every part of the walkways crawled with orkin and a whole manner of smaller, frailer creatures.  
 
    A pair of shabby, wooden towers constructed above deep, glowing pits, sat at each side of the doors. Long chains connected to cumbersome wheels held aloft by the frames descended deep into the earth, while remnants of the once elegant highkin structures lay scattered about them. Further forward, twisting bridges spanned the central road, and large pillars topped with braziers, burned from the tallest towers. 
 
    On the stone spires that were not home to wild flames or booming drums, sat more of the savage siege weapons, their barrels pointing skyward. Even the innards of the once great structures were not spared desecration, most had been smashed, converted into pens for the orkin’s most vile creatures.  
 
    Chimera, as Neera had called them, wrestled over scraps of meat, while several hulking, chained trolls were occasionally prodded by a bold orkin with a long pole. Below them, smaller beasts snapped and squabbled as crows picked over more of the orkins bloody mutilations.  
 
    What wasn’t a festering pit of gore or a pen for their horrors, had been demolished and remoulded into rows of burning foundries, belching black smoke from fires used to forge sickening weaponry. Armour and blades were piled high at the base of the monstrous siege cannons, while the grim furnaces were fed with wood and coal like hungry monsters.  
 
    Below the breach in the wall closest to us, a pair of vast stands surrounded a bone-covered arena, filled with thousands of rowdy orkin. As for what held their attention, I couldn’t tell, but I knew from the metal net and circling carrion, it involved death. On the far side of the arena was an opening filled with more cages and pens. Eventually my gaze fell to where the base of the rocky pile met the back of the stands. 
 
    I know what those cages are, they're using what they catch to fight in the arena!  
 
    A cruel combination of dread and anger filled my mind.  
 
    I need to get down there and find the others before it's too late. 
 
    "They’re organised and well-armed," Neera noted, unable to hide the dread in her tone. "They've never been like this."  
 
    "Where will they be keeping the others?" I asked. 
 
     She paused, looking down to the rear of the arena. "My guess is they'll have them in there, ready for the arena – leatherwings are quite the prize."  
 
    Nausea washed over me as she confirmed my fears. She'd told me they'd be slaves, which was horrible enough, but to think they would have to fight for orkin amusement...  
 
    "You know what you could do," the voice hissed.  
 
    I shook his suggestion away but gave Neera a disapproving scowl. From the anguish in her eyes, I could sense disappointment, as she most likely hadn't known the orkin would do this. They were gathering their numbers and strengthening their positions, doing things differently. 
 
    She's terrified of it, it's obvious. They're not the enemy she knows anymore.  
 
    Neera glanced away without saying a word, her eyes directed toward the rear wall of the arena.  
 
    "We'll have to make it round to the far side," she suggested, glancing to the gap between the line of cages and pens leading out to the arena floor.  
 
    Scouring the mass of captives and their prisons, my focus drifted to where the back of the wooden frame met the base of shattered rubble.  
 
    "Wait," I gasped, pressing a forepaw to her tail before she could slip away. 
 
    "It'll take us too long to go all the way around. You said they'd think we were slaves, right? So why not sneak through?"  
 
    She recognised my urgency as she considered the idea. 
 
    "Through the arena?" she replied like I was crazy. "There are too many of them! We can't take them head on!"  
 
    "No, but if my friends are in there, I'm going in after them," I insisted.  
 
     "Then we’re going to need more than some bony old plates," she informed, ruffling her armour.  
 
    I gave the arena another look over. Given the shabbiness of their craftsmanship, it didn't seem too hard to sneak in – the mass of wood and metal was full of holes covered by simple pelts.  
 
    That's not going to be the hard part though, is it? I thought as I considered, getting out will be our problem. 
 
     The others wouldn't have a disguise, and worse still, the arena floor lay between us and the temple, which meant that the quickest way out was across the killing field.  
 
    I'd be saving my friends to lead them into a death trap.  
 
    "It's only a trap if you don't do what you know you can," the voice in my head sneered. 
 
    I narrowed my eyes, snorting smoke. "Leave it to me, I can deal with the orkin." Neera gave me that crazy look again.  
 
    "All of them alone? No offence, but the last time you..." I glanced her way, and she trailed off as I assured.  
 
    "That's not going to happen this time."  
 
    She clearly didn't know what to think, though the fact I was still alive seemed to be worth something as she nodded.  
 
    "Well, we still need a way in," she declared. 
 
    My eyes scoured the arena walls, carefully absorbing every detail. One area was exposed and more easily accessible from the base of the rock pile.  
 
    "Down there," I noted, motioning to the opening. 
 
    She mirrored my action before the pair of us snaked down. Soot-choked stones buckled and shifted beneath our weight, as I begged the creators that our disguises would be enough to see us through. Thankfully, Neera seemed to have been right about the orkins' stupidity, from a distance we were indistinguishable from the armoured dogs and wolves I'd glimpsed patrolling the ruins.  
 
    "Why worry, they discover you, and they die, it's simple really," the dark voice stated as we reached the arena.  
 
    It seemed the orkin had constructed it over what remained of a cathedral, supported by a mesh of imperfect wood and metal bored deep into the rock. 
 
    "Neera, climb up," I said, my tail directing her attention upward.  
 
    She hesitated, before scampering over the ridges of my armour, onto my back and disappeared inside.  
 
    "It's clear," she reported. 
 
    Heaving my heavy armour, and myself up, I slipped through, landing on wood with a clatter from my encased claws. We found ourselves in a cage, evident by the barred door at the far end. Beyond, lay a dimly lit corridor, and directly opposite, another chamber led out onto a balcony populated by a horde of rowdy orkin. Hide and fur rugs hung over the opening and a dull torchlight lit the gloom. Smoke and the smell of death lingered in the air while the sounds of rattling chains combined with howls from below.  
 
    By the creators if they so much as lay a claw on any of my friends...  
 
    I heard my mind's dark avatar cackle in glee as Neera crept over to the edge of the open cell, her sharp eyes peeled, while her restless ears twitched like the wings of an insect. 
 
    "Empty," she muttered, as I cautiously crept up beside her.  
 
    "There's got to be more cells," she suggested, peering round to where the corridor dropped down a set of stairs.  
 
    "It seems you's gone an' redeemed yourself, Goarog," a deep voice suddenly growled.  
 
    Instinctively, I pulled Neera back, and without thinking I forced us both into the corner of the cell. She tensed, her feathers bristling like she was about to kill me, while I managed to silently mouth a weak apology. Heavy footsteps heralded the appearance of a brutish orkin as he strode into the corridor outside the cell. It didn't take long for her to recognise the voice as I caught sight of Goarog and his hulking master. 
 
    My anger boiled – they'd burned villages, taken my friends, and left me for dead! 
 
    It was hard not to turn both to ash there and then. Holding back, I was able to take some satisfaction from the fact that the orkin who had killed me was nothing more than a snivelling coward before his overlord.  
 
    "Thank you's, m–my lord," Goarog squealed.  
 
    "You’s may have slithered ya' way out of this one, runt, but I still want that wyrm’s head on a spike, or you's be lucky if you's don't become dinner for a chimera," Balgore growled.  
 
    All the while, I could see the pride radiating from my companion at the mention of her proclaimed title.  
 
    "Yes, yes, my lord, I's will gets what you's desires," he squealed, before a loud animalistic growl parted Balgore’s jaw.  
 
    "I's hope's so, maggot. Ar' new age is comin’ an' I'd hate for you's to miss it." 
 
    The larger of the pair shifted and demanded. "What's is the report from the north?"  
 
    "All’s is well, my lord. Lord Maragoth has the ice fire foundries burning, and more tribes gather from Shadow Fen," Goarog finished with a firm grunt. 
 
    "Good, I’s didn’t expect that stinking brother of mine to do anything useful, but it seems he is better at it than you's, if what you's tells me is correct..." Balgore challenged, his voice crackling with an ominous tone.  
 
    "Yes, my lord. But the shadow-daemons... they don't distinguish. They slaughter us as they do the weak, they..."  
 
    Goarog's excuse trailed off in an animalistic whine. Balgore shifted, giving an ignorant snort.  
 
    "Of course, the great master would see nothin' in a worm like you’s. Now, gets outside with the rest of the runts, and pray these new combatants are worthy of my time." 
 
    There was no objection from the cowardly underling, his footsteps disappearing after the heavy slam of his lord’s fist on a table.  
 
    I released a tense breath, peering out to see both had moved out of sight. 
 
    "Nice to hear they still want my head, I was afraid they'd forgotten," Neera joked, creeping into the corridor.  
 
    My mind lingered on what the pair had said, particularly on the fact that the majority of the orkin army wasn’t here.  
 
    I can't kill them if they're not here! I thought in frustration, yet my mind's dark avatar merely assured me the time would come. 
 
    I followed Neera along the corridor to where it descended into a dungeon emanating a cacophony of howls.  
 
    "This way," she prompted with a wave of a wing, jumping down the stairs.  
 
    The sound of thousands of heavy feet stamping down on the stands blended with the roars of imprisoned creatures. As we reached the bottom, we found the wooden wall to our right held several large cells. Each one filled with smaller cages that held nothing more than gnawing rodents and bones.  
 
    On our left, larger openings led out to the arena floor, lined with more cells. Behind one set of bars was a furious mixture of foul beasts in a single body, hissing, spitting and thrashing angrily. The multi-headed chimera eyed us both for a moment, before returning to its frenzied spin, its snake-like tail gurgling putrid liquid while two other heads spewed torrents of flame.  
 
    "Shut up in there’s, you’s oversized manticore!" an orkin guard growled, thrashing a barbed whip towards its cell. 
 
    I spun around to face him, only to find him wrestling with a smaller version of the monster in the cage behind me, and although it was no bigger than a dog, the adolescent chimera was no less aggressive. Beyond the wrestling pair lay another set of cells, and my eyes widened in relief, and then horror, as I saw what was inside.  
 
    "Listen up, you's runts, the boss ‘as something to say!" an orkin voice boomed from outside.  
 
    The roaring crowd fell silent, as I launched myself at the whip-wielding orkin. Most of his uncorrupted back was covered by a cloth draped over his shoulder spines, but my exoskeleton-encased claws took care of both with little effort and forced him to drop the young chimera. 
 
    "Listen, you's maggots!" Balgore’s voice boomed out over the now silent horde. "How’s long has we's been livin' in these holes? How’s longs has our Lord Hinnoron's vision been denied!?"  
 
    The question went unanswered, but the same could not be said for me as I sank my claws deep into the back of the orkin slave master. The corrupted humanoid thrashed, swinging his weaponised forelimb at me. I swerved across his shoulder, narrowly missing the rusted mix of flesh, skeleton, and blade. Then came the sharp crack of the whip clattering on my armour as his other arm reached over to grab me.  
 
    "Far too long has we’s been beaten by the weak ones! Far too longs have we’s let our lord’s will be undone! The blessing given to's us by the power of the Great Master has beens wasted on you's cowering wretches!"  
 
    The uneasy silence amidst the rabble of the arena stands remained unbroken as the whip struck my armour over and over.  
 
    "Hold still!" Neera called. 
 
    I glanced up to see the sharp bone feathers slice across my opponent’s neck, while a second pair struck the small chimera’s forelimbs.  
 
    "Well, we’s ain’t goanna waste that blessing no more!" Balgore decreed, as a torrent of black blood from the slave master's neck darkened my scales. 
 
    Jumping away, I staggered off him as he toppled into a twitching heap, and finally fell limp on the sand beside the wailing chimera. 
 
    "The hour of our Great Master has come, as promised! His prison is no longers locked, his demons fill the skies, and so we’s rise to answers his call!" 
 
    My eyes opened wide as a rattling sound behind me, ended with a rickety thud. I looked to see a wooden gate had fallen into place over our way back into the corridor, locking us in the dungeon. I didn't care, all my thoughts abruptly stopped as my eyes fell on the open cell opposite, and the lone cage inside. It was neither empty nor filled with discarded bones, and a flood of relief mixed with guilt overcame me when I saw her.  
 
    "Risha!" Her name left my muzzle before I knew it.  
 
    Relief turned to anger when I saw her beaten scales smothered beneath foul gladiator armour, her silver bracelets long since stolen. All the while, her eyes filled with disbelief inside the cold sockets of her metal mask. Unlike the exoskeletal helmet I wore, hers was a foul metal case, glowing with strange runes, clamped and sealed firmly over her muzzle. A metal grill covered her eyes and nostrils, and a large padlock sealed the steel tomb to a chain.  
 
    She mumbled something, but her faint murmur was lost in a roar of orkin applause. 
 
    "The ice fires of Valcador are burning, the shamans of Shadow Fen heed the call, and we’s goanna use ‘em all. We's goanna march on this world as our lord once did. We’s gonna rise as the Great Master’s servants and he's goanna bring about ours new age!" Balgore’s booming speech continued.  
 
    "Step back!" I instructed. 
 
    Risha pressed herself against the back of the cage as I breathed a jet of fire and boiled her chain into glowing sludge. As soon as she was free, she leapt at me, almost knocking me over. Despite all the hatred, all the guilt, the moment I felt her embrace, it all dissolved away. 
 
    Swiftly shaking one of the gauntlets from my forepaws, I grasped the second chain, then the padlock. I had to concentrate; I wasn't sure if what I was attempting to do would work without the control my amulet gave me. Sure enough, my tight grip began to glow, I had enough hatred boiling inside me to destroy this whole place, but our reunion gave me all the control I needed. I gripped tighter until the metal melted away. It dribbled to the floor, and I fell into a slight daze when, with a metallic click and a thud, her mask fell off.  
 
    "Blaze, I thought you were dead!" she cried, tears streaming from her eyes.  
 
    I was left speechless while my haziness cleared, and our wings wrapped around each other’s.  
 
    She saw me die – what can I tell her? That I came back, simply awoke from the eternal sleep that had stolen the rest of her family?  
 
    "He was," Neera chimed in, retrieving her blade from the orkin’s neck before cautiously eyeing the squirming chimera.  
 
    Risha didn't even glance in the faldron's direction, she held me tighter, nuzzling beneath my head as tears rolled from her eyes. Out of it all, only one thing came to mind.  
 
    "Nothing to hold me to yet," I whispered, wrapping my wing tightly over her back.  
 
    She looked up at me, her sapphire eyes wide and gleaming as she declared. "That's not a bridge I'm ever going to cross."  
 
    "Demons are descending from the north, the place where the meats bag scum stole away our great master. It’s from there that he's returnin’!" Balgore rallied another chorus of thunderous cheers from the crowd outside.  
 
    "Where are the others?" Neera questioned urgently.  
 
    "They dragged me over here," replied Risha. "I was supposed to be the next one in this… spectacle. The others are still over there," she explained, pointing across the blood-stained arena with her wing.  
 
    "The brethren of Hinnoron will’s be drawing togethers, all the clans and all the tribes. We’s will march on this world as we’s did under our lord’s brazen banner. We’s will scour the mountains of featherwings, burn the soft skin meat bags, and dig out the city of wyrms! The brazen horde of Hinnoron is reformed. You's all serves Balgore now, maggots!"  
 
    The thunderous applause was the loudest combination of noises I’d ever heard, and my relief faded as Neera gave a frustrated grunt, pacing forward.  
 
    "We can't get to them, not through that many, there's thousands!" she stated, staring out on to the arena floor.  
 
    She's right, but I chose this way, and if I fail to stop them here, then they'll destroy everything.  
 
    "I need to stop them," I declared. Risha froze in my grip.  
 
    "No, no, you can't," she demanded. "You can't go out there, that's crazy!" 
 
    I pulled away, and her words trailed off as I peered over the arena floor. 
 
    "Wait here," I instructed, but she refused to let me move.  
 
    "No, I'm not losing you again," she insisted, her expression the same as it had been the first night I'd tried to leave her.  
 
    She stepped forward, her eyes like piercing daggers, and I realised she didn't need to tell me 'no' again. She looked to my once-shattered wing, then down to the armour covering the scar on my chest. 
 
    "T–They'll kill you!" she snapped, her words wavering with emotion.  
 
    "I'd like to see them try!" Neera interrupted.  
 
    Risha looked between us, bewilderment covering her face.  
 
    If only she'd seen what Neera saw. I thought, as I sighed. They can't kill me, but they can kill my friends... That's why I must be the one in the line of fire.  
 
    The rattle of wood and the screech of metal snatched all our attentions when more dungeon bars rose.  
 
    Or the world could have other plans. I thought, glaring into the face of the fully-grown and ruthlessly tormented chimera. 
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter 14 
 
    The Centurion 
 
      
 
    "Get across the arena, now!" I hissed as Neera edged to my side.  
 
    The multi-headed creature gave a loud hiss, multiple pairs of hungry eyes designating targets for the equally numerous sets of fangs. The mouth of the feline head snarled, its bared teeth dripping with foaming liquid beneath flared nostrils. The goat head sat beside it, and the scaly third head snorted flame. 
 
    "That bile is really flammable," Neera nervously pointed out, positioning herself behind our fireproof bodies and nodding to the gurgling liquid. 
 
    The monster's attention panned away, and it moved towards its smaller companion.  
 
    "I'll distract it, you get over there and find the others," I ordered, backing away as the creature lowered two of its heads.  
 
    Beyond the confines of the chamber I could hear the mixed responses of the crowd – the cheers, morphing into growls at the delayed entertainment. The postponement was short-lived, as the monstrous creature lashed out. The teeth of two heads, and the fangs of its snake-like tail, ripping the smaller chimera to ribbons. 
 
    Is everything here only interested in killing?  
 
    Stepping to the left, I distracted the third head away from the others as I called.  
 
    "Hey, ugly!"  
 
    The second pair twisted after the third, one vomiting foul liquid in a series of bubbling coughs while sparks flashed behind the fangs of the other. Before the uppermost head could ignite the flammable bile, I breathed my own, sparking the spewing liquid into an inferno. 
 
    "Go, run for the cages!" I shouted as the flames wrapped around the thrashing beast. 
 
    With little care for the changed combatants, the savage crowd roared to life when the three of us bolted out onto the arena floor. To the right of our entrance a tower supported a balcony above the crowds, breaking the skyline of the arena. Balgore and his lesser grunt Goarog watched the spectacle while the warlord's wyvern sat on a bone perch to his left. Above us, a net of chains covered the arena’s upper rim, patrolled by armed orkin. 
 
    Even if I melt through the net, there's no way we can avoid that many arrows. I noted as I saw more beyond the outer walls. We'll have to walk all the way to the temple.  
 
    I wasn't given long to speculate, as a chorus of animalistic cheers wasn’t enough to quench the chimera's ferocity. It lunged at me in an explosion of splintering wood and flames, unable to avoid its crushing jaws my frail armour crunched as its teeth sheered through and struck my scales. A concoction of vile-smelling fumes and spewing liquid flooded over me as I kicked out, trying to break free. The flaming monstrosity reared up in response, launching me through the air with a flick of its neck. Spreading my wings a moment too late, I slammed into the ground with a thud. 
 
    Somewhat dazed I staggered to my paws as the creature spun wildly before striking out with its serpent-tail. The potent fangs lanced across my muzzle like a cracking whip, shattering the exoskeleton and knocking me to the floor. Finding my back pressed into the sand, I rolled onto my front, only to be pinned down by one of its forepaws. I resisted its weight, forcing all my paws into the ground, the acrid reek of its breath stung my nostrils and flammable drool poured over me. 
 
    Breathing fire while covered in this stuff can't be the best idea? I thought, only to conclude. But neither was blowing up that bridge.  
 
    I opened my muzzle, fighting to draw breath as the slender, serpentine head of the tail appeared beside me. With a sharp hiss, its fanged jaw flared, and I was in no position to do anything other than struggle as it struck toward me.  
 
    In an unexpected flash, a lance of ice sliced the scaly extremity clean off, and it flopped to the floor in a twitching heap. In the same instant, the abomination's pained whine became a shriek as it reared up, and a pair of bone-feathers skewered the rightmost head's eyes.  
 
    "Get away!" Risha growled, angrily beating her wings, and rearing up with sapphire fire dancing between her teeth.  
 
    Staggering to my paws, I looked back in startled confusion.  
 
    "I'm not letting you out of my sight again!" she hollered above the orkins' din. 
 
    "Keep its attention, I'll get behind it!" Neera called, darting masterfully into the air.  
 
    Risha braced herself against the floor at my side, her wings tight at her flanks, elemental marks glowing.  
 
    "I’m trained, you know?" she stated, her firm expression broken slightly by a stern smile. "And I don't need the order's stupid exams to deal with this thing." 
 
    Above the clanking of metal, the booming of drums, and the roaring crowd, the painful screams of our now partially blinded adversary cried out. The reptilian head spat at Neera, sending a dry cough of flames towards her. With a beat of my wings I bolted forward, aiming for the lower of the heads, plunging my teeth and claws deep into the mangy flesh on its neck. Foul-tasting ichors mixed with the noxious fumes flooded my mouth, and what remained of my helmet crumbled under the strain.  
 
    So much for the disguise, most of the city is cheering for us now!  
 
