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    Prologue 
 
      
 
    "For centuries, we have looked to the stars for guidance, but sometimes the stars can guide us in more ways than we could ever imagine." 
 
    * 
 
    Early one cold winter’s morning, fresh dew sparkled like stars in a multi-coloured sky, as trees rustled in the light breeze. It was the first time Father had taken me out on a hunt and I'd barely managed to contain my excitement. I'd been awake all night, waiting for a chance to use the new bow he'd given me a few days earlier, and I'd been swift to put it to good use. We’d already caught some game to take home, but I'd been keen to catch something truly worthwhile. Later that morning father left me to guard what we’d already caught while he went to check the last of the traps.  
 
    I sat next to a fallen deer, playing with an arrow, pushing it into the damp forest floor, spinning the tip and observing the way it lifted the soil from beneath the cover of mouldy leaves. The tedium of my duty had subdued my excitement and I had to admit, I was getting bored. I never imagined the day I'd waited weeks for could be anything but perfect, yet no matter what I’d never leave our quarry.  
 
    Then I saw it, the largest stag I'd ever seen, illuminated by beams of sunlight piercing the tree canopy – and it was unaware of my presence. This was it, my perfect chance. I quietly fumbled for my bow, sure that if I could bring it down, we’d have enough food for months, and more importantly, the whole village would be cheering my name.  
 
    Poised for the shot, with weeks’ worth of practice behind me, I levelled my quivering arrow at the beast’s gently heaving chest, taking a deep breath as the forest seemed to calm. No sooner had the world stilled, than a powerful gust of wind ran through the trees with what sounded like the deafening roar of stampeding horses.  
 
    The stag instinctively bolted into the cover of the trees as leaves and branches cracked and splintered in the icy air. The chaos was illuminated by a light so bright that at first I mistook it for the low sitting sun. When my eyes adjusted, I realised it was a bright ball of fire plummeting from the sky. Seconds later, it vanished behind the trees and the ground shook as another wave of wind tore through the undergrowth, knocking me to the ground. A shower of leaves fell over me and the world spun wildly as stars danced in my vision. I don't remember how long I lay on my back, gathering my thoughts I sat up and rubbed my aching temple.  
 
    Behind the line of trees a plume of smoke climbed into the sky and without reason I had only one idea. Some may call it brave; others might have considered it foolhardy, but I felt driven to approach the ungodly event. I thought to wait for father, however, curiosity had me in its talons and where others may have fled, I suppressed my fear and did the exact opposite. The atmosphere changed the closer I got, and smoke cast a looming shadow over the darkening forest. Instinct told me there could be a great fire brewing, even more reason to turn away.  
 
    Distressed bird calls filled the air and the smell of burning wood scratched at my nostrils. But the thought I could be the first to witness something truly special drove me on, over fallen logs and frosty creeks. As I stepped closer my confidence grew, strangely there was no sign of fire and soon sunlight began to break through the smoke. Things seemed to become a little less eerie, even though the forest fell silent. I paused, the lack of birdsong and rustling branches was unnatural, I was a hunter, I knew that.  
 
    The clearing I came upon was no natural occurrence either. Whatever fell from the sky had left the trees bent and broken, once firm trunks snapped like frail twigs. A giant crater replaced an area where undergrowth had once sprawled, and any that remained on the edges of the pit were charred and blackened. Some still crackled as if alight with a ghostly flame, while wispy bands of smoke flittered by. In the centre of the newly formed hollow, a gold-tinted rock sparkled in the sunlight. Even from a distance it crackled as if smouldering hot, like a flame more powerful than any I knew had scorched it. Yet as I approached, I found it radiated no heat.  
 
    Dirt boiled to sleek glass crunched under my boots and I was close enough to touch the thing before I even realised. It feels stupid looking back, but when I reached out, I wasn't forced back by heat, but by a freezing cold sting. As I withdrew there was a shifting sound from within, prompting me to hop back a few more steps as one side of the rock broke away. Glistening surface crumbling into a fine blue dust and revealing something I never could have expected... 
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter 1 
 
    Blaze  
 
      
 
    "Time to go!" a voice shouted from the neighbouring room, abruptly interrupting the story. 
 
    "We'll finish it tomorrow," the storyteller called over the bustle of her young audience as they reluctantly started to depart with a collection of moans and groans.  
 
    Personally, I had no problem leaving it there, I'd lost count of the times I'd heard the tale. 
 
    Even so, I raised my head when one of the younger boys, seemingly unable to contain his desire to know how the story ended, ran over to the girl telling the tale.  
 
    "Miss Tarwin, what did you find in the woods?" he asked giddily. 
 
    She looked down at him, casually rolling her eyes and glancing around to make sure her words weren’t overheard.  
 
    "Don't tell the others, or you'll ruin the story. But if you really must know..."  
 
    "Yes, yes," the boy replied, mimicking her quiet tone.  
 
    "Him," she whispered as she pointed over to me lying on the stone floor beside the fire.  
 
    They often called me a ‘creature’ because I wasn’t like them. It really didn’t bother me – I'd accepted long ago it was a part of my life, and I really didn’t know any different; Tarwin was a human, as was everyone else I knew.  
 
    Humans walked on two legs, whereas I walked on four. They had hands and feet tipped with five toes or fingers, while I had four toes on each paw, tipped with sharp claws. My paws were dexterous enough to handle simple objects, though they were very different in comparison to a human's nimble fingers.  
 
    They had pale, soft skin that was squishy and prone to cuts and bruises. In contrast, I wore a coat of sleek scales, as white as starlight, or at least that was how Tarwin often described them. I preferred relating them to the winter’s snow; it didn’t seem as outlandish. Plus, there was no shortage of the cold stuff to compare them with. My scales were also hard as steel, apart from those around my legs, where they were more flexible for mobility, not to mention they were fireproof, something I'd learned long ago.  
 
    My head also differed from a human's, they had silly, flat faces with small noses and ears, all of which was topped with hair, while I had a long snout equipped with serrated teeth. The top of my head was crowned with a pair of horns. Then there were the things I had that they lacked altogether, most noticeably a set of leathery wings sprouting from just behind my shoulders, which I usually held tightly against my side. A row of small spines ran from the back of my head, down my neck and finally along my back to my tail, where they ended in a sharp, white arrowhead. Despite its dangerous appearance it wasn't a weapon, one of the many things I’d found out the hard way.  
 
    Of course, with my looks came the village's opinion of me. Humans claimed to know so much more about me, always telling me, or more specifically Tarwin, I could do so many things. They took inspiration from old stories and legends. Fairy tales for children, specifically those that spoke of ancient creatures like me. Among many things, I was apparently able to breathe fire and exercise magical control over other elements. It always made me laugh because they genuinely believed it, meanwhile I was very certain I couldn’t do anything of the sort.  
 
    Finally, there was one part of their stories I'll admit I didn't like – apparently, I was a legendary monster that their earliest ancestors knew only to fear. Despite any distaste I had for that reputation, I couldn’t help but find it ironic, because they certainly didn’t fear me. In fact, I was barely larger than one of the bigger hounds they called pets. Yet despite all their stories, there was one who I trusted completely.  
 
    Tarwin. 
 
    She was the one who had found my egg all those winters ago. The one who had told me what I really was without all the nonsense. I was a creature they called a ‘Dragon’, and even that title wasn’t a name I recognised. For Tarwin was also the one who had given me my proper name, the one I knew myself as...  
 
    "Blaze!?" the child asked, looking over to me, unaware that, in his surprise, he'd shouted my name for everyone to hear.  
 
    "Yes," Tarwin replied, shaking her head, appearing to have fully expected it to play out the way it did. 
 
    "But it's time to go now, go on, your mother will be waiting," she encouraged with a laugh, directing him out of the door.  
 
    "And don't ruin it for the others!" she added as he ran off.  
 
    Tarwin was my best friend, a rather silly title for our relationship. I knew I was more of a pet to her, but unlike everyone else, she never treated me that way. She was nineteen winters old, her twentieth fast approaching. Her reddish-brown hair covered her ears, and she was a moderate height for her age. She told stories on a regular basis, always thinking of interesting and engaging new themes, yet always coming back to the story of how she'd found me. Her soft voice was a permanent fixture in my mind, I never tired of it and I went everywhere with her. I rarely responded to any other and I certainly appreciated no other sound as much.  
 
    As for her stories, she told them to the youngsters – an even mixture of eight boys and eight girls – in the main hall of our small village. I knew most of her class just from all the attention they gave me. After all, not every child had someone like me in their village. I was thankful that the elders allowed them to be close to me, especially given their monster stories and myths. I was sure they knew I wasn't out to eat them, or maybe they were afraid I would gobble them up if they weren’t nice.  
 
    "Blaze!"  
 
    Hearing my name, I responded instantly.  
 
    Tarwin finished packing away her books and other gear, swung her bag over her shoulder and walked over to put her hand on my head. It was something she always did, just as the others did to their pets; whether they were intelligent enough to feel the way I did or not.  
 
    I've never seen dogs or cats acting like I do, some are loyal, but not like me. 
 
    "We should be going now," she suggested, voice croaky after the long day of reading.  
 
    It was cold outside and as she opened the door; I was reluctant to leave the fire's warmth. Even so, I followed, knowing it would be equally comfy where we were heading. Stepping out, the warmth of my breath was stolen by the brisk evening air as I exhaled. Sunlight was fading from the sea lying below the cliffs bordering the village's south side. The last rays creeping behind the western horizon. It cast a carpet of red over the darkening world, creating a beautifully glowing blanket across the sky where it mixed with the undersides of wispy evening clouds. 
 
    The village consisted of a few wooden houses built in a circle around the central fire and totem, which the villagers lit for celebrations and other important spiritual events. Their kind believed in all sorts of mystical beings, from horned-snakes, three headed dream crows, to dragons like me. Despite the obvious connection I didn’t really pay any attention to their spiritual talk regarding deer of the great tree, horses of the waves, or fire birds of the northern mountains.  
 
    At the centre of the village was the great hall, a large wooden structure filled with long tables, high chairs, huge barrels of mead and walls covered in trophies. So many it was hard to spot any new ones whenever I entered.  
 
    The hall often hosted celebrations, the villagers spent many nights in there enjoying great feasts amidst their songs, drunken dances, and rowdy festivities. They were always lively events, but as with most things in the village I never cared for them. 
 
    Then there was my home; well, to be precise, Tarwin and her father's home. It was the largest in the village and closest to the great hall, due to the fact her father held the important role of village chief. Even if to me he was simply Tarwin’s father.  
 
    Tarwin entered through the wooden doorway first, with me close behind. As she lit the torches their flickering glow flooded the room, warm light dancing across the walls and chasing away the darkness. She turned to light the fire-pit in the centre of the room, which was nothing more than a small circle of stones holding a pile of blackened logs and dusty charcoal. 
 
     Using one of the torches she lit a thin saucer filled with whale oil, a flammable liquid the villagers used to light most of their fires. The moment the first flames sprung from the blackened wood, I was lured in. Just as the torches outside beckoned insects. I found a comfortable position and lay down to reclaim the comfort I'd lost upon leaving the last beacon of warmth. Closing my eyes only to open them again when I caught a glimpse of Tarwin peering down at me, hands on her hips and a smile breaking her cherry-red features. 
 
    "What am I going to do with you? All you do these days is laze around in front of the fire," she laughed. 
 
    What? It's cold outside! She'd lay here too if she were me! I thought, chuckling too, not that she understood it as a laugh.  
 
    Her friendly remarks to my somewhat lethargic attitude were common. I didn’t know if she knew I could understand her, even though she spoke to me as if I could. She always seemed able to work out roughly what I was thinking from body language and expression alone, without the need for verbal responses.  
 
    Seconds later she promptly left to get something from the small storage room that lay off to one side of the house. That was where the food was kept, it was cool, and the meat salted to keep it edible until ready to cook.  
 
    With Tarwin momentarily absent, I returned my head to the floor and closed my eyes, emptying my mind of all but the thought of relaxing heat. When an unexpected gust of cold wind blew in through the open door moments later, however, it seemed the world was out to see I didn't get a second's peace.  
 
    By the spirits, if that door's broken again, I'm sleeping in the main hall's fire pit!  
 
    With a huff, I reluctantly raised my head, and my worries were quickly dismissed. With a whoosh the door slammed shut, locking out the chilling wind like an uninvited guest. My eyes fixed on the cause of the disruption, as Tarwin’s father made his entry quite clear.  
 
    He was a tall, heavily built man with long dark hair and a beard to match, hiding a weather-worn, deep-lined, and craggy face. He always wore his armour, a mixture of thick fur, hide, leather and tarnished metal. The villagers had worked the materials together especially for him. Two rounded metal spaulders sat over his broad shoulders and a thick leather belt wrapped around his waist. While his feet were shod in a pair of heavy leather and metal boots that clanked on the hard stone floor with each step.  
 
    Wrapped around his neck was a wolf pelt, a beast he'd slain many winters ago. In fact, he was responsible for most of the ones hanging in the great hall. Then there was the intimidating part of him that wasn’t a piece of armoured apparel. He always carried a great war axe, a large double-sided blade with a master-crafted handle and head carved to mimic the likeness of beasts commonly referred to as ‘spirits’ by humans.  
 
    Despite my desire to lie before the flames I got up, sure I'd inevitably have to move at some point. I glanced up at him, although he didn’t understand me the way Tarwin did. In fact, he hardly noticed me, treating me just like any other pet.  
 
    He was a difficult man to impress, even if he always tried to be tolerant and accept the way his daughter viewed things. Either way, I was safe in the knowledge that, in the unlikely occurrence of him being angry at me, Tarwin would most certainly be on my side. I often wondered why she would choose me over him, although, more recently, their relationship had changed for the worse.  
 
    Before I could dwell on that idea, Tarwin returned. I glanced her way, preferring the sight of her friendly face to that of her judgmental father. She held some skinned squirrels and a few small fish, tossing one of the latter to me.  
 
    As far as reactions go, I was faster than any of their other pets and caught the food with a flick of my head, sharp teeth preventing the slippery morsel from escaping before I quickly gulped it down. Meal consumed, I continued to watch her place the remaining food on a pair of long, metal skewers before hanging them over the fire, paying little attention to her father.  
 
    Neither of them had acted the same towards each other since Tarwin had begun to ask more about her mother. She'd been a human I'd never met, joining the spirits in the beyond before I'd entered the world. Even so, I never got involved in their arguments. Though, unlike the other more passive things I chose to ignore, they occurred far more frequently and close to home.  
 
    My only tactic was to lay down again, lowering myself below the brewing storm. My eyes flicked up as her father attempted to greet her. I had to give him credit for trying – he at least wanted to make their relationship work, even so, her only response was a scowl.  
 
    "That's the last of the food, you'll have to go out again tomorrow," she announced bluntly, keeping her eyes focused on the flickering flames.  
 
    After a brief silence he responded, "I can't, tomorrow is the last day for fishing before the ice seals the sea."  
 
    She turned to him abruptly. "Well, fish alone won't be enough. I'll have to go hunting," she suggested, much to his disapproval.  
 
    It was just as I'd anticipated, the argument erupted between them on cue. I just tried to block it out, as neither side paid any attention to me.  
 
    I never really understood the constant friction between them. She was generally friendly toward me and others, but not to her own father? Then again, I didn't have anyone to argue with, so no real concept of what caused their apparent discontent for one another.  
 
    What I wouldn't give for someone to hold a conversation with though.  
 
    Whenever I tried to speak, I knew from their reactions they only understood it as some sort of growl or snarl, usually with negative repercussions. Therefore, to prevent fuelling the whole 'monster' idea, I didn't bother with their world of communication. My life revolved around my own thoughts and my affection for Tarwin.  
 
    If only she was a dragoness. That's if there are more dragons out there.  
 
    After a few moments of blocking out the commotion, I had no choice but to listen. They were arguing about the food supplies, especially how there wasn't enough to last the winter and at this point in the season everyone was preparing for the long, cold months ahead.  
 
    Tarwin desperately wanted to go out hunting but her father wouldn’t have it. Yet despite his objections he was unable to give her a sound reason not to go.  
 
    She had hunted many times, although lately it seemed her father didn’t trust the forest. He'd never told her outright, but now it seemed he had, and she wasn’t happy.  
 
    "I can't understand why, I mean they're just stories and it's not like I'll be on my own – Blaze will be with me!" she challenged.  
 
    "No!" he shouted, standing up quickly, casting an intimidating shadow across the room. As if that wasn't daunting enough, he raised his axe and with a loud thud, banged the blunt end twice on the floor.  
 
    Shaken from my lazy position I scrambled up, shocked and frustrated. Tarwin remained unfazed, arms folded as she blew hair from her eyes.  
 
    "That's final," her father added, before retiring into the room at the back of the house, giving her no time to respond.  
 
    She clearly wanted to pursue him, to vent her anger. But after a moment of indecisive groaning she slumped down onto one of the wooden benches surrounding the fire. I perked up, looking over as she peered down at her lap and sniffed.  
 
    Maybe I should go over? That always cheers her up! I took a step forward, only for her to groan and toss a pan across the room. Okay, maybe not the best idea, I'll just leave her for a while.  
 
    * 
 
    It was hours after their argument before Tarwin finally showed any signs of activity. She hadn’t fallen asleep and neither had I. I'd settled on a banister next to an open hatch. I would only go to sleep when she did, partly out of loyalty, but also because we shared the same sleeping space.  
 
    On clear nights, the opening offered me some comfort. It was where smoke from the fire escaped and the one spot in the house only I could reach. Tonight, the air was colder than most evenings, and from my vantage point I could hear the faint washing of the sea over the cliffs, while the blend of sea salt and torch-smoke created a rather peculiar odour.  
 
    While up here, my attention wasn’t directed to the village with its flickering braziers, nor the black horizon beyond the sea. I turned my head up towards the ocean of stars and the beautiful aurora that danced across the night sky. The majesty was all I needed to clear my mind, the one time I could talk clearly with the only one who could truly understand me – myself.  
 
    I would often wonder if I could fly all the way up to the stars; a stupid thought, I was sure, even if I was an accomplished flyer. I was the only one in the village who could fly, after all. Completely self-taught, not that it was that hard, pure instinct often drove most of my efforts.  
 
    The stars were one of the few things I was happy to ponder over at every opportunity. I imagined the night sky as a giant black sheet dotted with small holes hiding the sun, its bright light shining through small gaps in the material. Of course, that was when I'd been younger, my mind wasn’t so creative these days. All I'd been able to think about recently was the mundane reality of village life, the increasing conflict between Tarwin and her father, how long the food would last, and how much water was in the well – all things that Tarwin often fretted over.  
 
    If only she wondered about dragons out there beyond the forest. We'd practically be the same.  
 
    Regardless, time alone with my thoughts was interrupted when I heard my name called and used in the same sentence as the word ‘bed'. With that summons, I glided down to meet Tarwin as she extinguished the torches; leaving only the central fire to light and warm the otherwise dark house. Her bed was a pile of fur pelts suspended by wooden beams above her father's room at the far end of the building. A small wooden ladder provided her access, whilst I flew up. She swiftly navigated the ladder, crawling under the furs as I perched myself on one of the beams.  
 
    "You know Father doesn't like it when you fly in the house," she reminded me, stroking the back of my head as I crawled along the banister towards her. "Oh well, how is he going to stop you? You're a dragon, you're supposed to fly," she continued with a grin. 
 
    "If he wants to be in charge of the house he can be here more often. He didn't even know the door was broken or that I fixed it," she added, mumbling more to herself than me as she rolled over into her bed.  
 
    Although I was tired, I was able to go without sleep for a lot longer than she could. I assumed it was a dragon thing, but with no reason to stay awake, I moved back down to the foot of the bed, where I slowly drifted off to sleep.  
 
    * 
 
    Dimly lit by a flickering light at the centre, the chamber was bleak and cold. Intrigued by the strange glow, I found myself drawn towards its ghostly radiance. A faint humming filled the air, a constant noise that steadily grew louder. As I approached, the light intensified, forcing me to use my wing to shield my eyes. With nowhere else to turn, I looked to the floor, where I noticed the earth beneath me had started to break away into an inky blackness like the splintering ice of a frozen lake.  
 
    Struck with fear, my instant reaction was to fly out. Spreading my wings, I began to flap, the gloom closing in around me. I beat my leathery limbs harder, forcing my eyes shut lest the light blind me. The moment I did so the light snapped out of existence, its residue burning in my retina for a moment. Terror began to consume more of my mind than I could contribute to understanding what was happening. Then came what sounded like a voice, speaking in strange, muffled tones beyond my perception, getting louder until... The call of my name suddenly woke me.  
 
    * 
 
    Realising the horror I'd felt only moments ago was nothing more than a nightmare, I slowly raised my head from beneath the warm pelts. Kicking furs from my hind legs and tail, I looked around at the blurry world, sleepy eyes still acclimatising to the bright morning light. Yawning, I peered over the wooden beam to see the fire burning brightly in the room below. Tarwin was already awake, cooking the last of the fish.  
 
    I hopped down, forgoing the urge to fly in case her father was around. Shaking the last sleepy stiffness from my muscles with a satisfying stretch, I made my way over to the fire and sat beside her. She was just turning the fish when she noticed me, but to my surprise, her reaction wasn’t the usual cheerful greeting – she said nothing, while her face told me everything.  
 
    "Father's gone down to the docks to get the boats ready," she grumbled. 
 
    For a moment I'd no idea how to react, fortunately there was no need for me to change my attitude. Her mood seemed to improve when she realised it wasn't her father beside her. My presence always seemed to cheer her up, and I didn’t really have to try too hard – something I often took advantage of, for both their sakes. I didn't like to see them angry at each other, so I tried to make her as happy as possible.  
 
    That's what good pets do right?  
 
    "Any way look at you! Up so late again, lazy lizard!" she commented with a laugh, offering me half of the cooked fish.  
 
    I eagerly accepted. Although I could go for longer than she could without eating, I never said no to food unless she needed it more than I did. My ability to resist hunger was something I knew set me apart from my animalistic companions around the village too. So being careful not to catch her hand with my teeth, I took the fish and quickly consumed it. 
 
     "I'm going down to the docks to see Father off, are you coming?" she asked, stroking the top of my head.  
 
    I knew then that her frustration was still looming, so I used my influence to my advantage by nodding, a trick she often found ‘cute’. Cute was a word I disliked, especially when used to describe my actions.  
 
    It makes her happy, so what's wrong with the slight ego hit this one time?  
 
    My 'cute' action seemed to have the intended effect, briefly brightening her mood. Even so, I couldn’t understand why she was going to see her father, he'd probably just shout again. Nevertheless, I headed to the door with her.  
 
    The moment I stepped outside a gust of chilly morning wind struck me. The cooling sensation was harsh at first, slowly dulling into an uncomfortable ache against my scales. In conditions like these, scales seemed to be a much better defence against the cold than the humans’ soft skin. 
 
    Obviously the reason they wear thick clothes. I thought contently.  
 
    We walked down the stone steps at the front of the house and I noted that the village was far more active than the previous night. Though that was normal for an autumn morning, every villager was preparing for the winter storms and the dark nights.  
 
    "He never listens, we should be getting ready for winter too," Tarwin muttered to herself.  
 
    I didn't think I was supposed to hear such mutterings, but it was unavoidable due to my sensitive ears. 
 
     It won’t surprise me if she means to push him into the sea.  
 
    Regardless, my thoughts turned back to the village. I couldn’t help feeling that for some reason it felt busier than usual, autumn or not. I knew it was a pointless observation brought on by my subconscious desire to be distracted from Tarwin's growing frustration. The only storm the village really needed to prepare for was the one brewing between her and her father.  
 
    Farmers were bringing in the last of their crops, while shepherds herded sheep from their pastures at the edge of the distant forest.  
 
    The smell of smoke and the noise of hammered metal bellowed from the blacksmith's forge; bows and blades being made ready for winter hunts. As we approached the docks, a far greater feast seized my senses. The salty smell of the restless water and the crashing of waves against the base of the cliff drowned out the sights and smells of the village.  
 