    The roaring creature bolted, throwing me over its head to within reach of its gnashing jaw. A surge of pain burst through the armour around the tip of my tail as its teeth sank through to my scales. I didn’t dare look at the bloody mess, instead I clawed my way onto its head and forced my talons deeper into its skull. Noxious bile spewed from its mouth, its bones cracked, and blood boiled. The second of Neera's makeshift gauntlets disintegrated in the flames of my white-hot claws in an all-too-familiar fashion, and yet I felt neither sympathy nor guilt for stealing another life.  
 
    I'm doing what's right, this thing's a monster. It's my responsibility to make sure it can't hurt anyone else.  
 
    "Risha! Light it!" I cried as I shoved the creature's head down into its own concoction of flammable bile.  
 
    Her eyes widened as she hesitated. "What about you!?"  
 
    The creature lurched up, almost throwing me into the air.  
 
    "Risha, do it!" I urged, glancing into its wild eyes for a moment before the world erupted in blue flames.  
 
    What was left of my armour gave a crack as the explosive force threw me through the air and I landed with a thud, closely followed by a shower of foul-smelling gore. My head spun, my muscles burned, my tail was in tatters, and what remained of the chimera slumped in the sand. 
 
    Spews fire... But not so fireproof... I inwardly gasped, as my head slumped against the sand.  
 
    My armour had split, sagging off like broken pottery as my wings flopped loosely at my side.  
 
    "Blaze! Blaze! By the fires, your tail!" Risha called, urgently appearing at my side. "I'm sorry I..."  
 
    Shaking off the battered parts of her armour, she frantically wrapped me in another desperate embrace until I was brought face to face with her disapproving scowl.  
 
    "Don't you ever make me do anything like that again!" she demanded, squeezing me tighter.  
 
    "Well, I'll assume I'm safe if you're the one managing the explosions," I offered dryly, and she snorted a hiss of blue flame in my face.   
 
    "Hey, you two, look sharp – this isn't over," Neera reminded us as she landed to our right. 
 
    Besides some minor tail feather singes, she looked fine. Not to mention, her armour was holding up far better than mine. Her eyes were not fixed on us, she was focused on the balcony above the roaring crowd. 
 
    "A victor! Gets some’s mores out there’s, I’s wants to sees more fightin’!" Balgore growled, silencing the roaring crowd with a bang of his mighty hammer. "I’s wants to sees more fightin', and that means get more fightin' on! Boss’s orders, and I's goanna be the biggest of all the bosses!" 
 
    "Not if I can help it!" I shouted as I staggered forward. 
 
    I'm ending this today, even if I have to slay every orkin here to get Balgore’s head on a spike.  
 
    "I know you can understand me," I pressed.  
 
    "Huh?" the warlord snorted, staring down at me like I was no more than an ant talking back to his boot. 
 
    Meanwhile, the eyes of his lesser companion weren’t quite so devoid of concern. Goarog’s rocky skull cracked and shifted as they widened.  
 
    "That's... that's impossible, I's stuck that one good," he whimpered, as if robbed of a prize.  
 
    "If you’s as stuck it, then how’s it here?" Balgore questioned.  
 
    I placed a paw forward and coiled back.  
 
    "Get to the cages and find the others, I'll keep him busy," I instructed.  
 
    "Blaze, I told you..." 
 
    "I'm going to put an end to this," I declared, before Risha could protest further.  
 
    It didn't stop her concern, but she reluctantly released me as Neera added.  
 
    "Keep him away from the cages, I'll find a way through."  
 
    "Even’s if it was dead, which it ain't, why was it not here on my wall?" Balgore growled, pointing a claw at me, then the stuttering grunt.  
 
    Goarog whined, backing away until his spines brushed the wall. For every moment they argued the crowd was silent and I collected myself. Taking in a deep breath I closed my eyes, allowing all the rage and hatred to fill my mind.  
 
    He'd killed me and stolen my friends!  
 
    "Anger?" the dark tone of my mind teased.  
 
    No, this is my responsibility. My concentration wavered.  
 
    I will punish them for everything they've done, not because some voice in my head wants me to reduce all who condemn me to dust, but because it's necessary. 
 
    "No matter, runt, I's gonna shows you how a real warlord does things. I’s gonna have that wyrm’s head for my..." 
 
    The wooden platform exploded in a ball of fire as my shot landed with an explosive boom. Reverberating from every surface and sinking deep into the earth with a resonating hum, as if the city itself welcomed the impending liberation.  
 
    I braced myself as fire leapt across my scales, shattering what was left of Neera's armour. With another burst of white flame, the arena's framework ignited, scattering tree-sized fragments across the crowd. The orkin closest to the blaze scattered like insects, Goarog was catapulted to the side and the wyvern’s bleached perch collapsed into the stands. A plume of dust and fire consumed Balgore as he fell from the crumbling platform, and with a thundering crash, an avalanche of smouldering rubble crashed on top of him.  
 
    "Such power, it feels good, doesn't it?" The voice hissed.  
 
    The restless crowd fell silent as the echo of the explosions dispersed amongst the peaks. I prowled towards the settling dust, each step of my burning paws turning the sand into boiling pits of molten glass.  
 
    This ends today. All of them die! 
 
    Without hesitation, I coiled back, and set the remains of the smouldering stands ablaze with breath after breath. Orkin scattered like roaches as the fire began to ravage the wooden structure. But I was far from done. Rearing up, I beat my wings, releasing a wave of boiling air, dispersing all that was left of the explosion’s dust cloud.  
 
    Shock didn’t worry me when I saw Balgore shrug off the rubble when he emerged unfazed from the wave of heat. Grasping his hammer, he let out a fearsome roar, beating a stone-ravaged arm across his chest. Another loud roar robbed my attention, the unmistakable sound of the wyvern.  
 
    Oh, how I will enjoy melting one of those into dust!  
 
    Its serpentine neck and unfurled wings blocked out the light from the burning platform as it rose into the air. Within seconds it was heading straight at me, its beating wings creating a sandstorm in its wake. Effortlessly dodging to the right, its jaws impacted the molten dirt I’d left behind, and I couldn't help but smile as my nemesis burnt itself on the searing sand. 
 
    "No!" Balgore shouted, his spiked hammer crashing down on his mount's head with a bone-crushing blow as he shoved it aside. 
 
    "This one's mine!" he rumbled, running at me without hesitation.  
 
    He was like a mountain, wielding a hammer that was twice the size of my skull. If I hadn’t been in control of my fear, I might have broken down at the sight of the wall of warped steel, flesh and stone.  
 
    "What is fear but a weak mortal concept?" my avatar hissed wickedly.  
 
    I coiled back, firing another ball of burning light into the sand at his twisted feet. The ground erupted as the projectile exploded and a cloud of hot sand and fire consumed the warlord. The shot rang out, the sound carrying deep into the mountain. Another unusual silence momentarily fell over the arena, until something rang back. It was so faint I barely noticed. Raising myself up, I stepped back from the lingering cloud, thankful that the warlord was nowhere to be seen – did it work, is he...?  
 
    His hulking body burst through the swirling mist, his hammer striking my side before I could avoid it. I landed in a steaming heap of superheated sand, yet there was no pain, in fact all he'd succeeded in doing was to encourage my mind’s dark entity to stoke my fires. I caught sight of Risha and Neera behind me, but before I could get to my paws, the sharp spines of Balgore’s hammer struck me again.  
 
    "Is that all you’s got, wyrm?"  
 
    White flame spewed from my nostrils as I swatted the weapon away with a foreclaw. Lifting to my paws in a shroud of steam, Balgore grew wary, but also unsatisfied by my unspoken answer. He held what was left of his hammer across his chest, the end he’d struck me with glowing bright orange and hissing like freshly forged steel.  
 
    "I's gonna guts you’s, flame demon!" he boomed, charging towards me.  
 
    Focusing all my fury and hate, I closed my eyes and coiled back, ready to strike, but his hammer came too early. The spiked weapon plunged down with bone-shattering force, but the blow never came. The metal hissed and cracked, melting into a hot sludge long before it could strike my molten scales. Opening my eyes to the sensation of slag pouring over me, I glanced down to see it reform as a dark blob at my paws.  
 
    Balgore's eyes widened when he looked over what remained of his once great hammer with utter disbelief.  
 
    Now he's getting the message! He, and his whole cursed race are going to die! 
 
    The faint sound of a distant hum from deep inside the mountain filled the silence. This time it was more distinctive, radiating up to the high mountain peaks like an elusive symphony. 
 
    "What’s this trickery?" Balgore demanded, furiously shaking what was left of his hammer.  
 
    I didn't respond, while the dark creature in my mind guided my thoughts: "No mercy!" 
 
    I opened my muzzle, flames as hot as the sun bubbling in the back of my throat. 
 
    No mercy for monsters! My own thoughts repeated.  
 
    A deeper, longer rumble reverberated around the arena; this time too loud to ignore. It surged through the city like a great wave, immediately followed by a deep tremor.  
 
    Releasing a wayward fireball, Balgore fell to the sand in another explosion. The force also sent me staggering, while the whole mountain shifted beneath my paws.  
 
    This isn't me, I'm strong, but I can't move the earth itself!  
 
    I searched for my opponent and what remained of the scattering crowd froze and fell silent. Balgore rose to his feet and another deep, earth-churning groan resonated, this time accompanied by the ring of grinding metal. Something shifted beneath me, something mechanical and yet alive, beating at the earth, clawing its way under the city.  
 
    The howling of orkin slave creatures grew into a panicked frenzy as fire spread further over the arena. An unnerving chill ran down my spine as my blazing form started to dissipate. I caught sight of the others standing by one of the cages, and given the glowing-hot bars, I assumed they were trying to melt their way through.  
 
    What are they waiting for, why have they stopped? 
 
    The city shook again, loose ruins tumbling while the orkin horde began to squeal more than ever as large sections of the arena collapsed. All the while, the deep, mechanical growl grew louder, and I began shaking more violently with the increasing shudder. My gaze, as well as many others was directed toward the temple as the earth before the defiled golden doors erupted into a huge fountain of dirt and stone. 
 
    A snake-like mass of gleaming metal whipped violently into the air. What looked like an enormous, armoured worm with a fiery-white light glowing beneath segmented golden plates writhed up from the pit, tossing orkin aside like ants before sinking back down. 
 
    "What’s is this!?" Balgore demanded.  
 
    I had no idea; but the fact that the orkin didn’t know about it, worried me more.  
 
    This is their city; they've been here for hundreds of years and they don't know what this is?  
 
    Another metallic growl reverberated from the pit, and another shape erupted high into the sky, blocking out the sun before crashing down. 
 
    Is that a giant golden claw? I thought in stunned disbelief.  
 
    The metal talons slammed into the ground with an almighty crunch, showing little care for the structures or the orkin crushed beneath. The plates that bound its glowing interior buckled, shifting and shimmering as geysers of steam shot out from intricate joints. The sound repeated itself when another claw emerged, grabbing the top of a stone column, the force almost bringing the whole pillar down.  
 
    What in the creators' name is that? I thought in horror while the limbs shifted, hauling something up from deep within the pit. I bolted as fast as my legs would allow to the cage on which Risha and Neera worked.  
 
    "Can you get through?" I panted, looking at the glowing bars.  
 
    Neera shook her head free of her focus, noted my newly healed body with a snort, then swiftly added.  
 
    "I'm working on it! These things are designed to hold all sorts of animals, including fire-breathing ones!"  
 
    The metallic grinding accelerated, accompanied by a constant rumble. Waves of panicked orkin rushed out of the arena like a river, even Balgore turned to his dazed wyvern, leaping into its saddle. Neera coiled back, releasing a torrent of hybrid fire over the bars, while more fire from Risha finally melted them.  
 
    "Come on!" she called, avoiding the red-hot metal as she snaked through.  
 
    "Blaze, come on!" Risha shouted yanking me to the far end of the cage where we found another set of bars.  
 
    The destruction was clearly visible – beyond the bars a huge gash had been ripped through the earth in front of the temple doors, dragging a good portion of the orkins’ crude structures down with it. 
 
     "No! Stupid things, we need to get through!" Risha growled, launching herself at the bars.  
 
    She said they had the others over by the temple. I peered out through the cage in stunned terror. No, not like this!  
 
    "You can't save everyone," my mind hissed callously.  
 
    "Risha! We'll get them out, I promise," I declared, gripping her by the shoulders.  
 
    All the while, Neera stood wide-eyed, staring at a machine lifting itself from the crumbling pit. The mechanical limbs dragged it from the depths, its colossal bulk blocked out the sky, while piles of debris cascaded down its shifting plates. The ancient, metallic workings shifted until a great, segmented wing stretched out, pistons hissing while a mysterious, white light glowed like a furnace inside. There was one last groan as the wing folded, and the metal goliath heaved itself to full height, its long, slender neck coiling up to reveal a regally decorated head, glowing white eyes and ember-spewing nostrils.  
 
    "It’s a dragon!" Neera shouted, muzzle agape as the monster of pure gold shuddered to a halt. 
 
    Debris poured from its body as it dwarfed the arena. Along its segmented neck, metal plates separated, hissed and clattered as they parted slightly to relieve the heat inside. Steam hissed from its joints, while its head, held high above the highest city spire, scanned the horde before it.  
 
    I paid little attention to the wyvern and Balgore taking off behind us as the animated machine's eyes blazed with white flames. 
 
    It's like the monster from the celebration, but... Different.  
 
    I didn't have time to consider who could have constructed such a thing, because it now looked straight at me, or was it into me, what was inside me or what it knew me to be? I didn’t know.  
 
    It's like it knows me.  
 
    Silence fell over the mountains, even the orkin turned to stare. The strangely beautiful armour shifted and light surged from its chest, up into its neck, past the upper plates venting a celestial heat, slowly creeping, segment by segment. 
 
    My eyes widened when I realised what was about to happen.  
 
    It's a giant mechanical dragon, and that is… Dragon’s breath...  
 
    I leapt forward, dragging Neera back from the bars, forcing her behind Risha and I. With three metallic clanks, a hiss of steam, and a whirring of smaller mechanisms, the machine's jaw opened, releasing a hurricane of white-hot flame. I closed my eyes while the fire consumed the street, turning it into a river of flames that washed away the chattering hordes of orkin, tore what remained of the arena stand from its foundations, and boiled our cage.  
 
    Fireproof or not, I felt the heat lap at my scales as the sheer force rocked our cell like a ship caught in a storm. Thankfully, the crude orkin metal offered enough protection, but the same couldn’t be said for the burning wood, charred stone, and the smell of burnt monsters.  
 
    "Thanks," Neera panted, her feather-tips sizzling as she peered at both of us. 
 
     She could have died if I'd have been a second slower... I dismissed the possibility of what could have been and simply offered a nod.  
 
    The far side of the cage was now nothing more than a glowing hole.  
 
    "That fire... It's..." began Risha, looking right at me as she shrugged off what was left of her singed armour. I knew what she was going to say – no fire's that hot, save for mine.  
 
    "Come on, we’ve got to get past it," I ordered, moving to the newly melted opening. 
 
    "Stay behind us," Risha instructed to the not-so-fireproof Faldron.  
 
    Neera wasn't going to argue and nodded as the two followed me. 
 
    Peering down over the scorched ground, I saw the remains of a thousand incinerated orkin. Those more stone than flesh, had withstood most of the flames and came crawling from the heaps of blackened bones as a smell viler than the chimera's breath hung in the parched air. Pyres and lingering smoke created a veil over the machine while more metallic movement echoed from the pit, followed by a heavy thud when the claw clutching the pillar crashed to the ground.  
 
    Rubble and boulders littered the street before me, and it was hard to tell what had recently fallen and what had been this way for centuries.  
 
    Maybe I won't be the one to level this place after all.  
 
    Testing the heat of the smouldering stones for Neera, I leapt down and fixed my eyes on the orkin structures near the pit.  
 
    "That's it down there," Risha directed, as more orkin crawled from the rubble like rats.  
 
    "Whats are you’s doing maggots!? Gets in there an’ fight!" Balgore's voice bellowed from somewhere above the devastation. 
 
    Peering over my shoulder I saw his wyvern perched on the city wall, beyond the smouldering ruins of the arena. Even so far away he made his voice heard, however, the sound also attracted the machine’s attention. Its expressionless eyes locked on the warlord’s position and it emitted a low groan as its metal jaw hissed again. The golden segments in its throat spaced, venting the heat of the pulsating light channelling up its neck until, with a jolt, it launched another projectile. 
 
    It was unnervingly like the fire bolts I was able to conjure and ripped through the air with the intensity of the sun. The wyvern beat its wings, attempting to escape, but the projectile’s explosive force shattered the wall under it, covering it in a shower of stone and debris, knocking Balgore into the volcanic mist over the far side. As soon as he was gone, the machine's eyes drifted to the orkin hordes, and its mouth opened once more.  
 
    Clink, clink, boom!  
 
    A new, equally deafening sound shattered the air, echoing through the mountains before the machine could let loose its flame. I bolted to the cover of a boulder as the head of the metal creature exploded in a shroud of shrapnel. Several of the orkin cannons had turned to face the new foe, and with a whirring of crude metal, the giant-dragon was struck again.  
 
    Its head rose from the smoke completely unscathed, turning to the first cannon.  
 
    "Fire!"  
 
    This time I heard the order before the cannon's molten ball was released. The shot glanced the side of the machine’s armoured frame, and my eyes widened in horror when I realised where the deflected shot would land.  
 
    "Look out!" Without thinking, I jumped to my paws, bounding across more rubble as Risha yanked Neera away from the exploding shot. 
 
    It struck a tower above us, the whole thing coming down in a thundering cloud of dust.  
 
    "We need to get out of the open, we're like sitting-griffins out here!" Neera declared, her feathers ruffling. "We should use the back alleys for cover!" 
 
    The ringing in my ears muffled the boom of another cannon and the orkin battle cries, as I looked to Risha.  
 
    "Are you okay?"  
 
    She coughed, rising to her paws, but managed a nod while shaking the dust from her scales. 
 
    "S–she's right, we need to get to the temple..." she suggested.  
 
    A mechanical whir echoed through the settling dust, allowing me to see the faint glow of flames. Before any of us could react, there was a stone-crunching crash, the force shattering the floor, sending the dust cloud into another frenzy. The claw of the machine came to rest in the rubble beside us – a little closer and we'd have been flattened! 
 
     Peering up, I saw the shifting golden plates amidst the gloom. Up-close, I could see the metal was engraved with a mass of intricate carvings, like those on the Elder Temple's door. It was obvious that the plates were only the exterior shell. Thousands of metal components shifted like living muscle covered by white light within the machine’s core, all combining to mimic a living creature.  
 
    Several large plates forming its lower chest vented a wave of intense heat, exposing the raging furnace at its heart. The surge of hot air hit me like a wall, and a shower of white embers followed as it unleashed another shot. The bolt of light lit the gloom, followed by another violent response from the orkin canons.  
 
    They can fire all they want; it doesn't seem to care. I thought in twisted triumph as I saw the blazing ruins of a canon cascading down.  
 
    As I watched, the claw pulled up and the glowing chest glided forward as it took another lumbering step. The whole thing was like the shadow-creatures, it shouldn't exist, but it did, and yet it felt different, like it belonged somewhere else as opposed to not belonging at all.  
 
    "Okay, now's our chance," Neera suggested, hopping down into the narrow Taldran streets the moment the claw was gone.  
 
    Shifting to follow, I caught Risha's stare lingering on the mighty golden doors of the crumbling temple.  
 
    She thought she'd lost me and now her brother? I reassuringly nudged her side.  
 
    "Come on, we’ll find them," I assured. 
 
    Her eyes wavered before shifting to me, not even the violent tremors shook her free. 
 
    She really does trust me, even though I haven't a clue. I had no idea how to feel, but I was determined to live up to that trust.  
 
    I stepped forward, stretching out my wing to her side. She trusts me more than I trust myself, is that what matters?  
 
    We both jumped into the streets after Neera whilst another boom rang out over the machine’s thunderous movements. The rumble spurred us all on, hugging the walls of the tightly packed ruins until we found a side street leading towards the temple.  
 
    I hate tight spaces. I thought, reminded of the ice below Ilivar as we shoved past orkin barricades and camps.  
 
    Finally, Neera scampered to the end of the street, which was crossed by another, leaving us with a choice: left or right. We turned towards the temple, but it was nothing more than another tight space, and a graveyard of smouldering ruins.  
 
    "By my tail feathers, it's like a maze down here!" Neera grumbled as she peered out into a courtyard filled with the demolished foundations of highkin architecture, the remains of orkin scrap, and incinerated creatures.  
 
    "How are they smart enough to navigate this place?" she added with a puzzled look. 
 
    "We're still heading the right way, it’s just a little further," I told her, spying the spires of the temple over the shattered roof tops.  
 
    She nodded, swiftly proceeding through an opening, but the moment she was clear, she was struck on her left side. Her armour absorbed most of the blow inflicted by the hulking fist of the half-scorched orkin. Snorting, he pulled a toothed blade from his back, and held it against Neera's neck as she struggled to recover.  
 
    "What doess we’s ‘ave ‘ere?"  
 
    His sneering lips bubbled foul black goo as he spoke, and without thought, I lunged at him, fire hissing through my teeth. Switching his attention towards me, he swung his spiked fist into my head, throwing me to the floor. The foul taste of a backfire seared my throat as I gagged on soot and clutched my chest. Meanwhile, the orkin shifted, swinging to bring his blade down on me. I saw flashes of Goarog in the wood’s seconds before my attacker's chest suddenly exploded. Black gore and corrupted stone followed the frozen spear exiting his abdomen as he expelled a gargled dying breath, hitting the ground with a thud. 
 
    "A dead orkin, that's what you have there," Risha growled as she leapt on top of him and helped me to my paws.  
 
    Uninjured, Neera recovered her dignity before pressing on, muttering. "Let's pretend that one didn't get the jump on me." 
 
    "Thanks," I offered my companion.  
 
    "You're not dying again," Risha declared. "Not if I can help it."   
 
    "Tell that to the thing that did this," Neera called.  
 
    We both looked to see her at the far side of the courtyard. Clambering over, I found myself peering at the distinctive imprint the machine’s claw had left in the ground.  
 
    "What is that thing?" Risha questioned, as its distant rumbles echoed through the streets like a ghost.  
 
    "I don't know," I admitted, shaking my head – this is something else entirely, like the shadow-creatures... Like me.  
 
    "Whatever it is, I hope it wipes this place off the mountainside, then burns the whole of Valcador to boot," Neera professed bitterly.  
 
    The thunder of cannon fire behind us wasn’t too far from granting the faldron her wish as I hopped down into the giant impression.  
 
    "Well, it's got their attention, so let's get into the temple before they catch us again," I encouraged. 
 
    Risha leapt to my side without question.  
 
    "Remind me again why you wanted to come here in the first place?" Neera asked, nervously scanning the destruction about her.  
 
    For a moment I was lost for words. I'd no clear idea what the Elders had intended me to find. All I knew was that it was my only lead to finding the creators and fixing this mess.  
 
    "For the same reason you came back to save me," I replied.  
 
    She paused for a moment, smiled, and hopped down.  
 
    "In that case, lead on."  
 
    The moment I knew she was with us, I clambered over the rubble and through several more cramped streets while the battle raged on at the far end of the city.  
 
    "This was where they held us!" Risha declared as we finally reached the edge of the pit from which the mechanical creature had crawled.  
 
    "No, no, by the creators, I don't see it!" she added in a panic.  
 
    Laced with fallen debris the pit sloped down beneath the temple into what appeared to be a natural cavern. Huge paw prints were still visible, as were the gashes that monstrous, metal claws had left in the earth. Any curiosity was forgotten, as I studied the slope to find most of it was formed from huge pieces of stone sitting amidst crushed metal forges and collapsed huts.  
 
    "Are you sure?" Neera asked, only to swiftly correct herself when faced with Risha's solemn stare. "I... I... They can't be down there, I'm sure they're okay.".  
 
    She didn't get another response as Risha hopped down to scour the rubble. I was quick to follow, overturning stones and wooden beams while the sounds of cannon fire and metal feet still thundered overhead. 
 
    Neera has to be right, they have to be okay!  
 
    "There!" Risha cried, sliding down the rubble towards the half-crushed remains of a larger orkin structure sitting almost vertical on the slope.   
 
    I bolted after her into the shadow of the newly formed chasm, and from the sound of her paws, I guessed Neera was right behind. The sudden appearance of an orkin emerging from the doorway stopped me in my tracks. He was dazed and shaken, Risha was far enough away to stop before she ran into him, while I coiled back, ready to send him into oblivion.  
 
    "Do it! Remember what 'they' did. It is your responsibility to keep them safe," the dark tone of my breaking conscience hissed as the orkin staggered, shaking his head before looking up at us. 
 
    "What are you waiting for?" he growled.  
 
    The orkin gave a fierce grunt, revealing the metal blade of his warped left arm.  
 
    "They don't deserve mercy, they have broken the natural order!" my mind roared, and seeing the orkin poised to attack Risha, my vision boiled red.  
 
    The shot hit his chest, sending him back into the wall, where his shredded corpse ricocheted and bounced down into the chasm. The explosion rang out with a strange, echoing hum. It was like the arena, but stronger, and seemed to emit from deep within the bowels of the pit.  
 
    "Good! See how they are nothing in the face of your true power," my mind's dark avatar purred, slipping away into my thoughts.  
 
    Ignoring his gratification, I leapt down after Risha as she continued to the doorway.  
 
    "Boltock! Ember!" she called, moving through a corridor lined with buckled cells. 
 
    Most held panicked creatures, thrashing and gnawing at their bent prison bars, trying to escape, while others lay dead, crushed under the rock. 
 
    "Ember, Boltock!" Risha called again, searching the far end of the hut, where the rear section had been sheered away. 
 
    The ground tilted into the chasm and my heart almost stopped at the sound of a loud metal clang. The thought that it may be the machine gripped me, but when it repeated, I realised it was close and nowhere near as grand. It repeated until my eyes found its source, half-buried in the rubble was another cage. Risha immediately leapt forward, dashing to the metal box. From her relieved expression, I quickly guessed that the captive was alive.  
 
    "Get back!" she instructed, rearing up and releasing a torrent of flames over the bars.  
 
    As she worked, I glanced back towards Neera, her eyes scouring the dusty devastation from beneath her battered helmet.  
 
    "Good riddance" she declared, spitting onto a dead orkin with a satisfied grunt.  
 
    "I think you were right about them," I confirmed, nodding to Risha.  
 
    "I told you, I know the orkin, even if they're starting to change."  
 
    The click of an opened lock, and the clang of a falling metal mask onto the wooden floor sounded the moment I saw Boltock emerge from the cage, only to be wrapped in his sister's wings.  
 
    "You’re okay. I, I... where's Ember?" she asked anxiously, pulling back.  
 
    "I don't know, her cage was right next to mine," he announced, nervously backing away from his sister and glancing down into the pit.  
 
    She nodded and quickly disappeared over a shattered, stone wall with Boltock close behind. I staggered after them, hoping I'd misheard the conversation as I fought to keep my balance.  
 
    I spoke too soon, Neera may be right, but that doesn't mean they won't have been crushed!  
 
    I froze when I saw the pair of them searching a pile of rubble below a sheer drop next to two boulders.  
 
    Neera stopped beside me, her ears pricked up high.  
 
    Then I noticed it too – something's different, it's almost silent, too quiet. Has the battle stopped? Has the machine fallen, or has it wiped all of them out?  
 
    "Boltock! Help me with these, quickly!" Risha cried.  
 
    The new commotion stole my attention, and Neera and I quickly jumped down. Boltock and Risha were pulling the stone away, revealing a metal box buried beneath the remains. 
 
    "Risha, let me move the stone!" Boltock demanded. 
 
    Realising the sense in his command, she stepped back, allowing him to move the rocks with his elemental power. In a flash, he focused, raising them into the air and flinging them into the pit.  
 
    "You help them get her out, I'll check for orkin," Neera suggested, jumping down and moving deeper into the pit.  
 
    She's on edge. I noted. And that silence is making my spine prickle. We can't stay here. 
 
    With Boltock busy releasing Ember’s cage, I scampered over to a relatively flat surface that had once been the roof of a building, where I sat beside Risha and asked.  
 
     "Are you alright?" 
 
    She seemed almost startled by my sudden presence but nodded her head slightly.  
 
    "Yeah, I'm fine."  
 
    I wasn’t convinced and wondered if this was how she felt when I was sitting bruised and battered pretending it didn't hurt.  
 
    "There, I’ve got it!" Boltock declared triumphantly, interrupting my thoughts as he lifted the cage free within an arm of rock trapped by his magic. 
 
    In that moment of relief, I felt a shudder in the earth, a muffled sound, and a commotion at my side followed by a sharp scream. I turned to see Risha’s shoulder and front-left leg covered in blood. A deep wound covered her right wing and before I could react, a stone hand slammed into my snout, forcing me to the ground. Risha staggered too, and my eyes snapped open to see a pair of warped metal boots drop down between us.  
 
    "I's don’ts cares if you’s ain’t dead, you’s demon scum, I's gonna kills you’s good an' proper this time," Goarog spat, swinging his weapon round ready to strike again.  
 
    No, not this time, I'll rip his heart out before he gets another chance!  
 
    Adrenaline rushed through my veins, and a beat of my wings gave me enough height to hit him square in the chest with my horns, knocking him to the floor. I stood over my bleeding friend lowering my head, baring my teeth, protecting her with my wings.  
 
    Goarog staggered up and began walking around us, laughing to himself.  
 
    "Risha!" Boltock cried.  
 
    I glanced over to see him standing by the half-open cage, with his eyes wide.  
 
    "Stay there, help Ember!" I shouted, sincerely hoping he trusted me enough to listen. "He won't touch her again."  
 
    Goarog stopped in front of me with his back to the smoke-scarred sky, grunting a laugh. 
 
    "Is that so's, wyrm?" He flexed his rusted blade. "I's gonna guts you’s, then her, then all of yous!" he cursed, black blood splattering from his mouth.  
 
    I coiled back, ready to strike; he isn't getting any mercy. I don't need my corrupt conscience to tell me that.  
 
    The rubble at the lip of the cave shifted and Goarog smiled manically, his vile stone face cracking like a dry riverbed. As I prepared to fire the world grew dark and a metallic groan echoed through the cavern. 
 
    "I's..." Goarog's words trailed off as he glanced up and his expression dropped.  
 
    A tremendous gush of air kicked up a cloud of choking dust and rock as the ground in front of me disappeared, pressing me to Risha's back as my eyes closed tight. The sound of hissing steam and the groan of shifting metal, together with a metallic hum and a glowing light, filled the air. I opened my eyes to see a giant, golden claw where Goarog had stood only moments earlier.  
 
    It remained still for a moment, dust settling on its gleaming surface until it gave a loud shunt, the advanced workings whirring back to life while it heaved itself back, dragging rubble as it retreated out of the pit. I stayed perfectly still, only moving my eyes to follow the retreating claw disappearing over the edge of the cavern, while the creature’s mighty head loomed into view on top of its plated neck.  
 
    It's looking straight at us again.  
 
    With a loud clunk it stopped, its glowing eyes scouring the detail. For a moment it was unresponsive, its shadow blocking out most of the light while more debris settled around me. I was stuck between terror and my desire to allow no further harm to come to anyone.  
 
    With another clank the plated neck separated, revealing white-hot flame. Its mouth opened and the back of its throat whirred. I had no time to act as the spinning apparatus roared to life, ducking my head and spreading my wings to protect Risha the best I could. Although we were fireproof, I never realised how much I'd taken that for granted as the world exploded in a storm of white-hot flame, the intensity testing my scales to their limit. 
 
    I can do this... It's... Just fire! I closed my eyes tight as the flames beat down on the hissing rock, searing them into molten slag. 
 
    When it eventually stopped, I took in a great gulp of super-heated air, almost burning my lungs. The glowing rocks sizzled like hot coals, and the once buried hut was no more than a bonfire. Beyond the dispersing smoke I could still see two glowing eyes.  
 
    "We need to go now!" I heard a voice shout out as I staggered.  
 
    It was Ember, she was barely any better than Risha. Her battered scales, stolen jewels, and slight limp fuelled my anger. Thankfully, she was free of a cage that was now nothing more than a pile of molten gloop. Boltock emerged from behind a large rock beside her, but she didn't spare him a glance. Nor did I, as I quickly looked over Risha. She was breathing but losing consciousness due to the steady flow of blood running from her wound. Unsure of what to do, the sound of shifting metal rushed my decision. I moved around her, lowered myself, and spread out a wing while gently grabbing her neck in my mouth and pulling her limp body onto my back. 
 
    Her legs draped at my side and her head fell across my neck, while blood ran across my shoulder. There was another loud shunt when the shimmering mass glided through the smoke, scattering the dust like a flock of frightened birds. I rose to my paws, followed the others, carrying Risha with me towards the lower part of the cavern. The sound of violent destruction behind us made it clear that the earth wouldn’t hold the metal creature out for long.  
 
    "Blaze?" Risha’s weak voice instantly stopped me.  
 
    At least she's speaking, she's conscious, she's alive.  
 
    "Risha!" Boltock responded before I could. 
 
    Despite his own injuries he appeared at my side, far from the depressing cocoon in which he’d hidden for days. Ember limped up beside him, far more focused on assessing what she was presented with. 
 
    "We need to stop the bleeding," she coughed, coiling her tail up to the side of her head as flames sparked at its tip.  
 
    I swallowed hard, knowing full well what she intended.  
 
    "This is going to hurt," she informed Risha sympathetically, who gave a faint whimper.  
 
    Maybe it would be better if she's unconscious? I coiled my tail around, hovering the thin base of the freshly regenerated tip before her muzzle.  
 
    "Bite down on this, it will help," I offered. 
 
    I'd seen it done enough times back home with Tarwin, only never with my own tail. She hardly had the strength, but Risha took it in her jaw, closing her eyes tight.  
 
    "Ready?"  
 
    Lowering her tail to Risha’s shoulder, Ember’s flame met the bleeding wound, and I felt her teeth sink in. Closing my eyes tight, I consoled myself in the knowledge that what I was feeling was nothing compared to what she was going through. In the blackness of my closed eyes, the dim light of Ember’s flame flared, then faded, as did Risha’s grip on my tail. Before her head fell limp over my shoulder and she slipped into unconsciousness.  
 
    "She won't last long without proper healing," Ember acknowledged, her voice trembling.  
 
    "She's the only one who knows anything about proper healing!" Boltock exclaimed, pointing a forepaw at his sister while looking at Ember.  
 
    Ember gave him a solemn glance in response.  
 
    "No. No, no she won't... Ember don't..." Boltock struggled to get his words out. "Don't look at me like that!"  
 
    "She needs help, I’ve given us time," was the best the fiery dragoness could offer.  
 
    Time, space and creation?  
 
    We are here, where the fallen star crashed. I noted as I glanced up at the cave roof. 
 
    I'll take her to them, and they will save her, they'll tell me the truth, tell everyone what really happened. I'll make them!  
 
    Laying her across my back we traversed around the boulders until we came face to face with a monstrous cavern. It was like a subterranean world, reminding me of how awestruck I'd been when I first gazed upon the immense scale of Dardien.  
 
    It's so large, they could have built the entire city of Taldran down here!  
 
    We stood on an outer ridge, formed from a flat stone road running around the chamber’s circumference. Cracks in the ceiling allowed beams of sunlight and trickling waterfalls to pour to the cave floor, where bubbling pools of water sat below a city of orkin scaffold and crude industry. Most of it had been turned to ruin by what I assumed was the machine’s awakening, while orkin bodies bobbed in simmering pools. A large stone staircase ran up towards a door built into the natural rock face, the original entrance to the temple I presumed.  
 
    At the point where the stairs met the outer ring, a bridge stretched across the steaming pits, as did several others, all leading toward the centre like the equidistant spokes of a grand wheel. Each one was lined with symmetrical rows of marble pillars, bearing the distinct design of highkin architecture. Scattered among them were more orkin structures, most of which had fallen into the bubbling pits.  
 
    Beyond the abandoned scaffold, the ancient pathways led to a monolithic structure, something that didn’t belong amongst the simplistic stone work. It was similar in scale to one of Dardien’s stalactites, though most of it was hidden away by the roof and floor, making it appear more like a great pillar. As I'd read, it was made from solid gold, its weathered surface lined with a network of complex architecture like that of the mighty dragon stalactites. 
 
    It almost looks like what I saw in my vision of the Golden City.  
 
    Like the journal entries suggested, the mass of the object seemed to have fallen through the earth like a spear. The roof of the cavern was cracked and bent inwards, and the floor dipped into a shallow crater. I could only assume that much of the damage its impact had caused had faded over the thousands of years it had laid here. What surprised me most were the lights – like another scene from Dardien, its vast surface glowed, not with flame or torch light, but with orb-like stars. Upon closer inspection they appeared to be hovering crystals of varying sizes suspended in a synchronised orbit around the structure, all perfectly clean and fresh.  
 
    How did the orkin not take these? I wondered as one drifted by.  
 
    As we walked closer, something else became apparent amidst the noise of the hissing steam and bubbling water. The cavern was alive with a gentle hum, almost singing, a long, deep reverberation as if the whole place was calling out to something.  
 
    It’s like the noise that machine made. I noted. But this place was dead in the journal, why's it so alive now? 
 
    At the end of the road was a large door, surrounded by a tall archway like that of the temple outside, it too was made from gold and in far better condition.  
 
    Far grander a place to meet gods than in the ice. I couldn't help but think.  
 
    Another sound echoed through the immense chamber this time accompanied by a birdcall. I glanced up to one of the faintly lit holes to see the flickering feathered image of a phoenix. The majestic bird descended into the chasm, gliding effortlessly, before disappearing into the archway between two of the golden pillars.  
 
    "What happened?" I heard Neera’s voice, long before I saw her. "I took care of a few orkin, is she okay?"  
 
    The faldron appeared on top of a toppled pillar to my left, her eyes filled with concern as they fell on Risha.  
 
    "We need to get inside that thing," I told her, nodding to the central formation.  
 
    "I don't know what's in there, there could be thousands of orkin or another of those metal things!" she warned, before repeating. "What happened?"  
 
    Her questions and concerns were lost as I felt anger flood my mind.  
 
    If there are any orkin left on this mountain, I'll wipe them from it.  
 
    As for another metal creature? I'd take it down if it meant keeping my friends safe.  
 
    "Bold ambitions, you really are starting to come into your own," the dark voice cooed.  
 
    "She's going to be fine. We need to get inside," I responded, forcing truth into my words.  
 
    She will be... though I had no idea what I would do if she wasn't.  
 
    Neera looked to Boltock, then Ember limping behind. Her questions ceased when her feathers ruffled disapprovingly, yet she fell in line behind me.  
 
    The golden archway dwarfed us; even the highkin temple doors on the surface were nothing by comparison.  
 
    "What is this place?" Neera asked, gazing upwards as we passed under a monolithic archway.  
 
    "The fallen star," my tormenting voice stated, as the stone road gave way to polished marble.  
 
    In truth, there was only one answer I could really give.  
 
    "Home," I sighed, with little appreciation of what the word really meant.  
 
    None of them seem to understand; none of them really knew where I’d originated.  
 
    I'm still a freak, a pretend dragon... The creators' puppet.  
 
    Another chamber with towering walls greeted us, an inner sanctum bathed in pure gold. Its less-weathered surface was lit by more of the crystal lights orbiting high within its domed ceiling, like a billion fireflies in a shimmering night, illuminating a vast expanse of ancient symbols and carvings. 
 
    Flames burned in the cold air, their smoke trailing off into the closed space above. Four monolithic archways were spaced out like the equidistant points of a compass, while above the centre was a cylindrical shaft, encased in orkin scaffold, chains and thick ropes.  
 
    I assume that leads into the upper sections of the structure. I wondered, lost in wonder and awe, almost able to imagine being those who first found this place. 
 
    Directly below it, moulded into the floor at the centre of the chamber was a detailed dial bearing a star in the exact shape of my amulet. Through the dust, soot, and plant growth I made out neat glyphs of spheres, stars and dragon skulls. 
 
    Pausing at the edge of the ring, I glanced back at Risha’s unconscious body. She was still breathing, but her heavy inhaling and lack of movement were unnerving. I shook my head – I'm not going to lose anyone else, especially her.  
 
    Picking myself up, I moved down a set of shallow steps spanning the circumference of the central dial. Aside from the crackling of flames in the cool air, it was eerily quiet. There was no sign of the creators, the crystal pillar, or the light they'd spoken through the last time we'd met.  
 
    There must be more than this! I inwardly grumbled, as the call of a phoenix broke the stillness, and I looked up to see it circling directly above.  
 
    I glanced to all four entrances to see they all led out into the cave.  
 
    No, there has to be more to it than this!  
 
    A cold dread washed over me as the others stood within the central circle on either side of me. I felt all hope fading, my efforts to hold on were like trying to catch the wind. Markings way beyond my understanding were etched into circular bands at my paws, and I edged to the smaller depiction of an eight-point star marking the very centre.  
 
    "What now?" Boltock’s panic forced out his rushed words.  
 
    I heard Neera give a frustrated grumble, while Ember replied, "There's nothing here."  
 
    Her voice broke with brutal honesty.  
 
    "No, no, we came all this way!" Boltock cried.  
 
    "There has to be something, there has to be," I declared firmly, scanning every surface, the walls, the ceiling and the crystal lights, but there was nothing.  
 
    There can't be nothing! 
 
    I closed my eyes, desperately trying to recall everything I'd read about this place: sealed doors, the Sphere of Eternity. A door they couldn't get through.  
 
    My eyes snapped open.  
 
    "Boltock, there’s nothing but an empty room," Ember replied, her voice quivering as she lowered her head.  
 
    I felt my mind slipping, but I couldn’t accept that, I couldn’t give up. We'd come all this way, escaped Dardien, the shadow-creatures, and Taldran!  
 
    "There has to be something!" I shouted, fear turning to anger.  
 
    "No, no, no," I cursed, scratching at the golden carvings under me. "There has to be!"  
 
    Despite a momentary increase in the faint humming, I staggered with a final whimper as my last flicker of hope disappeared.  
 