    We reached the top of the cliff, where a set of steep stone steps led down to the pier. Tarwin took the first step and I quickly followed, snaking our way down to the cliff's base, where we took a sharp turn to meet a wooden platform stretching out to where the boats were docked. They were incredibly important to the village, shielded from the storms and winter ice by the small bay.  
 
    Tarwin promptly reached them, frustration propelling her so fast I struggled to keep pace. Seeing that she had moved a substantial distance ahead of me I quickly navigated the last of the stairs. Reaching the bottom I found she was still some way ahead, and with no desire to be involved in whatever storm she was planning to unleash, I turned my attention to my surroundings.  
 
    The thick wooden pillars of the pier supported the tethers of two long, wooden vessels. Each one clearly prepared to leave, bobbing restlessly on the waves as if more eager to set sail than their crews, broad sails dancing wildly in the wind, animating the distorted patterns printed upon them. 
 
     Each carried the same symbol – the ‘spirit of the sea’ as the humans called it, the legendary head of a mighty sea serpent. The thought of more legends and stories bored me; after all, I was from stories and I was real, so what was there to say other creatures weren’t just as tangible?  
 
    Nevertheless, my eyes moved toward the pier, where I could see a pair of men loading wooden boxes into the boat's hold, while two more struggled to wrestle a large fishing net into the restless vessel.  
 
    Tarwin was by her father, completely ignoring the other men and women attempting to greet her. I watched from a distance while she spoke to him – obviously not wishing him farewell. Instead, she instantly continued trying to persuade him that fish wasn't enough for winter and how she should go out and get something more substantial. No matter what words were used, the argument was no different to that of the previous night. All I could do was focus my attention elsewhere, eventually allowing the crashing of breaking waves to drown out their shouting.  
 
    The other men had stopped what they were doing, standing back to watch, apparently just as unwilling to get involved. Although, that might have been due to the respect they had for her father, rather than Tarwin herself.  
 
    Moments later, the shouting ceased and by the look on her face, I assumed she had been met with the same response. Her father jumped over the boat’s wooden rail, the impact of his heavy metal boots echoing loudly on the deck. The men loading the last of the supplies quickly followed when he cast an intimidating look their way and without a word the crew immediately set to work, dropping the mooring lines and setting the sails.  
 
    Tarwin watched while the boat pulled away. Her father waved goodbye, he still loved her more than she gave him credit for, but she was angry, there was no question of that. I watched her slowly clench her fingers into a fist while looking away. It was only when the boats finally disappeared over the horizon that she decided to head back to the house.  
 
    I waited at the foot of the steps, remaining silent as she passed, before following quietly. Regardless, the village was still busy, its sounds and smells gradually replacing those of the seafront.  
 
    Nothing really changes around here. I told myself, as a chilling wind swept through, rekindling my longing for the warmth of a fire.  
 
    It didn’t take long to reach the house, my desire to be inside increasing with another gust of chilling wind. Despite my eagerness, I allowed Tarwin to go inside first. Even so, the moment I entered I raced toward what remained of the fire; nothing more than a warm pile of dying embers. Regardless, the last shreds of flame clinging to existence were still more welcoming than the bitter cold outside.  
 
    In my desire to get warm, I'd been blind to where Tarwin had gone. I scanned the room, expecting to see her in the storeroom getting the equipment she used to light the torches, but she wasn't there. This time she had simply climbed up to her bed. I decided not to follow, aware she probably wasn't in the mood to have me on her heels.  
 
    The sound of rummaging seconds later, however; had worried thoughts about what she might be doing rushing through my mind.  
 
    Oh, please don't tell me she's gonna do something brash. I tried to ignore the idea.  
 
    She wasn't reckless in any sense of the word, although she definitely had a rebellious streak. Moments later, she jumped down wearing her hunting gear, almost startling me out of my scales.  
 
    She wore a leather tunic and pants matched by a row of small leather pouches strapped across her waste. A set of brown leather gloves and rough, metal tipped boots completed her apparel. Her choice of weapon was her greatest treasure, a bow and arrow. The former carved from a rare tree known as a green spire. The smooth wooden arc was engraved with symbols similar in nature to those on her father’s axe, only hers was a deer with antlers like tree branches, not a wolf 
 
    It was the same bow she'd had when she'd found me, one that could have shot me as many of the other villagers might have done. I was sure it meant a lot to her, although such sentimental value had ebbed away with the disdain she harboured for her father.  
 
    Nevertheless, she pulled the bow and quiver across her back as I shot to my paws, knowing instantly what she was doing despite hoping she wouldn’t. Her actions were so predictable. In fact, it surprised me that her father hadn't seen this coming.  
 
    Perhaps he did, but what can he really do about it?  
 
    "That fish won't be enough, and he knows it. He's just too stubborn," she muttered, making sure all of her gear was secure.  
 
    Her next statement was obvious, so obvious I'd already played the words several times in my head before they escaped her lips. 
 
    "So we're going hunting."  
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter 2 
 
    The Day Life Died 
 
      
 
    This wasn't the first time Tarwin had done something without her father’s permission. She always tended to go against what he said. In her defence, it was hard to do anything with his approval and it was no surprise that with all of his rules she disobeyed him, and even though she did, it was generally with good intentions. Like now, for instance, she only wanted to make sure we had enough food for winter.  
 
    I'd hunted with her hundreds of times and we made a great team – not everyone could say they had a dragon at their side. I’d fly over to spot prey from above and then show her where it was hiding. That was probably the most enjoyable part, not because I found it fun but because such actions showed her how unique I really was. Another point she often made to the villagers when they tried to say I was nothing more than an animal.  
 
    Even so, our flight-and-sight tactic was more difficult in the forest, as the density of the canopy blocked my view. I had to rely purely on scent, another of my acute senses that gave me an edge over my human companions. In another twist of irony, other villagers frequently asked if they could use my skills, thankfully Tarwin always declined. Not that I’d have worked for them without her approval regardless.  
 
    To think after all they say about me. I'd just help them. I inwardly laughed.  
 
    She'd opened the front door, stepping out in the cold once again and I knew there was nothing I could do to stop her. The moment I was outside the wind released a fresh torrent of freezing air upon us, that longing to sleep by the fire slipping further away as the moments passed.  
 
    There will be a fire when we're home and this time I'll just lay right in the flames!  
 
     Bracing myself against the bitter wind, I followed Tarwin as she headed away from the village towards the forest’s shadowy gloom. As we entered the tree line, I was thankful for the stoic trunks shielding us from the wind's harsh claws. The sun's light subdued by the rustling canopy; I homed my senses. Ears, eyes and nose scanning the shadowy world for anything unusual.  
 
    The endless expanse of trunks stood like wooden guardians in the shadows, gleaming pillars of sunlight breaking through the autumn leaves. Its light intermittently graced the moist forest floor, illuminating the shrubs and smaller trees striving to reach its celestial glory. The movement of my paws broke through the fresh blanket of autumn mulch, adding to my chill with each step and causing small amounts of dark water to ooze between my toes.  
 
    The fresh morning air filled my lungs, stealing some of my inner warmth with each expelled breath. Peering up into the canopy, I couldn't help feeling confined; dense trees weren't the ideal environment for a larger flying creature. I could hear the birds chirping and flapping while they flitted between branches, their sounds combining with that of rustling foliage. Wind liberated autumn leaves from their precarious perches, wilting red and yellow parachutes falling softly in front of me, while the sound of gently trickling water added to nature's orchestra. 
 
    We’d been walking for a short time when Tarwin stopped, I immediately thought she'd seen something for us to hunt. At least until I realised that a stream now blocked our way.  
 
    "I'll go first," she insisted, using a distinctive path of three mossy stones to hop over.  
 
    I followed her route across, being careful not to slip on the damp rock, quickly resuming the trek once I was over.  
 
    While we walked, I began to think about what her father had said, or more importantly, what he believed. I understood Tarwin's frustration, her father had certainly become very protective lately despite her attitude towards him. He didn't let her do much outside the village and although I took no real side in their arguments, in his defence there had been worrying stories about the forest. Rumours that people from other villages had vanished, hunters finding the corpses of animals torn and mangled and some claiming to have seen strange beasts.  
 
    No one had provided actual proof though, most of the stories were dismissed as myths that other villages conjured up to secure hunting grounds – grounds that were becoming highly prized as the population in the area grew. Regardless, her father was always wary of stories. He wasn't a superstitious man, he was smart, with a keen sense of danger. It was one of the many reasons why all the villagers respected him.  
 
    "I can't understand why he has such a problem with me being out here, he knows that stupid fish won’t be enough for winter," Tarwin grumbled with a huff.  
 
    Even so, I couldn't help thinking that she was being a little unfair. He had his reasons and I respected him for wanting to keep her safe. That's all I wanted to do too. Plus, I'd be hypocritical if I dismissed the stories. After all, I was a living-legend myself. 
 
     "Okay, we're here," Tarwin declared as we arrived in a large clearing, marking the usual starting point for our hunts.  
 
    I was always glad to reach it and escape the confines of the forest. Out here the brisk air was free to assault me once more, although after being without a source of heat for so long my scales had hardened to the relentless chill. The sun shone brightly, though its distant shimmer did little to chase away the cold.  
 
    A field of wild grass covered the open area between the trees, the trunks forming a weathered brown wall and their tops adorned with a barricade of dense, fiery-orange leaves. Off to one side, almost hidden by the swaying grass, lay a pool of still water. Next to the tranquil liquid sat an old log, its rotten carcass slowly decaying. Although I'd never seen them, it was a reminder of the trees that once stood here.  
 
    We walked through the rough grass to the water’s edge and upon our approach my eyes turned to the pool’s shimmering surface. Several lilies floated in the centre, however, the cooler climate this late in the season prevented their normally beautiful flower display. I wouldn't usually pay much attention to such minor details, but out here I needed to be able to detect even the smallest change. I didn't believe there was any immediate danger, though if there was, I’d be a fool to be caught off guard.  
 
    The sound of Tarwin jumping up onto the log pulled me back from my sentry duty and my head snapped to her position.  
 
    She's not in any danger. Just relax a little. I told myself over and over.  
 
    Unlike her father, I respected what she felt she needed to do, and suppressing my mind’s overprotectiveness, I forced myself to accept that the threat was all in peoples' heads.  
 
    Tarwin sat on the end of the log nearest to me, just beside the mangled sprawl of unearthed limbs that were once its roots. She double, then triple-checked her gear. As she did, I walked over to the edge of the pond and peered down at the white dragon staring back at me. 
 
    Urgh, one of these days I'll really have to get my scales cleaned again. I noted, spying small specks of dirt as I cocked my head.  
 
    "We won't be able to hunt your reflection," Tarwin joked, hopping down from the log. "Ready?" she asked, her joyful attitude immediately replaced by seriousness.  
 
    Dismissing the thoughts about my reflection, I switched my mind into hunting mode. Tarwin walked ahead, bringing the curved wooden frame of her bow forward and holding it low.  
 
    "Ready when you are," she said, glancing over to me.  
 
    Her words immediately prompted me to spread my wings and start running. This was the reason we hunted from this clearing, although I could take off from a standstill, a run up made it easier. Charging through the clearing with my wings outstretched the winter wind whipped up under the leathery membranes. I became lighter until with enough speed and a firm flap of my wings, I launched up into the air and clear of the trees, climbing on the natural updrafts to my usual hunting height.  
 
    It was without a doubt my favourite part. From up here I could see the forest spreading out beneath me, a radiant ocean of orange, yellow and red. The wind caused the restless treetops to flow like waves, lapping around the clearing like an island of green. A line of fallen leaves along its edge even formed what could be mistaken as a radiant yellow beach. To the south was the ocean, its distant scent permeating the air. While to the north, mountains said to be the home of fire birds rose to meet the sky. 
 
    As I climbed the clearing became nothing more than a green smudge on the seemingly eternal expanse of autumn leaves. I could see Tarwin signalling she was ready with a wave, I responded with a dip of my wing. It was how we communicated – our only real link between two very different worlds. Flying always filled me with a sense of freedom, I often wished I could show her what it was like. Though I was nowhere near big enough to carry her and she seemed quite content on the ground.  
 
    She responded to my aerial motion by moving towards the trees and out of view. For a moment my lack of visual contact sparked a sense of unease, even though I knew there was no way I could possibly see her all the time. I calmed my nerves by focusing on her scent, giving me the same reassurance that any view could offer. Satisfied she was safe, I resumed my normal hunting activities, processing a mental list in my mind as I'd done countless times before.  
 
    First job: find a suitable target. Second, memorise its location and signal to her.  
 
    Every one of my senses scoured the forest, all intent on fulfilling the first objective. The wind rushed past my nostrils, filling my lungs with fresh air as I analysed every scent it carried. Besides the usual smell of damp trees and the salty scent of the distant sea, there was nothing that caught my attention, while I was half focused on keeping Tarwin’s scent to ensure I didn’t glide too far from her.  
 
    That was when my attention was drawn to a new smell, something I'd encountered before, its sudden presence heightening my caution.  
 
    The scent of rotting flesh, led me to believe that there was a dead carcass below. Usually such a smell wouldn't draw my attention. Something long dead was useless to us. My increased caution and a small amount of curiosity got the better of me and I slowly drifted downwards.  
 
    No sooner had I adjusted my course, than the smell vanished as mysteriously as it had appeared. I circled the area I was sure had produced the odour. Straining my eyes to see through the canopy, there was no sign of anything. No dead animal or festering cadaver. 
 
    Maybe it's just my mind playing tricks? Urgh, I'm letting it get to me again.  
 
    I felt like a total idiot, I was sure it had been real. My mind's not even that good at tricks!  
 
    Torn between what to believe and what to ignore, I scoured the area again, scanning every treetop and dark hole in the colourful sea. If something was dead, something may have killed it – and that meant there might be a real threat.  
 
    Simply dismissing it would be careless and after a few more minutes of blind circling, the scent I was looking for caught my attention. The revelation sparked an instinct that quickly dismissed my concerns, and I swiftly focused on a small clearing beneath me.  
 
    First objective: find a suitable target - check!  
 
    With my mind no longer clouded by caution, I slowed my wing beats as I circled silently. Assessing the situation from my aerial vantage point, my sharp eyes locked onto my quarry amidst the trees. I knew I should be alerting Tarwin, but her scent was some distance away, and by the time I caught her attention the prey might have moved into a more concealed spot. Seizing my window of opportunity, I decided to descend, landing carefully on a solitary pine tree and positioning myself downwind of the target.  
 
    I accidently dislodged a few pinecones as my claws dug into the bark for purchase. I watched with a combination of frustration and dread while they crashed through the branches to the ground, striking it with a sound that seemed louder than thunder. I winced at each thud, but surprisingly the noise unintentionally worked in my favour. 
 
    Startled by the sudden disturbance a deer emerged from the cover of the trees, running out into the secluded clearing and halting on a large rock in the centre. The sun's rays illuminated its majestic coat in an almost golden glow. I prowled down the trunk, ready to cancel my approach just a few steps from my target. Focused on the prey, I prepared myself for the lunge, my rear legs coiled, wings pressed tight against my side. Razor-sharp teeth and foreclaws poised to sink into the deer’s hide.  
 
    I focused on its every movement, right down to the rise and fall of its chest as it took what were to be its final breaths. I was just about to strike when, without warning, it bolted. I instinctively lunged, propelled by the power of my coiled legs. The deer was only inches from my claws before it vanished, leaving me to crash into the rock, sending a sudden jolt of pain through my body. All I managed to see of my quarry were its hind legs disappearing into the forest as I groggily lifted my head.  
 
    No, so close! I inwardly cursed, pressing a forepaw to my aching snout.  
 
    Shaking off the impact's dazzling effects, my anger morphed into concern for what had startled the beast.  
 
    It can't have been me? That approach was perfect!  
 
    My keen eyes scanned the tree line, from my grounded position the darkness under the canopy looked more menacing than ever. There was nothing, I couldn’t see, smell, or hear anything abnormal.  
 
    That all changed when the mysterious smell of rotting flesh suddenly returned, and even more worrying was the fact that this time it was moving towards me at an incredible pace.  
 
    How can a dead animal move?  
 
    I jumped back up into the tree faster than the deer had bolted. Digging my claws deep into the bark my legs propelled me up the trunk in a shower of splinters. I didn't stop until I reached my previous vantage point, this time remaining perfectly still.  
 
    To my surprise the scent didn’t come from below, it quickly flew overhead, shaking the treetops, accompanied by a screeching wind. I peered out as the mysterious object flew off into the distance at a speed I didn't think I'd be able to match. With my heart racing, I rushed up until the tree began to bend beneath my weight.  
 
    The shape had vanished and for a moment I thought I’d imagined it. I knew I hadn’t when the symphony of distressed bird calls erupted from the forest, as did the prominent, lingering smell. Spreading my wings, I jumped, only just catching the breeze and managing to take flight. Then I remembered my secondary mission, the one I'd appointed myself – Tarwin!  
 
    Devoting every ounce of my focus to locating her I scanned the surrounding area, cursing myself for losing track. To my relief I quickly found her. She was in the same place, only this time her scent was accompanied by the smell of rot. Instinctively I knew something was wrong and without thinking I dove as fast as I could towards her, crashing through the trees, branches and leaves. My scales bore the brunt of the damage the scattering foliage caused, though I couldn't say the same for my soft-skinned wings. They were tattered by the vegetation.  
 
    Muzzle first, I crashed into a bed of wet leaves, a small blessing, given the harder alternatives. With no time to think, I raised myself up and shook off the damp vegetation. My eyes darted around frantically, instantly locking on to something utterly and horrifically unbelievable.  
 
    Flanked by shadows and illuminated by the rays of sunlight penetrating through the hole my emergency landing had created, stood a menacing shape. Despite its smell, it was very much alive and appeared remarkably familiar, as if I'd seen something of its likeness before. Then it hit me, it looked like me, albeit with one distinct difference – its wings weren’t at its side; instead, it appeared to be using them as support for the front of its body, like forelegs.  
 
    Whatever it was raised its head to reveal a large, muscular neck, the slender surface shimmering in the fragmented light. It sniffed the air several times, each breath making a raspy sound as if its throat was parched dry. From its mouth snaked a long, forked tongue, the wet surface shimmering as it probed the air. I froze, remaining silent.  
 
    Thank the spirits for small favours. I thought, as despite my rushed entrance, it didn’t seem to be aware of my presence.  
 
    My eyes fixed on its peculiar tongue as it performed its unusual dance several more times. Curiosity spawned so many questions. This creature was the closest thing to me I’d ever seen.  
 
    Is it a dragon? Maybe another breed like with the hounds? Does it know what I am? Does it know where there are more dragons?  
 
    Retracting its tongue, it turned to face me, allowing a full, unobscured view. Through my veil of dread, I could now see it was less like me than I'd first thought. Dark-green scales covered its serpentine body with even darker brown under-scales. Scars and pieces of flayed flesh sprawled over its dark hide. The placement of its wings now made more sense, as my assumptions regarding its front legs were confirmed.  
 
    My speculation was cut short, when whatever it was released a menacing snarl, revealing a ferocious set of teeth set in a wide, gaping mouth. A spiny frill on the back of its head stood on-end, quivering and rattling like the village shaman's maracas. Its yellow, snake-like eyes stared right at me, peering round the bony horn on the tip of its wrinkled snout. I'd no idea how to react – was it a sign of aggression, a greeting, or a defence response?  
 
    There were so many possibilities, I wasn’t taking any chances – it didn’t look friendly to me, and no part of me wanted to make any assumption about its intentions. I wanted to have positive contact with the first creature I'd ever seen that resembled me. Even so, if it was aggressive, I was in grave danger, primarily because it was at least three times my size. Either way, I locked eyes with it, fighting back the urge to run. From my previous experience hunting aggressive animals, I swear it looked somewhat hesitant to approach. 
 
    A noise from the bushes behind me brought our standoff to an abrupt end. My head twisted sharply at the sound of rustling leaves, the snapping of small branches and the rapid, thudding of footsteps. I turned, half-expecting another creature to come charging at me, only to realise I'd taken my eyes off the one in front of me. Considering my vulnerability, I looked back from behind my wing to see it appeared equally intrigued by whatever was approaching. 
 
    The fact that I was expecting a monster didn’t help when, to my surprise, Tarwin burst through the undergrowth. In her haste she failed to notice the shallow embankment until it was too late, and she stumbled to the ground. I’d no time to react before a second monster erupted from the undergrowth behind her, scattering branches and leaves in its wake. It cleared the embankment in one stride, hopping clear over Tarwin as she lifted her head. In its haste, it slipped clumsily on a bed of wet leaves, crashing to the ground with a yelp-like hiss.  
 
    It was then I realised that the first creature had returned its attention to me, and without warning it launched itself my way. I saw its drooling teeth in all their gruesome perfection as its maw hinged wide open, ready to snap shut and sheer me in two. I instinctively dropped to the floor, covering my head with my wings. My reaction gave the beast little time to correct its course, forcing its huge mass to flounder overhead before crashing into the undergrowth behind me.  
 
    Jumping to my paws, I turned to face the second creature. Recovering from its daze, it appeared to be preparing for an attack of its own. This time I was ready to dodge, assuming it wouldn’t fail to hit just as its predecessor had. My plan was thrown into disarray when Tarwin screamed my name and without thinking I turned.  
 
    My eyes immediately fixed on her bow as she released an arrow. The missile cut through the air, passing over me on its deadly trajectory until it sank deep into the creature’s right eye. Inky-black blood streamed from the wound, staining its face with acrid liquid. Screeching in pain, it retreated, crashing through the vegetation and out of sight. I glanced over to see Tarwin looking right at me, a red mark across her face and blood running from a cut above her eye. Eager to make sure she was okay, I moved towards her.  
 
    Ensuring her safety is now my number one priority. No doubting myself!  
 
    In my haste, I was blind to the further threat, especially the dark shape slowly rising from the leaf litter behind her. The sight injected a new rush of adrenaline, instantly speeding up my run.  
 
    I frantically tried to warn her, spreading out my wings and hoping she would at least have the sense to glance behind her. With foul black ichor dripping from the scars and holes in its torn scales, the creature’s long neck rose high above her. The sheer terror of the sight almost knocked me to my knees. Its mouth opened, revealing its serrated teeth dripping with saliva. Refusing to allow fear to cause the death of my friend I leapt forward. This time my action registered, and she turned just before the creature’s open mouth plummeted down. She reacted instinctively, leaping out of its path, barely escaping as it snapped shut before quickly spinning round and readying another arrow.  
 
    She was about to fire when the elbow of the beast’s wing smashed into the back of her head, knocking her to the ground. It snarled and shifted its huge bulk to one side, and sure it was moving in to finish her off, I had no idea what to do.  
 
    I have to help, but how? It's so much bigger than me! 
 
    I didn't give myself time to think, almost as soon as they started, the raging storm of thoughts and emotions disappeared; the conflict had gone, as if reason had died. It felt like something in my mind had taken control and replaced the useless thoughts with something that made sense of the situation. A strange feeling, it felt like a burning ember deep inside, building to a crescendo of roaring fire.  
 
    Without hesitation I launched myself towards the creature, landing on its exposed neck. It screeched and writhed as I dug in my claws like meat hooks, slicing through its tough scales and raking deep into its dark flesh. I sank my teeth into its neck, forcing the disgusting taste of rot into my mouth.  
 
    I ignored the grim sensation, my rage overcoming the urge to gag. The foul monstrosity thrashed around furiously, trying to dislodge me, while its black blood stained my pure-white scales. Its thrashing gradually slowed as it lowered its body and bucked heavily, the final jolt dislodging several pieces of rotting flesh – and me – from its wounded neck.  
 