    I stared at the shaft above and then down at my paws – It's a shaft, but it goes up, so is this really the bottom?  
 
    I looked down to my forepaws placed firmly on the smaller central circle. Pausing for a moment before connecting the memories.  
 
    What did Kaida say about dragonfire? I took a deep breath. My dragonfire is like no other.  
 
    I released a small plume of white flame upon the plate, and there was another momentary increase in the faint humming followed by a flash of light bursting across the metal at my forepaws. Then it was gone.  
 
    I looked up, hoping beyond all hope that there was something, a light, a ghost-dragon and Ethereal to save Risha. But there was nothing.  
 
    No...  
 
    Suddenly the whole central circle on which we stood jolted. I glanced at the others, all staring at me, their eyes widened in shock as the engraved plate shuddered, and without warning, the whole floor fell out from under us. 
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter 15 
 
    Ancestors of Gold 
 
      
 
    The sensation of falling overcame everything as the smooth, cylindrical shaft rushed by a wall of gold and the occasional flash of blue glowing rings. Nausea struck me, but thankfully, the speed of the platform gradually reduced to a gentle glide.  
 
    What in the creators' name is this?  
 
    Questions flooded my mind as I looked up to the shrinking shaft above, the sight causing my head to spin with vertigo.  
 
    How deep does this go?  
 
    I discovered how vast the place was when the surrounding cylinder was sucked away, and we entered a new chamber. The plate gently levitated down in a controlled freefall, and despite my desperate desire to find help, I was overwhelmed by awe. The new chamber was even grander than those above and it appeared like no one had set foot inside for millennia. The fine architecture and detailed markings were clean and crisp, almost like they had been forged moments ago, shimmering magnificently in the radiant glow of suspended crystals. 
 
    Several levitating bands of gold guided our platform on its final descent, and it came to a steady halt, seamlessly merging with a new floor. Catching my stunned breath, I instantly knew I wasn't the only one to be shocked. The others stepped cautiously from the platform; their forepaws pressed to their temples to steady their nausea. I could still feel Risha's fading breath on my shoulder as my claws tapped the polished marble floor. It was jet black, so clean it mirrored the chamber and me almost perfectly. 
 
    This looks exactly like the structure from my vision! I noted as my reflection stared back. I can't think of that now, I need to help Risha!  
 
    The soft humming sound still surrounded us, and like the chamber above, four huge corridors led off in equidistant directions. The one directly ahead was lit by a bright, blue glow, dwarfing that of the crystals. The source seemed to be a large blue sphere, continually crossed by a slender shadow. It was the closest thing to the crystal pillar I’d seen, which immediately made it my intended direction. 
 
    As we walked, my eyes wandered. Above, the light from the crystals flowed like a tranquil river into the corridors before blooming out where they widened. The walls glistened in their majestic glow, as did the marble floor. Golden pillars supported the magnificent ceilings, coming together to form sets of symmetrical archways. Smooth, circular cavities carved into the walls between them housed great draconic statues, bathed in faint, blue light. 
 
    They were unnervingly like the giant mechanical dragon, golden plates covering smaller internal workings while a flickering core danced like candlelight. Their heads were lowered, the left forelegs grasping spears tipped with huge silver blades transitioning from purple to blue in the ethereal light. If I hadn’t seen the dragon outside, I'd have assumed they were statues. However, their appearance made it clear they were similar in design and function, albeit smaller, and thankfully inactive.  
 
    Who in the creators' name built this? How do they work?  
 
    My eyes returned to the chamber as it opened out into another large, domed area, where the river of levitating crystals fanned out like a blossoming flower. In the centre were five golden pillars, forming a ring around a wide, squat pedestal.  
 
    Its top reflected the light of a large sphere looming like the sun in a summer's sky. Two golden rings orbited the blue star, each gliding gracefully over its surface, sometimes seamlessly overlapping. I felt a cold dread cover me at the unnerving stillness – this must be it, there's no time for anything else.  
 
    "Hello?" 
 
    The echo of my voice was the only response as I shouted into the vast halls.  
 
    Come on if you could find me under the ice you can find me here! I inwardly cursed.  
 
    The gentle hum was merciless, it was the only thing to meet my ears until the sound of buzzing insect wings broke the monotonous drone. I listened closely, attempting to prove to myself that it was real.  
 
    Please don’t, this is not the time for my mind to play tricks.  
 
    No matter, the sound was there, it was real, and it was moving. At least until it settled before me. My head shot up to find two golden mechanisms hovering in front of me on oscillating wings of light. A strange form of metalwork constructed about an illuminated, shifting core, similar in shape to an insect. Several segmented legs hung below their golden exoskeletons, neatly tucked up beneath their bodies.  
 
    Their insectoid nature betrayed the fact they were almost as large as me, and each one had a head formed from shifting plates, twitching antenna, and a lone, glowing eye at the centre. The head was split into two segments, each one jittering as they swayed rhythmically from side to side. 
 
    "Can you help?" I calmly asked, taking a step forward.  
 
    There was no response, and only then did I realise how stupid I must look. I have no idea what or who they are, they're certainly not the creators.  
 
    "How wonderful," a voice unlike any I'd ever heard expressed excitedly.  
 
    "The Guardian is here at last! With three descendants, oh how marvellous," it spoke in a strangely cheerful tone while what appeared to be its source darted about above us.  
 
    I looked up to see a bright white light similar to the levitating crystals descend from the ceiling. Its hovering movements emitted the same low-pitched buzz as the two mechanical drones, even though its wings were formed from segmented metal, not light. In fact, as it settled between its companions, it was clearly very different.  
 
    Its structure was more avian than insect, namely a white light bound by a golden skeleton that mimicked the shape of an exotic hawk. Individual segments shifted like feathers, similar to the blades Neera flung from her tail, while two glowing-white eyes sat above a hooked beak. The feathers of its arcane wings buzzed like a hummingbird, while the machine levitated down. Any movement seemed to coincide with its voice, as if it was expressing its emotion.  
 
    "Greetings, I am Arcane Personnel Overseer, One, One, Zero. Designated ‘Apollo’ by my former masters. I am the assigned overseer of this Arcanum," the golden hawk announced, as if it had rehearsed the introduction a million times. "Long has this Arcanum been severed from the Ether. For quite a substantial time I have awaited one who may reactivate it, and as predicted, you have returned."  
 
    He was far happier than any arcane moulding of gold and magical light should be.  
 
    "We need your help; you have to help!" I implored, moving Risha’s limp body into view.  
 
    Apollo tilted his head, before adding in an unnervingly cheerful tone. "I see this descendant appears to have sustained significant injury."  
 
    Gliding effortlessly around, his sharp eyes scoured her limp body, as if he could see what we couldn’t. Then he stopped, rotating his head like an owl to face me. 
 
    "Can you help her?" I pressed, urgency breaking my voice.  
 
    The cold eyes of the magical machine stared at me, and I really hoped for his sake that he didn't say 'no'.  
 
    I'll make them help her if it kills me again and again. After all they've done to me, they don't have a choice!  
 
    "Indeed, though it appears major restoration talismans will be necessary. Fortunately, the sanctum is fitted with sufficient arcane enchantments," he chirped, peering down at me as if I should know what he was talking about.  
 
    "So you can help?" Boltock asked as he edged closer.  
 
    The desperate look in his eyes surpassed my own, and Apollo gracefully spun around to greet him.  
 
    "Indeed, descendant. I will have the caretakers see to it immediately," he replied, swivelling back to face the two hovering machines. 
 
    As if some invisible message had passed between them, the metallic insects drifted over me with a hum of their luminous wings. 
 
    "Please be delicate, the Guardian has requested care," Apollo insisted as a beam of light flashed from a set of crystals suspended within their unfolding limbs.  
 
    It lanced down before softly striking her scales, where it blossomed into a haze that wrapped around her limp body. As the magical field grew, I felt her weight lift from my back, and for a moment it was unsettling.  
 
    Can I trust them, what are they going to do to her?  
 
    I'd let my desperation blind me to the fact that this certainly wasn’t the creator I knew. 
 
    What option do I have, I have to trust them? There's no time for anything else. 
 
    Risha was slowly levitated from my back, a sparkling haze supporting her body as the two caretakers gently carried her towards one of the side exits.  
 
    Boltock already followed close behind, while Ember offered me a nod and limped after them. 
 
    "Home, huh?" Neera questioned, peering up at the immense golden monument. 
 
    "Something like that," I offered.  
 
    "Guardian?" Apollo’s charismatic tone challenged as I started to follow, and I glanced up to see his sharp eyes fixed on me. "Are you not to accompany me?"  
 
    My concern for Risha was so strong it clouded my desire to find the truth. Any thoughts of meeting the creators had almost died away. 
 
    "Accompany you?"  
 
    He bobbed silently in the air, and despite his limited expression, I could tell he was confused.  
 
    "My orders stipulate that if the Guardian returns my grand masters are to be informed immediately."  
 
    His masters? Surely he means the creators?  
 
    I glanced to Risha as she was carried through one of the arches, with Boltock and Ember close behind.  
 
    They're safe, Risha is safe – I believe that – but is the world?  
 
    I outwardly sighed.  
 
    I need to know, I need to confront the creators again, and this time I'll make them tell the full story.  
 
     I looked to Neera, who'd also delayed following the others.  
 
    "Go with them, I shouldn't be long," I suggested, waving a forepaw in their direction. 
 
    She looked at me sympathetically.  
 
    "They'll be safe, I'll make sure," she assured as she left.  
 
    "Splendid, are we to continue?" Apollo asked, displaying what I could only interpret was a happy expression.  
 
    "Yes, lead the way," I mumbled, as I turned towards him.  
 
    How can I have come so far, and now I'm here, all I want to do is be by her side rather than find the answers?  
 
    * 
 
    "I am glad to inform you that the Arcanum's isolation counter-measure enchantments have been restored to full function. Given a stasis period of approximately one thousand and six years, it is encouraging to see that a single ethereal energy burst restored full working order in only four point zero-five minutes," Apollo rambled on as he hovered before a grand, golden door, tapping on it with a pair of talons until it slid open.  
 
    Even with his charismatic tone, his words were empty. As for what he'd said, I had no idea – I don't even know what he is.  
 
    With that in mind, I asked. "Apollo, what are you?"  
 
    He peered down on me, his mockery of an expression turning into a somewhat proud aura as his metallic feathers puffed outward.  
 
    "I am an arcane construct, designated Arcane Personal Overseer One, One, Zero, re-designated ‘Apollo’ by my former masters. I was designated and enchanted to oversee all drakaran constructs within this Arcanum; my original design was as a personalised assistant construct," he elaborated.  
 
    'Drakaran constructs?' I assumed he meant the animated statues I'd seen, including himself, and the bug-like drones.  
 
    "Explains the monster outside," I grumbled under my breath.  
 
    "Indeed. Upon impact I thought that centurion unit destroyed. I am glad to see its independent reactivation is still fully functional, but I fear that without continuous power to its internal talisman, it will not function for a prolonged period," the golden hawk replied, hearing my subtle muttering perfectly.  
 
    'Centurion unit'? I inwardly frowned. 
 
    "That thing nearly killed us!" I snapped, anger boiling at the thought of Risha’s injury despite the fact she hadn’t been harmed by the machine.  
 
    "Impossible, the probability of death in an ethereal being of your magnitude is zero percent. The last order for all major war constructs was to defend this Arcanum until the binding was complete, I assume such orders are still in effect," he explained, once again, like I should know.  
 
    At least that confirms my experience of death. I noted, trying not to think about immortality.  
 
    "What do you mean drakaran constructs?" I enquired.  
 
    Apollo appeared almost shocked at my lack of knowledge, lighting up at his opportunity to explain.  
 
    "Why, the drakaran are my creators. The first-born of our grand masters as are they their celestial servants. It was my creators' duty to carry out the grand masters' will and bring all within creation under the rule of our benevolent creators."  
 
    Now I was confused; but he looked remarkably pleased with himself for a machine.  
 
    I wish I never asked. I moaned to myself, stopping as we stepped out through another archway.  
 
    My attention was swiftly drawn to a large semi-circular platform protruding from a great expanse of wall stretching out behind us. The chamber was so immense, that ahead of us the whole world fell away into a yawning space. Awe overwhelmed me as I came to a stunned halt. 
 
    It's like someone intends to fit the whole of Dardien into this one monstrous enclosure! 
 
    The vaulted ceiling resembled a clear night sky, darkened by shadow and filled with swarms of floating crystals. Neat rivers of light ran across the artificial sky, reaching out from the edges before converging in the centre where they formed a grand sphere of light.  
 
    What looked like great columns of gold orbited it, and I had to shake my head to make sure my eyes were not deceiving me. It was no illusion though. Golden columns the size of Dardanian stalactites floated around the blue star, adorned with a similar expanse of magnificent architecture. Blue light bathed their vast flanks while swarms of crystals and huge shoals of the bug-like constructs flowed around as if suspended in water.  
 
    And I thought my vertigo in that shaft was bad? 
 
    My eyes followed one of the light-rivers to where it met the wall directly above an archway, revealing more walkways and pillars, some the size of roads. The edge of our marble platform was marked by a golden railing, its continuous line only broken where it rose to form an opening with a hollow centre, creating a drop off into the blue mist below. 
 
    Possibly for taking off. 
 
    "What is this place?" I stuttered, unable to imagine how such a thing could have ever fallen from the sky.  
 
    If only Kaida had dug through, she'd have discovered all of this! Apollo landed on the rim of the platform, peering over the abyss.  
 
    "The aviary chamber, a great portion of this Arcanum was severed during the binding. I had to take precautions to ensure the impact did not severely damage the planetary surface," he explained, confusing me entirely as he added.  
 
    "I assure you I have done my utmost to keep it in pristine working condition over the past millennia."  
 
    Surely this is the creators’ doing, a fragment of the Golden City itself.  
 
    "So, your masters, they're the creators, right?" I asked incredulously.  
 
    He gave a long pause, eventually hovering back to me as the pair of us settled on a golden ring in the marble floor.  
 
    Another of the falling floor plates, I assumed, trying not to think about the upcoming sensation.  
 
    "In the mortal tongue, yes. I exist purely to serve the Ethereals, as did my creators," he replied as the plate gave a shudder and gently fell away. 
 
    I closed my eyes the second the movement started, quickly opening them when I realised it was falling more calmly than the first. Apollo hovered at a constant height beside me, and there was another whoosh as we passed through a guidance ring, swiftly followed by another until their passing became rhythmic.  
 
    The descent revealed the breath-taking scale of the chamber. A huge ring ran around the base circumference, revealing yet more cityscape. More bridges spanned the gap from the outer reaches, each one leading towards a great cluster of structures at the centre. Below them, the lower-most section glowed like a vibrant rainbow. 
 
    It's like they've managed to capture every colour imaginable down there!  
 
    It wasn’t until we descended lower that I discovered trees covered the entire lower section. An alien forest contained within a glowing, magic barrier. Strange shapes cast down long, drooping branches, others were like living rock or giant mushrooms. There were flowers the size of houses and tall plants wrapped in vines, yet the most unique thing of all, was their glow. Red flowers burned like flames, green glowed like sunlight through lush leaves, and blue light radiated like the reflection of waves on the seabed. 
 
    The alien canopy contained more of the floating constructs, each darting about like bees in a wild meadow. Levitating platforms sailed like golden ships above them, each holding a virtual skyline on their backs and deploying larger levitating constructs.  
 
    "Magnificent, isn't it? This Arcanum was designated to the study of mortal flora and fauna, but unfortunately events saw the higher levels repurposed," Apollo chimed as I stared, awestruck.  
 
    "I am glad to see they've had no effect on the suspended vegetation, and caretaking systems have reactivated marvellously, water levels are good, and the coolant talisman functionality is twenty percent greater than estimated."  
 
    His explanation was like hearing Tarwin and her father babble about politics I had no hope of understanding, at least until he finally concluded.  
 
    "Though, it is unfortunate that power levels cannot sustain full functionality for long." 
 
    "H–how.... How does someone build something like this?" I stammered.  
 
    "My creators were masters of ethereal and arcane engineering. A great number of their constructs are as their bodies were millennia ago, designed in the image of our grand masters. The source of all dragon ancestry can be traced back to this point," he boasted, his golden plumage puffing up again as his wings buzzed furiously.   
 
    "Unfortunately, the defeat of the Darkness did not save my masters, and with them the last of the ancient drakaran perished. The descendants that Lady Goldfire established on this world are all that remains of their legacy," he explained further.  
 
    'The Darkness', the enemy I knew nothing of, but he also spoke of other things – Goldfire? Descendants? I've heard similar things before, in my vision of the creators!  
 
    "I know this may come as a surprise, but I really have no idea what any of that is?" I admitted, and unlike pretty much everyone else, he beamed at the opportunity to lecture me.  
 
    "The fall of our masters transpired soon after Lady Seraphine Goldfire founded the descendants upon this world, after it was liberated from the tyranny of the Infernal Blade. Little did she know that her sacrifice would ensure my masters established a legacy. For soon, the Darkness was unleashed."  
 
    Seraphine, Infernal Blade? Maybe I should ask him to go one point at a time? I wondered, but it was too late to stop the torrent of information.  
 
    "Ultimately, it was the shattering of the heart of Anaris and the Darkness’s vanquish that sealed their fate. The final events that led to the binding and isolation of this Arcanum came a few cycles after, during the great betrayal," he explained as the platform came to a steady halt at another balcony.  
 
    "What?" For a moment I was able to voice my confusion.  
 
    But for the first time he didn't seem to acknowledge; instead, he hovered towards another archway set into the lower wall. Quickly following, I was once again greeted by a chamber of golden walls, black marble floor, and domed heights filled with swarms of glowing blue crystals.  
 
    Admittedly, this chamber was smaller, and a series of archways created smooth, cylindrical hollows in the wall. At their bases sat circular pedestals supporting glowing white crystals, magically projecting light up into strange images. They depicted spheres orbited by smaller orbs, while others bore disk-like rings about their equators. The surface textures of each set them apart, with some looking like swirling balls of vibrantly coloured cloud. While others resembled lumps of dull rock, and more were coated in a shimmering blue sheen, broken by patches of green and brown. The display stretched across each side of the chamber, disturbed only by the entrance through which we'd walked and another arch opposite.  
 
    The floor transformed into a wide set of descending steps leading down onto a ring around the circumference of the chamber. Beyond that, it fell away into a misty pit, while a bridge stretched out to a circular dish levitating above the abyss.  
 
    A large, squat golden table sat upon it, no taller than me, it glowed with a ghostly-blue hue. More magical light projections hovered over it, depicting a vast network of much smaller spheres orbiting around several larger ones, as well as great belts of dust.  
 
    "These projections display other worlds within this realm. Their reactivation is a good sign that communications have been able to locate and identify all worlds within four hundred and seventy parsecs. I am confident that all communication lines will soon be operational."  
 
    Apollo’s words were lost as he buzzed by.  
 
    I merely nodded, with little recognition as I steadily made my way towards the centre, awestruck by the cosmological marvels spinning around me. Meanwhile, my guide paused, turning to face me as he hovered patiently. I glanced down to the central plate to see it was, in fact, a bowl of shallow liquid, like a tranquil lake. I stopped at its edge as one of the orbiting spheres and its smaller satellite passed gently through the air above my head.  
 
    Of all the impossible things I've witnessed, this place is quickly rising to the top.  
 
    I placed a paw on the rim of the pool, and as it had done long ago, an image of the stars appeared.  
 
    Dragons can't fly to the stars; they can bring the stars down to them!  
 
    That was until, suddenly and without warning, it all vanished. Taken by surprise I staggered back, fearful that my actions may have caused a catastrophe.  
 
    Did I just turn off a whole world or something?  
 
    "Excellent, communications are fully operational," Apollo announced excitedly.  
 
    Swallowing my apprehension, I glanced over to see him perched on one of four crystal pillars around the pool. He gave the rock a few neat taps with his talons, and a moment later, they flickered back into life. I suddenly felt a great presence enter the room as a bold, new light was born in place of the constellations.  
 
    "My masters," Apollo declared, bowing his head and spreading his wings.  
 
    "Well done, construct, you have fulfilled your duty admirably," the light rumbled, flickering with every word.  
 
    "Of course, my lord," he replied.  
 
    All the questions they'd left unanswered, the life they'd cursed with a purpose of legend and the lies, flooded back as I looked up into the bright orb and declared with a claw-stomp. 
 
    "You lied to me!"  
 
    I saw no change in the suspended ball, although I could feel its aura.  
 
    They can't hide from me this time; I know too much already.  
 
    I stepped forward, this time I wasn’t afraid, I wouldn't be so naive or polite. The calming glow dimmed, contemplating its response before it declared.  
 
    "You were bestowed all the knowledge you required to fulfil your task." 
 
    I shook my head as its words mentally projected themselves into my mind and my rage poured out.  
 
    "No! You lied, you only told me what you wanted me to know. You knew I'd believe it; you knew I'd believe anything!"  
 
    In the corner of my eye, I noticed Apollo's metallic feathers ruffle in surprise. Meanwhile, the swirling entity adopted a new tone to emphasise its response.  
 
    "We told you what you wished to hear, any more of the truth would have destroyed you." 
 