    I flew uncontrollably through the air, the force of the landing immediately knocking the wind from my lungs. Overcome with pain, I watched hopelessly as the creature’s blurred image moved. I saw its yellow eyes turn menacingly towards me as its tongue quivered in the air. Then with a muffled hiss, it turned away, picked up Tarwin’s limp body in its huge talons and with a powerful flap of its wings, launched itself through a gap in the trees. I desperately tried to focus but the world continued to spin and my limbs turned to jelly. 
 
    Trembling more than a shack in a blizzard, I forced myself to my paws, stumbling clumsily on the wet leaves whilst trying to clear my head and catch my breath. I still hadn’t grasped the full extent of what had just happened, all I did know was that I had to go after her. There was no question or doubt in my mind; in fact, there were no other thoughts. I spread my trembling wings and stumbled as I started a clumsy run, flapping furiously as I hurled myself towards the gap in the trees. I flapped for all my life until I caught a gust of wind and found myself steadying in the cold, autumn sky.  
 
    With my vision improving I desperately scanned the sky for any sign of movement, eventually spotting a small, dark shape heading towards storm clouds looming menacingly upon the north-western horizon. Without hesitation and as fast as my tattered wings would carry me, I followed, soaring on the winds high above the forest for mile after mile.  
 
    My eyes remained fixed on the darkening horizon with no care for the landscape beneath as forest changed into vast grasslands dotted with boulders, then into the shattered spires of sharp rocky hills and eventually open water. All I could think about was finding Tarwin.  
 
    I should have done something to make her stay in the village, it's my duty to keep her safe!  
 
    I cursed myself over and over for wanting the human myths to be real. Nevertheless, my relentless flight continued even though I'd long since lost any sight of the creature. The air grew colder, the light began to fade, and the dark skies grew heavy with rain. I pressed on, not even noticing when the freezing torrent started hitting me like a thousand tiny rocks.  
 
    Desperation alone couldn’t sustain me, and the inevitable effects of the endless flight began to take their toll. Whether I resisted it or not, the pain in my wings was becoming unbearable. The many cuts and bruises began to sting and ache, their painful grip worsened by the freezing rain. No matter how much I fought, my weary eyes grew heavier, my body began to fail, and my altitude decreased.  
 
    No! I can't stop, I have to push myself forward!  
 
    I forced myself on relentlessly, until even the rain gave way, leaving behind a dense mist to block my fading vision. Driven to a state of half-consciousness, I didn’t notice the treetops appear out of the gloom. I tried to dodge the obstacles and narrowly missed the first few as they glided out of the fog to greet me…  
 
    'Slam!'  
 
    The hard sensation of bark in my face abruptly ended my eternal flight. In an effort to stall my fall I desperately flapped my wings, unfortunately it was useless, and I inevitably crashed to the floor. I landed heavily on my chest, while the leaves I'd disturbed gently settled around me, mocking me with their peaceful glide.  
 
    The ground was cold and draped in a fine coat of snow. Using the last of my strength I rolled over onto my back, where I was granted a final, brief view of the misty sky through the branches. My injuries and the heaviness of my tired eyes finally overcame me. My sight fluttered allowing swarms of black tendrils to push in from the growing darkness beyond my peripheral vision. Too weak to resist, the inky blackness slowly flooded my view. 
 
    I’d no idea if I lost consciousness or not. I could have been there for minutes, hours or even days. I briefly opened my eyes and noted that the pale mist still loomed over me, although now it was broken by a shadowy silhouette. I had no energy left to react; it probably wasn't real anyway. My weary eyes closed one final time and the world around me grew dark, before... Silence.  
 
    * 
 
    My eyes flickered open to the view of a dark chamber. Looking around I felt a sense of familiarity, it was as if I'd somehow been here before. A strange glow emanated from a fire shrouded by a faint mist at the centre of the room. It was like nothing I'd ever seen before, it almost felt like the fire was somehow cold.  
 
    The ghostly glimmer wasn't alone, because almost as soon as I locked my eyes on the flames, mysterious beams of light shot out and bounced onto what had been an invisible surface only moments ago, forming into a dome of shimmering mirrors above me. The reflective ceiling projected the mysterious beam in several directions, ricocheting it from surface to surface like a spider’s web of light, before finally coming to settle on the ground at my paws.  
 
    Am I dead? I must be; this can’t be real, it's just like the stories from the village – ancient spirits and a paradise that awaits those who move on.  
 
    This hardly looks like a paradise though, it's so cold. I thought, looking around.  
 
    Even so, I stood up and walked cautiously towards the light projected upon the floor before me. I tried catching it beneath my paw, only to find it rushed away like a scurrying insect fleeing from a boot. Moving to catch it again, the light continually eluded me, as if it was able to think against me before I knew what I was going to do myself.  
 
    Catching it almost became a game, no matter how hard I tried I never scored a hit. Until finally it darted towards the ghostly blue fire that had spawned its existence. The closer I moved toward the flame, the more the air cooled. Even more mysteriously, I began to hear a faint humming sound, an endless drone like the buzzing of a billion insect wings. It was a distant noise that grew louder the closer I got to the centre, combining with the movement of the elusive light like a possessive radiance. I felt surprisingly happy and silly, playfully continuing my game of cat and mouse until I realised, I'd unknowingly reached the centre of the cavern and shook myself out of the strange fantasy.  
 
    As I did so the mischievous beam reunited with its source. The chamber fell silent, the faint humming abruptly stopped and visual signs that the world around me even existed faded away. There was a drawn out pause before without warning a deafening screech and a bright beam of blue light shot up from what remained of the ghostly glow. A swirling storm of luminescent-blue dust surrounded the beam, engulfing the central stream of burning energy like a raging whirlwind.  
 
    I jumped back, terrified as the beam collided with the reflective ceiling. This time, instead of bouncing back, the light blossomed and set specks of blue dust to work, each grain furiously scratching at the surface like a million, bright-blue knives slicing the ceiling. The process bloomed, growing out towards the edges of the room as their toil revealed an amazing sight.  
 
    It couldn’t be real, but it was all I could see. It was an ocean of stars shrouded by beautifully coloured cosmic clouds, the majesty of which I'd never thought possible. All of it replaced what, only moments ago, was a dark, cold surface. The mesmerising sight of the night sky lay before me, stealing every one of my fears and replacing them with an energy that left me utterly awestruck.  
 
    Those feelings suddenly changed when I glanced back to the source of the projection, however. Fear reclaimed its place in my mind as the source now revealed a large, glowing crystal. Its vibrant resonation created a faint hum whilst projecting the light beam from one of its towering tips. Though it wasn't the ghostly light or sound that struck fear into my heart – it was what I could see in the clear element.  
 
    My reflection stared back at me: a white dragon, a perfect mirror image so clear it illustrated one terrifying difference between it and I. The eyes of the reflection weren’t my own, they were glowing white hot. I rubbed my own eyes with my wings, and unexpectedly my reflection didn’t follow; instead, the image intensified, white fire spreading from its eyes as the humming rose to deafening proportions.  
 
    With no other option but to hide, I covered my face with my wings. The intense light and sound grew brighter and louder as my futile defences failed to provide any protection. I had no way out and the world around me shook amidst the growing chaos. In a final, desperate defence I closed my eyes, curled up as tightly as I could, covered myself with my wing and prayed that the whole thing would just end. 
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter 3 
 
    Risha 
 
      
 
    As I gradually opened one wary eye, I could see a blurred, unfamiliar ceiling above me. I lay on my back, on what felt like stone. Weak and confused, I realised the terror I'd just experienced was no more than a terrible dream lost to my sleep. Regardless, as one problem ended another seemed to take its place and this one felt much more real.  
 
    Maybe I'm back in the village, maybe the whole thing was just a dream?  
 
    I hoped with all my heart that was true, only to realise that reality was too cruel to allow me that crumb of comfort. The smells and sounds of this place confirmed I was far from where I longed to be.  
 
    This was somewhere new, unknown and, for all I knew, dangerous. I tried to move but the slightest twitch sent a wave of aches and pains through every muscle. Shifting my head, I could see I was in a cave, lying on what felt like stone draped in fur mats. What looked like clay pots, set neatly upon large flat stones of their own, surrounded me. Each rocky shelf merged with the wall, seamlessly carved from the natural stone.  
 
    Funny, almost like furniture?  
 
    The chasms I knew were always formed from rough, wet rock. They were dark and usually occupied by some form of wild beast. The villagers often suggested that dragons lived in caves. It had been one of the comments about my species I was more than happy to discard. However, this cave looked habitable, consisting of smooth orangey-brown rock and in one corner I could make out an opening. Like the shelves it was seamlessly smooth, creating a doorway and three small steps to what looked like a passageway. The other walls consisted of the same smooth rock, all except the one opposite, which had a hole carved into its surface, allowing light to stream in from outside. 
 
    What I thought was a window at first turned out to be a curtain of rushing water. The back of a waterfall, I assumed. The liquid rushed past the opening, refracting what light passed through and casting a rippling projection on the opposite wall. The more I glanced around, the more my battered body ached.  
 
     The strain of my endeavour to save Tarwin had seemingly caught up with me and now I was paying for it. My head pounded, while my vision distorted and my limbs felt like they were wrapped in barbed vines. I had to close my eyes again, devoting my full attention to thought.  
 
    This place can’t be safe, those monsters probably brought me here!  
 
    I tried to move again, this time to stand, lifting and shaking my head to free myself from my daze. 
 
    If I'm here, then Tarwin must be here too. I have to find her and get her home!  
 
    I lifted to my paws, weakened limbs trembling like frail twigs before falling out from under me. The jolt increased the throbbing in my head, while the pain through my aching body fared no better. 
 
    "Whoa there, you don't want to push yourself too hard!" came a voice from the opening.  
 
    A dark silhouette stood at the smooth archway, while the shimmering pattern of light dancing across the cave walls hindered my ability to determine who might be addressing me. I focused all my attention on the shape, my senses scanning every detail in an attempt to fill in the gaps that my eyes couldn't quite work out. The results weren't what I expected.  
 
    The indistinct figure vaguely resembled one of the monsters, and fearing I might be eaten, or worse, I dared not move a muscle. I didn’t even know what could be worse than being eaten alive, but I feared I would soon find out. Then a more sensible thought struck me. 
 
    The only thing I can understand like that is a human. Those things in the forest didn’t speak.  
 
    All the while the stranger was still looming in the entrance way. The more I pondered what they'd just said, the more my terror subsided.  
 
    Why would they say something like that if they wanted to eat me?  
 
    The mysterious silhouette hopped down the steps, and amidst the ringing in my ears I could hear their approaching footsteps. I never really saw those monsters walk. Forced to stumble on their wings instead of their non-existent front legs, I would have expected their steps to sound clumsy, but the stranger pranced with an elegant grace. Then it spoke again, noting the inflection, I was convinced the voice was female.  
 
    "At least you’re awake. When they brought you in here, they didn't think you'd wake up at all."  
 
    Whatever she was spoke like she knew me, or at least knew more about my current state than I did.  
 
    "You hit your head pretty hard and you sprained your wing in the fall."  
 
    I nodded, giving her the first sign that I was listening, before she continued.  
 
    "Well, now that you're awake let's have a better look at that wing."  
 
    She spoke in a way I almost recognised. Not the voice itself, which was completely alien to me, but the way in which she spoke – the calm, collected words reminded me of a healer back in the village.  
 
    Maybe I'm somewhere like that? Other villages surely have healers?  
 
     Either way, I was too weak to do anything about it. The stranger moved closer, gradually coming into focus and to my surprise, she began to look even more familiar.  
 
    How is that possible? 
 
    Information streamed in through my eyes, feeding my mind just as it had when I was staring at that monster. This time I wasn't going to be so trusting. I held onto that thought until I finally accepted that what I was looking at, was another dragon. 
 
    This was certainly not how I'd imagined it. Any other time I'd be curious and amazed at the sight of another creature like me. Ironically, the circumstances that led me here prevented me from feeling any real joy. I'd thought meeting another dragon for the first time would be all I could wish for, yet all I wanted was to jump up and fly away.  
 
    Meanwhile, the dragoness put her forepaws on the table and raised the front of her body, giving her a clear view of my injured wing. I thought of pulling away, quickly reconsidering when I realised, she was genuinely trying to help me. 
 
    As she tended my wing, I looked at her more closely. She looked to be a little larger than I was, with dark-blue scales, changing to an even darker shade of blue on her underside. Her head was pretty much the same as mine, she had a long snout and four horns in a similar position to my own. She had an odd cluster of scales on her forehead, in the same darker colour as her underside. With my vision improving, I could see her eyes were sky-blue and around her neck she wore a gold bracelet with a dark-blue gem at its centre. Though similar to those I often saw humans wear, it was far more beautiful.  
 
    While she continued to tend to my wing, I peered over the edge of the table in an attempt to see more. She wore four bracelets around her front and rear ankles, plus one at the tip of her tail, just before it fanned out into a dark-blue fin. It wasn’t like the solid bone that made up the point on the end of mine; hers was formed from a cluster of scales which appeared to make for a much softer feature.  
 
    Wait, why am I gawking at her tail? I have more important things to worry about!  
 
    My mind abruptly interrupted my observations. I'd no idea how long I'd been here, or where 'here' even was. It had all happened so quickly. That first glimpse of a creature similar to me was probably the most terrifying moment of my life, and now here I was in a strange place with another, who thankfully seemed friendlier than those I'd encountered in the forest. 
 
    Strangest of all was the sound of speech. I was sure it came from the mysterious dragoness. I knew I had my own voice, I could understand myself every time I spoke, however, whenever I tried out loud no one could understand.  
 
    Maybe I can speak to her?  
 
    I hadn’t tried in ages, in fact, I didn’t even know if my voice was still there, but there was no harm in trying.  
 
    Opening my mouth, using words I'd picked up from humans, I tried to speak. My dry throat resisted, but a quick cough cleared the congestion.  
 
    Maybe not the best first impression, but it helped.  
 
    "Hello?"  
 
    She blinked, seemingly a little startled, initially leading me to believe I'd said something wrong. My worry was quickly dismissed when she excitedly hopped down from the table and responded.  
 
    "It's good to see that bang to your head hasn't damaged your ability to talk."  
 
    Using some of my returning strength to lift my head, I looked myself over, discovering she'd tended my wing, which despite a dull ache, felt fine. I saw no clear sign of injury; it certainly wasn't as bad as I thought it might have been after my bewildering flight and headfirst plummet through the trees. 
 
    Thinking of my flight, I wondered for a moment how long I'd been out there and how long it had taken such an injury to heal. I moved my legs, testing how strong they felt while assessing whether I'd be able to stand. Placing my quivering paws on the bed, I carefully pushed up with all four legs.  
 
    "Back on your paws already?" the stranger asked from across the cave, where her head was buried inside the curved lip of some crockery.  
 
    Pulling out from the pot, she held what looked like a cluster of dried leaves in her mouth. It was my first clear look at her, revealing all the features I'd failed to notice before. She promptly returned to my bedside, placing the dried leaves in front of me.  
 
    "Eat this," she instructed. "It’s not great, but it will make you feel better."  
 
    She looked me up and down with a little apprehension. "Though you seem to have made a miraculous recovery all on your own."  
 
    I glanced back at myself again to see if I could figure out what was so unusual about my recovery. Surely this is the place where I wouldn’t be unusual?  
 
    I'd experienced lesser aspects of the same thing before. I'd never succumbed to any major injuries, the many smaller ones I'd acquired over the years always healed quickly. It was why I often hurtled through trees and branches with such disregard, knowing that whatever minor injuries they inflicted would be gone within a few hours. It was always something I'd attributed to my race – there was no other reason – so surely that couldn't have been what surprised her?  
 
    Either way, she'd moved on from her inquisitive surprise, continuing her attempts to persuade me to eat the leaves by nudging them towards me with a forepaw. It seemed foolish to accept them from a stranger but also ignorant to reject her offer. 
 
    It could be anything – poison or some sort of magical trick! Urgh, I’ve got to find a way to trust again or I'll get nowhere.  
 
    I looked down at the leaves and calmed my mind. If she's trying to kill me surely she's had plenty of opportunity already.  
 
    I cautiously picked the medicine up in my mouth and began chewing. It tasted awful, which only reinforced the belief that it might be harmful.  
 
    Really, what sort of medicine tastes good? It's just like bitter, dry mulch?  
 
    "My name's Risha," she announced enthusiastically as I finished chewing and reluctantly swallowed the green mush.  
 
    Trying to delay my response, I continued to chew and after pretending to gnaw away for a while longer, I responded with the only thing I could think to say. 
 
    "Blaze."  
 
    I made a real effort to remember her name. ‘Risha’, quite a strange name. Not one a person would give to a pet. I knew where Tarwin’s name for me originated, she'd been a young girl with a pet dragon, so simplicity made sense.  
 
    "Well, Blaze, was there any particular reason for you flying straight into a tree?" Risha asked with a smile, forging her words into more of a friendly joke than a serious question.  
 
    Although my confused thoughts prevented any real joy emerging, I at least found it a little humorous, though before I could improvise, she shook her head and moved on. 
 
    "Never mind, I bet you're hungry. Those gar leaves won't heal that." She dismissed the previous question with a flick of her wing, walking over to the opening and giving me a subtle signal to follow with a forepaw.  
 
    I climbed down gingerly, body opposing my movements with a concoction of aches and pains. Wincing, I attempted to ignore them as I moved towards the opening.  
 
    I'd no idea how long I'd been lying there, though, if it was as short a time as Risha's reaction suggested, it really hadn’t taken long for my injuries to heal. My flurry of thoughts was soon dismissed as I remembered we were leaving, and I walked tentatively, stumbling a few times.  
 
    Risha's concerns over my unstable approach made her appear doubtful of my ability to handle where she was taking me. Yet having reached the opening, she seemed to give up on any worries, moving through into the passageway beyond.  
 
    It seemed rather stupid, almost naïve, to simply follow her without question. However, I wasn’t getting the impression that I had anything to worry about, or at least anything connected to earlier events.  
 
    Is it just a coincidence that two of the greatest events in my life happened so close together?  
 
    For now, none of that truly mattered. All I wanted to know was what had happened to Tarwin.  
 
    It seemed logical to me that I should go straight after her. No doubt driven by the fear of what might have happened, but I wasn’t mentally or physically capable of going anywhere. As much as it hurt, I decided the smartest thing to do would be to collect myself and learn what I could while I recovered.  
 
    Meanwhile, I noticed Risha glance back at me from beyond the opening, prompting me to follow again. As I did, I managed to get another good look at her. I could see that we shared other similarities; running down her neck and back was a fin, which continued down her tail where it merged with the webbed feature at the tip. Spines similar to mine supported the membrane, fusing into a solid-blue sail, each point beautifully curved and resembling a breaking wave. Her shoulders had dark-blue markings made up from a cluster of coloured scales, similar to the patterns she had on her forehead.  
 
    The markings weren’t just random patches – they resembled two breaking waves, rising and parting symmetrically from each other before falling in opposing directions.  
 
    An odd symbol to have on your body? I thought, as I noticed similar markings on her hips.  
 
    Other than that, we seemed to be the same. With my visual references exhausted, my curiosity was forced to wait until I was presented with a new piece of information. 
 
    I followed Risha through the opening into a long, rounded corridor, noticing a light source at the end. However, its position and lack of shadows behind me suggested that it couldn’t be the point of illumination. What light there was in the tunnel seemed to emanate from a glowing substance that clung to the walls, chasing away the darkness with a mysterious blue glow.  
 
    Moving further I managed to get a closer look at the luminous material, running a wing tip over its surface as I passed. It was moss, growing from carefully selected areas, as if cultivated. It was like no plant I'd ever seen, instead of being green, it appeared to be transparent, holding some sort of flickering blue liquid within a tangled prison of tiny leaves.  
 
    I regarded each cluster like I had the mysterious glow in my dreams, until a light breeze drifting in from ahead suggested that we were approaching the end of the tunnel. My previous worries slowly gave way to nervous excitement. Having inadvertently found what I'd longed for all my life, I was almost unable to wait until we reached the end to discover what other revelations I'd find. 
 
    I was also warming to the idea of speech. Despite only having said a few words, I was a quick learner and I'd a lifetime of listening as practice.  
 
    "What is this place?" I asked. 
 
    Risha turned to me with a puzzled look. "What? You've never heard of Dardien?" she responded quizzically, like I should have known all about it. Before I could answer, she continued. "I've never heard of a dragon who doesn't know about the hanging city. Then again, I’ve never seen a dragon like you before."  
 
    I didn't know what to think. Clearly there were lots of things I didn't know, but from what I could gather, and according to her, I should have been here before, or at least be aware of 'here's' existence. Of more concern was the point she had made about my appearance. ‘I’ve never seen a dragon like you before’.  
 
    What's that supposed to mean?  
 
    I guess most dragons didn't go flying into trees, other than that I had no idea about what she might be referring to. Before I could dwell on the thoughts, however; we stepped out into the light at the end of the corridor.  
 
    It didn’t continue into a cave or an open area as I'd expected – it just ended, leading straight out to the open air. The sight I saw next completely blew away any amazement the tunnel had stimulated.  
 
    The exit led to a ledge suspended high upon a vast cliff face extending far above us. It didn’t just end as any normal cliff would; it did quite the opposite. The wall curved and reached out to form a rocky overhang. I'd seen similar formations back home, where the sea had eroded the cliff's base, but this was larger than anything I'd seen before. In fact, it was so vast that it blocked out the sky. I could only assume it continued upwards from where the overhang ended, like a huge version of the cliffs near the village.  
 
    My bewilderment didn’t stop there, however. My curious eyes followed the monolithic shadow of stone sky up towards a multitude of structures suspended like giant stalactites, each bearing a myriad of artificial cracks and crevices allowing more of the mysterious blue glow to project from within.  
 
    A light breeze brought up cool and refreshing air, carrying distant sounds of a busy city mixed with the far-off gushing of waterfalls. Tonnes of water cascaded over the front edge of the stone ceiling, falling like great curtains, each vertical river shrouded in a cloak of white mist as it fell into the immense depths below. Beyond the torrent of falling water, a considerable distance away, I could see another cliff face. It was equally immense in size, opposing us in almost perfect symmetry like we were in the depths of a monstrous gorge.  
 
    Bright rays of sunlight penetrated the gap between the two faces, revealing that the outside world lay somewhere above. The realisation made me feel a little more confident about my new surroundings; despite this space being beyond my comprehension I was glad not to be confined while technically completely subterranean.  
 
    My eyes followed the golden beams of light into the lower parts of the cavern, where to my surprise, they didn't just disappear into an endless abyss. They were reflected beautifully by an enormous lake held serenely between the monolithic cliffs. The water created a huge mirror, perfectly reflecting the image of the structures hanging above. Only the misty waterfalls disturbed the illusion, creating faint ripples that flickered and morphed the image’s beauty.  
 
    "This is Dardien, if you hadn't already worked that out," Risha announced with a slight laugh. "The city of dragons," she added with a sense of pride in her voice. 
 
    "You'll have no trouble with trees down here," she joked, her friendly attitude relieving my tension.  
 
    This was more like what I'd imagined and wanted my first encounter with my own kind to be like. Magnificent and unclouded by the memory of monsters.  
 
    "N–No... I don't think I will," I replied, awe stealing my words.  
 
    Risha smiled. 
 
    "Well, follow me," she beckoned as she leapt from the edge.  
 
    With her wings held at her side she quickly descended before snapping them open, catching the wind beneath the leathery surface, instantly halting her descent. She elegantly pulled up on the rising air, until she was level with the ledge, at which point she flapped her wings to hold herself steady.  
 
    "Are you coming?" she hollered.  
 
    I peered over the edge. I had no problem with flying and my injured wings felt fine, but the sheer spectacle of the city had left me breathless. Despite being below the ground, the ledge was still a lot higher than I'd ever flown before. I tried to clear my mind, developing a fear of high take-offs now wasn’t something I wanted. Peering down at the rippling waters below, I placed my forelegs at the platform’s edge, swallowed my mixed emotions and, without hesitation, jumped. I immediately fell through a strong updraft, which from what I knew about flying and the movement of air, shouldn’t have existed. It was cool and there was no warm air to rise on, even so the strange current remained.  
 