    Hardly. Everything they told me has already torn me apart, what's the harm in a little more?  
 
    "So why lie? Which of you is it? You lied to me about your names too, didn't you?"  
 
    "Our names are long forgotten, but I see you have found those that mortals would bestow upon us," the light replied cautiously.  
 
    "So, answer me, who are you? What is this place?"  
 
    The light paused.  
 
    "We exist together, my brothers, sister and I. We were bound long ago. The place in which you stand is a shard of the Golden City, crafted by the ancient drakaran."  
 
    I contemplated the idea of a race created to serve.  
 
    "You mean your slaves?"  
 
    "There are several errors in your hypothesis, Guardian. My makers were not slaves, they served our masters willingly."  
 
    Apollo's wings buzzed suddenly as he intervened on his masters' behalf. 
 
    "Such arrogance, it’s nothing but disrespect," the darkness in my head hissed, shattering more of my mind’s barriers.  
 
    "The Darkness, what is it? If I was the only one who could open the sphere, why send me there? Where were you? You didn't help, you let everyone die, you left everyone!"  
 
    "Enough!" The Ethereal’s voice, combined with a wave of crackling energy, lit up the chamber, almost knocking Apollo from the air.  
 
    I braced myself as a slight sense of intimidation dulled my anger.  
 
    They're not breaking me, not this time.  
 
    "You wish to know the truth, then so be it. The fault lies with no one else, we bear the blame," the ethereal finished in a calming tone.  
 
    "To be precise, my lord, records of events show that the fault wasn’t truly anyone’s. With such powers mounted against us, defeat was inevitable," Apollo claimed.  
 
    "No, construct, the Darkness is our error and ours alone."  
 
    I took a deep breath, releasing some of my tension as I pressed again.  
 
    "The Darkness. What is it?"  
 
    Apollo lifted, eager to explain.  
 
    "Construct, activate the projection talisman," the Ethereal interrupted. 
 
    The mechanical avian responded without hesitation, buzzing over to the crystal pillars.  
 
    "Visual enchantment active, my lord."  
 
    A smaller crystal rose from the pool while the fireball faded, coiling around the rock and morphing into a solid shape. First a body, then legs, wings and a head, stepped up from the pool as the last trails of glowing dust settled, burying the crystal somewhere within.  
 
    A dragon stood before me, different from the ghost-like spectre I'd once spoken to. It appeared tangible, taking on a form I recognised. Roaring white flame tipped with smoky black, glowed beneath shifting magical armour, levitating comfortably about his flaming scales. I’d seen the same dragon in the vision my mind’s dark entity had shown me and was at a loss for words as he bowed his head.  
 
    "I bid you greetings, I am lord Nakir, creator of death and last to speak for my brethren."  
 
    His tone was cold and direct, I had to remind myself that the creators were not my enemy, no matter how mysterious they might appear to be. 
 
    He's the master of death, but death is just another part of life. I assured myself as he peered down at me, before moving off.  
 
    "Please follow, I will explain," he calmly requested.  
 
    With a tentative step I moved forward, and the two of us made our way across a bridge on the opposite side of the pool, with Apollo close behind.  
 
    "The corrupted power we refer to is a being known as Mordrakk."  
 
    Mordrakk, the dragon in the fire? The name of my enemy rang through my mind like the chime of bells.  
 
    Nakir looked on as we made our way up a set of opposing steps, regret radiating from him like heat from a summer's sun.  
 
    "Mordrakk was once the wisest amongst us, he was the forefather, master of all that exists," He continued. 
 
    I halted mid-stride.  
 
    "What? The Darkness, was one of you!?"  
 
    There was a long pause, as if the answer I was seeking was better left forgotten. He glanced back, cold eyes seemingly staring through countless millennia in those fleeting moments.  
 
    "Mordrakk was the best of us, our creator, the lord of reality. For that, we owe him our existence," he said, bowing his head. "He wasn’t always as he is now, that is true. And yet, there are things even gods cannot resist."  
 
    He adopted a sterner tone; clearly this tale wasn’t something to be told lightly, even for the creators.  
 
    My next few steps were taken with caution, as was my choice of words.  
 
    "What happened?" I asked as we proceeded through another archway.  
 
    More light projections lined the walls and the corridor fell away into a pit of blue mist on either side. A long marble bridge ran directly ahead, into another, much smaller chamber. There the marble morphed into a spherical plate covered by a ghostly glow. At its centre, another golden dish held a sparkling crystal pool and another projection talisman.  
 
    Nakir strode towards it without pause, glancing over the shimmering displays at either side of us as I kept pace.  
 
    "Long ago, a powerful entity was discovered within a dark corner of reality. Its origin remains unknown even to us. But it came to be known by many names – the Shade, the Outsider," he uttered the titles as if they caused pain.  
 
    "Most notoriously it was known simply as the Darkness, a horrific cosmic entity so callous and vast it could turn the stars to shadow," he explained further.  
 
    The halls seemed to shudder around him at the mere mention of the names, projected spheres flickering like dying flames at his passing.  
 
    "To look into the Darkness was to look upon the endlessness of non-existence, an entity unbound by natural law with the power to consume all." 
 
    "What happened, to the Darkness, I mean?" I asked.  
 
    He paused, and I recognised his hesitance to continue as an improvised way of distinguishing between what he wanted me to know and the full truth.  
 
    I'm still not about to let that slip away again. I thought, opening my mouth to press further, only for him to elaborate.  
 
    "The creature laid siege to the Ether, a feat never thought possible, and yet it still came. That was when Mordrakk faced and destroyed the Darkness, shattering its form at the cost of the heart," he continued to explain as we reached the marble platform at the corridor’s end.  
 
    'The heart?' Apollo, and my vision had mentioned similar things. I'm beginning to think my dark consciousness showed me that vision for more than motivation.  
 
    "What’s this heart?" I enquired as Nakir walked around the golden formation in the centre.  
 
    "The heart of Anaris, a dimensional tesseract pre-dating the masters themselves. The heart once resided within the centre of the Golden City until it was shattered by the Darkness and all of its shards were..." Apollo started to answer. 
 
    Nakir waved off his abrupt interruption with a wing, silencing him before resuming his own story. 
 
    "The heart of Anaris was an artefact from long before our creation. Mordrakk was the only one to know of its true origin." The god's eyes met his reflection in the pool.  
 
    "An infinite dimension, the realms within the heart were originally a paradise. It was once my duty to ensure the souls of those who passed made the journey to those realms, and it was those souls the Darkness sought to consume," he added, his eyes burning with resentment. 
 
    "It was at the heart that the Darkness met its end, and the remaining shards were used, among other things, to imprison what remained of the Darkness's power." He paused again, dipping a claw into the pool. 
 
    "We thought it over once those shards were hidden away, but to rid this world of the Darkness was no simple task. Evil resides within the souls of all, and it takes only an entity born of such evil to take that power to a level we cannot comprehend. For those who live after looking into the eye of chaos itself, do not go unscathed, not even gods."  
 
    He looked up, his glowing eyes meeting mine for a moment.  
 
    "It was there within the eye of the Darkness that Mordrakk saw the impurity of his creation, and in him the Darkness found a new way to seek its victory." 
 
    I paled under the Ethereal's endless stare. Something so twisted and vile that even gods were vulnerable.   
 
    "Driven by madness, Mordrakk sought to purge the universe of the very thing that now dwelled within his mind. In his eyes he was ensuring such a dire situation would never arise again, to save all with perfect order. Reality soon became nothing but a plaything, expendable, replaceable. He became the very thing he'd once vanquished." 
 
    I had no idea what to make of it all. His words made me feel insignificant, but I'd been right all along – this was much bigger than me, gods, dimensions, even the whole of creation.  
 
    "In his rage Mordrakk ignored our plea for peace and many worlds were lost, more so than during the Infernal Wars. A new war spread throughout creation as our Drakaran fought the one we once called ‘Father’." 
 
    I shuddered from wing tip to wing tip. 
 
    "In the final days of the conflict, Mordrakk forged an army from the essence of the very entity he sought to destroy. Tiny fractions of the Darkness, known as vulpomancers, creatures forged into twisted visions of his former creations, were driven to fight by his indomitable will." 
 
    Sounds an awful lot like the shadow-creatures that were hunting us. I noted.  
 
    I knew how this was going to end. The dark illusion in my head had been right, there was only one player in this game.  
 
    So, who am I to stop him? I failed once, and that time I was faced with nothing more than a crazy wizard.  
 
    My head dropped, and my eyes directed towards the pool.  
 
    "Why me?" I demanded.  
 
    "Because you have defeated Mordrakk once before."  
 
    I almost collapsed as his words hit me like a wall.  
 
    "What?" 
 
    My voice was somewhere between a fierce growl and a pathetic whimper. Both sides of my mind had been right, the truth hurt, not because I knew it, but because I could never escape it. 
 
    Nakir seemed unable to hide his shame, though he'd warned me about hearing this information. 
 
    "In the last days of Mordrakk's betrayal we faced a threat matched only by the Darkness's first invasion. Mordrakk lay siege to the Golden City with numbers beyond reckoning. The last of the drakaran were wiped out that day, forcing my companions and I to make the ultimate sacrifice."  
 
    That has to be the day I saw in my vision.  
 
    "When Mordrakk created us, he bestowed upon each of us an aspect of himself. Individually none of us could truly defeat him, so we were forced to forge our power into one. The last shards of the heart were brought forward. Into the first, we poured our physical power and souls, adding to the strength of those already locked inside. Mordrakk was to be sealed into the second shard, into what came to be known in mortal tongue as the ‘Sphere of Eternity.’ So, upon that final day, within the besieged walls of the city, the binding of our power was committed, we forged and moulded our individual aspects into an entity with the combined power to strike down Mordrakk..." 
 
    "That entity, was you."  
 
    I froze.  
 
    It was like life itself had been sucked from me, leaving what remained to bleed out with every shallow breath. I couldn't believe what I was hearing. I had the truth, I'd never escape it, and yet I still didn’t believe it. 
 
    Tarwin found me in the woods, not in the Golden City!  
 
    "How did I...?"  
 
    Nakir peered at me, seemingly judging whether to tell me more.  
 
    "Tell me!" I demanded.  
 
    "When Mordrakk breached the Arcanum spire you were only seconds old. With our power bound to you, you were able to drive him into his prison. It all could have ended that day, but the force of the battle shattered the Ether. A hole was torn in time and this Arcanum fell into the void, as did Mordrakk's prison and you."  
 
    "And, where were you?" I pressed with a snarl.  
 
    The illusion looked up with a hint of shame.  
 
    "Ever since that day, we have remained bound to each other and utterly powerless, all we have been able to do is watch and wait. We knew not when or where you would emerge, for the Ether does not abide by the laws of time. It was almost two thousand years before this Arcanum and Mordrakk’s prison fell to this world."  
 
    A ball of light exploded from the pool between us, the sudden flash forming a spherical shape. I was faced with a large, blue orb, its surface broken by islands of green, with a smaller spherical rock orbiting close by. As the detail formed, glowing blue arrows pointed to several location across its surface, ranging from the top, bottom, and a few scattered outliers.  
 
    "Accuracy of cartography; ninety percent. I will update," Apollo declared cheerfully, hovering over to another crystal pillar.  
 
    "That will not be necessary," Nakir instructed.  
 
    Seemingly perplexed, Apollo gave a hovering bow and backed away. Wide eyed, I stared up at the magnificent orb.  
 
    "Your world is known as Enishra, meaning 'legacy' in the ancient Drakaran tongue. It is the world on which Lady Seraphine Goldfire sacrificed all to establish her mortal descendants," Nakir continued, peering up to the orb.  
 
    My world? We live on this? The image made my already messed up mind spin.  
 
    "When we first discovered that the races of this world, including Seraphine's lost descendants, were oppressed by the last of the Infernal Blade's powerful overlords. Our drakaran, along with the first mortal dragons, saw it liberated and made efforts to ensure another age of tyranny would not occur," he stated proudly.  
 
    "So where were you when this world needed you again, when I needed you?" I challenged.  
 
    "The brief tear in the Ether caused by Mordrakk’s emergence allowed us to send a short message of warning to those who found his prison. Even with that message they were not ready, and so for another thousand years we could only watch, powerless to help as they forgot us, and the sphere slowly turned them against each other."  
 
    Then I came along, if the Ether does not obey time, who knows how long I was in there? 
 
    “Upon the twilight of ages, the skies will break to bring forth the Fallen Star of scornful wrath and eternal hate. 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.  
 
      
 
    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. 
 
      
 
    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 worded the legend of my existence as perfectly as I'd seen in the Cartographer's accursed book. But it was all beyond my comprehension. I was staring at my world, there was so much of it, and above all else, I knew I couldn’t save it. 
 
    "Give one a message and it will be lost to archives and scrolls, bestow one a legend and it will last forever in tales and songs. We knew not where or when you would emerge to battle Mordrakk, but after a thousand years of bloodshed, you finally came."  
 
    Nakir went on as a mark on the spherical map appeared to show where I'd landed.  
 
    "The loss of your soul shard allowed the Ether to affect you in many ways. Allowing you to take the form of a natural child, the draconic image of the drakaran souls bound to you."  
 
    "But I'm not a dragon, am I?" I whimpered.  
 
    "The power of a shard of Anaris, of a billion drakaran souls and the power of my siblings and I, all reside within you. Its power makes you greater than any mortal. For them you are an undying light from which hope can shine." 
 
    I turned away, looking back along the corridor.  
 
    "I'm not the same, I did not defeat Mordrakk. I, I…"  
 
    All the fight left me, and I lowered my head.  
 
    "Your destiny is your own, and while events did not proceed as expected, we created you to save them."  
 
    "No, I’m not like you!" I declared as I spun back to face him.  
 
    I'm not like them, I'm nothing more than a weapon they forged in desperation. I never had any hope at a normal life!  
 
    "Then would you allow such corrupted tyranny to dominate all? Each of the spheres you see around you is a world that will fall beneath the shadow of Mordrakk’s cruelty."  
 
    Nakir gestured to the numerous levitating maps around us.  
 
    "Would you allow them and the world you call ‘home’ to fall into darkness?" he asked.  
 
    I glanced at the other worlds, so many different places, and all of them could be gone even as I admitted.  
 
    "I can't do it." 
 
    Nakir paused, peering down at me thoughtfully.  
 
    "For one who claims to be worthless, you have achieved more than any other. When the Dark Guardian stole your family, you did not hesitate to stop him. When we, a force beyond your understanding, asked the impossible of you, you fought your fear and struck down evil," he reasoned.  
 
    "For one who claims they can't save mortals, you have fought hard to save a given few, given your life when you knew nothing of the power that sustains you. Even now you stand here stained by the blood of those you fight to protect," he noted, gesturing to Risha’s blood stain on my back, then down to my fading scar.  
 
    I hadn't done any of that in the way he implied. I'd gone after Acrodan to save Tarwin, I'd stopped him to save my friends. I'd died because of my own stupidity, I'd saved Risha because...  
 
    Because she means everything to me.  
 
    "You should ask yourself; did you fight because of what you were told or because of your heart?"  
 
    That's exactly what Vulkaine said at the celebration.  
 
    "You care for the descendants in a way we never could, so would you allow them to fall to Mordrakk’s tyranny? After coming so far?"  
 
    The dark image of my own insanity had been right all along. In the end, it all came down to whether I was willing to accept my responsibility.  
 
    Can I really deny who I am, or can I accept that I'm the only one who can stop this?  
 
    "Mordrakk’s power gathers in the north, the area in which he was released. For now, he cannot reach full strength, to do so he must re-enter the Ether and feed on the power that sustains us within our realm. Once he has that he will attempt to tear open the universe," the Ethereal explained as he turned and made his way back around the projection.  
 
    There's no fighting that, not without risking everything. 
 
     "And how could he get back into the Ether?" I stuttered.  
 
    "He will require the power of a pure shard. There are few within his reach and he would not dare unleash more of the Darkness's power from the few scattered about the realm. The Sphere was destroyed when he broke free, therefore leaving only one." 
 
    Nakir looked at me expectantly as my expression fell into confusion.  
 
    "The icon you called upon is not only a part of you, but the only way to physically open a gateway into our realm."  
 
    My amulet! The one that Aries took! Nakir smiled, seeming to read my realisation. 
 
    "I don't have it," I admitted sheepishly. 
 
    His smile faded.  
 
    "Then whoever does, is threatened by a power very few understand."  
 
    So, the Darkness will turn its sight to Dardien? The entire city is at risk!  
 
    "What have they done for you?" a familiar voice hissed.  
 
    He's right, they've done nothing but shun, betray and lock me away?  
 
    Not all of them, I reminded myself.  
 
    "I must go back... I'll get it and take it somewhere he'll never find it, I'll..." I muttered to myself, only to realise how stupid the idea was.  
 
    "To do so would only allow him more time to recuperate. No, if we are to strike, we must do so now, while he is still weak," Nakir advised thoughtfully.  
 
    "Strike him, how?" I asked. 
 
    He offered a look that almost resembled sympathy.  
 
    "That shard contains who you are, and without it you risk becoming nothing more than raw power, and yet now that may be all that is required."  
 
    I tried not to think about that feeling put into words. I was more disturbed by the fact that I'd allowed it to happen more than once.  
 
    No, I need to do this, no-one else can, and even if that power is beyond my ability to control if it's directed at Mordrakk it could work.  
 
    I looked down at my forepaws as I took a trembling breath.  
 
    I don't want to exist as nothing more than an epicentre for collateral damage but otherwise, they'll all die: the world, Dardien, my family, my friends. 
 
    "I need to see them. I need to make sure my friends are safe," I demanded.  
 
    "Construct, take him to the descendants and prepare the gateway," Nakir instructed. 
 
    Apollo manoeuvred in the air, giving a bow.  
 
    "Certainly, my lord."  
 
    With that, he hovered hastily to my side.  
 
    "Please follow me, the healing sanctum is this way."  
 
    I glanced at Nakir. I hated them for it, but I now knew the truth. His head lifted from the crystal pool, his godly eyes peering over me.  
 
    "Remember, Guardian, you alone hold the fate of us all."  
 
    I didn't respond. I had the truth, but I didn't forgive them. I held the fate of those for whom I cared, not the gods.  
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter 16 
 
    Elusive Legacy 
 
      
 
    I staggered as the levitating floor slid to a halt, and after traversing the chamber in which we'd met, Apollo and I made our way in the same direction the others had been taken. Eventually we came upon another of the platforms, albeit slightly smaller and built into the side archway of a corridor. Stepping onto it, Apollo gave me the best puzzled look he could muster as we ascended.  
 
    "Is everything alright, Guardian?" His ability to express concern was unnerving, but what could I tell him?  
 
    That I'm okay? That would be the biggest lie since the creators told me killing Acrodan would fix everything.  
 
    So, I simply nodded and mumbled an inaudible response.  
 
    "Splendid, shall we continue?" he replied, seemingly less able to see through my lies. 
 
    As the platform slid to a halt, I shook off the disorientation the ascent induced to see yet another vaulted chamber. Unlike the others, it had three pathways instead of four and the walls were broken by archways similar in depth to those holding the light projections. Within each was a smaller doorway. 
 
    The first normal-sized things I've seen in this place.  
 
    A strange, translucent sheet, almost like a window of shimmering water, covered each. I counted six in total, two of which were uncovered. In the chamber’s centre, a ring of pillars surrounded a plantation of the same magical flora I'd seen in the aviary chamber. Smaller variants of the insect-like constructs buzzed about like bees hovering through the archways or a small hole in the centre of the ceiling.  
 
    "Please follow me, I ensured that your companions were directed here to the healing sanctum," Apollo cheerfully suggested, leading me to one of the open chambers.  
 
    Peering through, I saw Ember and Neera sleeping, the latter of which still wore her battered armour. One of the insect-constructs hovered above them like a silent sentinel, and while I was far from completely trusting, it was good to know Apollo had taken my request seriously.  
 
    The moment I knew they were safe, I turned back to the second of the open chambers. Glowing crystals decorated its outermost wall, and a hovering, oval plate looming above a glowing blue pedestal appeared to be some kind of bed. Above that another crystal levitated with several smaller lights and golden rings orbiting it.  
 
    A flickering light projected from two talismans at either end of the bed, forming a sheet of glowing dust like I'd seen in the Ethereal's projection. The dust varied in colour from red to green and blue, while the particles formed what looked like a miniature mountain range.  
 
    The creators can say I came from the stars all they want. I’ll still never understand how any of this arcane stuff works.  
 
    Despite all of that, what stole my attention, was Risha lying peacefully on the levitating plate beneath the magical display. She was unconscious but breathing steadily. The scales around her wound had knitted back together and radiated with a subtle glow like mine did after healing. It was also a great relief to see Boltock sat at her side, his head leaning on the edge of the floating plate like a loyal hound.  
 
    "As you requested, this descendant’s health has been fully restored. Though for now she must rest, it may also be some time before consciousness is regained." Apollo informed primly.  
 
    I'd no idea how they'd done it, and any thought to ask was lost in relief.  
 
    "Thanks, I don't suppose you could help the others?" I asked as he perched beside me.  
 
    He gave a subtle bow, golden feathers chiming as he opened his wings. 
 
    "Of course, Guardian," he responded happily.  
 
    "I never wanted to drag them this far and, well... They can't heal like I can," I sighed.  
 
    He offered a somewhat sympathetic look, seemingly concerned by how I looked at Risha as he glanced her way.  
 
    "To allow more than one to enter through the gateway, especially so soon after exposure to restoration magic, would carry a great risk," he explained solemnly, his charismatic tone dipping for the first time.  
 
    How is his voice and face so real? I had to wonder as he looked back at me.  
 
    "You really do care for them, don't you?"  
 
    I'd no idea if he could read minds like his masters, but the look I gave told him everything.  
 
    "Please do forgive me, despite major modifications, my core enchantments still limit my emotional and social interaction routines." 
 
    I sensed a sorrow in his otherwise constantly cheerful tone, before he folded a wing over his chest, bowed, and finished.  
 
    "Please do take all the time you need."  
 
    His wings buzzed as he departed, meanwhile, I approached Boltock. The earth dragon was halfway between consciousness and sleep. I could imagine his capture had stolen his energy, not to mention the cruel things the orkin may have done to him. I tried not to think about that as I paused beside him, and his weary eyes fluttered open.  
 
    "Hey," he mumbled softly.  
 
    "Hey," I responded, my eyes passing over his sister as her healing bed gave off a low hum. "Is she okay?"  
 
    "I think so, what Dardien would not give for magic like this," he responded, rubbing a forepaw over the bed as a yawn escaped his muzzle.   
 
    "You should get some sleep, I'll watch her," I suggested.  
 
    He rubbed his tired eyes and sighed.  
 
    "The others are sleeping in the next chamber," I added, nodding towards the door.  
 
    Nodding, he nuzzled his sister’s healed shoulder, and the light around her restored wounds shimmered.  
 
    "Just like you," he observed, forcing a smile.  
 
    'Just like me'. The image of the fatal scar on my chest glowing white-hot flashed through my mind while he turned away and slowly dragged himself out of the doorway.  
 
    "Blaze..."  
 
    "Thanks for coming back, and... You know, I'm sorry."  
 
    I bowed my head, slightly ashamed that anyone would take the blame for my mistakes.  
 
    "None of this was your fault, Pyro was wrong," I replied, hiding my shame behind a firm tone.  
 
    He seemed to take that as a hint of forgiveness, and finally disappeared. 
 
    Was he wrong? I had to wonder. No, it was my fault, I was the one who tried to play the hero.  
 
    I turned away, looking up to the crystal array nestled in the golden architecture above.  
 
    It's your responsibility to save them. The words echoed through my thoughts as I glanced back at Risha's restored scales.  
 
    Will she be as ashamed of this miracle as I am? I rested a forepaw on my fading chest scar. She has no reason to feel that way, she deserves it far more than I do.  
 
    Resting my head on the table’s smooth surface, its suspended weight shifted slightly. I still had them, I still had her. I wished I could believe I deserved it, especially with what I was about to do.  
 
    "Blaze?" Risha’s frail voice asked. 
 
    She managed to lift herself, to see me. I wanted to speak, but couldn’t find the words, so I forced a weak smile. Her eyes lingered for a second before falling to her healed shoulder.  
 
    "What happened?"  
 
    What do I tell her, that some freaky magic restored her like it does me?  
 
    "They fixed you,"  
 
    She peered around the chamber, to the glowing array of crystals, to the walls, and finally back to me.  
 
    "They?" she asked, rubbing her eyes.  
 
    "It's a long story," I responded dismissively.  
 
    Flexing her legs and wings, she groaned, and I found myself lurching to assist her the moment she tried to sit up. She had always told me not to push myself too hard, and right now she looked closer to falling asleep than being able to walk.  
 
    "How do you feel?" I asked, fighting back my concern while resting a forepaw on her shoulder.  
 
    She slid back to the bed, glancing at her restored wound and wiggling the leg below it.  
 
    "Wait, I... that's..." She was staggered at her own words.  
 
    "Impossible?" My smile became genuine. "I thought you said nothing was impossible?"  
 
    She looked at me, a smile parting her muzzle as she asked knowingly.  
 
    "Did you find what you were looking for?"  
 
    I'd certainly found something, but right now I didn't care. I had my friend back, and for this moment I was going to be what I'd failed to be back in Dardien. I'd prove that I was more than a weapon, I'd be who I wished to be my whole life.  
 
    "I... I definitely found something," I responded with a nod.  
 
    She rubbed her face, paws flopping at her side as she tried to stand again, only to slump back down.  
 
    "I'm not getting up, am I?"  
 
    Despite my smile, I shook my head.  
 
    "No, there's a lot more to everything, including getting off that bed," I told her, before reciting what I could recall of Nakir's tale.  
 
    I told her everything, about Mordrakk, the drakaran and the truth behind the sphere. Until eventually her half-lidded eyes glanced around, taking in more of the chamber’s detail.  
 
    My eyes followed, without a thought for the place from which this star had fallen, or what had transpired to bring it here.  
 
    It's still beautiful beyond imagination. I should show her. 
 
    "From the Golden City?" she asked, awestruck.  
 
    "Trust me, if they'd told me a few seasons ago I'd have said they were crazy," I sighed.  
 
    I shook my head to see her staring at me, staring like never before.  
 
    What does that look mean, why can't I figure it out?  
 
    Slightly embarrassed, I averted my eyes.  
 
    "You should get some sleep. I know you think you don't need to, but..." she giggled, playfully prodding the tip of my muzzle with a forepaw.  
 
    "You're one to give orders," I countered, with a laugh. 
 
    She scowled, giving me a look like those I was blessed with every time I battered myself to a rag. The realisation sent a shiver through me at the thought that life would always put something in the way of what I wanted.  
 
    All I could think of now was that I wanted her to see the beauty of this place before destiny tore us apart. I wanted to be with her, and nothing more. Leaning against the bed, its weight shifted once more.  
 
    "Are you going to stay and watch over me, hero?" she teased, resting her head close to mine.  
 
    "I thought you had Boltock for that?"  
 
    "Where is he, and the others?" she replied, opening one eye.  
 
    "They're next door, they're safe, don't worry," I confirmed.  
 
    "You should go and see if they're okay. I know Boltock was here, and he won't be taking this well."  
 
    Respecting her request, I got up to leave, but as I did, my insides began to ache with the knowledge of my destiny.  
 
    "I'll be back soon," I replied, softly nudging one of her forepaws. A smile crossed her sleepy muzzle as I turned and passed through the doorway.  
 
    In the near-silent halls the buzzing constructs went about their work. Several walkways weaved their way through the central plantation, while grass and smaller luminescent flowers lined the lower openings. I took a step forward, scattering several of the hovering machines as I wandered into the grove. I tried to recall exactly what Apollo had told me about them, but when that recollection failed, I simply brushed my paws against the magical grass, leaving a trail of luminescent paw-prints.  
 
    The narrow pathway opened into a small grotto, a magnificent display of red flowers, purple mushrooms, and glowing-blue leaves obscuring the chamber's ceiling. Flickering green branches hung down like threads, tended by shimmering specks of light, reflected from the dancing caretakers. The grass here grew to about knee height, clustering around a pool of crystal-clear water. To the left lay a rock formation coated in blue moss, similar to that of Dardien, directing a trickling stream into the pool while a siphon drew the liquid away through a small, rocky hole opposite.  
 
    I moved to the water’s edge, sweeping aside the reeds and peered into the tranquil waters. I was met by more vegetation – marvellous flowers like water lilies bobbed about while trails of green weed danced in the gentle flow of the waterfall. I focused on my reflection staring back, the expression it wore, while not ecstatic, was the best it had been in what seemed like an eternity.  
 
    "Such sentiment." 
 
    I tore my eyes from the water to see the flame-filled eyes of my minds dark illusion staring at me from across the pool.  
 
    "It's admirable and yet you owe it all to me," the hallucination purred as he stalked along the opposite bank.  
 
    "I don't owe you anything."  
 
    "Don’t you?" he spluttered, red-hot flame spitting from his muzzle. "You'd be nothing if it wasn't for me, and still you fail to see it," he hissed, angrily swatting strands of grass aside with a sweep of a foreclaw.  
 
    "No! I know the truth. I don't need you to tell me anything, you're nothing but an illusion."  
 
    He stopped.  
 
    "All you knew for so long was an illusion of the truth. If you believe those golden fools and what they say now, you're blinder than I thought."  
 
    His response pricked my anger – he's trying to reignite my desire to fight.  
 
    A fiery snigger accompanied a sweep of his talons across the crystal-clear surface, slicing through his reflection as he questioned.  
 
    "Have you ever considered that they don't know the full truth themselves?"  
 
    "Who are you?" I demanded. 
 
    "It is such an intriguing question, isn't it?" he countered, his muzzle fixed with a sinister grin. "You may know what was intended for you, but do you know who you truly are?"  
 
    "What’s that supposed mean?" I replied, with a snort. "I asked who you were, not me."  
 
    For a moment he looked surprised, his sly smile fading.  
 
    "You'll never see it, will you?" he responded cryptically.  
 
    I felt my defence falter as his stare shifted to an odd sympathy. He knew I had to leave them if I wanted to save them. All to fulfil what he claimed was my 'responsibility'.  
 
    "See, you’re nothing without me. I make you something, I am you, I am your order, I..."  
 
    He stopped as his claws struck the grass and drew back.  
 
    "It’s pitiful, really. It was never my intention for it to come to this."  
 
    "What do you mean, your intention?" I snapped. "You aren't even real!"  
 
    His expression contorted as he angrily swiped at the pool.  
 
    "My intentions are to save them, as are yours!"  
 
    I felt compelled to reply. That makes no sense, he sounds like Mordrakk!  
 
    My thought came to an abrupt halt. Saving them from themselves is exactly what Mordrakk wants?  
 
    "If that is so, what would you have me do?" I asked.  
 
    "Fulfil your destiny."  
 
    His last words carried like a ghostly echo as he slipped back into a dark mist.  
 
    I stared at my reflection, then my scar. He's right and I'm tired of admitting it, tired of fighting him. I know what I must do.  
 
    Turning from the water, I looked towards Risha’s chamber. This is it, I've no idea if I'm ever going to see her or any of them again. 
 
    I didn't know how to feel, and without allowing myself the chance to look back I quickly moved down the corridor from which I'd entered. Despite the majestic glow and the busy constructs, the hall felt lonely. My body ached with a pain worse than any physical discomfort; a pain I didn’t think I could heal.  
 
    What's wrong with me? This is all for their own good, for Risha's own good!  
 
    "A–Apollo!" my voice croaked as it echoed down the hall.  
 
    "Apollo, I'm ready!" I repeated and sure enough, the low-pitched hum caught my attention.  
 
    His golden talons tapped on the metal as he landed and peered at me with an expression of curiosity.  
 
    "Do forgive my observations. While you seem healthy, I am detecting a considerable amount of emotional..."  
 
    I shook my head, severing his words before he could finish.  
 
    "I'm ready," I insisted, "show me where I need to go."  
 
    His curious look once again turned to one that resembled sympathy.  
 
    "Do forgive me. If you are sure, please follow me."  
 
    "I have re-established gateway operations, the location has been plotted, and activation awaits my command. Unfortunately, the power required for passing will greatly reduce that of this Arcanum, and I fear without resupply it will shortly be unable to function independently."  
 
    He led me back towards the platform, while each step I took felt like I was trudging through a deep bog. He babbled on as we made our way up to another chamber, and when the levitating plate slid to a halt, I saw a radiant blue field covering arched hollows cut into the walls. Inside, I could vaguely see what looked like silhouettes of dragon armour, each staring out from their prison like silent soldiers primed for battle. Several rows continued up the wall, stopping where the roof began to curve. More of the smaller constructs buzzed about, disabling the glowing fields as they routinely checked on the magnificent attire suspended within.  
 
    "This chamber’s upper levels sustained significant damage, rendering most of these units intended masters inoperable," Apollo stated, drawing my attention.  
 
    His words were weak against the deep aching of my conscience, and no matter how much I knew I needed to do this, I could not bring myself to listen.  
 
    I want to be back with the others. At Risha's bed side.  
 
    "Guardian, you are concerned for them, are you not? I would recommend..."  
 
    My look cut him off once again, and he stared at me for a moment before I finally uttered the words, "I'm not putting them in any more danger."  
 
    I could almost feel myself deflate as I was forced to admit what I'd failed to accept for so long. Apollo hovered backwards, moving round to face me.  
 
    "A worthy cause, but if emotions can dictate your judgment, you may not be functioning at full efficiency. I sense you care for the descendant female deeply, maybe now is not the optimal time to act."  
 
    I was confused and ashamed all at once.  
 
    He's right but I don't understand why I feel that way!  
 
    Risha deserved so much more from me, she'd done so from the moment we’d met. She'd made me promise to never leave her again. She'd held me to that promise, and yet...  
 
    "Apollo, I'll decide what's best, now show me what I need to do."  
 
    He hesitated. How does he know more about my emotions than I do?  
 
    "Yes, of course, my apologies. Please do wait here and I will retrieve your apparel."  
 
    My eyes followed as he darted about, eventually coming to rest beside one of the sealed archways. His talons tapped the wall at its side, and the barrier disintegrated with a flash.  
 
    "Many units have been preserved here. Each a marvellous feat of engineering, I must say. Drakaran armour is bound to the spirit of its intended master, and yours has been waiting for a very long time."  
 
    At his words, shards of metal leapt forth, converging into a suspended suit of golden armour. The more it manifested, the stranger it became. Most notable of all, was the fact that it had no straps or bindings. Each segment levitated independently but came together as one to form an almost perfect shape.  
 
    Several plates covered the head, more covered the edge of each wing. Levitating bands sat where the horns were intended to be, as well as a sharp, diamond-shaped blade suspended perfectly at the tip of the tail. Claws of gold replaced their natural counterparts, while clear crystal glazed the eyes. Most significant of all was the shallow, empty socket in the shape of an eight-point star imprinted on the chest plate. 
 
    "This set was crafted to bind with you. It will only respond to your synaptic command."  
 
    I looked up as Apollo hovered back down, the confusion on my face seemed to unease him. 
 
    "Synaptic what?"  
 
    His thoughtful expression turned to what I assumed was a smile before he kindly reworded his response.  
 
    "The suit is magical, fused to you as is customary for drakaran units. It will only respond to your thoughts. I do apologise that I am unable to define it more clearly or provide adequate training." 
 
    Magical armour made solely for me? Do I need this? Or will it be another reminder of what I was always intended to be?  
 
    I reached out, touching the segments as the image of me wearing what hovered before me entered my mind.  
 
    Should I really give into this any more than I already have?  
 
    Upon contact, the armour shattered, and a swarm of golden pieces rushed towards me, reforming over my body in a perfect reflection of their former position. I staggered back, looking over myself, instinctively trying to shake the plates from my scales like they were biting insects. To my surprise, and without drawing to my body, they followed my movements perfectly, as if they were a seamless second set of scales. As I became accustomed to them, I noticed the undersides of the plates glowed with a faint, magical hue. I moved my wings to see the membranes were still exposed, as were the inner ribs, while the outer arm of each was encased in its own protection.  
 
    I don't even look like a dragon anymore! I thought, imagining myself as another of the faceless defence drones dotting the Arcanum.  
 
    "What is wrong, Guardian? Drakaran armour is magical, designed to respond to synaptic command, not physical force," Apollo repeated as I flexed each of my serrated claws.  
 
    It sounded ridiculous, but after all I'd been through, I could believe anything. The helmet was the worst part, and although it shifted with the slightest facial expression, I wanted to get it off.  
 
    What does he mean? I think to make it do stuff?  
 
    As quickly as the thought crossed my mind the armour obeyed. The segments withdrew, flowing seamlessly over those about my neck, exposing my head.  
 
    Apollo’s proud face greeted me, his luminous eyes beaming.  
 
    "Good, I see the function is clearer now, Guardian."  
 
    The suit wasn't cumbersome or heavy, it didn't weigh anything, and for once I was smiling, I was impressed. I raised a gauntlet, turning it slowly as the metallic surface shimmered.  
 
    "The gauntlets are equipped with standard blades as well as magical enhancements, as are your wing and tail blades. Visual perception may also be changed at the master’s discretion," Apollo noted the armour's arcane perks like he'd prepared a checklist.  
 
    Magical enhancements? I pondered on the thought for a moment, focusing my attention on the gauntlet.  
 
    It instantly obeyed, and with a flash, the tips of the golden claws lit up with a blazing-white flame. I glanced at my wings, and the edges lit up with the same flame, similar in formation to the metal blades on Dardien armour.  
 
    "Excellent, it seems your base instincts will be adequate for use. Your armour is also designed to withstand extreme temperatures as well as vent excess heat," Apollo went on excitedly, only for his gaze to disapprovingly fall on the empty socket in my chest plate.  
 
    "It is unfortunate you no longer possess the shard," he observed. "It would have elevated you to maximum..."  
 
    He suddenly stopped; speechlessness was something I didn't even think he had the capacity for.  
 
    "What is it?"  
 
    He remained stationary for a moment, as if reminiscing.  
 
    "The shard contains drakaran souls. It is their souls that make you who you are... The souls of some I once knew."  
 
    I glanced away, recalling the last thought to cross my mind the night I decided to wear it: It had felt like a part of me ever since I found it in the ice.  
 
    If Apollo was right, it was more a part of me than I could have ever imagined.  
 
    I never imagined it literally contained the souls of others. 
 
    I had no idea whether to be sorry or step up and do what was right by those long dead drakaran. My thoughts directed the shards of my helmet to close over my muzzle, and the glowing blue of its underside lit my vision. 
 
    I'll do what's right by all of them before this is over.  
 
    "Oh my," a surprised voice interrupted, and I looked up to see Apollo staring past me.  
 
    I quickly turned.  
 
    "Risha?"  
 
    I was thankful for the armour covering my face as my expression sank from shock to shame. She was trembling, holding the forepaw of her wounded shoulder against her chest.  
 
    What in the creators' name does she think? I must look like an utter stranger, a monster like this!  
 
    "W–What are you doing here?" I stammered.  
 
    For a moment I hoped Apollo would provide her a completely logical explanation, but when he failed to do so I stepped forward. Fighting back the guilt and pain welling up inside, and praying my helmet was enough to cover my pitiful expression, I uttered the words I'd been dreading.  
 
    "Risha, I have to leave."  
 
    Confusion instantly gripped her.  
 
    "What?"  
 
    Before she could continue, I spoke up.  
 
    "There's something I must do."  
 
    Her pained expression struck like a dagger to my heart.  
 
    "What do you mean? We’re here, we reached Goldfire Ridge. This is where we need to be. You said we needed to be here!" she protested frantically.  
 
    I bowed my head.  
 
    "No, there's, I... I." Words stuck like splinters in my throat.  
 
    She stepped forward, my trembling claws tapping on the marble as she gently lowered her wounded limb.  
 
    "If there's more, I'm not leaving you," she demanded. "We can face it together."  
 
    My eyes closed tight as her tentative paw-steps ceased, as did her words.  
 
    "No, I need you to stay here, where it's safe."  
 
    "And how do you know that? How do you know you can do what you need to? Blaze, you don’t..." Her words faded, but my head shot up and I looked her in the eye.  
 
    She moved back, melting under my stern glare.  
 
    My shameful mind couldn’t bear it, every part of me hated what I had to do. She couldn't come with me, not this time, I couldn’t risk her life or any of my friends again. I had to continue alone. 
 
    She means too much for me to risk losing her again.  
 
    "No, this time I must do things alone. I'm not risking any of you again," I declared steadfastly. 
 
    "I’m not letting you do anything alone," she countered, her eyes narrowing. 
 
    "Why?" I snapped, rising tall.  
 
    In a flash, her stern expression fell away as if that was a question she'd never expected to have to answer.  
 
    "Why do you always follow me? You nearly lost your brother, your friends, your life because of me. So why follow me? I'm not an idol, Risha, I'm not what you think I am!"  
 
    She stepped back further, like she'd seen a monster – that dark entity that only desired power and domination, the one that urged me on, to do what was necessary rather than what was right.  
 
    I... I can't do this anymore.  
 
    Bowing my head, I fought the rage and hatred inside as I looked down at my reflection, a white dragon clad in magnificent gold. Risha’s weak paw steps tapped on the marble as she took a tentative step towards me and her reflection appeared next to mine.  
 
    "Because I love you." 
 
    My whole world spun as my confused mind came to an abrupt halt.  
 
    Love? She loves me.  
 
    I had no concept of love, I was merely a weapon, a being with no purpose other than to destroy. 
 
    Yet she loves me?  
 
    My armour fell away from my scales as my thoughts cleared, even the dark manifestation fell utterly silent.  
 
    Is this the elusive feeling that's evaded me for so long?  
 
    It was something more powerful than armies, the will of kings, or the wrath of gods.  
 
    Is it what the creators failed to factor, why they lost?  
 
    She bowed her head while my puzzled eyes looked on. I hadn’t had a dragon upbringing, I didn't know what love was, and yet I'd felt it for so long.  
 
    I love her and... That's why I must leave.  
 