    Realising how rapid my rate of descent was becoming, I spread my wings to catch the mysterious updraft, the leathery membranes seizing the air perfectly and immediately arresting my fall. With a few flaps to ensure they were okay, I started to ascend towards Risha, at which point the strange updraft stopped, almost as if it knew exactly what I required.  
 
    "You're certainly better now!" she shouted, her head bobbing with each flap of her wings. "Follow me!" she instructed, before darting off into the immense air space stretching out beneath the city.  
 
    As I followed, I once again considered how I was blindly going along with this stranger. I knew I should be more cautious, but despite only knowing her for a short time, I knew my situation was precarious and I couldn't continue without help, no matter how much I wanted to. 
 
    As I soared through the sky beneath the cliffs, I once again noticed the strange way in which the air assisted our movements. Its currents were perfect for flying, and I struggled to understand how it could exist. I knew about the way air moved – after so many years of flying with no one to teach me, I’d had to learn.  
 
    Without flight there would have been no food for a start, more importantly, I'd just be stuck on the ground with everyone else. I didn't like walking along the muddy roads or climbing amongst the trees, as I would do when flying wasn't an option. It was nothing compared to the freedom of soaring through the skies, especially with the wind holding my wings and the beauty of the world beneath.  
 
    This flight was different in other ways. For as long as I could remember, other than the birds and some insects, I was the only creature who could fly, yet here I was, gliding in the company of another and hundreds of others, around the steep, rocky walls of the dragon city. Darting around, landing and taking off effortlessly from stone platforms and sprawling walkways.  
 
    Everywhere I looked I could see it, winding into caves and crevices where I assumed the pathways joined a vast network of tunnels like the one we'd left. All illuminated by the same mystical glow of the magical blue moss. Meanwhile, the currents flowing like invisible roads carried every winged creature through the sky, while I noticed ours directing us toward what seemed to be our destination.  
 
    As we approached, the true scale of the hanging structure hit me. Risha slowed, it was clear she was heading for a platform, one of countless others projecting from the monstrous stalactite's rocky face. I matched her speed, the strange currents adapting once more to support my airborne action. She touched down first and I quickly followed, the air current depositing me right above the rounded platform.  
 
    Glancing to where it met the wall, I could see an opening leading into the main structure. More of the glowing moss emitting the same blue hue around it. Risha swiftly made her way inside, seemingly confident that I would follow. I stopped for a moment, gazing out over my unbelievable surroundings. The platform was part of a vast network of similar formations stretching out to my left, right, above and below. 
 
     All were bustling with action. Some looked the same as the one on which I stood, smallish circular ledges sticking out from the main rock face. While others were much larger, providing access to grander entrances held up by pillars mimicking natural caves. I really had to wonder how anyone could have built something on such a scale.  
 
    Even the next stalactite over seemed a considerable flying distance away and bore the same intricate stonework. At their widest, where they merged with the ceiling, was the greatest concentration of architecture, all swarming with dragons.  
 
    Each of the winged beasts looked tiny against the enormous rocky surface, like bees around a field of wildflowers. It almost made me feel dizzy, having a city above and below me at the same time was certainly not something I was used to. To avoid any more sensory overload, I diverted my eyes towards the sunlight at the edge of the overhang.  
 
    Despite the whole city being constantly in the looming shadow of the stone sky, it was clear that light creeping down from the surface was diminishing. The glimmers that reflected from the vast expanses of water below were showing off a brilliant sunset orange.  
 
    I once again thought about asking Risha how long I'd been here, especially if it was sunset already.  
 
    One look at this place and I lose myself. I need to stay focused!  
 
    Hearing her calling from inside I turned my attention to the archway. Passing into the shadow of the cave, a sense of trepidation fell over me. I had no idea where I was going, one thought suggested this was her home. It seemed strangely welcoming of her to just allow me in; maybe she was tasked with guarding me? One thing I did know was that most of my thoughts remained fixed on Tarwin, despite being overwhelmed by Risha’s kindness and the magnificent city.  
 
    Stop it, you're in no state to go after her, you need to rest! My mind scolded. Besides, if you want to trust Risha, she might be able to help.  
 
     In an effort to ignore my cynical feelings I focused on the dragoness. I had to give her the benefit of the doubt – she'd done everything to help me so far, so why would that change? It seemed like the best plan, and with my growing confidence in her good intentions, I moved further into her home. 
 
    The smooth channel was similar but shorter in length to the earlier tunnel. After only a few steps it opened out into a stone chamber filled with furniture morphed from the rock itself. Risha stood in the centre, pacing in a circle with her attention fixed on what looked to be the ceiling.  
 
    She seemed preoccupied, but the moment she spotted me; her behaviour instantly changed, her frustrated attention replaced by a more familiar friendly attitude. She rushed over, completely ignoring what she'd been doing and acting like it had never happened. It seemed unnecessary for me to think about her behaviour, but after having to read Tarwin's for so long, I just did it without thinking.  
 
    "It’s not much, but it’s home," she admitted, gesturing over the rounded room. "Sorry I didn't have time to spruce things up. This place was never anything too fancy."  
 
    Her sudden disregard for whatever was bothering her left me rather suspicious, but before I had time to consider it, she'd already returned to the centre of the chamber. It didn't appear that she was hiding something from me, although she seemed troubled, like Tarwin would often be with her father.  
 
    Confident I was safe; I allowed my eyes to scan the chamber. Clay pots sat on stone tables, all set at around a dragon’s height, in the middle was a smoothed circular ring set slightly lower than the rest of the room. A fireplace made from rocks occupied its centre, together with a pile of charcoal, ashes and two pieces of charred log.  
 
    As I glanced up, I saw the ceiling above the lower circle wasn't a ceiling at all. Unlike the roof bordering the chamber, a central shaft stretched upward a considerable distance, forming a smooth cylinder lit by rough patches of glowing moss. I now understood that Risha wasn't just looking at the ceiling, she was looking at one of the openings lining the shaft's circumference.  
 
    She continued to shout, seemingly expecting a response. All I could see were the smooth walls, but before I could look properly a light breeze sweeping into the chamber caught my attention. I glanced to my left to see another opening similar to the one we’d entered through, albeit with a few minor differences. It was larger, with a shelf resembling a stone balcony outside. The walls flanking it were crossed by pillars of rock silhouetted against the fading sunlight, making it look like the teeth of a beast. The somewhat aggressive appearance was subdued by the gentle movement of a thin, white curtain, parted in the middle and swaying softly in the light breeze.  
 
    "I'm home!" Risha shouted upwards again, drawing my attention back to her.  
 
    "Oh, come on, Boltock, you useless leatherwing!" she yelled again.  
 
    I hopped down the small ledge defining the lower ring of the chamber and peered up into the roof. As I did, a shape appeared from one of the upper ledges.  
 
    "Oh, I know, you've been calling for like... Five minutes straight." came a male's voice, before adding wittingly. "How long have you been gone, about three days?".  
 
    "Actually, it's only been about three hours," she retorted.  
 
    Uninterested in the stranger's sarcastic tone, she moved off to the side of the lower ring.  
 
    Before I knew it, a dragon leapt from the stone perch, spreading his wings. At least seeing another creature like me wasn't such a shock the third time round. Even so, I observed the newcomer in just as much detail as I’d done Risha as he drifted effortlessly to the floor, landed and retracted his wings.  
 
    This dragon was clearly a male. He was about my size, he had many unique features – but the same basic dragonish look, four legs with pawed feet, two wings, horns and a small row of spines along his back; that was where the similarities ended.  
 
    His scales were largely dark green except for the ones on his underside, which turned to brown. Small bony clusters capped his shoulders and hips, resembling sharp rocks thrusting out from his scales. His horns were also different, he had two on either side of his head, but they were much larger, bearing a rocky texture. Unlike mine, they curved round like the horns of a ram. There was also a cluster of rock-like scales on the tip of his tail, forming a spiny club. Finally, a third smaller horn sat at the end of his nose, similar to the stubby spines on his shoulders, hips and tail.  
 
    "Well?" the new dragon announced, speaking to Risha, who'd taken to leaning on one of the walls.  
 
    "Well, what?" she answered, sounding like she knew exactly what she was about to hear.  
 
    "Where have you been?" he enquired, edging closer to her.  
 
    "Looking after this one," she replied, nodding at me.  
 
    "Is this the one who flew into a tree?" he asked with a chuckle, instantly making the heat of a blush build in my cheeks. 
 
    "Yes, if you must know, and he's our guest, so why don't you be polite and start the fire while I get some food," she snapped, before flying up into the raised roof and leaving me alone with the new dragon.  
 
    He sighed as if he'd also anticipated her response, before slowly trudging over to the fire. I watched him closely as he reared up, opened his mouth, paused momentarily on his hind legs before surging forward and producing an intense green flame. The flickering light bathed the chamber walls with a mystical, emerald glow and I was left stammering. 
 
    All those legends, all the stories? It really is true.  
 
    Up until now I'd never believed them, primarily because I couldn’t breathe fire and never felt I could, and yet he lit the wood with ease. 
 
    "She's so bossy, always getting me to do all these things. It's what sisters do, I suppose," he muttered, rolling his eyes and speaking so casually it was like we'd known each other for many winters.  
 
    Then he shifted closer, his eyes narrowing. 
 
    "I've never seen a dragon like you before," he announced, his puzzled gaze fixed on me. "Are you a Valadarii scale-smith or something? What element is white supposed to represent?"  
 
    A flood of confusion overcame me, so much so that the thought of what he might mean drowned out all my more recent thoughts.  
 
    What does he mean by ‘element’? What does the colour of my scales have to do with it?  
 
    I paused for a moment, thinking hard about his remark. Becoming lost in my thoughts I tried to recall his name, cursing my ignorance when I failed to remember. I wasn’t comfortable asking a question without knowing his name, but it had completely slipped my mind. I wanted to make the best first impressions I could, but questions needed answering, some more than others, so his name would have to wait.  
 
    I was just about to ask what he was doing as he rummaged through a set of clay pots when Risha returned. Landing beside him holding another pot in her mouth. Two pieces of rope wrapped around a handle on either side. She looked to her brother, drawing his attention away from his rummaging.  
 
    "Nice to see you're making friends," she observed, her brother responding with a dry laugh and a flick of his tail.  
 
    With that, she moved over to the fire, placing the pot on the green flames, not at all fazed by its colour, before sitting back against the smooth border of the lower ring.  
 
    "There's nothing left for you to do, so you might as well come and sit down," she said, turning to her brother.  
 
    With a wry smile he walked over to take a seat beside her, slouching forward and staring into the flame.  
 
    I stood by, watching the two of them going about their business and wondering just why I was here.  
 
    Why have they invited me into their home so willingly? Only close friends do this back home.  
 
    Seeing them together triggered a blur of thoughts about Tarwin. She'd not been this calm and homely in a long time, and yet the monsters from her peoples’ legends were?  
 
    How far from home am I?  
 
    I'd travelled a long way before hitting the tree. Waking up on a stone bed in a strange city full of dragons was something I thought to be impossible. The idea was ridiculous, but it was real, here I was standing in another dragon’s home and despite what I thought, for now I was stuck here.  
 
    "You can come and sit down too," Risha's voice snapped me out of my thoughts. "I won't bite," she added, patting the stone beside her with a forepaw, before nodding toward her brother.  
 
    "Though, he might." Confusion covered his face, before she nudged him softly with her wing. 
 
    "Oh, ha-ha," he retorted dryly, rolling his eyes with a huff.  
 
     I'd never been offered hospitality like this before. In fact, I'd never actually been in anyone else's house. Even so, it didn’t feel uncomfortable, and seeing no harm in it, I sat next to the pair.  
 
    "So, Blaze, why did you fly into a tree?" Risha asked as she stoked the fire with a forepaw.  
 
    I considered the question. How do I answer that without sounding like a fool?  
 
    They were clearly keen to hear my story, but how could I explain what had happened? I paused and thought for a moment. I assumed they knew nothing at all, as neither had made any mention of seeing those winged monsters hanging around wherever I'd been found.  
 
    Shrugging off my apprehension I began. I started by telling them about the creatures, how they had attacked my friend and how, deep down, I wanted to know what they were more than the two of them wanted to hear my crazy story. Just then, Risha interrupted.  
 
    "Sorry to interrupt, but… What kind of creatures?"  
 
    From the look in her eyes I could see she was genuinely intrigued, and her voice sounded somewhat sympathetic, even her brother looked incredibly eager to hear more. I considered the best way to describe them without simply repeating the fact they were horrible. 
 
    "They looked..." My mind was still processing the information, only to see the obvious answer was right in front of me. "They looked kind of like us but much larger. Oh, and they only had two legs, not four."  
 
    I paused again, the thought of what I was about to say next reminding me of their foul taste. "Their flesh wasn't... Well, it wasn't alive," I continued, hoping they wouldn’t think me crazy for saying.  
 
    "Wyverns!" Risha’s brother declared, proudly demonstrating his knowledge.  
 
    She turned to him; a disapproving frown plastered on her muzzle.  
 
    "What's a Wyvern?" I asked cautiously.  
 
    Her eyes flickered between her brother and I as he stared back with an equally disapproving expression.  
 
    "Am I okay to answer him?" he grumbled.  
 
    "Fine," she sighed haughtily. 
 
    His eager attitude resurfaced, and he pressed a forepaw to his chest, wings spread as if to offer a lecture.  
 
    "Just like you’ve said, they're horrible creatures. They were supposed to have been killed off centuries ago," he blustered, almost forgetting to pause for breath. "There have always been rumours that some still lurk in the darkness. Slaves to wild men, Orkin warlords and whatnot. You know, all the evil..."  
 
    Risha interrupted his speech with a nudge. He blinked, sighed and instantly slouched down, saying nothing, while she maintained a more considered approach.  
 
    "And what about your friend? Wyverns hate dragons."  
 
    I was about to tell her what Tarwin had done, when I remembered that she wasn’t a dragon.  
 
    No reason to tell them that she’s not for now. They may like me, but I've no idea how they feel about humans.  
 
    "She managed to kill or injure one, I don't know for sure."  
 
    I paused, thinking of how the second creature fell back into the bushes. It had been blinded, for sure, but it was possibly still alive. 
 
    "Then the other monster knocked her out and took her. I was chasing it when I hit the tree, and well, you know the rest better than me."  
 
    Risha's brother stared at her, still disappointed that she'd stopped him mid-sentence, but there was no mistaking the look on their faces wasn’t good.  
 
    "We'll have to take you to the Elders tomorrow, now you’re awake they’ll want to talk to you," assured Risha, making no further comment on what troubled her.  
 
    What or who she meant by ‘the Elders’ confused me. I had heard that word before, it was the name given to the older members of the village. The humans respected those people, they were considered the most experienced and wisest, often sought out for their wisdom or advice. My recollection offered me some reassurance. If there were wise citizens in this city, then they should be able to help.  
 
    My contemplation was broken when her brother stood up, spread his wings and flew up into the chamber.  
 
    "Dinner’s nearly ready," she announced, seeming to notice my unease at his sudden departure. "He'll be back in a moment."  
 
    Grabbing the rope in her mouth she carefully lifted the pot she'd placed on the flame, gently setting it down in front of her, instantly generating a cloud of warm steam. No sooner had he left, than her brother returned with three shallow bowls in his mouth, all stacked neatly within each other. He placed one out for each of us, sliding them across the floor with a swift push of his tail.  
 
    Risha removed the lid from the pot, releasing another plume of vapor. Holding the rope carefully in her mouth and using her tail to tip the vessel, she poured out some of the contents into each bowl.  
 
    The siblings instantly began eating their meals, while I wasn’t so eager. It was nothing like the food I was used to, which was usually raw game or fish. This stuff looked like a meaty soup, I'd seen soup before, though I'd never eaten it. Accepting food from strangers didn’t feel like the smartest move, but I'd already munched on the leaves Risha had offered.  
 
    Can't be too bad, right? Can't be poison for sure.  
 
    Although it didn't look appetising, I was conscious of the need to be respectful to my generous hosts. Lowering my snout into the bowl, tasting the watery cooking sauce and picking up a piece of what looked like meat, holding it at the end of my jaw for a few moments. To my surprise it tasted good, and sure there was no harm, I continued. 
 
    It was delicious, certainly cooked to favour a dragon's palette; in fact, I'd never tasted anything quite so nice. I quickly polished off the remainder of the meal, this time chewing and savouring every morsel. After finishing, I looked over to the others; seeing we were all done and with a subtle look from Risha, her brother gathered the clay bowls, carrying them back up into the roof, while she carefully put the lid on the pot and set it down near the fire. 
 
    "So, you obviously don't have a nest of your own, which means you’ll have to stay here," she began, and before I could even consider responding, she continued. "Come on, I'll show you where you can sleep."  
 
    I paused for a moment, surprised at her suggestion. I'd just been invited to stay here, and I still had no real idea where ‘here’ actually was. Bewildered at how fast everything was happening, I sighed.  
 
    She's right – my options are kind of limited. 
 
    Risha had already flown up into the roof, so without any further delay I followed her into the shaft. She led me to one of the ledges, similar to the one her brother had been lounging on earlier. When she landed, I set down beside her, getting my first real look at what the it concealed.  
 
    Reaching into the wall through another smooth opening was a smaller section of the cave, a cosy area with a pile of straw and quilts spread across the floor. Cut into the far wall was an opening through which I could see the opposite level of the neighbouring structure. The roof was a high dome, giving me the impression that it had been intended for something larger than me. Edging by Risha, I moved towards the rounded window at the far end. It was an almost perfect circle and peering out I was greeted with a captivating view of the city.  
 
    The light had faded, shrouding the structures in darkness, making the place look very different. The huge hanging formation opposite resembled a swarm of fireflies, its sides lit by blue glowmoss, along with the recently-lit addition of mostly orange braziers and lanterns combined with odd green, blue and grey flames.  
 
    My hearing tuned in to the evening's rhythm, although it was surprisingly quiet, the calming gushes of the distant waterfalls, the far-off beating of leathery wings and the distant voices of other residents filled the air. The evening smelt fresh and was strangely warm for the time of year.  
 
    It was obvious that the dragons didn’t seem to care about what season or time of day it was, because even at this late hour, the air was filled with them. Some appeared to be much larger than I was, making me believe I still wasn’t fully grown.  
 
    I knew from conversations back home that I would grow to be much larger, even so, the majority of dragons I assumed to be adults weren’t that big – they were the size of a large horse at best. Most of them held different coloured lanterns in their mouths and foreclaws, creating luminous patterns in the darkness akin to fireflies. I glanced down at the still waters far below to see what looked like an entire city staring back at me, and with one final breath of fresh air I brought my head in from the opening. 
 
    Is this it? Am I just going to sleep here while my friend is lost out there with those foul things?  
 
    I had to remind myself that, for now, I didn’t really have any other option. If I wanted to help Tarwin, I needed help, whether I liked the delay or not.  
 
    With an amused chuckle Risha came in from the ledge and, realising that I'd completely forgotten she was there, I jumped. It was rather strange having someone else caring for me, especially someone I'd only just met, but I was beginning to feel comfortable in her presence.  
 
    Maybe she really is worth trusting?  
 
    I looked up, trying to think of a way to apologise for being so ignorant, though she didn’t show any sign of offence. It was almost as though she knew the sights and sounds of the city would grab my attention. 
 
    "It's pretty amazing when you see it for the first time. Trust me, I know," she assured.  
 
    "Yeah, I'm used to small villages on the ground," I replied, gesturing all around us. "Not... Well, not this."  
 
    A giggle escaped her muzzle before she turned to leave, only to unexpectedly stop and glance back, taking time to consider what she was about to say.  
 
    "Oh, I was just wondering, if it's not too much to ask. Your friend, how did she manage to kill a wyvern?" she asked, seemingly trying not to offend me.  
 
    She looked genuinely intrigued. These wyverns were obviously revered.  
 
    In my enthusiasm to answer, I was blind to what I was saying.  
 
    "She shot it in the eye with an arrow."  
 
    "A bow and arrow?" she replied, clearly taken aback by the answer.  
 
    Her words suddenly snapped me back to what I'd revealed. There was clearly no way a dragon could draw a bow. I thought hard about how to answer, fearing she’d condemn me for fraternizing with humans. I’d no idea how she or any of the dragons here even viewed humans.  
 
    "Yes," I replied, scuffing a forepaw at the floor and bowing my head. "I know what you're thinking. How's a dragoness supposed to use one of those?"  
 
    She looked at me as if she knew the answer but didn’t know what to say, and her delayed response only served to increase my apprehension. Until I couldn’t bear to deny it.  
 
    "She isn't a dragon, she's a human."  
 
    As the words came out, my anxiety shot through the roof and I half expected to be booted out. All the while, the look on Risha's face grew more confused.  
 
    "What?" she whispered.  
 
    Is it possible? My fears haven't been realised. She hadn't shouted and she didn't seem to be getting angry. So, having made the first step and with no way of turning back, I continued.  
 
    "She's a human," I repeated, keeping as quiet as I could.  
 
    She glanced around, seemingly wary of prying ears, before she spoke again.  
 
    "Our kinds not bothered with them for centuries, and right now things are a little uneasy. Especially since Sovereign Aries came to power."  
 
    I’d no idea what a 'sovereign' was, nor did I know what she meant by 'uneasy'. But her use of the words ‘came to power’ made whoever she was referring to sound very important. My mind filled with ideas about some sort of governing figure like Tarwin’s father, one that didn't approve of humans. Yet before I could dwell on it for too long, she calmly continued.  
 
    "So why were you with this human?"  
 
    Her calming tone offered my anxious mind some relief, but I didn't understand what she meant. I didn't know any different. I'd been raised by them, been around them all my life.  
 
    How can I explain all of that to her? Do I just tell her everything about my whole life since the day Tarwin found me? 
 
     I decided honesty was the best course of action. Not to mention, she might even know something about why I was there in the woods all those winters ago.  
 
    "Tarwin raised me from an egg she found in the woods," I began.  
 
    Risha listened carefully, her confused expression morphing into one of curiosity, before she eventually interrupted my story with a yawn.  
 
    "Interesting," she said, clearly thinking deeply about something else before swiftly moving on. "I think I'll be off to nest for tonight," she added with another yawn, turning to the opening.  
 
    For a moment I thought she'd dismissed what I'd said, but before she left, she turned and finished.  
 
    "Oh, and it's probably best to keep this between us – you already look different as it is."  
 
    I froze, terrified I'd made a horrible mistake sharing my story with her.  
 
    "Don't worry, I won't tell anyone," she assured with a wink, before flying to a ledge further up the shaft.  
 
    I didn't quite understand why all this was happening. I didn't know why I was putting my trust in her, but I believed she would keep her word. Lying back on the soft bed I stared at the smooth stone wall. So much had happened so quickly. My mind dwelled on the idea of monsters and a city of dragons like me as the cool embrace of a light breeze drifted in through the window.  
 
    Learn what I can, get help, then find Tarwin. That's my mission now.  
 
    With those thoughts firmly in mind I found a comfortable position, lay my head down and slowly drifted off to sleep. 
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter 4 
 
    City of Dragons 
 
      
 
    I gradually woke from the first peaceful night’s sleep I'd had in ages, eyes flickering open to find my head had settled beneath the cover of soft quilts and dry straw.  
 
    I know what I'll be doing today, I'll be gathering supplies for the winter with Tarwin... 
 
    My thoughts quickly cleared when I began to recall my current situation, immediately washing away any ideas of home.  
 
    Oh right, I'm not at home, she's gone, and I have to save her!  
 
    That spark of motivation was enough to finally force my weary head from beneath the covers. It took a few seconds for my eyes to adjust to the light beaming in through the opening above my head, offering me my first hazy view of the room in daylight. I slowly stood up, stretched the stiffness out of my tired muscles and shook my head.  
 
    All my senses fired into action when I heard voices, it was clearly Risha and her brother. I couldn't quite make out their words, so I walked as quietly as I could to the opening and peered over the edge. I couldn't see either of them; at first, I thought it rude to eavesdrop, especially after all they had done for me. Even so, there was still that small part of me that was reluctant to trust them completely. 
 
     I glanced back over my shoulder to the window. The position of the projected sunbeams suggested that it was early in the day.  
 
    What am I doing? I'm going to have to go down sooner or later? What is there to worry about?  
 
    I was mostly daunted by the fact that I’d no idea where the day would take me. For a moment I even considered taking off and continuing alone. Almost everything in my body and mind was telling me I should, even if I knew deep down that wasn't a good idea.  
 
    Recalling what Risha had said last night about the Elders made me feel more inclined to stay, and finally convincing myself, I dismissed my fears, spread my wings and jumped from the ledge. A friendly greeting awaited as both siblings stopped their discussion and looked over simultaneously.  
 
    "Did you sleep alright?" she was swift to ask, her demeanour still chirpy and cheerful.  
 
    "Yes, thanks," I replied, smiling back.  
 
    "Good to hear." She pranced over to the fire and sat down, leaning against the stone bank just as she'd done the night before.  
 
    I couldn’t help but notice that the flame in the central pyre was now blue instead of green. While I marvelled like a child with a new toy, Risha turned to her brother as he attempted to leave through the larger of the two nest openings.  
 
    "Where do you think you're going?" she asked, as if she'd expected such an escape attempt.  
 
    "Oh, you know, the usual morning glide," he replied, emphasising a stretch of his wings and arching his back.  
 
    "Yes, of course," Risha deadpanned as she added. "Usually you're not even awake this early, never mind going out to fly."  
 
    He rolled his eyes, stopped and moved back towards her, laughing to himself as he added.  
 
    "Fine, I'll stay, but only because it feels like we've not done anything together for days."  
 
    His sister's disappointment faded, quickly replaced by a coy smile as he sat down next to her.  
 
    The two of them didn't look angry with each other, not like Tarwin and her father would have been. Not to mention, Risha appeared to have kept her promise about my story, not even her brother seemed aware. Though the thought that she might be waiting to say something only served to increase my unease; there was clearly still a part of me that refused to trust her. 
 
    "I guess we haven’t properly introduced ourselves." Risha's voice suddenly broke my train of thought. 
 
    Even so, her brother swiftly interrupted before she could continue.  
 
    "Well, I'm Boltock, earth dragon, soon to be fully fledged soldier of the Earth Order," the green dragon announced, jumping up and posing heroically on a stone table.  
 
    "Of course," Risha muttered with a muted laugh.  
 
    My eagerness to gain information was doused by her brother's antics as he continued to ramble on about the city and dragon culture. Most of what he said flew right over my head, the only thing that really stuck was his name: ‘Boltock’.  
 
    I'd struggled to remember it last night, and this time I would be sure not to forget. Another word I picked out was 'element'. I'd heard it before when people in the village talked about dragons. Last night, Boltock had questioned what element my white scales represented and introduced himself as an earth dragon.  
 
    So, what the villagers meant is that dragons can control the earth?  
 
    If that was true, it would certainly explain how they were able to construct such an impossible city.  
 
    It all seemed so far-fetched and took a moment for me to figure out that my doubts were mostly due to my previously established beliefs. After seeing the city, my view on the now very believable subject had drastically changed. There was no doubt that all those legends and rumours were true. What surprised and concerned me more was the fact that I'd never been able to do any of the things these dragons claimed they could do – and I'd never felt like I could.  
 
    "Oh, and that's my unsupportive sister, she's a water elemental," Boltock continued, waving a forepaw in Risha's general direction before jumping down from the table while she shot him a disapproving scowl. "Soon to be, well, not much, really," he continued with a grin, as his sister rolled her eyes in mock despair.  
 
    "Well, now that your little show is over, can we get going?" she asked dryly.  
 
    They both moved over to the larger opening while I remained in the centre of the cave.  
 
    All this talk of elements, elders, orders, spirits and who only knows what else, makes me feel so tiny!  
 
    I'd never heard anyone talk like this before. Then again, I'd never even met or heard another dragon talk until yesterday.  
 
    "Are you okay?" Risha asked, glancing back as she stopped by the opening.  
 
    "Yes." Startled, the rather blunt word left my mouth before I realised and swiftly added. 
 
    "Just lost in thought." My desire to maintain a polite attitude demanded I be respectful.  
 
    "We'll be off then," she said as she walked through the thin curtain and out onto the balcony. "Please, follow us." 
 
    She jumped from the ledge, dropping down in a similar fashion to yesterday before pulling up sharply to reappear in front of me, hovering beside Boltock. I promptly made my way over to the edge, brushing past the curtain and out onto the flat surface stretching out over the depths. 
 
    Why am I still unquestioningly following them? I was still trying to dismiss that annoyingly rational part of my mind.  
 
    I could only assume, and most certainly hope, it was to these Elders. So, I banished any doubts from my mind, looked at the pair in front of me, spread my wings and stepped forward to find the same perfect air for flying. The two siblings flew ahead, giving me only a few seconds to follow through the dragon-filled air.  
 
    A variety, ranging from red to blue, grey to green and countless in between, filled my view. Each had their own distinctive features: different horns, tails, spines and wings. Looking over the spectacle subdued my worries, the sheer beauty served as a strong distraction. The strange air movement assisted with the effort of flying, allowing my curious eyes to concentrate on each passing spectacle. Hundreds of other dragons went about their business, like humans in the village only on an impossibly grand scale. They darted around, landing and taking off from the thousands of stone structures.  
 
    My attention switched from scene to scene, while at the same time, the air current changed course, directing us towards a magnificent structure carved into the near-vertical cliff face. A perfect rectangular shape cut into the rock; a part of its left side covered by a curtain of water falling from a chasm in the stone sky above. At its centre was a large, square opening, with four symmetrical stone pillars guarding either side. Each one draped by a tapestry of golden fabric, the sigils of two blazing wings woven into them.   
 
    More blue moss crawled along the rocky surfaces, and what looked like dead vines hung beneath a bridge of rock extending out from its entrance like a protruding tongue. At the end of the bridge sat a circular platform, decorated with a pattern of symmetrical symbols, spiralling out from an eight-pointed star in the centre.  
 
    "We're here," Risha announced, peering up at the structure as we landed. "The Elder Temple," she added, almost as much in awe as me. "They sent a message while you were sleeping, asking for an audience with you."  
 
    That revelation stirred up uncertainty in my otherwise inquisitive mind.  
 
    Why would they ask to see me? Maybe getting to see them is harder than those back home?  
 
    I was also concerned about why she failed to tell me before we’d arrived. Admittedly she'd mentioned something about the Elders when I was telling them my story, so I assumed she had simply forgotten. Regardless, I was getting the impression I was attracting too much attention. It couldn’t be down to my relationship with humans, Risha had surely kept that a secret. I also assumed none of them knew of my encounter with the wyverns.  
 
    Well, there's only one way to find out. My mind declared, although now I was feeling far more anxious about the prospect.  
 
    I glanced around to see the others had already started walking along the bridge towards the entrance. I swiftly took off after the pair, lost in bewilderment as I got closer to the magnificence structure. Like all the architecture in this city, it was enormous, and the closer I got the more the finer details revealed themselves, ranging from graceful murals to strange symbols. Two large dragon statues resembling stone sentinels sat on either side of the immense doorway, and beyond those several large pillars supported the outer wall and ceiling.  
 
    We passed between the statues, and my eyes began to explore the engraved walls. Three of the carvings dwarfed the others, depicting various dragons along with a whole manner of other creatures. All bar one of them portrayed battles so great that even the motionless images looked as fearsome as the violence they depicted. The final carving presented the image of a towering city against a starry sky, and a pyre of flames with two burning wings at its flanks shining brightly down upon the world below.  
 
    Initially I didn't recognise the plethora of creatures, the limited colour palette made it difficult to see them clearly, until my wondering eyes fell upon one in particular and I instantly froze. I was gazing up at an armoured dragon, although it wasn’t the dragon that caught my attention, it was what lay at its paws. There was no mistaking the mangled corpse of a wyvern. I stopped and focused on the carving; every other detail blocked from my mind. I had no idea what any of this meant, and when I thought to ask, I saw my guides had already walked on.  
 
    Stowing away my questions and catching up, my thoughts turned to our destination and the Elders. It may be somewhat stereotypical to think of them like the elders from the village, but I assumed that was the case. I desperately hoped they would have answers, although one aspect of that hope, probably the one wary of the convenience, brought back my cautious attitude. 
 
    What do they know about me? I believe they're not against me. But still, this is all so much. The wyvern’s picture only served to make me feel even more uneasy.  
 
    Lost in thought, I failed to notice the next chamber in which we found ourselves, until I almost bumped into Boltock. Unlike the other chambers this one was made up from heavily built-up rocks with rough, sharp surfaces. In my short time here, I'd come to believe that the whole city was magically constructed; however, this chasm looked like it was far older and more natural than the others.  
 
    Unlike the small tunnels within the other structures, a long, spacious hall ran down its centre. Six stone pillars decorated with carvings and large patches of glowing moss loomed on either side, rock walls lay behind them, holding a domed ceiling high above us.  
 
    Four large braziers hung by chains from the rounded ceiling, each one lit with a different colour flame. The first was the normal orange and red with which I was familiar, the next two were blue and green, while the fourth was a strange grey colour. Despite its great size the hall was far from empty, dragons of all colours, shapes and sizes went about their business, walking in and out via a network of tunnels bordering the chamber.  
 
    Several stood out, positioned at the base of each pillar like motionless statues. They all looked identical, and at first, I mistook them for statues. Until I was close to one and realised they were all wearing some kind of armour, shimmering sheets of smooth metallic silver, crafted to fit a dragon.  
 
    Each glinting sheet was lined with a pale-blue trim inset with symbols. Besides the sharp metal claws on their gauntlet-shod feet and blades on their wings, there was no sign of any weapons, leading me to assume they used their elemental powers to fulfil their obvious duties as guards. Even so, I tried to avoid looking at other dragons, not wishing to attract any more attention to myself. Nonetheless, despite my attempts, I still felt their eyes watching me.  
 
    Peering towards the end of the corridor I could see another similar sized chamber. In contrast to the first, there were no corridors, no smaller openings or large pillars holding it up. Plus, it wasn't completely open, an enormous golden door covered the opposite end, while two long tapestries hung on either side. To its left hung a red one, orange flames embroidered into its centre, and a blue one, carrying a picture of a blue and white wave breaking. Those to the right were grey and green, the former with a raging whirlwind at its centre, while the latter wore an image of a vibrant green tree.  
 
    The three of us came to a stop at the base of the grand door, its golden surface covered with moulded pictures and symbols like those carved into the vast walls. Each image was a perfect expansion of the vast surface, with armour-clad dragons battling ragged beasts of flayed flesh and bone. As my eyes passed over them, another caught my attention. The sensations I had upon looking at it weren’t like anything I'd ever felt, not even when compared to the majesty the city sights had conjured. It was like I'd seen it all before, and my mind fought to recall it, as if I should know. It was a golden image of four dragons, each wearing armour, sitting in a circle around an orb.  
 
    "This is it," Risha declared, stopping next to me, Boltock just behind.  
 
    Her sudden interruption snapped me from my stupor as she calmly added. "We can't go in with you, so just tell them everything you told us, they'll understand."  
 
    "Yeah, better them than the Sovereign," Boltock added with a slight laugh, receiving a scowl from his sister.  
 
    Almost as if it had been expecting me, there was a loud clank and the door began to grind open. The sudden explosion of metallic groans filled the chamber with an almost deafening rumble. The entire golden face started to move and shift like a huge mechanical jigsaw slowly unlocking with each loud clang. Finally, a large bar built into the centre shunted outward and split in two, with each half sliding back into the walls. Released from its huge shackles, the giant door parted slowly, groaning in rebellion. I turned to my guides to see both had taken a few steps back, while Risha gave a comforting smile and gestured for me to proceed.  
 
    Hesitantly I turned, peering into the chamber’s pitch-black depths. A cool breeze escaped the gloom, the scene enough to release more uneasy thoughts.  
 
    This certainly doesn't look like the type of place someone wise resides. 
 
    No matter how much I trusted them, a part of me still believed it might be a trick. I certainly didn't want to believe that, however, the thought that I could be walking into a trap lingered.  
 
    If this is the only way to save Tarwin, then I have to do it.  
 
    Putting on a brave face, I took a long, deep breath and took a few cautious steps. No sooner had I entered, than the door began its cacophony, protesting angrily as it slowly and unnervingly ground to a close behind me. I jumped at the final slam, and the eerie silence left behind when the symphony of shifting locks ended, making my scales crawl. My eyes and other senses adjusted to the darkness as I scanned for any clues about the chamber in which I was now imprisoned. Shadows concealed all detail; the only thing telling me I wasn't lost in endless blackness was the invisible surface beneath my paws.  
 
    Fear started to consume me, strengthening my growing concerns that I shouldn’t have been so trusting.  
 
    I shouldn’t have listened to someone I hardly know. I'm such a fool!  
 
    Until now I had been sure they held nothing against me. No! No, this can't be a trick, there's got to be something!  
 
    I was beginning to have serious doubts about the Elder’s existence when flames exploded into life on either side of me, and with a swift whoosh a series of braziers ignited, revealing a pathway stretching out before me. Light blossomed from the flames, quickly vanquishing the darkness, revealing thousands of wall carvings.  
 
    I swallowed my apprehension. No going back now, certainly not with a door like that behind me.  
 
    I cautiously followed the newly-lit path towards a circular platform surrounded by a deep pit, its vertical stone sides descending into crushing darkness as if light itself feared to venture into the depths. On either side stood four large pedestals, each one topped with a decorative band of gold inscribed with more markings.  
 
    More braziers burst into life, illuminating the whole chamber, revealing a large, domed roof and more carvings. The symbols and the surface into which they were inscribed looked old, appearing like more natural stone.  
 
    More images of dragons sat amongst even stranger beasts clad in regal armour. Others were short and stumpy, with large beards sprouting from their chins. Some were like me, with feathers rather than scales, while others looked humanoid. As my eyes began to scan the walls, I began to feel the presence of something – or someone – sitting above me.  
 
    Four watchful pairs of eyes cast their gaze down from the tops of the stone pillars, their draconic owners as ancient as the cave itself. Their scales were dulled and scarred. Age had ravaged their bodies, ranging from rips in their wings to snapped horns and clouded eyes. They all wore a gold brace around their neck, each one bearing a single crystal, the colour matching that of its owner's subdued hide. Their finer features were hard to make out in the low light, but what was clear was that they were considerably older than any other dragon I'd encountered. None of them had any discernible expression as they silently judged me.  
 
    I fought the urge to fidget and squirm, their gazes felt like hot beams of sunlight on my scales. Then after what seemed like the longest period of silence I'd ever endured; the red dragon spoke.  
 
    "Who are you?" his croaky old voice questioned.  
 
    It took a moment for me to process his words. I knew that all I had to do was tell them my name, but I was struggling to find my voice. My nerves were on edge and I certainly wasn't expecting four of them, added to that I still wasn’t confident about speaking. 
 
    What if I accidently offend them? Or they find out what Tarwin really is?  
 
    "Blaze," I replied, trying hard to bury my nervousness.  
 
    "And, Blaze, why have you come here?" the blue dragoness beside the red-scaled Elder enquired.  
 
    Wait a minute. I thought they were the ones who asked for me.  
 
    I thought hard about exactly what I should tell them. Part of me wanted to demand why they were asking me questions, especially when my whole body was bursting to ask them so much. A combination of fear, respect and not knowing the full extent of what was going on stopped me.  
 
    "I was brought here by two others, they said you asked for me."  
 
    The four of them looked as though that was far from the answer they expected. A long pause met my response; it almost felt like they had forgotten I was there, when the red dragon spoke again.  
 
    "And how did you end up here?"  
 
    My initial fear started to subside, giving way to irritation. I'd expected something more from someone with the esteemed title of ‘Elder’. Anyone with such a status shouldn't need to ask such simple questions. The ones back in the village always seemed to know what was wrong, without needing to, though quite how they did so was beyond me.  
 
    These elders should be at least four times wiser than a single village elder. Then again, what did I know? Perhaps their questions were part of a much greater method of assessing the situation, beyond that of a human mind, or they were just as in the dark as me. It certainly felt like the latter, leaving my frustration to smoulder.  
 
    I'd no alternative other than to explain to them how my friend and I, who I referred to as a ‘dragoness’, as Risha had suggested, were out hunting when we were attacked by two creatures.  
 
    "The other dragons I met called them wyverns," I added, finishing my lengthy explanation before taking a well-needed break.  
 
    The Elders’ faces still lacked emotion but the atmosphere of the chamber had changed. A feeling of doubt and foreboding took hold, much to my disappointment. Then the red dragon looked back at me and continued.  
 
    "Where is this friend of yours now?"  
 
    With my patience stretched, I answered abruptly. "She was taken by one of those monsters!"  
 
    The four dragons looked across to each other again, as if communicating without words.  
 
    "Well? Can you do anything?" I pressed, my patience near breaking point.  
 
    The blue dragoness lifted her head and directed her eyes toward me. 
 
    "We’re sorry, there is little hope for your friend."  
 
    I froze, mouth agape as my words died.  
 
    Her words struck like a cold knife had been thrust into my heart. Every one of my hopes exploded at the thought – how can they tell me she's gone?  
 
    My patience shattered. These so-called ‘Elders’ were certainly not what I imagined. Were they just going to apologise and expect me to give up? It felt like they weren’t listening, and with the fire of desperation overwhelming my hopelessness, I was unwilling to accept their judgment. 
 
    "Please…" No matter my inner conflict, the word slipped out as a whimper. "You can't just expect me to give up on her."  
 
    The red dragon peered down, his cloudy eyes bearing no sympathy.  
 
    "Listen closely, young one." His wise tone sounded like Tarwin's when reading her stories.  
 
    "These are troubled times; an age of relative peace is regrettably fading. For the creatures you speak of are a sign of darker forces at work. Evils thought destroyed long ago." 
 
    He glanced at his peers and for a moment I swore I saw a glimmer of unease on their stoic faces as he went on.   
 
    "Wyverns are savage beasts. The kind you describe could only be servants of the last Dark Guardian, Acrodan." 
 
    What is this? Do they really believe after living in this world for thirteen winters I wouldn't notice any of this stuff?  
 
    Admittedly, I’d no concept of anything beyond the forest until a few days ago, but I think someone in the village would have known if something was going on. For a moment, I wondered if anyone did know. Then my thoughts turned to Tarwin's father. 
 
     I'd never understood what he was really protecting her from or why he always assumed that the rumours had more truth to them than she did.  
 
    But if he knew, why keep it a secret?  
 
    That didn't matter now, all I wanted was to get my friend back – and this meaningless conversation wasn't helping.  
 
    I averted my gaze from the judgmental stares of the presiding dragons, my mind still heavy with the thought she might be gone.  
 
    "Who's Acrodan?" I asked. Not really understanding the relevance of the strange name.  
 
    The four dragons looked as if they'd expected me to already know, before the red dragon spoke again. 
 
    "Acrodan is the last of nine guardians tasked with protecting the Sphere of Eternity."  
 
    Once again it was like they expected me to understand and believe their utterly alien history.  
 
    "And... what's that?" I asked, trying to go along with his nonsense. For a moment I was certain the otherwise emotionless dragons looked confused; they really weren't expecting me to be so ignorant.  
 
    "We will tell you," the blue dragoness stated, looking over at her red-scaled companion who gave a nod before he began.  
 
    "One thousand years ago, in a time of peace and prosperity, the creators of old gave our ancestors a gift from the Golden City, an artefact they called the ‘Sphere of Eternity’. Prophesy told it was a relic of great power, and that we were required to gather nine of the strongest mortal souls to watch over it."  
 
    His eyes drifted toward the ceiling, where the image of a great spire falling from the stars was carved into the stone. 
 
    "The nine great races of the old world brought forth their finest, each of them chosen by tests and trials until only the best remained. Acrodan was one of the nine chosen to fulfil this honourable duty. He and his eight companions took the sphere up into the most northerly reaches of the world, where even the most powerful would not seek to find it." 
 
    His eyes passed to carvings of dragons and other creatures, some very clearly human, before he looked down to where the image of a city of spires, waterfalls and cliffs were etched into the rock.  
 
    "For over two hundred years, they watched over it within the temples of Ilivar, its immense power sustaining the lives of the lesser races whose bodies were unable to withstand the passage of time. The union of the nine strengthened the bonds of the old alliances, ushering in a great and peaceful age."  
 
    Following his directions, I glanced to where the roof depicted dragons, humans and other feathered beasts flourishing under a gleaming sun.  
 
    Everything seems so happy. How could I have not known any of this?  
 
    "We were all deceived, for the more power one holds, the more it can corrupt their soul. The unknown truth was that the sphere contained a dark power so great to be beyond that of even the gravest nightmare. Power enough to twist the minds of those chosen to protect it. The sphere slowly worked its evil, poisoning the great and honourable against each other. By the time they or anyone else realised, it was too late."  
 
    The next set of carvings showed just that. Nine beasts of varying races. From dragons, to human and many others, engaged in brawls and savage duels.  
 
    "The guardians began to fight over the very power they were sworn to protect. Driven by greed, temptation and ambition. War among those that survived the initial conflict soon followed, each using their powers to destroy the others, reducing the northern lands and all who dwelled there to ash."  
 
    There was another carving of the majestic city, only this time it was ablaze and swarmed by battling monsters.   
 
    "Hinnoron, the most powerful and bloodthirsty of the nine, lay siege to the northern world, bringing to ruin the great cities of Taldran and Mordrin, with Acrodan at his side. The dark sorcerer was undoubtedly the most cunning of the few, using Hinnoron as easily as he did his other brethren. He always seemed to have the closest connection to the sphere, becoming the most corrupted by its influence. He gained unspeakable powers, most so horrific that words cannot describe. The third guardian to survive was Lamia, the dragon guardian, the dark serpent queen of the Ebon sovereignty."  
 
    Three figures were carved into the wall. A hooded man with no face. A tall, humanoid figure in spiked armour and a sleek dragoness with wings spread to blot out the sun.  
 
     "Their war spread quickly, setting the rest of the world ablaze with swathes of raw hatred and vicious bloodshed. The once noble paragons lay waste to their own people, slaughtering those who wouldn’t join their cause, razing their homes to the ground in storms of fire."  
 
    All those carvings depicting war now made sense, sending a chill down my spine as I realised how casually I'd dismissed them before.  
 
    "Thrown into the warped claws of chaos, the once peaceful races tore each other apart, each choosing sides as the sphere's influence seduced them all. Some stood alone, choosing not to follow the dark path, outgunned and outnumbered a hundred-fold. As for the creators who'd cursed them with the sphere. They'd all but abandoned the world to its fate."  
 
    More carvings of war met my wandering eyes, battles so great they filled whole archways and crevices.  
 
    "Over time, fouler, darker creatures crawled forth from the cursed depths, monstrosities that had no place in the peaceful realm of the past and which relished the chance to see darkness take hold. The newly risen horrors chose their leaders, and the great armies of the Dark Guardians were bolstered beyond recognition. Monstrous titans of warped stone and scorching balefire, horrific engines of war belching smoke and flame stood above endless ranks of corrupted beast-men and horrors from an ancient world of living dead. Whether they knew it or not, they were all ultimately consumed by the sphere's influence, their minds driven to its destructive goal." 
 
    The next carving showed just that. Snakes of magma, towers of bones and hulking brutes with wings like ferocious gargoyles.  
 
    "What remained of the pure dragons rallied what few allies they had left and in the final days of the Guardian War they led a desperate attack into the heart of the massacre, where the three armies of the Dark Guardians clashed. The four Elders of fire, earth, wind and water along with Sovereign Aria, founder of the elemental orders, led Dardien's army into battle. The four mighty forces ultimately clashing upon the rain-swept fields of the Midnight Plains, each desperate to gain sovereignty over the sphere’s power, or to see its destruction."  
 