    Fighting the heart-rendering pain in my chest, I summoned my armour back into place over my scales.  
 
    "Apollo, let’s go." 
 
    The hovering construct looked at me like I was making a mistake but led on regardless. 
 
    "Of course. This way." 
 
    He hesitantly hovered towards the central plate, and following, I didn't look back, I couldn't bear to look her in the eye. 
 
    "Wait!"  
 
    Apollo was the one to stop, and when he failed to activate the platform I was forced to look back.  
 
    Tears lined Risha’s eyes. The sight tore me apart and yet, as she approached, I couldn’t keep my eyes off her.  
 
    She deserves so much more than my attention, why should I lead her on?  
 
    "Please don't..." she choked, closing her eyes and glancing away.  
 
    "Don't leave without saying goodbye." 
 
    Love forced me to mirror her expression, the plates of my helmet sliding away. She lowered her head, pressing it against my chest plate while wrapping a wing over my back. As strange as it felt, I accepted love for the first time, and it tore me apart.  
 
    * 
 
    The clatter of our unified paw steps was lost to the immense scale of the aviary chamber as Apollo led us inside. The semi-circular platform stretched out in front of us, the radiant blue sun shining magnificently far beyond. As much as Risha clung to my side, she could not fight wonder as she gazed in awe at the immense towers orbiting the sun. 
 
    "Is this...?" she asked in wonder, her eyes completely captivated. 
 
    "A piece of the Golden City?" Apollo moved to face her. "Marvellous, isn't it? My masters originally intended for this..."  
 
    "Your masters?" she questioned. 
 
    "Why, the drakaran, of course," he answered.  
 
    Her curious look drew her further from her sorrowful expression, Apollo noticing her curiosity long before she was able to voice it.  
 
    "The drakaran are your ancient ancestors. Your kind are the mortal descendants of star dragons founded by Lady Seraphine Goldfire during the first age of this world."  
 
    "Don't ask him too much," I muttered with a smile. "He'll talk for a thousand years."  
 
    Apollo's eyes darted between us before he finally turned and hovered to what I'd assumed was the platform's take off point previously. Only now the inner rim of the ring glowed with a pulsating blue light as bolts of lightning arced between each illuminated side.  
 
    "The gateway is set to the coordinates of Mordrakk’s power source, exactly two-thousand, two-hundred and sixty-three point-two miles to the north-west of our current location," Apollo stated, his talons tampering with the 'gateway' as he called it.  
 
    So, it's going to end where it began – Ilivar, or what remains of it.  
 
    The place I should have stopped this before it all commenced.  
 
    I shook my head free of the regret and what could have been, stepping up to the glowing gateway.  
 
    "This will take me straight there?" I asked.  
 
    "Not directly. This gateway is designed for inter-realm travel. Transportation through the Ether is required for this trip."  
 
    The idea of travelling through the untamed Ether again was unnerving, especially considering the last time it had changed me from a god to an egg, not to mention cast me forward a few thousand years. However, the idea of flying or walking all that way was equally unattractive 
 
    I guess I must trust he knows what he's doing.  
 
    "So, this is it?" Risha’s voice broke my concentration.  
 
    "I'm sorry," I replied as I looked back.  
 
    She smiled, almost able to hide the fact she hated every moment of what was taking place. 
 
    "No," she stammered, looking at the blue sun, seemingly to help stem her tears. 
 
    "I should have told you how I felt," she admitted.  
 
    Almost on instinct, I took a step forward and wrapped her in my wings.  
 
    "Ever since we met and that night you tried to leave, I..." her words trailed off, but our eyes came closer.  
 
    "Coordinates plotted. Strange, I expected at least partial shade interference," Apollo announced behind us. "Levels indicate that Mordrakk’s power is growing. I would recommend caution. There is a high probability that vulpomancers have already corrupted most of the surrounding area."  
 
    Taking little note of his babbling, I released Risha with a hesitant breath.  
 
    "Apollo, I need you to guarantee me their safety," I demanded, nodding to the sapphire dragoness.  
 
    For a moment he stared at me.  
 
    "Indeed, if that is your command, I will see it completed. Though, unfortunately this Arcanum will soon lose power and I will be unable to protect them here," he replied hastily.  
 
    For a moment I pondered on how strange it felt to put my trust in a machine created by a long-dead race of star dragons.  
 
    Do I trust him? Not completely, but I trusted Risha.  
 
    "You need to find somewhere safe. Don't go back to Dardien," I insisted, knowing if I was unable to stop Mordrakk his only target will be the amulet.  
 
    "Do you really think the sovereign would let us back in?" she chuckled.  
 
    "Get away from the mountains too," I added, sure that the orkin would not abandon Taldran for long.  
 
    She nodded as I backed up to the gateway, unable to avoid looking into her eyes.  
 
    "The world isn't the only one who needs you, you know," she admitted through gathering tears. 
 
    "It needs me now," I declared, "But, you're the only one I need."  
 
    She leapt up, wrapping her wings around me, pressing her head against mine until our eyes met.  
 
    "Promise me you’ll come back."  
 
    I swallowed hard, I'd broken too many promises to her, and I didn’t intend to break another.  
 
    "I'm coming back, I promise."  
 
    She hesitated before releasing me, backing up slightly as the void within the gateway-ring swirled into a storm of radiant energy.  
 
    "I'll hold you to that," she responded.  
 
    I smiled, fighting my own emotions. I'm coming back – for better or worse, I'm not leaving them for good.  
 
    "Keep them safe," I repeated to Apollo.  
 
    "Indeed, Guardian," he replied, hovering at Risha’s side. "And good luck."  
 
    At that, I took a faltering step into oblivion. Light encircled me, spinning like a storm, casting me into the void. Within seconds the world was gone, and I was falling away from everything. My Friends, my family, and my love.  
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter 17 
 
    Responsibility 
 
      
 
    A tunnel of warped energy flashed before my eyes, tossing me about like a leaf in a furious gale, until darkness rushed up to shatter my fall and a hard bump marked my landing. My mind spun as a blurred set of memories realigned to reform what was my consciousness, only one thought was sure – I'm not going through another gateway again for as long as I live!  
 
    The flash of light accompanying my sudden arrival illuminated the icy surface and swirling clouds about me before returning to darkness. In the gloom nothing but the howling wind, and freezing blizzard beat across my scales. 
 
     My eyes flickered open and I found my muzzle pressed against hard ice. Lifting myself from the frozen surface, I couldn’t see anything in the darkness surrounding me, no evidence of where I'd come from, nor swarms of monsters ready to set upon me. All I could see was a gloomy shape ahead of me.  
 
    Ilivar’s entrance, Apollo delivered me right to the front door.  
 
    I shivered at the thought of what I knew to be within the ruins of the fortress. Catching my breath against the bitter cold, I took a bold step forward, followed swiftly by another.  
 
    My eyes scanned the icy sprawl, and I noted the vast network of frozen pillars making up the outer layers. Unexpectedly, most were intact which caused me to think about the last time I'd been here. 
 
    I had stood on this very spot and told my friends they didn't have to follow me.  
 
    Looking back, I knew I couldn’t have been more wrong, but with a grunt, I shook my head and dismissed the memory.  
 
    There's no point dwelling on what could have been.  
 
    With that thought firmly in mind, I kept going, until the roar of the wind reduced to a cacophony of howls and wailing spectres, occasionally broken by the clattering of falling ice. The more I listened, the more it sounded like there was something stalking me. 
 
    I'm definitely not alone.  
 
    Through the shifting sockets of my helmet, my eyes scanned the ice bridges, pillars and archways, catching glimpses of what looked like living shadow.  
 
    The shadow-creatures, vulpomancers, they must be here.  
 
    The sudden sound of scraping claws sent me bolting into a maze of reflections as a barely lit pathway drew me deeper into the sprawl.  
 
    What am I doing? They didn't send me here to run away!  
 
    Swallowing my fear, I calmed myself and pressed on. The sudden appearance of my reflection surprised me and I spun to the image of myself locked in a frozen pillar.  
 
    "Ah, now we will see you for who you really are," the illusion hissed as my armoured reflection morphed into his twisted, fiery image.  
 
    No, I need to focus on what's real, not him! I averted my eyes, and he raised a shadowy claw to his muzzle.  
 
    "You’re alone, alone in the dark," he reminded me.  
 
    I placed a paw down to move on, but as I did, he started to cackle.  
 
    I don't have time for this anymore. He's the last thing I need. He isn't even...  
 
    "Oh, I can assure you I am quite real," he rumbled, fading from the ice and leaving only my armoured reflection.  
 
    "We have been together for some time now." His cackling voice slowly warped into a terrifying howl, bellowing through the gloom.  
 
    The whole of Ilivar shuddered under his growl, disturbed banks of snow fluttered, and the ice groaned as something shifted beyond my sight. A serpent, monstrous in size, yet invisible, it skulked in the shadows waiting to strike. Even when it felt like it was directly above me my eyes darted up to see nothing. 
 
    What is this? How can something so large be so hard to see? I looked in every direction while his laughter echoed through the ice chasms.  
 
    "I know your fear, I can taste it. Such purpose, such undying loyalty, it's admirable." His voice swelled to that I'd heard at the celebration, speaking with an unnervingly respectful tone.  
 
    "Where are you, Mordrakk!?" I demanded, wings flaring as the arcane weapons along them flashed to life.  
 
    "You know nothing of that name! Nor of the one it belongs to!" he snapped.  
 
    The bellow tore through me like a hurricane and I slipped as the whole of Ilivar shuddered. I soon stepped up and steadily resumed my walk.  
 
    "But I know you, I’ve known you for such a long time and yet you still think you can oppose me?"  
 
    His words drilled their way into my thoughts.  
 
    "Where are you? Show yourself!" I ordered.  
 
    "I’m everywhere, I’m everything. Do you not know? Do the tales and legends not tell of my glory?" There was an uneasy pause, and everything fell silent.  
 
    "No, of course not! You believe the false tails of my traitorous children!" he growled. "I saved them, I stole the heart of that which I loved most, I stood against the Infernal Blade, I cast the Darkness into oblivion. All for them!"  
 
    The more I thought about it, the more he almost made sense. He'd created them, cared for them, managed things and made the hard choices when no one else would.  
 
    What, no! My mind screamed. He's trying to manipulate me, don't listen!  
 
    Without a thought I coiled back, releasing a bolt of fire. The glowing projectile illuminated the icy sprawl before exploding in a shower of frozen shards. As the sound echoed through the labyrinth, Mordrakk merely laughed.  
 
    "I thought the games were over? I thought you knew who I was, and what needed to be done," he continued.  
 
    I started to run, and the frozen doorway of the inner fortress came into view.  
 
    Good to know all the details I remember are still intact.  
 
    "I know why you’re here. My traitorous children sent you to do their blasphemous work while they cower in my realm," he growled, finding no trouble in keeping pace with me. "My sons and daughter, how pitiful. They will soon learn what becomes of those who betray me!"  
 
    I skidded to a halt at the doorway.  
 
    "The only one who betrayed you is yourself!" I shouted as I readied another fireball.  
 
    The vast slithering sounds all silenced.  
 
    "Really?" The whole place started to shake as he laughed. "What concocted lie did they tell you? What did they offer you to sway you to their deceit?" 
 
    Is this a joke? I wondered, but the idea that Nakir could have lied to me was not so farfetched. No, not again. I have to do this!  
 
    "Was it freedom? They're hardly in a position to offer that." His laughter cut off abruptly as he hissed. "You would follow them so blindly when their cause does not best my own? They only seek my power for themselves, they are greedy and selfish. You of all should know what you are to them? They never intended for you to live, they above all others have betrayed you, they have from the very beginning."  
 
    His words bore deeper, like daggers into my thoughts.  
 
    I shouldn't listen, but what if he's right – what if they're all squabbling over the same power, what if none of them are right?  
 
    "Do you not think that when their use for you expires, they will not hesitate to retake their power?"  
 
    I paused, staring out into the darkness. They wouldn't, would they?  
 
    Why not? They're like him. After all they've done, is it too hard to believe they'll kill me and take back what's theirs?  
 
    "Your life is worthless to them," Mordrakk proposed.  
 
    No, it can't be true; he's the villain, the evil who's killed and tortured so many!  
 
    Everything I stood for crumbled with one thought, cracking as much as the icy structure around me.  
 
    "Call yourself Guardian? You’re merely an instrument in their flawed plan, as worthless as the rest of this corrupted creation!" His voice slithered closer.  
 
    I stamped an armoured forepaw.  
 
    "No, you’re wrong!" I argued, swiftly following the words with another glowing fire ball.  
 
    I heard him shift, and fired again, leaving little time to act as the projectiles struck the icy columns. The world shook and the already weakened structure began to crumble. The thunderous noise consumed his voice. I turned and ran, dodging falling rubble while the world was rapidly consumed by a wall of falling ice only inches behind my tail. Like a gnashing maw it surged closer, and spreading my wings, I leapt towards the doorway, landing clumsily on the slippery surface as the thunderous avalanche sent a rush of shattered ice over me.  
 
    That was too close!  
 
    Shaking frost from my back, I stood up to see the way behind me had completely collapsed.  
 
    So much for getting out the way I came in. 
 
    My mind raced, looking ahead a mist-shrouded corridor greeted me as eerie silence fell over the freezing darkness.  
 
    I can't really believe any of that stuff, can I?  
 
    Mordrakk was cunning, but why would he try to manipulate me with words rather than destroy me with his proclaimed power?  
 
    Unless, as Nakir's said, he's still relatively weak.  
 
    I pressed on regardless, the memories of these halls echoing through my thoughts. From what I could remember this path would lead me back to the main hall, where Acrodan had started this nightmare.  
 
    "A valiant effort," Mordrakk’s omnipotent voice growled, his deep, grisly tone carrying through the halls like a haunting spectre. 
 
    He almost sounded amused at my hasty attempt to avoid, or even destroy him. It also confirmed that my pitiful efforts had done neither.  
 
    "You know...?" he continued. "A part of me almost wishes to see you strike me down, if only to see those traitorous fools undone."  
 
    I kept doing my utmost to ignore him as I passed by several intersecting corridors, many of which had collapsed or were torn asunder by huge fissures.  
 
    "Would they ignore the order my rightful reign would bring, if only to see the perseverance of their false ideas? Freedom is nothing more than an impossible reality, if one bestows freedom upon creation, it will tear itself apart. Mortals are too petty to coexist, they cannot resist greed, pride and anger," he hissed the words as if they tasted vile.  
 
    "It is the same carelessness that gave the Darkness its strength and gave it a place in the heart of every mortal soul."  
 
    The ice shuddered once more while I tried to focus on pressing forward. 
 
    But he's right – these are troubled times.  
 
    I'd seen that the world would tear itself apart, the orkin, wyverns and Acrodan were all prime examples.  
 
    But they're all nothing more than instruments of his destruction. I countered as the idea conflicted with others.  
 
    Even so, there were examples free from Mordrakk's control. Risha and Boltock had seen humans kill dragons, and back in the city I'd seen what Aries was willing to do to keep his power.  
 
    ‘There's only one real player in this game.’  
 
    All of them, no matter their agenda or ambitions, to us they were pawns. Pieces that, if left unchecked, would inevitably destroy the board.  
 
    I had no idea if that had been his plan all along, written into the fabric of creation or simply a delusion of his corruption. But it was hard to dispute. If forced to unify, if all freedom was taken away, then the world would be forced to coexist under one idea.  
 
    Shouldn't that have been the creators’ responsibility all along, to do what was necessary, no matter what?  
 
    "Yes, you know of what I speak," he growled. "You see the chaos of a world that is allowed to be free. War, destruction and death – such things ravaged us once. Back then I failed to see the impurity of the life I gave. But as I peered into the eyes of chaos, as I saw pure discord and oblivion, I discovered what must be done."  
 
    Ilivar trembled as his slithering motions returned. 
 
    "That was you, you caused that, you caused everything!" I shouted into the empty gloom.  
 
    Immediately recognising the scenery around me, I looked ahead to see a junction in the corridor.  
 
    It's a little battered but it’s like I remember it!  
 
    "Their lies cloud your vision," he pressed. "They were never brave enough to admit the truth. The Darkness wasn’t of my design, its power was unrivalled by all but my own! They only cared for the lives of their lesser beings, their precious drakaran. So much so that they would betray me!"  
 
    I focused on ignoring his toxic words as I came upon the junction, hopped over a large split in the floor and turned left.  
 
    Yet I had to wonder. To save the whole of creation from such chaos, would it have to be remade? If all those who'd shunned or betrayed me could be destroyed and remade exactly how I wanted, would their former selves matter at all? If reality could be resumed so perfectly, was there really value in life? 
 
    No, if I change the lives of others, mould them to what I wish, I'm no better than the creators when they made me!  
 
    "You can't say that, everyone deserves to live their lives freely!" I challenged.  
 
    Looking ahead, I recalled the hall I stood in collapsing. It led to where I'd failed to stop Acrodan, but the blockage had been cleared, allowing me to see where the wall had collapsed, exposing the chamber to the outside world. The raging storm about the citadel, subdued into a barrier of freezing mist.  
 
    "Life is nothing but a gift from me!" Mordrakk bellowed, "Made so mortals appreciate the might of their makers. It's expendable, replicable – would you not sacrifice a world for the good of all if you had the power to remake it? Would you spare those who would destroy others because something as pitiful as morals clouded your responsibility? Would you not purge creation of darkness, to make it a better place? If not, who are you to tell me otherwise?"  
 
    His words festered in my mind as I made my way over the pile of rubble beneath the collapsed balcony. Shattered walls stood like dark sentries in the mist, their remains like skeletal bones stretching up on either side. Meanwhile, silence fell once more as if the lingering fog was a fortress against which the wind feared to blow.  
 
    Peering out into the opaque shroud, I recalled the last time I'd stood here, facing the greatest threat this world had known.  
 
    But all Acrodan did; was prove Mordrakk's point.  
 
    I knew the evil among them, but not the truth – Mordrakk’s intentions were justified, yet cruel, conceived with a corrupt mind.  
 
    But who's truly corrupt, him or his children? The thought that I'd been created to oppose him was intimidating, and yet the idea that it may have been done out of spite rather than responsibility was devastating.  
 
    I placed a forepaw on the ruined steps, and glancing around I saw what remained of Acrodan’s staff, discarded amidst the snow.  
 
    "He was a weakling, like the rest of them, even with my power they were nothing. Yet they served their purpose well enough," Mordrakk commented.  
 
    Moving to the top of the stairs, the gloom revealed another shape, namely a pillar of ice, taller than me and hovering on the edge of the abyss.  
 
    That's new, I don't remember it from last time.  
 
    "If they were so weak," I asked, "how did they defeat you?"  
 
    "Mortals are arrogant," he sneered. "Ever since this world was liberated from the Infernals it's merely had an illusion of freedom. I simply needed to restore order until such a time that I may be free," he explained.  
 
    His words were like a curse, and his disregard for the war he'd caused was infuriating. He alone had created the horror and monsters of the Guardian War – yet he couldn't care less.  
 
    I swung round, angrily striking the hovering pillar with my tail blade. A sudden flash of light lit the chamber and a deep hum boomed through the mist. Moments later, an invisible wave charged around the gloom, blowing it away and revealing a sea of stars beyond the dancing aurora. Falling stars streaked across the image, each appearing as a blood-red slice through the night sky.  
 
    'Fire will fall this night', Pyro’s words eerily echoed in my mind.  
 
    The darkened depths of the pit broke the barren, icy waste sitting beneath them. Only, it looked much larger than I recalled. Above its inky blackness, huge pillars of ice hovered where Ilivar's crater edge and ice towers had once stood, the ground beneath them consumed by darkness. Each tower rotated in the cold air, their bases crackling with a strange red light.  
 
    The sight that made dread surge through my veins most of all, was the swarm of hissing vulpomancers lining the shattered walls. Like voracious insects, they crawled across its surface, the ice screaming at the touch of their claws while shadow dripped from their tattered wings.  
 
    There’s so many... I... Can I really take them all on?  
 
    Something shifted behind me – a faint whisper building in strength until it rivalled the swirling firestorm from the celebration. Living smoke crept from every corner, crevice and hole, crawling across the ruined surface and about its dark servants, spinning itself into the shape of a body. Monstrous talons poisoned the ice as they materialised, while above, vast wings cast a dark shadow as they flared like storm clouds upon the horizon. A heart of burning flame roared in the centre of its chest, while a long neck, topped by a horned head, supported two flaming nostrils and a pair of glowing, hateful eyes.  
 
    It was the same monster that had exploded from Dardien’s seasonal fire, the image that had tortured me for so long. 
 
    Mordrakk.  
 
    "Arrogance, that is their weapon against all who would stand against them. My children believed they could protect their pets from me by procrastinating, delaying, imprisoning," he boomed, his voice growing stronger as flames spat from his mouth.  
 
    "But it's their arrogance that betrays them," he continued. "For to believe they and their weak ideals could purge this corrupt reality, to save it from the Darkness, is folly!"  
 
    His head snaked about, leaving a trail of shadow until his flaming eyes set on me.  
 
    "Do you not see their lies? They label me their enemy only to justify their transgressions. For I am the fallen star, fallen from the gleaming pedestal upon which they would hold me so highly!"  
 