    The Elder didn't even need to direct me to the mighty scene carved above his head. I clearly saw the depiction of a battle to end all battles. Dragons, humans, wyverns and a whole manner of monsters clashed below the image of two armour clad duelling dragonesses.  
 
    "The battle was long and fierce, with blade, tooth and claw alike spilling blood over the sodden grounds. Skies obscured by the battle of winged horrors and flying beasts, the clouds themselves bled and the bones of the earth were broken. Magic of all forms skewered the storm-filled night and the dead rose from the ground. After days of endless bloodshed and Sovereign Aria’s heroic loyalty, two of the Dark Guardians fell. Hinnoron was slain upon her golden talons, as was her corrupt sister."  
 
    I glanced down to the wall behind the Elders, to where the same dragoness stood triumphantly over the bodies of her foes.  
 
    "With two of their leaders slain, the cowardly armies were soon annihilated and forced back into the pits from which they crawled. Acrodan escaped in the wake of the final confrontation, his long-sought prize in his possession. With his dark army all but decimated, he fought his way north, taking the sphere back to the ruins of Ilivar."  
 
    The burning city that had been depicted before was back, only this time it looked to be more frozen than ablaze.   
 
    "There he began to recuperate and with the sphere in his possession, his power was limitless. Slowly but surely the cold of his black heart became manifest, fuelled by the inconceivable darkness that had completely consumed him. The northern ice grew outwards, creating the frozen arctic. Acrodan and the sphere have been trapped within Ilivar’s ice ever since, while the possibility that he and the sphere would one day return has been a constant threat."  
 
    The last of the guardians, the faceless man, was depicted in a tomb of solid ice, the dark orb suspended above his outspread arms.  
 
    "It took a long time for the world to recover, and when it did, it wasn’t the same. The trust between the races was shattered, those who were once allies soon turned on each other. In the wake of the Guardian War many others were fought until an age of relative peace began and has stood firm for over one hundred years."  
 
    My legs felt like they'd become jelly. My neck strained from all the glancing around. Inevitably I sat down, tail coiled around my hind paws as the Elder went on.  
 
    "With the time of the creators ended, those who remained viewed their so-called ‘gift’ as a curse, a way in which to punish them for straying from the gods' divine path. Many forgot the worship and ways of old and the ancient ancestors of gold, eventually transforming into their own beliefs and breaking down what was left of the unity that once stood for millennia. No one, not even we sat before you, know of the mysterious ages before the sphere’s corruption, and few wish to remember the horror of its passing."  
 
    Each of their emotionless faces peered down at me as the red-scaled storyteller finished.   
 
    "We retain the ancient teachings of our creators, when all others choose to forget. We’re moving into an uncertain future, a future in which the horizons now carry the skies of war."  
 
    I peered up aimlessly, with no idea what to say. They'd given answers, of sorts. However, it told me nothing of immediate importance, to my thinking it was just an incredible history lesson about long-forgotten wars. I’d no idea what relevance this had to me, but if this was all they were going to tell me, I wasn't wasting any more time.  
 
    "That's... interesting," I replied, trying not to offend them with my initial disappointment while carefully considering my next question. "So how does any of that help my friend?" 
 
    "What you must understand is that wyverns were among the spawn to serve the Dark Guardians, thought to be destroyed when their armies fell. Their return marks a far worse reality for what lies ahead." The blue-scaled dragoness answered in place of the red-scaled Elder.  
 
    It still felt like they were purposely trying to keep Tarwin out of the conversation. Naturally, I understood that if a war was coming, they'd be worried about it. But I saw no signs of any war, the worst things I'd experienced until a few days ago were sheep going missing or bears in the village.  
 
    To give them some credit, at least now I had answers about where wyverns originated. Although it all felt ridiculous, to my knowledge there was no record of such a world-changing event in human society. None of the spiritual talk ever spoke of anything of the sort, only divine deer, snakes and firebirds.  
 
    As I thought, the blue dragonesse’s eyes scoured the engraved carvings in the domed ceiling and despite my aching neck's protest, my eyes followed hers.  
 
    "These halls show all of our history, and not once has a dragon like you been recorded," she noted curiously, scanning the stone, trying to find something that she knew she wouldn't. "A dragon whose colour shows no element, whose scales are star-light white," she added, her gaze falling on me.  
 
    This talk again? I thought I'd been told this already. Of course my scales show no element, I don't have one!  
 
    I reckoned many dragons were the same. All I sensed was that they had suddenly sought to change the subject – what did my scales have to do with helping Tarwin? Despite my doubts, a small part of me grew more optimistic that there might be some purpose to this puzzling change in direction.  
 
    "What do you mean?" I enquired. 
 
    "You have no natural element, or if you do, it's not known," she continued, looking at me as if eager to solve the puzzle herself.  
 
    "Indeed," the red dragon agreed. "The occurrence of a unique dragon such as yourself appearing at this time is no coincidence. If it is true and the return of the Dark Guardian is approaching, you're being here is no accident," he added, completing his companion's sentence as if they had choreographed the whole thing.  
 
    I resented their reference to me as a mere ‘coincidence’ or an ‘accident’, but I allowed it to slip. I was far more interested with the prospect of this 'Dark Guardian' and my apparent new title of 'unique dragon'. Deep down I felt like I understood, or at least I should understand. I'd had a similar feeling of déjà vu when I'd looked at the golden seal on the door, the feeling of having been here before unnerved me.  
 
    Before I could think too hard; I unnervingly felt the four dragons staring at me in union. 
 
    "Go now, young dragon," the blue dragoness instructed.  
 
    "We will request you when we have more information," the red dragon added, reinforcing my choreography theory.  
 
    I wasn't one for being 'requested'. I wanted to say more, to continue, to argue my point, but something in my mind was telling me to resist that urge.  
 
    I should just do the smart thing and accept it, for now, at least.  
 
    If I refused to leave they may think I was being aggressive. I'd no idea how they might react to that, so I followed their orders. As if it had anticipated my approach the door had already started its mechanical dance. I walked through the monstrous, metal jigsaw to see my new friends waiting patiently on the other side.  
 
    Head hung low in disappointment, I passed them as the door ground closed behind me. I could hardly believe what I'd been told. The Elders were supposed to be the wise ones, yet all they could tell me was that some evil lord’s servant beasts had taken my friend? My optimism fell further at the thought of what the blue dragoness had told me, because if what they said about this Acrodan was true, then Tarwin might be…  
 
    No, I'm not thinking like that, I'm not giving up on her! I shoved the thought from my mind. She'd never give up on me, I'll never leave her!  
 
    Then there was all that nonsense about the colour of my scales, elements and my lack of one. It was either convenient or ironic, either way I disliked both possibilities. 
 
    What in the spirits' name does it have to do with this Acrodan character anyway?  
 
    That was the least of my worries. If the Elders wanted to tell me cryptic rubbish, then fine, but I wasn’t just going to sit around and wait for them to come up with a plan.  
 
    "Come on then, what did they say?" Risha’s excited question shook me out of my frustrated stupor. 
 
    I immediately attempted to hide my disappointment. She's really excited about this. I can't disappoint her after how she’s helped me.  
 
    "Oh, something about a war, a Dark Guardian and some other bad stuff."  
 
    If someone had said that to me, I'd have thought they were mocking me, and for a moment I regretted my curt response. Her excited expression diminished with every word until her face went blank, along with her brother’s. Then I laughed sheepishly, as if it had been a joke.  
 
    Come on, Blaze, don't offend them! Who else can you turn to in this place?  
 
    Boltock shared my dry laugh, while Risha paused for a moment, seemingly considering her words in a similar way to the Elders. Every moment she spent thinking, I spent fearing she would question my response. After what felt like an eternity of tension, she finally accepted it in much the same casual way as her brother.  
 
    Relieved, I quickly moved the conversation on to a new subject, telling them the Elders wished to see me again.  
 
    "If they sent for you twice, they must really think you're special," Risha said, her excitement blooming again. 
 
    "Oh, if the Elders think you're special then who are we to argue?" Boltock added, giving his sister a sly smirk. 
 
    She offered him her normal disapproving scowl, to which he responded with a fit of teasing giggles. 
 
    "Better be off to training, hey, sis?" he managed to utter through his laughter, nudging her side. "Don't wanna be late again."  
 
    "Yes, of course," she replied sharply, straightening up and pressing her wings flat to her flanks.  
 
    "You can come, if you want," she offered as she glanced at me. "That's if you didn't come to Dardien for any other reason?"  
 
    What they were training for intrigued me, but my interest was short-lived.  
 
    If I get to thinking about that, it's just going to cause more delays. I need to get out of here as soon as I can!  
 
    Except for another potentially disappointing meeting with the Elders I'd no real reason to stay. I needed to restart my search and now I at least knew where I had to go.  
 
    You really want to go flying all the way up to the far north right now? This Ilivar place is half a world away, maybe seeing how real dragons act first will help?  
 
    I considered that as I accepted Risha's invitation, I had to kill time somehow and I’d no one else to hang around with. Meanwhile, the blue dragoness beamed happily and I did my best to hide my underlying conflict.  
 
    "The more the merrier," Boltock muttered, rolling his eyes at his sister and gesturing for her to follow as he moved away.  
 
    I watched as the two of them walked over to one of the tunnels leading off from the main hall. Before following, I took one last look at the icon in the centre of the golden door. It depicted a sphere surrounded by four armoured dragons. The sphere could have represented anything, but with the knowledge I now possessed I knew it symbolised much more.  
 
    "Blaze, you coming?" 
 
    I heard my name called and for the first time in my life it was someone other than Tarwin.  
 
    I pulled myself away from the golden seal and hurried over to the others, continuing to follow as they passed into the side tunnel. Other dragons crowded in front and behind, most about my size and all walking in the same direction. Over the many horned heads and winged bodies I could see a slightly distorted light at the far end of the passageway; it looked like it was shining through a curtain of flowing water. A loud gushing sound and a cloud of moisture swept through the tunnel, also supporting my water theory.  
 
    Coming out; we entered a large chamber split over two levels. The first looked like the main floor, a flat base of stone, while the second sat a few paces above, curving around the back wall of the cave. The passageway deposited us onto the upper ledge, opposing a huge window, crossed by natural stone pillars and stalactites that led to the airways outside. The liquid veil of a gushing waterfall half-covered the opening, filling the chamber with a fine mist.  
 
    The lowest level was full of dragons, all around my size, using what I assumed were their elemental powers. Bolts of fire and spear-like shards of ice flew towards strangely shaped dummies, magically appearing to repair themselves after every blow. Dragons flew obstacle courses around stalactites, zipping between the rocks on air currents they created themselves. While others launched large boulders at bull's-eye targets carved into the walls. 
 
    "This is where most of us younger ones come to train," announced Risha, as she pulled me aside for dragons to pass.  
 
    "Train for what?" I inquired, trying not to think about some of the odd looks I was getting from strangers.  
 
    "The elemental orders, of course," Boltock interrupted suddenly.  
 
    "You really don't know, do you?" Risha asked, as if she'd not been totally convinced until now.  
 
    "No," I replied, trying to hide my blush with a subtle head bow as she elaborated.  
 
     "All dragons are able to control an element: blue-scaled dragons control water and ice, red and orange govern fire, green and brown command earth and grey control the air, including the weather. A worthy Sovereign is granted the power over all of the elements, although Aries seems to be lacking in that regard."  
 
    I was slowly beginning to put the pieces together, but I still couldn't quite figure out how it worked; for instance, who was this ‘Sovereign’ they kept referring to? And what was it about the colour of my scales? 
 
    "That's why we're all so interested to know about you. Your scales are white, which represents, well, no element, at least none that I'm aware of," she concluded, curiosity finally seeming to get the better of her.  
 
    She's just as interested in me as the Elders. I thought with a sigh. At least she's kinder about it. 
 
    I was just about to ask what the elderly dragons had said to her when they'd called for me, when at the last moment, I decided not to.  
 
    It's not her fault, so why should I associate her with those dragons and their stupid riddles?  
 
    I could still feel the heat of embarrassment in my cheeks, not a sensation I was used to. I guess it means I wanna be friends with her, but...   
 
    "Risha, Boltock!" an excited female voice hollered, interrupting my awkward thoughts.  
 
    A gust of wind swept up from the wings of another dragoness as she landed beside us. Slightly larger, she looked like Risha, only her scales were a bright, almost fiery, orange with a darker underside. Much like the others, she had symbols on her flanks – hers were red and resembled flames, as did the bony ridge of yellow scales along her back. As for her tail, it lacked any defining features, ending in a slim point. She also wore gold bracelets, like Risha, only hers had deep-red rubies lining the edges.  
 
    "Ember!" Risha replied as the new dragoness moved towards us.  
 
    My keen senses quickly became aware of the effect the newcomer had on Boltock. His attitude suddenly changed as he rushed over, overtaking his sister in a sudden burst of enthusiasm.  
 
    "Hi, Ember!" he announced excitedly.  
 
    "Hello, Boltock," she replied, lifting a forepaw in slight apprehension.  
 
    Her focus on the siblings was brief, however. Her reaction to my presence, on the other paw, was far more noticeable, as was the fact that it felt like everyone else was watching me.  
 
    Okay, I know I'm different! But this is really making my scales crawl.  
 
    "Who’s this?" Ember enquired, directing her words at Risha.  
 
    "This is Blaze, he's... new," she answered, moving quickly to my side and putting a wing over my back as if she needed to protect me.  
 
    "Well, it's nice to meet you, Blaze," Ember greeted with a pleasant smile.  
 
    She seemed to look past my unique exterior far quicker than the others, almost like the differences were trivial to her. A second gust of wind interrupted our conversation, when another dragon appeared from the lower levels. I’d no doubt he was male, with a bright hide of fiery-red scales and a smoky black underside. He was slightly larger than the others, with a small tear in his right wing. The two horns on his head were straight like mine, and instead of spines he had a black fin running along the top of his neck, stopping where his back began.  
 
    He landed next to Ember, suddenly quashing Boltock's interest as the green dragon edged away.  
 
    "Hello, Pyro," Risha greeted. 
 
    Her words were followed by a, "Yes, hello," from her brother as he timidly scurried back to her side.  
 
    ‘Pyro.’ I consciously made an effort to remember the name, stashing it along with Ember's.  
 
    "You’re late," Pyro rumbled, his stern eyes like crimson daggers.  
 
    "We had other things to do first," Risha responded with an eye roll and flick of her tail in my direction.  
 
    All my thoughts froze as Pyro's focus fell on me. The larger dragons sharp, intimidating gaze wasn't followed by words, but a curious purr. Then he turned his attention to Boltock, who was still mulling about behind his sister.  
 
    "What are you doing?" he questioned, head cocked and left eye-crest raised.  
 
    "Nothing," Boltock replied, quickly standing up straight and brushing dust from his paws.  
 
    "Nothing indeed," Risha chuckled, nudging her brother away as she added. "Well, this is all well and good, but shouldn't we get to work?"  
 
    "Yes, work sounds perfect right now!" Boltock was swift to reply, almost jumping on the spot like a giddy child.  
 
    Without another word he moved toward the edge of the ledge, almost stumbling over as he shot a smirk at Ember. The two fiery dragons followed, the three of them gliding down to the lower level.  
 
    "What should I do?" I asked Risha as I ducked under my wing to avoid prying eyes.  
 
    "Well you can watch, I suppose, or you can try to find out what element white represents," she chirped, admiring my scales one last time before joining the others.  
 
    I moved to the edge, watching her elegant glide until she landed gracefully.  
 
    She almost puts me to shame. I observed, before shaking my head. Okay, let's not get ahead of myself.  
 
    I followed a moment later, landing beside her. Down here the spinning and twirling elemental chaos was almost overwhelming. Through the throng I could see a boulder neatly tucked away in one corner, providing a perfect place from which to observe. I quickly made my move, gliding onto it, before making myself comfortable.  
 
    I knew the elements that Risha and Boltock controlled and from their colours I assumed Ember and Pyro controlled fire. That was confirmed when I spotted them through the melee. Spinning their bodies to generate balls of flame. The fire started as sparks amidst their scales, growing in waves across their bodies before shooting downward. Each molten bolt was fired with a flick of the tail, sent blazing towards targets carved into the walls.  
 
    Boltock was able to manipulate the stone around him, causing small grains of sand and pebbles to levitate into the air, compacting together to form larger pieces which he raised high and launched toward the self-repairing dummies. My eyes were drawn towards Risha most of all, I watched her in awe as she conjured up whirling balls of water, holding them in orbit around her, before they moulded into spear-like shapes, froze solid and launched at another magical dummy.  
 
    As I observed I became more aware of the other dragons, and it was increasingly clear that among all of those in the chamber, none of them were like me – even some of the air elementals with the palest-grey scales. It was then I realised I'd spent my whole life wondering where I'd come from, often wondering whether there were any more like me out there. Now I'd found out there were, and yet, I still felt so different. 
 
    Great, I started the day hoping for answers and I've just found more stupid questions!  
 
    A loud whoosh of wings pulled me from my contemplation when a stormy grey dragon erupted in through the waterfall. The newcomer circled like a malevolent cloud, before his long claws tapped against the stone floor as he landed. He was significantly larger than me; not one of the largest dragons I'd seen, but certainly intimidating. His scales glistened with a coat of fresh water, while his sharp eyes perused his surroundings as one may do insects under their boot. He had two horns growing straight from his skull, the space in between covered by several shorter spines.  
 
    He pushed the others aside with his considerably larger wings, clearing a path for himself. He spared me no attention, and for every moment he was here I hoped he'd continue to ignore me. He approached one of the self-repairing dummies and the moment he saw him Boltock scurried over to his sister, just as he'd done when Pyro arrived.  
 
    "Well, if it isn't the master earth dragon," the new dragon muttered, catching sight of Boltock. "Oh, how the Order will benefit from such greatness," he added, pressing a forepaw to his chest and spreading his wings in mock glory.  
 
    Boltock ducked behind his sister as she turned to the towering dragon.  
 
    "Shut your snout, Thunder! It's not like you have anything to brag about." Unfazed by his arrogance, she shouted back, standing upright with wings tight at her side.  
 
    Like a rabbit creeping from its burrow, Boltock slowly raised his head. 
 
    "The Order's military wings are reserved for the elite, scaleless whelps like him belong in the floramancer guilds," Thunder rumbled, drawing the attention of every dragon in the chamber. "Although you could be far more than a fighter," he hissed, snaking his head up beside Risha.  
 
    She growled and straightened herself further. "Don't even think about it, snake."  
 
    "Such a good little fighter! Why settle for a place as a healer, when you could be with a warrior like me?" he cooed.  
 
    "Enough!" a booming voice suddenly sounded; all eyes turning to Pyro looming on the higher section of the cave.  
 
    "Oh, if it isn't the Fire Order’s finest as well," Thunder snapped, his gaze turning to challenge the fire dragon's.  
 
    "Don't play games, snake!" Pyro growled, spreading his dark wings.  
 
    Thunder remained unfazed.  
 
    "And what are you going to do? Oh, right, nothing – you don't have the authority to intervene," he sneered. 
 
    What? The word suddenly exploded in my mind. He's easily big enough to deal with him.  
 
    "And you forget your place too," Pyro retaliated, his eyes narrowing as I noticed his claws scrape against the stone floor.  
 
    "I have a higher place than you, smoke-spitter. So, until then you remember yours, or you'll lose it," Thunder replied with a flick of his wings.  
 
    My eyes darted between them. I'd never witnessed a situation like this before and I wasn’t sure if this was how dragons normally behaved. I cursed myself for even thinking of intervening, but my eagerness to act was overwhelming. I wasn't just going to sit here and let my new friends be bullied like this. 
 
    Oh, I'm going to regret this. I dismissed the thought, jumping down from the rock and made my way through the crowd. I'd stand up for Tarwin, I can do it for them!  
 
    "Come back when you have the authority to act, if you ever do," Thunder hissed at Pyro as I stepped out, putting myself between Risha and her tormentor.  
 
    "Leave them alone," I growled, trembling even as I forced myself to meet his stern eyes.  
 
    Much to my surprise he stepped back. I guessed looking like a freak is worth something.  
 
    The bully’s slight withdrawal was swiftly followed by shocked gasps throughout the crowd.  
 
    "Who are you supposed to be?" Thunder snorted, waving a foreclaw at me. "Did someone spill star-salt on your scales or something?"  
 
    "That's none of your concern," I responded in as firm a tone as I could muster.  
 
    "Then get out of my way," he growled, stepping forward and looming over me like a mountain.  
 
    My legs shook like jelly and my wings fidgeted like parchment in the wind. But I held my ground, not taking my eyes off his as I stomped a forepaw and declared.  
 
    "No!"  
 
    He paused for a moment; his muzzle wrinkled into a snarl.  
 
    "Fine." The abrupt word was my only warning before he swiped a foreclaw at me.  
 
    Before I knew it, I was face-down on the floor with pain pulsing through the right side of my head. I heard another shocked gasp run through the crowd, albeit this time slightly muffled by the ringing in my ears.  
 
    "That’ll teach you not to get in my way," he sneered.  
 
    "Blaze!" I heard a muffled voice cry through my daze.  
 
    Closing my eyes, I tried to block out the pain. Mustering all my strength I forced myself to stand, my head still spinning and limbs like frail twigs. I felt sick at the idea that I'd started this, nevertheless I forced myself to focus.  
 
    I should have just stayed on the rock, let things play out. Now everyone is looking at me!  
 
    That was when I felt something deep inside me spark to life. Something I'd felt only once before, when those creatures attacked me in the woods. Without thinking, I lunged forward, seething with anger as I landed in front of my attacker. My heart raced and my increased breathing fuelled the raging fire inside me.  
 
    "Back for more?" Thunder sniggered, looking around to the crowd as he spread his wings. "Dragonesses and gentle-drakes, it seems we do have a show today!"  
 
    He took a second swipe, I instinctively ducked to avoid it, causing him to lose his footing. I quickly spun round, sweeping my tail to take the already unstable dragon's rear paws out from under him. He floundered, unable to re-establish his balance as he came crashing down. I saw his front-left paw bend backwards as it wedged between the stone and his shoulder.  
 
    Placing a forepaw on his neck I slowly sank my claws into his scaly hide. Pressing down harder and harder until a stream of dark red began to ooze from the wounds. I was blind to the steam seeping from his scales; it was as if my claws were burning hot. It was only when he begged me to stop that my focus broke and I finally relented.  
 
    "Now leave them alone," I warned with a snarl.  
 
    Whimpering, humiliated, beaten and holding his wounded foreleg against his chest, Thunder slowly scampered back. Trails of crimson stained the dark-grey scales on his neck as he limped through the crowd, spreading his wings before awkwardly taking off through the watery veil from which he'd arrived. 
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter 5 
 
    Loyalty's Curse  
 
      
 
    The atmosphere fell silent and the crowd stood with mouths agape. Meanwhile, I succumbed to exhaustion, panting heavily as I swayed and struggled to stay upright. My mind was blank, as if fire had incinerated all my worries. Although it was short-lived, moments later memory came flooding back. I was ready to pass out, my legs buckled and wings sagged before I felt someone walk up beside me. I turned to see Risha with a look of concern in her eyes.  
 
    "Are you alright?" she asked, using a wing to hide me from onlookers. 
 
    I tried to think, to form words in my quivering mouth. When I became aware of the crowd of shocked dragons staring at me, nothing more than a timid yelp escaped my muzzle.  
 
    Pyro descended beside Risha seconds later, moving the other dragons aside before he looked to her and Boltock.  
 
    "Are you two okay?" he asked, the sternness I'd seen moments ago absent. 
 
    Boltock nodded, seeming somewhat hesitant to speak. 
 
    "Yes, thanks," Risha responded, only sparing the larger dragon a brief glance before returning her attention to me.  
 
    Pyro nodded and with a wave of his wings, he dispersed the crowd. Hushed mutters of disbelief and amazement flittered among the dragons.  
 
    "Wow, what a freak!"  
 
    "Yeah, did you see how he whooped Thunder's tail though? I hate that sour-scale."  
 
    "It's like the stories, you know the really old ones about dragons with no element?"  
 
    I lowered my head, taking deep breaths and doing my best to ignore the jeering. As for Thunder – I'd no regrets, he'd certainly deserved it.  
 
    Yeah, but there's surely going to be consequences. Oh, I'm such a fool, I'll be locked up or banished! Or locked up in the place I'm banished to!  
 
    "Are you okay? Come on, Blaze, talk to me," Risha repeated, nudging my side with her wing.  
 
    "Y–yeah... I–I'm fine" I forced, finally catching my breath.  
 
    "What in the creators' name was that?" she continued, dropping down close to my side and shielding our conversation with a wing.  
 
    "It was amazing, that's what! By the skies, sure showed that cloud-licker what for!" Boltock exclaimed, his wings flaring as he thrust a forepaw in the air.  
 
    "Shush!" Ember hissed sharply, "can't you see this isn't the time?"  
 
    Boltock sank low, seemingly obeying her command a lot faster than he did any of his sister's. Meanwhile, she walked up beside Risha. The look of astonishment on her face was clear, no matter how much she appeared to be trying to maintain formality.  
 
    "Risha, I've never seen anything like that. Not even the academy's best," the fire dragoness offered.  
 
      
 
    Hearing that, a creeping uncertainty that it wasn't just my intervention that had shocked them all, grew in my mind. Despite that, none of them looked like they thought what I'd done was wrong.  
 
    "I have to admit that was pretty amazing," Risha added and Boltock's head was swift to perk up in surprise.  
 
    What are they talking about? How is a fight with claws and tail so amazing when they can all shoot fire? 
 
    "What's so amazing?" I finally managed to ask.  
 
    "That was Thunder," Risha told me, still not quite sounding like she believed her own words.  
 
    "He's not the nicest dragon, as you may have gathered. No one has ever stood up to him like that before," she continued, seeming more than a little giddy.  
 
    Surprisingly, none of them looked to Pyro, as I might have done; it seemed what he'd done was fine in their opinion, even if it got him nowhere.  
 
    "Yeah, it was about time someone gave him a good kick up the tail! Oh, and what you did with your eyes was incredible!" Boltock spluttered in a torrent of excitement.  
 
    I'd no idea what he was talking about, although it confirmed my fear that they were referring to more than just my fighting.  
 
    "What happened to my eyes?" I asked, quickly touching them with my forepaw as if they'd fall out.  
 
    "They were glowing!" he declared. 
 
    His enthusiastic excitement was instantly frowned on by the others, while I tried not to hyperventilate.  
 
    Something's seriously wrong with me. If they're surprised, it can’t be normal for a dragon!  
 
    I pressed a forepaw to my heaving chest, wings jittering at my side before something in my panicked brain clicked. Wait what did they say, glowing eyes?  
 
    Without a second thought I connected it to the burning sensation I'd felt. I could only assume that wasn’t normal either. It had been the same in the woods when I'd lashed out at the wyvern. 
 
    Had my eyes been glowing then? I thought, certainly not ready to march up to the wyverns and ask.  
 
    Faint memories of my dreams slowly surfaced from the depths of my mind. I'd seen my eyes glow when I'd looked into the crystal. Recalling the nightmare filled me with dread – it couldn't be real?  
 
    The crowd had completely dispersed, most returning to practising their skills, although some still looked back curiously. The moment Pyro returned his eyes settled on my blood-stained claws.  
 
    "Those must be extremely strong to pierce through dragon scale like that," he observed, though his inspection ended abruptly when he turned to Risha. "You should probably handle him and you two should go back to work," he commanded, turning to Ember and Boltock.  
 
    "Yes, you’re probably right," Ember replied, walking off and beckoning Boltock with a flick of her wing. Safe to say, it took no more than that to get him to follow. 
 
    "Thunder's ego will most likely see your friend gets no blame; that menace deserved all he got. I can't see him admitting he was bested by a dragon half his size any time soon," Pyro explained, seemingly unable to hide a smirk of his own as he nodded my way.  
 
    A cool wave of relief washed over me.  
 
    The dragon that frightened me moments ago is now willing to help. Maybe my kind is not all that bad.  
 
    I suspected it was probably because he was just as angry about Thunder as everyone else. Nevertheless, I made a mental note to thank him when I next had the chance.  
 
    "We should probably go back to the nest and get you cleaned up," Risha swiftly interjected, helping me steady myself before she moved towards the opening in the cliff.  
 
    "Come on," she ordered.  
 
    Every dragon had returned to their training and Pyro resumed his watch from the upper ledge. I looked up at the water-covered opening. I may have been exhausted but I was certainly able to fly, especially when the air practically did all the work for me. I spread my wings and took off after Risha, swooping around the waterfall on to another perfect current.  
 
    "Good to see you can still fly," Risha called with a chuckle as she banked away from a hover.  
 
    She flew ahead, riding the unnatural airways. Following closely, I thought about what she'd told me.  
 
    If some dragons control the element of air, does that mean they create these airways?  
 
    As the vast expanses of the city came into view over the cliff edge, I really had to wonder how they managed it. The city itself looked the same as before with only one significant difference. A wall of sunlight shone down, the golden beams from the cliff edge reflecting on the lake’s still water as if a second sun were trapped beneath us. Reaching the nest, Risha was the first to land and despite the perfect airway I still managed to drop clumsily. 
 
    "Be careful," she warned. "He didn't mess your wings up did he?"  
 
    I folded them the best I could, an awkward blush creeping into my scales again. "N–no, I'm fine really. You don't have to worry about me."  
 
    Chuckling to herself, she turned and looked over my wings one last time before continuing through the doorway. Following, she pointed her wing at the pile of ashes in the centre, suggesting I sit down. I did as much, just as she sat in front of me.  
 
    "Now, let's have a proper look at that," she ordered, putting the tip of her tail under my chin, gently lifting my head. 
 
    Just like when she'd been training in the cave, the strange markings on her forehead flashed blue, as they did a levitating ball of water flickered into existence behind her. Hundreds of small droplets came together to form a whirling ball of liquid moving slowly around her head until it landed softly on the painful side of my face. 
 
    The cold's sudden bite was a shock at first, but I restrained my reflexes and the sting swiftly turned to a soothing chill. She looked closely at my injury while concentrating on holding the water in place as she spoke.  
 
    "I didn't really get a chance to say it back there..." she began bashfully. "But I wanted to say thanks."  
 
    She raised her head to look directly at me, a grateful smile across her face.  
 
    "Boltock... Well, anyone and Thunder really. They never got along," she continued, turning her head away and appearing to think more deeply on the subject. "Just a few weeks ago, that tyrant almost broke my brother's wing because he was showing off to Ember. As he always does," she added, rolling her eyes. "Pyro's tried to stop him, but his place in the order doesn't allow him to use force against other orders, so he's never really been able to do much."  
 
    For a moment I found myself questioning what these 'Orders' really meant. Based on the training, I assumed they were militaristic.  
 
    So, what kind of military forbids the use of force? Kinda counterproductive if you ask me.  
 
    As she continued to treat my injury, she told me more about their daily lives. She seemed to trust me without question, and after the trouble with Thunder, I was pretty sure I'd be stupid not to return the favour.  
 
    She certainly made me feel better, however; there was something I knew she couldn't help me with. She didn't know what I'd seen in my dreams – surely that is impossible? Dreams aren't real, especially if I dreamt about something before it happened.  
 
    Warm air flooded the widening space between the suspended fluid and my scales as Risha withdrew the soothing water from my wounds. She spun it up into a tight ball before launching it out of the window. For all the chaos in my mind, there was one question she could answer.  
 
    "That was you back there, wasn’t it? In the cave, you called my name?" I asked, bowing my head as I added. "I thought it was Tarwin. You kinda sound a little like her."  
 
     She seemed lost for what to say for a moment, stammering a little before she admitted. "W–well, it was a shock, seeing someone I'd just met get hit like that."  
 
    She moved to get another look at my wound, avoiding my eyes. "I thought you were hurt, because of me. You gave everyone quite the surprise, though, especially Thunder."  
 
    "So, what's this about my glowing eyes?" I asked, and she edged back.  
 
    "You honestly don't know, do you? I've seen a lot of dragons use their elements in imaginative ways, but nothing like that," she admitted, then rubbed her forepaws together sheepishly as she pressed.  
 
    "W–when you went to see the Elders, you didn't tell me about everything they said, did you?" she added, triggering a spark of guilt in me.  
 
    I guess there's no point in lying now we're alone. I thought with a sigh.  
 
    "I guess I didn't say it because it was difficult for me to accept," I replied, my wings sagging and head drooping as I finally admitted.  
 
    "There’s one important thing I think I should tell you, something the Elders didn't tell me. The eyes, I've seen them before." 
 
    Her head perked up and seeming to have her full attention I added. "In my dreams I stare into a strange crystal and my reflection has glowing eyes."  
 
    "You just keep getting stranger by the minute," she responded, seeming to take the revelation in with a deep breath before offering a reassuring smile.  
 
    I smiled back and a slight laughter broke out between us. I knew she believed me, and I also knew there was nothing more she could add on the subject.  
 
    "Well that should do it for your face, here's hoping it heals as fast as your wing did," she chirped, before jumping to her paws. 
 
    "I'm going to get some food, want some?" she asked, and I gave a nod before she took off.  
 
    Left alone, I couldn't help wondering.  
 
    Strange glowing eyes, dreams, my sudden ability to beat down a stronger and significantly larger dragon. Am I really just a freak?  
 
    What bothered me most of all was what the Elders had said about me being unique, a dark power returning and my appearance being a sign of its coming.  
 
    This is getting far too big for me. I just want to save Tarwin and go home.  
 
    I did my best not to dwell on the idea I might never see my friend again. Instead, I walked over to the opening and stood out on the platform. The cool breeze rustled the curtains behind me as I filled my lungs with its freshness. I could hear and see dragons going about their business, flying amongst the hanging structures lit by the beaming sun rays. It felt like the first chance I'd got to really appreciate it in all its glory, without the gloom of evening or creeping vertigo. 
 
    "This should do," Risha announced.  
 
    I looked round to see she'd materialized beside the fire, holding another of the clay pots in her mouth along with two bowls she held in her coiled tail. She took a step back and laid the pot down before lighting the fire with a torrent of blue flames.  
 
    Amazement halted my movement. Her fire-breathing ability was still as strange to me as my magic glowing eyes were to her.  
 
    Wait, she told me blue dragons-controlled water, so how can she breathe fire?  
 
    "What?" she asked. Only then did I realise I was gawking.  
 
    "It's just..." I struggled to speak as I gathered my bewildered thoughts. "I thought you were a water dragon?" 
 
    "Dragonfire burns within all of us," she replied, pressing a forepaw to her chest. "Red is the colour of fire elementals – they can control fire, but all dragons can breathe it," she elaborated.  
 
    As soon as she told me that, my wings sagged and my head drooped.  
 
    "I can't breathe fire," I admitted shamefully.  
 
    She approached, nudging my side with her wing, encouraging my eyes back to hers.  
 
    "Hey, with what you did today I think you can do much more than just breathe fire," she assured me with a comforting smile. "You just have to put your mind to it."  
 
    "Thanks," I replied, doing my best to mimic her positive expression. 
 
    With that, she turned her attention to the pot she'd placed within the flames. Steam bubbled from under its jumping lid and a delicious smell wafted on its vapours. After a few minutes she carefully removed it from the fire, placing it on the floor within the ring of condensation it conjured. With the lid removed, a large plume of steam rushed upwards, before she picked up the pot and poured out the contents.  
 
    This stuff again? I thought hungrily.  
 
    This time I finished it without hesitation, pushing the empty bowl toward the fire with my tail. Risha did the same, smirking at me as she wiped her snout with a forepaw. As we finished the sound of voices outside interrupted us. 
 
    "There they are!" Boltock announced entering the chamber. "Didn't anyone at least think to tell me where you'd gone?"  
 
    "Boltock, you were there when I told them to come back here?" Pyro deadpanned.  
 
    "Yeah, but I didn't think you were serious! Hardly anyone ever leaves training," he replied.  
 
    "How’s he doing?" Pyro asked, dismissing Boltock and fixing his eyes on me.  
 
    "He's fine," Risha responded swiftly.  
 
    "Ooo, I just can't contain it! That was so extraordinary, you really gotta teach me how to make my eyes glow like that!" Boltock beamed, skidding over to me like an excited puppy.  
 
    "That's enough!" Risha interrupted, pushing him away with her wing. "You're going to overwhelm him." 
 
    For an instant I thought of speaking up and allowing Boltock to continue, as I couldn't really be any more overwhelmed than I already was; my mind was changed when I returned my gaze to Risha shaking her head. 
 
    Frowning at his sister, Boltock turned, ruffling his wings as he marched back to the door. It was as if he was about to fly off, at least until he was almost muzzle to muzzle with Ember as the dragoness slipped in and commented.  
 
    "That was quite amazing." Her voice was calm and collected, like Tarwin when she had prey in her sights.  
 
    "Yes, yes amazing," Boltock stammered, tempering his enthusiasm to match her subtle tone.  
 
    The peek he took to see if she'd acknowledged him wasn't so subtle. Even so, the fiery dragoness pretended not to notice.  
 
    "The day grows older," Pyro announced as Ember slid close by his side.  
 
    The pair stood by the open balcony, the larger dragon peering out through the curtain as he asked. 
 
    "So, are we just going to sit here all day, or are we going to show this new one the spring?" 
 
    "What! Are you serious!?" Boltock asked in disbelief.  
 
    "I think he's earned it," Ember agreed with a light giggle. 
 
    "Ooo, then yes! We gotta show him!" Boltock almost exploded with enthusiasm.  
 
    My eyes jumped from face to face, trying to figure out what they were talking about.  
 
    A spring? I've heard of those before. It's the name villagers give to small streams and rivers. Unless they're talking about the season?  
 
    "What kind of spring?" I asked curiously.  
 
    Everyone appeared ready to give an answer, but they were all beaten by Boltock.  
 
    "It’s only the best secret ever!" he shouted as he ran out and dove over the platform.  
 
    Moments later, he re-emerged over the edge, flapping his wings as he called. "Are you guys coming, or what?"  
 
    The others looked like they'd seen it all before, nevertheless all followed. Meanwhile I paused.  
 
    Everything's still going so fast; I've only just started to recover and now we're rushing somewhere else? Risha was the last to leave, turning back to me before she moved through the curtain.  
 
    "Are you coming?"  
 
    A feeling of guilt held me back. The time I'd spent here had been amazing, though I still felt I didn't truly belong. Not only that, but none of this was going to help save Tarwin. The only real reason for me to stay was the Elders’ request to see me again. 
 
    Come on, that's got to be enough for now. You've waited your whole life to meet dragons, now enjoy it a little.  
 
     That in mind, I walked up next to Risha as she took off. Turning to the open balcony one last time, I dismissed the idea and followed her into the air.  
 
    I can save Tarwin when I'm ready. I just have to wait to see what the Elders say.  
 
    * 
 
    We flew for a short while before a change in my companion’s course forced them into a dive towards the lake. I pondered the reason for their sudden descent as I hovered, there looked to be nothing below us except the lower cliff. Another change in the air movement came as Risha swooped into a hover in front of me.  
 
    "This is the fun part!" she announced, gracefully somersaulting in the air before disappearing below.  
 
    It took me a few moments to relocate her and confirm that she had joined the others in their descent. They moved further away, so far that they appeared like dots against the vast shimmering water.  
 
    How big is this place? They look like ants from up here!  
 
    Finally, and with some hesitation, I tucked my wings against my side and allowed myself to fall.  
 
    Air rushed by, leaving me almost unable to draw breath as it rustled my wings and whipped my tail. The glistening water drew closer until it was almost within touching distance, when, just as the others had done, the leathery membranes erupted from my side, snapping taught with a clap like thunder, instantly catching the air. The downward force sent shockwaves across the water and I caught sight of fish scattering. 
 
    Following the others, I straightened my flight into a low glide. The warmer air rising from the lake created a more natural uplift and it felt good to be flying on my own again.  
 
    Living here it's a shock that dragons don’t lose their edge for natural flight.  
 
    The sound of laughter soon met my ears, which was when I realised I'd somehow overtaken the others in my rapid descent.  
 
    "Whoooooo!" Boltock cried, swaying excitedly in the air. "It gets better every time," he added, catching his breath.  
 
    I shared in their laughter, unable to deny the drop was the most exhilarating thing I'd done in a long time. The fact that I was with my own kind only added to the thrill.  
 
    Gliding low over the water I watched my reflection trapped beneath its surface as sunlight streamed from above at just the right angle to emphasise the image. I slowly banked right, following the others towards the base of the cliff, dipping my wing tip in the water as I turned.  
 
    The fine membrane sliced the liquid like a knife, creating a series of ripples that disturb my reflection before dissipating outwards and eventually merging back into the stillness. The scene was beautiful, in fact, it was breath-taking. Risha swooped in beside me, her wing tip close to mine.  
 
    "I told you that was the fun part," she announced, laughing whimsically as she swayed into my path and forced me to tilt aside.  
 
    I returned the playful intrusion, leaning back into her path in the same way.  
 
    "Come on, you two," voices sounded from ahead. "Stop playing about like it's your first flight!"  
 
    Our heads turned simultaneously to see the others looking back and beating our wings harder we caught up. Together we flew further along the base of the cliff, its face visible long after it submerged into the gloomy depths. It was slightly intimidating to think that the immense wall continued much deeper beneath the water, not to mention what could be down there. 
 
    Funny, I'm starting to sound like Tarwin's father.  
 
    Just as I thought that, the path ahead began to unveil itself. It was unclear at first, but it became apparent that the others were heading towards an opening nestled at the base of the cliffs where the two opposing faces finally merged. The rough fracture appeared like a gaping maw, half-filled with water. Stalactites opposed their stalagmite cousins, rising from beneath the lake. The combination of natural formations giving the cave mouth the appearance of being lined by snarling fangs.  
 
    At first sight, the dark crevice looked unnerving, but the others flew on without hesitation. Containing my fear and reining in my apprehension, I followed them into the shadowy maw, swooping around the lowest of the stalactites, which up close, were far larger than I'd first appreciated.  
 
    The cave's natural appearance was much the same inside, it looked more like the caverns back home, namely a gloomy, wet hole with water dripping from the ceiling. The rejected liquid repeatedly broke the surface of the pool below as a symphony of patters echoed from the walls. 
 
    Darkness continued to consume us as we moved deeper into the depths, the cavernous reaches extending further into the cliff. The confines of the cave forced an ever-lower flight over the water, broken occasionally by stalagmites reaching up from beneath like grasping talons. Each time I avoided one of the rocky teeth the next seemed to grow taller; it took me a while to realise that the cave floor was rising from beneath the water. Eventually the dark liquid was forced to give way to rock, and trying not to slip on the damp surface, we eventually landed on the exposed beach. 
 
    To my surprise, Pyro immediately sped off through a small opening at the back of the cave, the others and I quickly pursuing. The crevice was tight, providing just enough room for a dragon to walk through, and as we rounded the first corner, I made out a faint blue light ahead. Moments later, I discovered the source, a large expanse of glowing moss clinging to the damp walls.  
 
    The tight confines gradually opened out into a more spacious tunnel. More moss covered the rough rock, clearly growing wild across its vast, sprawling surface unlike in the city. What was even stranger was that the air had started to become warmer, making the atmosphere hot and sticky.  
 
    At first, I thought it was just my imagination playing tricks on me, since my only other experience with caves like this had been cold, wet and unpleasant. What looked like steam drifted from up ahead, subtly illuminated by the moss’s blue glow.  
 
    Where in the spirits' name are they taking me? I asked myself. I trust them, I really do. But this is so odd.  
 
    Eventually the cave opened out into an even grander subterranean world to reveal the source of the strange phenomenon. Stalactites decorated the roof and gushing water fell rapidly through large cracks in the ceiling. Most astonishing of all were the terraces stretching out before us.  
 
    Steam rose from the bubbling pools of hot liquid, spilling out over the retaining lip of the naturally hollowed-out shelves before gently trickling down into those beneath. The process repeated itself several times as the terraces stepped downward, the final pools feeding into a larger underground lake. The crystal-clear water was brightened by more of the glowing moss clustering among the stalactites and shimmered like liquid sapphire.  
 
    Several natural pillars supported the cavern, their surfaces glistening as beads of condensation found purchase. The gentle sound of bubbling water filled the air, giving the chamber an other-worldly tranquillity. A sudden splash shattered that, as did the gush of steaming liquid forced over the lip of the nearest pool.  
 
    We all glanced down to see Boltock’s head rising from beneath the steaming water. The others stared at him for a second before they eagerly followed. Meanwhile, I edged over to the rim of the closest pool. Peering into the water only made me think it must be warmed by fire.  
 
    Maybe it's something to do with fire dragons, like how air dragons make it easy to fly? Why would they bother to heat up water all the way down here?  
 
    I eventually decided there really was no point in trying to figure it out; it was here. Dipping in one of my front paws, the sudden shock of its warmth sent a quiver up my foreleg and I instinctively pulled it out. Seeing the others splashing around eased that fear and I tried again, this time determined to hold my paw in for longer. I resisted my reflexes and after a few seconds the warmth felt good.  
 
    "What are you waiting for?" Boltock shouted, diving beneath the surface before emerging covered in a shimmering coat of steaming liquid. “You’re fireproof!”  
 
    He's right, scaredy-scales, just jump in!  
 
    I took the leap of faith and did just that, giving myself no time to reconsider. The sudden shock sent a warm spasm through my whole body. After the initial surge, the water felt wonderfully soothing against my scales. Its warm embrace was like a siren enticing me deeper until all except my head and neck were submerged. 
 
    Unable to resist, I gently lowered my head, dipping it beneath the surface. The sharp sting from my wound returned, but before I could shoot back to the surface the water’s warmth plucked the pain away. I came up only when my lungs demanded air, shaking off the steaming water.  
 
    Meanwhile, Boltock climbed out and clambered down the terraces towards the larger pool lying at the base. Pyro was next to jump out, shaking water from his scales, ruffling his wings and sending a thousand droplets back into the water before carefully following Boltock.  
 
    I watched the two of them enter the lower pool, Boltock jumping like a green comet. Risha materialized from the steam in front of me, the top of her head, slender back and wings visible above the surface. Lifting a forepaw, I watched my steaming white scales, the tips of my claws dripping wet and now free from bloodstains.  
 
    "Feels so good, doesn't it?" Risha practically purred as she drifted around me.  
 
    "What is it?" I asked, setting my forepaw back below the water. 
 
    "It's a hot spring, we found it about a year ago and we’ve been coming here ever since. The best part is no one else knows about it."  
 
    "A good job too," Ember added, "otherwise we'd have dragons like Thunder taking it over."  
 
    I'd no idea what a hot spring was, though it certainly felt good to me – the water’s warmth relaxed all my tension and even my troubled mind couldn't completely resist its embrace.  
 
    The sound of Boltock splashing into another pool distracted us again. I glanced to see his head break the surface as he began swimming around. Pyro stood on the edge peering down at him, his red scales glistening wet and smouldering with steam. Ember was next to climb out, shaking off the water just as Pyro had done. She slinked down the pathway, brushed past the larger dragon and jumped into Boltock’s pool. The green dragon's eyes lit up with delight as he glided through the water towards her, only to back away when Pyro slipped in.  
 
    "Should we join them?" Risha proposed, drawing my attention as she hopped out, magically flicked the water from her scales, and strolled down towards the lower pool.  
 
    Only moments ago I was reluctant to get in and now I was reluctant to leave, just like the fires back in the village.  
 