    I took a step back, paling under the burning malice of his gaze as he added. "But you... you are different, you are something more."  
 
    My paws brushed against the cliff top as the storm of shadow and fire crawled over the ice, the frozen surface releasing a painful crack under the weight of what should be weightless. 
 
    "You are something much more. A monument to my traitorous children. An insult to my power, and yet you would be nothing without me."  
 
    Without him? I'm far better than him, than any of them!  
 
    To believe that was the only hope I had left, the only virtue on which to cling. He'd been the one in my mind, he'd been the one to force me on, to force every failure, every imperfection. He'd told me of my responsibility. 
 
    All those lives, a universal genocide, all of it could be destroyed in an instant. To be remade without their previous imperfections.  
 
    I stared at my paws as shadow and snow lapped over them.  
 
    Would their death matter if they were alive again in the same instant? Should the universe be sacrificed to free it of corruption?  
 
    I demanded my mind stop fighting any idea that I might agree – that I could have the life I wanted, the life of which I'd dreamt if only I listened to him.  
 
    "I can sense the storm of confusion in your mind, as always, it controls you," Mordrakk hissed, with a sinister grin.  
 
    "You don't know anything about me!" I snapped, but his flaming expression did not falter.  
 
    "Then allow me to enlighten you with your true purpose, that which my children have failed to see," he taunted, lowering his head. "For I made you what you really are."  
 
    "You're wrong, you’re..." I stammered. 
 
    He recoiled in a cloud of shadowy flame.  
 
    "Am I? If so, tell me who made this world? The young, the old and the wise. Who made the water you drink, the food you eat, was that not I? I am creation, I am eternity!" he hollered with the fury of a cosmic storm.  
 
    "Yet it is you who must decide, for that is why I gave you this life. My children believe it an accident that you live, but no, it is by a fraction of my power that you live to fulfil your responsibility, to save them!"  
 
    I could do it, unmake everything, save them, as I always should have done. I held the fate of creation in my claws. It was my responsibility to do what was right for all I knew: home, Dardien, dragons, orkin, Tarwin and the others.  
 
    For a moment, I held it all, and it felt good. Unlimited power, I had everything!  
 
    "No!" I cried, shaking my head.  
 
    His eyes narrowed, embers spewing from between his fangs as he growled.  
 
    "We are gods! It is our birth right to rule all creation. It is our responsibility to ensure its survival, no matter the cost," he thundered, peering down at me like I was a pouty child.  
 
    "Mortals live and die, they are nothing but a blessing of my power. They are weak and deserve nothing from us, and yet they would divert you from what needs to be done!" he accused, pulling back to full height and grasping the ruined walls either side of him.  
 
    Vulpomancers clawed their way around his talons, but with my rear paws at the cliff edge I had no choice but to step forward, my eyes switching between the prowling creatures. All the while Mordrakk considered me with a sly pity.  
 
    "If you cannot see the truth, I will show you. Those of my children's precious drakaran made mortal upon this world are weak, corrupted by chaos, fear and greed," he continued.  
 
    "You're wrong," I countered under my breath.  
 
    "Am I?"  
 
    His eyes stared toward the cliff edge behind me, and I resisted the urge to turn until curiosity got the better of me. A dragon silhouetted by moonlight stood on the precipice. His blackened scales were scarred, and discolouration spread from the dry wounds, polluting a faded red surface. His wings were torn and one of his horns was broken. He wore jet-black armour engraved with glowing runes, and under a spiked helmet two eyes of purple flame burned brightly.  
 
    I staggered back. That's impossible!  
 
    "Pyro?"  
 
    "That is no longer my name," his harsh, twisted voice announced.  
 
    I glanced back to see Mordrakk had vanished while his minions looked on like ravenous spectators.  
 
    "What are you doing here?" I asked, edging back.  
 
    His face turned to anger and stepping forward his metal-clad claws scraped across the ice with a shriek no less horrific than the monsters about us.  
 
    "Getting what should be mine," he snapped, purple flames burning in the back of his throat. "Taking back what you stole!" he added, taking another step forward.  
 
    I stood my ground, caution overcoming confusion as my mind crept back to the vague image of the last night I'd seen him alive.  
 
    "I didn't take anything from you," I replied, marking his slow walk as he began to circle me.  
 
    "Don't play stupid, you stole everything! Ever since you turned up you began stealing respect, friendship, power. They followed you over me when it was always my right to lead!" 
 
    He paused and lowered his head like a cougar ready to pounce. "You think I don't know where you took them?"  
 
    "That’s... I didn't steal them from you."  
 
    I couldn't think up a response he wouldn’t be able to twist. He smiled, a grim flame flickering through his sharp teeth.  
 
    "You can't deny it, can you? You’re nothing but a wyrm, Blaze!" He raked a claw across the ice.  
 
    "What is it you want – power, respect? I trained my whole life, and what did that arrogant snake Aries give me? Nothing more than a suit of armour!"  
 
    What's wrong with him? He's betraying everyone, including himself! Is he so weak-minded that he can't see Mordrakk's clearly manipulating him?  
 
    "I never wanted any of it," I growled back.  
 
    "Indeed," he laughed, as if he'd won the first small victory. "But the Great Master has promised me everything you stole – power and respect over a new breed of ebon wings."  
 
    He spread his black wings proudly. "I can remake the world the way I want it to be, with those I desire at my side."  
 
    To see him fall to such madness was painful. Maybe if he wasn't so blind, so weak!  
 
    "He's lying, he isn’t going to share any of his power!" I attempted to reason.  
 
    "The gods we worshipped were truly fools; they had to be, to make you in the belief you could save them," he countered.  
 
    "Mordrakk is evil, his mind has been twisted by something no one understands!" I pleaded, while his inability to listen only started to infuriate me.  
 
    "Is he? Or is it your foolish gods who truly fell to the Darkness's chaos?" he laughed, scraping an armoured claw against the ice. "Not that it really matters, I think it's time we ended this little chat." 
 
    I fought against my growing anger, lowering myself for the inevitable as he spread his wings.  
 
    I can't fight him, he's my friend, albeit not like the others, but I knew him.  
 
    I looked down at my claws, imagining the burning weapons they could become. The horrifying memories of what I could do when I lost control.  
 
    Pyro gave an angry growl before his armoured spines collided into my side, catapulting me towards the cliff face. The blackened metal of his helmet clattered against the gold of my own, his reinforced horns pressing the magical segments against my scales. I came to a grinding halt in the snow while he controlled his momentum, slowly moving towards me. 
 
    "Fight back, you coward!" he goaded, "You’re too frightened to do what’s best for everyone, aren't you? How did you ever think you could be their leader?"  
 
    "I'm not going to fight you," I reasoned.  
 
    Appalled, he grunted, striking his gauntlet across my helmet, and down my snout. My armour absorbed most of the blow, while the force sent me sprawling to the floor.  
 
    "Fight back, coward!" he demanded again, smashing his claws against the top of my head. 
 
    My helmet clattered as my head fell to the floor. I still offered no response, and he gave another angry grunt, grabbing one of my exposed wing membranes in his mouth and ripping the soft tissue away with a fearsome twist of his teeth. The pain surged through me as the flesh tore away and a warm flow of crimson followed.  
 
    Spitting out the bloody remains, he gave another hiss. "You're pathetic!"  
 
    I fought against the pain and anger beating like drums in my mind, both begging me to retaliate. Meanwhile, his dark armour shifted as he moved his head down to my neck and clamped his teeth around the magical segments. I was ripped from the floor and with a mere flick of his neck, he threw me like a rag into the hovering ice pillar at the cliff’s edge. 
 
    "Where is the immortal champion that imprisoned my master? You can smite the lord of all creation and not fight here?" he chastised as I slid to the floor in a painful heap.  
 
    "Your time among mortals has made you weak! You care for them when you are nothing to them!"  
 
    Looking up, I saw him stop. It was like he realised something new, and his flaming eyes narrowed as a malicious grin parted his muzzle.  
 
    "Maybe I could return to them when I'm done here." He waved a foreclaw dismissively. "That pathetic whelp always chasing my mate's tail and his good for nothing sister!"   
 
    His threat finally broke me, and the fiery force I’d restrained broke free, exploding in a hiss of steam as the ice around me melted and my armour effortlessly vented the flames.  
 
    He flew forward, horns impacting my chest, while I seized his shoulder, throwing us both over the cliff edge. I opened my wings to steady myself, landing on a snowy ledge. He coiled in the air, swirling to face me before diving and effortlessly swerving to avoid the bolt of flame I sent his way.  
 
    "You’re nothing!" he spat, crashing into me and beating his claws against my armour.  
 
    Slashing out with one of my gauntlets, I left a glowing white gash across his chest. He leapt back, glancing at the wound I'd so effortlessly inflicted, before lunging at me once more. Beating my wings furiously, I propelled myself up and over him, striking with the blade at the tip of my tail, slicing another glowing swathe through his armour.  
 
    His claw met my side as I landed, and the force of the strike sent me sprawling. In the same moment, he flew at me again, his muzzle spewing crimson flames. Bracing myself, I coiled back, unleashing another flaming projectile. He swerved, but not before the shot exploded to his right. Raising my wing-mounted blades, I cut two more gashes into his tattered wings as the blast sent him crashing to the ice beside me. He responded with reflexes far superior to those I’d seen before, jumping back toward the cliff edge, forcing his horns against my left flank and throwing me to the floor with a clattering hiss. 
 
    "You think you could take everything from me? My friends, my mate, my power!" his rage exploded, he dashed towards me.  
 
    I lowered myself as his armoured claws clattered against my shoulder plates. My molten-hot paws clutched the rapidly melting ice before the force flipped me into the air. Meanwhile, his claws glowed red against the heat of my ethereal form, as he swooped over and tore me into the sky.  
 
    "I will take what you stole!" he screamed, dropping me back upon the main platform before descending with a clatter.  
 
    I rolled to the side, but he kicked me onto my back, opening his mouth to bite my throat. Lifting my left claw, I swung for his head. Without a word I gripped his helmet tight, and no match for my power, the metal melted like butter as my claws boiled through to his scales.  
 
    He screamed, his flesh searing like bubbling magma as my claws cut through his eye. My rage burned like a furnace, forcing me to lunge at him again, sinking my teeth into his right foreleg, incinerating his armour and scales.  
 
    He screamed more, but I was far from finished. My hind paws kicked into his underside, throwing him from my grip while severing his right leg in a loud rupture of flesh and bone as I held it in my mouth.  
 
    He skidded across the floor, and without hesitation or mercy, I rose, spitting out his severed limb as it disintegrated into charred ashes. He lay broken on the ice, shivering with pain, grasping at the stump that had once been his foreleg. The left side of his face was a disfigured molten mass of scales and warped metal, his eye lost within the charred mix. I rose above him, coiling back, and opening my mouth.  
 
    "See, they are weak, their existence is nothing more than a blessing from us." The dark voice coiled sinisterly around me. 
 
    I felt the fire at the back of my throat as my eyes stared mercilessly at the shivering, disfigured dragon I once called a friend.  
 
    "What are you waiting for? End him and claim your rightful place!" the eager voice added with a sinister laugh, and I saw the image of a bony dragon raising his paw to a glowing tally.  
 
    "Eight..." 
 
    I stopped. My eyes wide as I held back, and my mouth slowly closed. The voice gave a grunt of frustration as I fell panting to my knees, staring at my bloodied, disfigured friend sprawled helplessly at my paws.  
 
    No, I can't have, surely not. What have I done?  
 
    I staggered back, gasping, before falling to the ice. The dark creatures surrounding me hissed uneasily when Mordrakk’s shadowed form spun back into existence. He glanced down at Pyro like he was nothing.  
 
    "What are you waiting for? Restore order, send him to his rightful place!" he demanded.  
 
    Once I'd have been unable to believe the lack of concern in his voice, but now I knew better. I knew the gods didn't care for anything other than themselves.  
 
    Is this order or subjugation? Is it for the good of all or merely the will of the Darkness that now thrives within him? I thought as vulpomancers dragged Pyro away.  
 
    His eternal endeavour for power had stolen the minds of many, including his own. I'd seen it, I'd felt it. If this was the order he'd bring, it could not be allowed to happen. If the greatest act of kindness to the universe was to allow it to die, then it was corrupt from the start. They would be reborn, to be subdued by the rule of a power-mad creator – I will not allow that to happen.  
 
    Forcing myself to stand I stared into his burning eyes.  
 
    "No more! You're wrong about them, about everything. I'm not like you, I won't let you do this," I declared. 
 
    He rose to full height, and before I could react, flames leapt from his muzzle. I felt myself being torn from the ground, an invisible force catapulting me toward the cliff, slamming me into the floating pillar with a bone-shattering crunch. Mordrakk snorted flames as his dark talons sliced effortlessly through my armour, boring deep into my side, while he pinned me against the pillar with nothing more than a stare.  
 
    "You would dare to defy me? I am your creator! You would be nothing but a casket of soulless dust without me!"  
 
    Spreading his wings, he descended towards me.  
 
    "I am your master, the greatest of all masters!" he roared.  
 
    "My wings will cast a shadow over this pitiful world! My claws will cut swathes through reality itself. My fire will scour corruption from the universe and you..." His gaze narrowed.  
 
    "You are fools to defy me!"  
 
    Flames licked at my scales; his shadowed jaw held inches from mine. I tried with all my remaining strength to break free, but it was hopeless – the force that held me wasn’t physical, nor was the deep wound his claws had inflicted as it hurt more than any pain I'd ever felt.  
 
    "Did you really expect me to have fallen that day? No, you are my legacy, I gave you this life so that you may fulfil my work and, if not? Well, it is easier to corrupt the pitiful soul I gave you than the billion my children stuffed into that shard!" 
 
    He glanced down to the empty socket in my magical armour, and grinned.  
 
    "I see that you lack your better half anyway. No matter, your raw energy will suffice for now."  
 
    No, he's nothing without that amulet!  
 
    I couldn't open my muzzle, but I laughed silently, mocking the fact that his goal was still beyond his reach, that he wasn’t all-powerful. I knew he knew what I was thinking, and he could do nothing to stop me.  
 
    "Now you will see this world turn against itself," he hissed, snaking back, coiling up against the opposite wall and flexing a dark talon.  
 
    A sudden surge of pain raced across my body, like the ice was drawing me in, until the magical grip released its hold and I dropped to the floor. The cracks and fractures in the floating pillar glowed like a fire burned inside. Meanwhile, clouds gathered, and lightning flickered in the swirling midst like the pillar was somehow a conduit. With a horrifying scream a beam of red light shot from its peak, streaming up into the centre of a gathering storm, flashing brightly before exploding into a shower of darkness.  
 
    "Now you will see the error of your ways. I will restore order to my creation and bring peace; all that you know will die," Mordrakk roared.  
 
    "I will be reborn, and if that is seen as darkness, then so be it, for I am Darkness, Darkness reborn," he bellowed into the angry sky and all of creation trembled at his words.  
 
    I fought through the pain of each breath to stand, but it was as if there was no air to take in.  
 
    "It is our responsibility," he told me as he glanced down. "We can't escape it."  
 
    I placed a quivering paw forward, raising my head up to look him in the eyes.  
 
    "Responsibility? My only responsibility is to save them!" I shouted with all my strength.  
 
    Power flooded through my veins, igniting a primal fire far beyond my desire or ability to control. I beat my wings, ascending into the air before the pillar. A radiant heat instantly melted the ice around me, a hurricane of steam fanning out on a cosmic wind that disintegrated the vulpomancers into ash. Mordrakk snarled, and I felt several more attempts to pin me shatter against my burning scales.  
 
    With a furious grunt, he coiled back, opening his mouth to reveal the burning fire in his throat from where he unleashed a torrent of flame. The fire blossomed across the surface of a new sphere surrounding me, as my eyes continued to meet his.  
 
    "If this is your choice, it will only bring them all to their end! The impurity in your heart will break you, emotions will be your undoing!" 
 
    I had no care for his words as I poured all my fear, hatred, and fury into growing hotter, until it felt like my heat rivalled the sun itself.  
 
    Mordrakk sneered, as if he knew exactly what my undoing would be.  
 
    "I know you; I know the one you can't live without, and her soul will be mine!" he roared as he lunged forward, breaking through my shield.  
 
    Something inside me snapped – a boundary that should never have failed, fractured. Unbridled power escaped me, and within moments, he recoiled, his eyes disappearing behind his wings before he swirled out of existence. The few remaining vulpomancers scattered like frightened birds before disintegrating to dust, along with their fellows.  
 
    All the while my intense light grew brighter, pushing back the shadow and destroying the ice around me like crumbling clay. With explosive force the fiery ice pillar shattered as did the ground beneath me and all that was left of Ilivar.  
 
    My focus slowly burned away with everything else. He'd gone and yet those infernal eyes burned amidst the chaos, imprinted like a mental scar on my mind. I faltered, then fell, slowly cascading down within a blurred torrent of melting ice, water and snow.  
 
    Darkness crept into my vision, my mind and my soul. Every thought, every sense, was consumed by blackness so deep it left me completely empty. I hit the floor, my armour and wounded body clattering on the surface, the force of impact snapping me like a twig as I blacked out.  
 
    * 
 
    Almost as suddenly as darkness had overcome me, I opened my eyes to find myself in what looked like a drakaran structure. Four pillars sat before me, a glowing storm at their centre. Two figures stood poised to fight before the light and I suddenly realised it was the scene I'd witnessed in death.  
 
    Mordrakk launched himself at Nakir, his shadowy muzzle biting down on the Ethereal's armoured neck, crushing the shifting plates. Nakir kicked up his bladed tail, swivelling round and striking Mordrakk in the eye, and with a hiss of pain, the dark form backed off.  
 
    "Join me or surrender, my son, you cannot defeat me. I am eternity!" Mordrakk bellowed, but Nakir stepped back, glancing at the growing storm within the pillars behind him.  
 
    "No, I will not allow this madness to continue," the creator of death challenged.  
 
    Mordrakk released a fiery roar as he lunged again. Nakir rose, slicing a wing blade across his muzzle, sending him sprawling across the floor.  
 
    [image: ]"You are my children, I cared for you without question! You have endangered everyone with your stupidity. Never again will I entrust power to such weak-minded fools!"  
 
    [image: ]Nakir struck with his tail blade, slicing Mordrakk’s right leg.  
 
    "You are no creator of mine, you've allowed the Outsider to corrupt your mind, you..." 
 
    Before he could finish, Mordrakk leapt up, forcing his sharp fore-talons up beneath his opponent's armoured plate and into his heart. Nakir gasped, the last of his fire flickering in his eyes as Mordrakk’s cold, merciless gaze stared into them.  
 
    "I bear no sympathy, my son. This is what must be done," he finished, yanking his claws free.  
 
    "As is this, Father," Nakir muttered as he kicked back, disintegrating as he fell into the swirling storm within the pillars. 
 
    Mordrakk staggered back, when, in a blinding flash, a bolt of fire lanced out, striking him in the chest, tearing a shard of his shadowed hide back into the flames. He fell to the marble, the whole room starting to shudder as a dragon materialised from within the glowing flames. Like an angel it unfurled its wings, the distinct shape of an eight-point star melded to its blazing chest.  
 
    "What have you done, you fools?" Mordrakk hissed, coiling back and unleashing a torrent of flame.  
 
    The fire broke on a shield of white light, and with a simple flick of its wings, the opposing energy sent a bolt of lightning into Mordrakk, followed by more until a rain of fire burned the fallen god away.  
 
    "If this is your sacrifice, then so be it!" he growled as the glowing entity coiled up into a tight ball, suddenly unfolding with an explosive force.  
 
    I was almost torn from my body by the explosion. Only blackness remained as I found myself in the cold, dead landscape of shimmering rock below a sea of stars. I peered into the endless emptiness at a mighty sphere in the sky.  
 
    Yet now I saw it as it once was, like the projections I had seen in the Arcanum. It was a world ravaged by a dark shroud pouring across its surface, flashing with bursts of red, glowing flame. On the horizon, below the cataclysm, a blue form broke the emptiness, and I froze.  
 
    "Risha?"  
 
    "You left us," she uttered, and a sudden wave of dread surged through me.  
 
    "You said you would return, but you left us to the world of shadow," she added disconsolately.  
 
    I opened my muzzle to respond, but words failed me. My eyes stared hopelessly at the one I loved, until her image fell away like shattered glass, replaced by my mind’s dark illusion.  
 
    Not him... He's not...  
 
    I collapsed as he approached, then felt his cold claws stroke my head in mocking comfort.  
 
    "I warned you that the truth would hurt," he declared. "We are the same, we have always been one. Beyond the knowledge of my children, I have hidden my salvation in their greatest hope."  
 
    I fought not to cry out as his dark claws caressed my scales.  
 
    "No... I'm..."  
 
    Sorrow stole my words as Mordrakk placed his paw over my muzzle.  
 
    "You may run from me, but you can never escape your true responsibility."  
 
    I tried to fight him, to push him away, but my strength failed me. I was nothing more than a puppet on his strings as his muzzle opened to speak once more.  
 
    "We are Darkness, Darkness reborn." 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
     
 
    End of Book Two 
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