    Knowing the warmth of another pool awaited, I dragged myself to the side, and following the pathway the others had taken, I hurried down. It was hard not to slip on the wet rock and without a moment's hesitation, I slid back into the water. 
 
    The other's laughed and cheered, and for a moment I felt more at home than I ever had in the village. For the first time in ages I was really enjoying myself.  
 
    The five of us remained in the water for what felt like hours. While we chatted, I got some answers, in particular about Dardien's Elemental Orders. I established that there were four of them, one for each element, and that Pyro was a member of the Fire Order, specifically chosen by the Academy of Flame. The Sovereign was the leader of the city, although the current ruler, a dragon named Aries, had only recently come to power and apparently opinions were quite mixed. 
 
    The rest of their talk was about how different I was and why I'd been summoned by the Elders. Apparently, only a select few had ever been in the Elder chamber before. There was also the talk of Thunder, the consensus among all order students was that he was a total 'sour-scale'.  
 
    Being with them gave me a feeling I'd never had before. I certainly appreciated my life back home with Tarwin, she was my family and I'd accepted the world into which I was born. What concerned me now was whether I'd been born into the right one?  
 
    "I think it's time to go."  
 
    Pyro's sudden announcement interrupted my meditation, ending what must have been hours of lazing around. All eyes turned to see the larger dragon shaking steaming water from his scales as he clambered out. Boltock, Ember and Risha quickly did the same, and reluctant to move, I eventually followed.  
 
    We made our way back to the entrance; cool night air slowly creeping in to replace the cave’s steamy warmth. Meanwhile, it felt like the warm waters had weakened a barrier in my mind and the return to the colder reality brought it straight back to life. 
 
    The doubting part of my mind unleashed itself, growing stronger and feeding on the guilt I'd bottled away. I tried to convince myself that I had a good reason to stay, but that excuse was long past its usefulness.  
 
    All the positive thoughts from my time in the pools were demolished as guilt released a volley of mental attacks.  
 
    They might be your own kind but they aren't the ones who raised you – they're not your family.  
 
    I'm still different, I'm different from them.  
 
    The thought immediately reduced me to the doubting dragon I was when I arrived. You can't stay here, not forever because you're still a freak!  
 
    Darkness had fallen by the time we reached the cave mouth, but I was unfazed and leapt straight past the others, gliding out on the cool night air as they followed with little regard for the change in my attitude. The cool atmosphere felt strange; spending so long in the cave made it feel almost alien, and it took me a moment to acclimatise.  
 
    Part of me wanted to blame them, but I retained some control over my anger. They might have invited me there, but I had chosen to follow and they weren’t keeping me against my will; they only wanted to help. After allowing the others to pass, I lagged behind.  
 
    We flew along the same path we'd taken on the way down, this time the inky blackness of the calm water felt different. The sun’s intensity had dropped, leaving just enough light to throw back a ghost of my former reflection.  
 
    Inevitably the lights of the city began to reflect in the water’s blackness, and their intensity grew stronger as we got closer. We started to ascend along a natural updraft, its steady flow taking us close to the cliff. It felt painfully slow compared to the descent, until eventually we merged with one of the city’s artificial airways.  
 
    Flying at night showed off more of the city’s beauty, although no part of my mind was willing to appreciate it, conscious it would become a temptation for more delay. Moments later we were cruising along the busy airways, with hundreds, if not thousands, of dragons flowing with us, joining and leaving to land or connect with other routes.  
 
    "We'll see you tomorrow!" Pyro shouted, banking away.  
 
    "Yep, see you at training!" Ember added, following the red dragon.  
 
    Risha gave them a farewell too, while her brother and I swooped towards their home. Part of me still expected an enthusiastic response from Boltock, but it seemed his over-the-top excitement had been exhausted and now all he could muster was a mumbled goodbye. 
 
    "That was fun," Risha said as we landed outside their nest, looking back at me as we entered through the doorway.  
 
    "I'm so hungry I could eat a griffin," Boltock groaned, looking at his sister. "You gonna get some food?"  
 
    She gave him a disapproving look, but he rolled onto his back, pressed both forepaws to his stomach and forced his green eyes wide as he begged.  
 
    "Please." 
 
    "I'll get something," his sister sighed, rolling her eyes 
 
    "I'm not hungry," I interrupted.  
 
    Risha paused.  
 
    "Are you sure?" she replied, a slightly worried look in her eyes. 
 
    "Positive, just not really feeling it. Thanks for showing me that place, it was great," I improvised with a forced smile.  
 
    "Well, like we said, you earned it for what you did today." Boltock nodded his agreement.  
 
    "Thanks, but I think I'll be getting to sleep now," I added, making a move towards my nest.  
 
    If it would allow me, sleep was the only escape I had from the tyranny of my troubled mind. I flew into the upper chamber, moving over to the window, peering out over the peaceful city. Its calming atmosphere almost identical to the previous night. My attention was drawn to another platform across the way, where two other dragons were playing.  
 
    They were much smaller than me and, I assumed, much younger. One was red and the other light blue. The young pair play-fought with each other, rolling and jumping around whilst making pretend sounds, much like I'd seen children doing back home.  
 
    Watching them made me realise that as much as I believed this place was wonderful, and although I looked like a dragon, I was still very different.  
 
    I'm still just a stranger in my own scales.  
 
    The doubting part of my mind opened with all its destructive force.  
 
    Why would whoever I belonged to just leave me in the forest, unable to fend for myself? If Tarwin hadn't come along and found me, I... I'd have been dead before I even hatched. My race didn’t come to protect me, they left me. I owe Tarwin my life and what am I doing to help her?  
 
    The two young dragons stopped playing, their heads shooting up in response to what I assumed was a call from their mother. They swiftly hurried inside and out of sight, though my eyes continued to stare blindly at the spot they'd occupied. Completely lost in thought, it was only when I heard sounds coming from below that I snapped back to reality. Risha and Boltock were talking while eating dinner, but ignoring their conversation I backed away from the window.  
 
    They had quickly become my friends and I certainly didn't blame them, but I couldn't let them delay me any longer, not while Tarwin was out there. Even after all I'd been told I refused to accept what the Elders had said. She'd saved me all those winters ago and now it was my job to do the same. I lowered myself onto the bedding, lay my head on the soft material and closed my eyes as a warm tear slowly ran across my wounded cheek. 
 
    * 
 
    I found myself creeping through an inky gloom lingering between towering trees. The trunks like dead pillars suspending a dark, suffocating canopy. The confining blackness was rich with fear as if dread oozed from every surface. Despite my trepidation I kept pushing forward through an eerie mist, until a gap appeared ahead and I found myself stepping out into a clearing, a large, open area surrounded by trees. Tall grass covered the ground and a fallen log lay beside a pool.  
 
    Impossible, I can't be back here!  
 
    I pressed a forepaw deep into what looked like cold, damp soil; though it appeared real it felt like reality had been sucked from it, leaving only an empty husk. 
 
    I was in the clearing from which Tarwin and I hunted; however, the freedom I associated with it was trapped under the blanket of fog. As its intoxicating embrace pulled me from reality, a blast of wind swept through the clearing, splitting the mist apart and revealing the bright light of a full moon. Its illuminated shape loomed over the forest like a silent guardian in the starless sky and despite its glow, the darkness persisted like an incurable plague.  
 
    Suddenly a loud thud sent a shock through the ground, echoing painfully in my ears. I turned, my head still resonating with the noise, when the horror I saw almost forced me to my knees. It stood perfectly still, glaring at me with its piercing, yellow eyes. The wyvern’s repulsive smell was unmistakable, so strong that I had to force myself not to gag.  
 
    The beast clambered forward on its clumsy wings, holding something in its jaw. I stood my ground, meeting its sinister glare with my own. I wanted to lash out, pin it down like I had Thunder and demand to know what it had done with Tarwin. Before I had the chance, the beast dropped something before me with a wet thud. All the while it peered down its toothed maw at me, dripping a filthy concoction of blood and saliva. 
 
    Unable to hold my gaze, I lowered my eyes, and time seemed to stop. Lying on the ground in front of me was a dismembered, mauled corpse doused in blood.  
 
    * 
 
    "No, please, no!" I screamed, shaking back to reality and shooting up from the blankets with a gasp.  
 
     My heart raced as the gruesome image lingered in my mind a moment longer, as if to torture me.  
 
    No, it’s not real! I told myself in a futile attempt to calm down. It can't be real!  
 
    My eyes darted frantically around the room desperately seeking a distraction, finding nothing other than smooth stone walls.  
 
    It's just a dream, it isn't real. I repeatedly told myself, only to question. How can I say that, how can I be sure?  
 
    Shaking more than a sapling in a storm, I stood up and looked out through the opening. It was the dead of night, the kind of dark hour where the shadows really did rule everything. There were no signs of life beyond the window – the only sounds came from the constant gushing of distant water and the only light from the moss or brazier flames.  
 
    I knew I should have listened to my instincts. Staying here isn’t the smart move.  
 
    Now I knew what I had to do. I swiftly glided down into the main chamber, careful to be as quiet as possible.  
 
    Am I just going to leave without even saying goodbye? What if the Elders really do call for me again? What's Risha going to do if I'm not here?  
 
    I banished the thoughts. They're not my family, Tarwin is.  
 
    I couldn't rely on the Elders, especially after they'd told me to leave her. I had to see this through, I had to find her.  
 
    I quickly moved to the opening, brushing past the curtain as it waved gently in the breeze. Moving to the edge of the balcony, I gazed out over the peaceful city.  
 
    I really wish this could be my home. 
 
    I glanced back through the curtain. The chamber lay still, bathed in the majestic blue light. The warmth of the fire had faded and the last few embers fizzled out.  
 
    I have to go, stop dragging it out and leave already!  
 
    I was caught teetering on the edge of what now felt like an abyss into the unknown. Ignoring what was behind me, I leapt from the stone perch and silently flew into the night.  
 
    I soon found an air current leading toward the cliff's edge and the city swiftly fell away behind me. Its warm hospitality drained, replaced by the cold grip of the true night sky. The air path started to rise as the ceiling above began to run out, turning sharply, taking me up against the cliff face's outer-most edge. The upper rock face was at least three times the size of that below the city and no makeshift air currents controlled my flight up here.  
 
    For the first time in days the welcoming sight of a billion stars greeted me. From this angle the vertical rock could almost be mistaken for the ground, crossed by several waterfalls running like vertical rivers.  
 
    It felt like I'd been flying for ages before the cliff finally broke and turned sharply to form the surface. My flight was almost vertical and when I broke into the open air it felt like I could fly up forever into the starlight.  
 
    Eyes on the prize, Blaze. No time to get lost in fantasy.  
 
    Having finally breached the cliff top, I was swift to look around and get a feel for the environment that surrounded Dardien.  
 
    Jagged rocks covered the edge, rising slightly as if pushing back to avoid slipping into the depths. Moonlight bathed the surrounding area as the lunar body hung low like a king among the stars. The silhouettes of distant mountains framed the almost perfectly flat plains, while rolling hills outlined the horizon on the opposite side, rising smoothly like waves upon an ocean.  
 
    Although dark, the moonlight generously revealed an endless sea of swaying grass covering the shallow hills and valleys. Darker patches broke through the broad expanse, where trees huddled together as if for warmth. The only other features to disrupt the grassy domain were the rivers, snaking their way back from the edge of the giant cliff and gradually disappearing into the horizon.  
 
    The dragon city lay within what was now clearly a huge rupture in the ground, a long split running like a great wound through the world, providing a perfect defence against anything wishing to attack. In fact, the only evidence that the city even existed was the faintest light creeping out from the base of the cliff.  
 
    At the far side of the canyon lay the skeletal remains of a ruined city, ribbons of moonlit rivers flowing through the remnants of reservoirs and canals. The shattered husks of stone towers and fallen bridges stretched back for miles, blossoming out from domed temples and mighty cathedrals.  
 
    The abandoned buildings closest to me stopped on the cliff's edge, with a great many platforms jutting out like the one at the Elder Temple. I'd never seen structures quite like them; they could almost have been human, but they were built from stone, not wood, and on a far larger scale than anything I'd witnessed.  
 
    As the gentle air currents swept me round, I noticed something even more unusual. At the edge of the opposite cliff lay a smaller, isolated structure. Differing from its opposite peers, it appeared to be older and more dilapidated. I could see a thin dirt road leading out over the plains and disappearing into the distance. A small stone wall topped with a rusty iron mesh surrounded it, a broken gate allowing entry.  
 
    It clearly wasn't built by dragons, and while it was similar, I still struggled to convince myself it looked like any human building. I landed in what seemed to be some sort of ancient graveyard at the rear of the ruin.  
 
    Several worn, stone tablets stood around me, engraved with faded words and gnawing lichen. The building’s dilapidated structure stood defiant of the elements and time. Its worn grey surface was cracked, broken and covered by green moss. At its base, an overgrown thicket of bushes and saplings fought for space, stems of ivy mocking their struggle as they crawled unchallenged up the ruined wall. I moved to the opposite side, to where the walls were crumbling and the roof had collapsed.  
 
    A tower dominated the cliff-side end, looming over the breach in the roof. A series of rotting bannisters crossed the jagged cavity like the ribs of an open corpse, black, broken and dripping wet. The tower itself was in no better condition, many of the blocks that once supported its skyward reach lay crumbling below it.  
 
    I continued along the side of the building, peering through cracks in the shattered glass to see the mouldy interior. Eventually I reached the front where a pair of rotting doors fought to hold out the elements within a crumbling archway. Opposite, the road led off into the distance, a route to another new world of mystery.  
 
    What am I doing? I asked myself.  
 
    This wasn't a dream from which I could just wake and forget. This was different – I couldn't just forget, Tarwin needed me. Amongst all the horrific visions I'd had, there was something else, dreams that somehow felt more important: the mysterious visions I had of that crystal. The vision of my eyes glowing white hot. 
 
    "Where do you think you're going?"  
 
    I almost jumped out of my scales as a familiar voice broke the silence.  
 
    Risha fixed me with a stern glare, slowly walking towards me as I spun to face her.  
 
    How'd she manage to sneak up on me? No one's ever been able to do that!  
 
    She was unbelievably quiet, even with the squelching mud beneath her paws. Her eyes were just as stern as Pyro's back in training, and I lowered my gaze, shamefully avoiding them.  
 
    "I have to find her, she'd do the same for me," I admitted, scuffing a forepaw at the mud.  
 
    "That human? Blaze, is... Is that really a good idea, you have no idea where she is and the Elders need to talk to you?" she responded bluntly.  
 
    Detecting more sympathy than anger in her voice, I raised my head, trying very hard to hold back my frustration. 
 
    "That ‘human’, as you call her, has done more for me than anyone here ever has," I stated, my voice a little firmer than I'd have liked. 
 
    She took a step back, her wings fidgeting as she glanced towards the edge of the cliff beyond the ruins. Then she finally sighed and declared sternly.  
 
    "Well, if you're going then I’m coming with you."  
 
    My first step forward froze mid-swing. At first, I didn't believe her, but as her words sunk in, I realised there was no deception in them. A pang of joy washed over me, but I quickly pushed the feeling aside.  
 
    "You can't, what about Boltock?"  
 
    "He'll be fine until I come back. He's old enough to look after himself now," she replied, before adding with a smirk. "Less can be said for you. There's worse things than trees to bump into out there."  
 
    She had me stumped. I knew nothing of the world. She, on the other paw, was roughly my age, owned a nest and was free to act as an adult.  
 
    Really, you're going to try and turn her down? You'll be eaten alive out there without help! That was the first reasonable thing my guilty mind had offered all day.  
 
    Meanwhile, Risha strode past me, a look on her face that almost challenged me to come up with a way to talk her out of her decision.  
 
    "If it's so dangerous out there, how do you know you’ll come back?" I finally asked. 
 
    Unbelievably, I'd gone from not trusting, to standing up for her, and now wanting to keep her safe like I would Tarwin.  
 
    "I guess we'll cross that bridge if we get to it," she replied primly.  
 
    "I'll hold you to that," I retorted.  
 
    I can fight monsters and cut through a dragon’s scales, but I can't discourage her from joining me? I was lost for words. She really is like the dragoness version of Tarwin!  
 
    "Now that’s settled we should be off," she prompted, spreading her wings. "Because unless we want to explain where we're going to a Dardien patrol, I suggest we reach the edge of the plains by sunrise."  
 
    For a moment she seemed more determined than I was.  
 
    "Not to mention, where exactly is it you were planning on heading?" she asked, glancing left, then right.  
 
    "North," I replied, as I walked up beside her, remembering what the Elders had told me in their story.  
 
    "Well, you better keep up," she retorted, launching herself into the air with a firm beat of her sapphire wings. 
 
    I took one last glance at the derelict building. This is it; I'm leaving and I've no idea what's ahead. What if I don't come back?  
 
    My mind closed off the thought. I have to do this, for Tarwin.  
 
    I turned away, giving myself no more time to reconsider or hesitate. I ran along the muddy pathway and with a mighty flap of my wings forced myself up into the air.  
 
  
 
  
   
    Part II 
 
    Unknown Reality 
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    Chapter 6 
 
    Midnight Plain 
 
      
 
    It really did feel good to be out in the open again. The world sailed by beneath me like a grassy ocean, its dominance broken only by randomly scattered bastions of thick vegetation and the long rows of trees edging the winding rivers.  
 
    Out of the corner of my eye I could see Risha, and while I tried to concentrate on flying, I was unable to stop my attention from wandering to her. I'd never flown like this with another dragon, it was amazing to watch her elegant wing beats powering her fluent and graceful movement through the sky.  
 
    Seems all that easy flying back in the city hasn't dampened her skills either.  
 
    "They call them the Midnight Plains because of nights like this," she announced, noticing I was watching.  
 
    My eyes quickly darted away. By the spirits, I need to stop gawking!  
 
    She giggled, turning her head towards the glow of the moon. True, I'd never seen such a beautiful night; it was a fitting name. The moon was sublime, majestically slipping beneath the shallow curve of the horizon, while I looked in the opposite direction to see a dark, opaque skyline. The setting moon was reflected by a bright orange glow slowly creeping up into the sky to obscure the ancient light of the stars.  
 
    Night continued to slowly wilt away, the day’s new light piercing the black band at the edge of the world. Finally, the sun’s appearance marked the arrival of the new dawn, its penetrating light transforming the landscape below into a green, sunlit sheet.  
 
    The plains looked completely different in the morning haze; the grass glistened with a soft, dewy sheen. The once dark patches of vegetation became clear and the rivers' reflections turned from silver to gold.  
 
    I turned my attention back to flying, catching sight of Risha descending.  
 
    "Where are you going?" I questioned, coming to a hover.  
 
    "Want to see something exciting?" she replied.  
 
    With curiosity driving me on, I followed. We descended until we were gliding just above the seemingly endless sea of grass, rising and falling over the smooth hills. Her eyes scrutinised the green ocean, and it was only when she looked forward that I noticed we were rapidly approaching a cluster of trees.  
 
    She showed no sign of slowing, I trusted she knew what she was doing, when at the final moment, she pulled up sharply. I immediately mimicked her, barely missing the edge of the canopy. Upon clearing the trees she stopped and hovered in mid-air as I came up to join her. 
 
    "What are you doing?" I asked again.  
 
    She looked at me, her eyes beaming with excitement.  
 
    "Wait for it."  
 
    She returned her focus to the treetops, waiting patiently. I peered down, seeing nothing but the canopy rustling in the breeze.  
 
    Then, in a sudden whoosh of air, she plummeted towards the vegetation. I watched her slicing through the air like a blue arrow speeding down with no sign of stopping. I lurched forward, suddenly feeling the urge to rush down and stop her before she collided with the trees, until she pulled up sharply, narrowly avoiding a collision. 
 
    The blast of turbulence from her wings disturbed the leaves and the sound of small twigs falling echoed through the canopy. I focused on the sounds, but there was still nothing to suggest this was as exhilarating as she was making it out to be. 
 
    She came to another hover beside the trees, and I swiftly glided down to join her.  
 
    "What was that all about?" I questioned once again. 
 
    "Just watch," she replied, gesturing a forepaw towards the trees.  
 
    There was a loud rustling among the undergrowth seconds before a huge flock of animals erupted from the dense foliage.  
 
    It took me a moment to study them, and even longer to realise what they were. Birds, I immediately dubbed them ‘earth birds’, mainly because they didn't fly. They were much larger than any bird I'd seen in the village. Each one had a pair of short, stumpy wings tucked up against a plump, round body, and ran on two long, powerful scaly legs. A curved, black beak protruded from a small head, held up by a slender neck. 
 
    Two small eyes flanked the formidable looking weapon, darting around in search of the disturbance.  
 
    Twenty or so emerged from the trees, the only distinction between them being the feathered crest at the back of their heads. It was an array of larger, longer feathers arranged in a white frill, much like the horns of a dragon. The flock continued their panicked stampede onto the plains, moving as one body.  
 
    Meanwhile, Risha looked at me with a grin, and unable to hold back, I couldn't help but smile too. It seemed she wasn’t finished and I quickly followed as she resumed her flight over the stampeding mass of fast-moving feathers.  
 
    The rabble beneath us moved like a river, kicking up a thick cloud of dust in their wake. We swooped as low as we could, soaring like two aerial hunters on the swirling air displaced by their movement; it was like riding on a pillow. The cluster of earth birds gradually began to fan out across the plains, until the dispersing blanket of air faded and we pulled up into another hover. 
 
    "That was amazing!" I shouted over my excited exertions.  
 
    Risha appeared quite pleased with the results as she called back through her panting.  
 
    "Told you!"  
 
    It felt good to enjoy myself again. Although, I didn't know why, she'd managed to brighten the otherwise dark feelings dwelling in my mind.  
 
    Maybe having her here really isn't the worst thing in the world?  
 
    Resuming our flight over the grassy sea, and noticing the satisfied grin on Risha’s face, I took one last look at the birds settling into several groups.  
 
    Earth birds, birds that can't fly. The thought made me laugh quietly to myself. I wonder what other surprises this unknown land has for me.  
 
    * 
 
    The rest of the day was uneventful. The sun slowly sailed across the sky, passing over our heads before dropping down beside us. Occasionally, I glanced down to see different landscapes passing by. The seemingly endless plains eventually gave way to dense pinewood, and in between the pointed treetops the ground began to change. Large rocky outcrops rose up from the dense forest, appearing from the dark-green blanket like colossal stone trees.  
 
    Unable to combat my wondering curiosity, I watched Risha flying gracefully beside me. I didn't understand why, but I actually felt something for her, something I hadn't recognised in all of the confusion and doubt that lingered in my mind; deep down I was truly glad that I didn't have to do this alone. No sooner did it feel like we were getting somewhere, than the evening came racing in, and just as the sun had claimed the day, the darkness now clawed back its lost territory.  
 
    Large rocky cliffs enclosed the pine trees on either side of us, creating a natural valley. Cracks and crevices littered the jagged stone and the atmosphere began to change as a murky grey covering of rain-filled clouds consumed the sky. We flew further, trying to get as far up the valley as we could before the weather and darkness would inevitably force us to stop. It wasn't long before I felt the first light taps of rain on my wings, increasing until they covered my body.  
 
    "We'll have to find some shelter before it really starts to pour," Risha proposed with a wary eye on the darkening sky.  
 
    I nodded in agreement and we swooped down closer to the cliffs, scanning the jagged contours for suitable shelter. Meanwhile, the weak pitter-patter gave way to a heavy deluge, its growing anger expressed by the intense roar of rain hitting the forest canopy. Small cracks and crevasses were all I could see, until I spotted an opening in the base of a rocky outcrop.  
 
    "Down there!" I hollered over the hammering rain, pointing out the small cave.  
 
    Risha nodded, seemingly as keen to get out of the deluge.  
 
    We descended to the ledge protruding from the cave opening and I was instantly reminded of what a natural cave really looked like: dark and gloomy. A curtain of rainwater running from the rocks draped over the entrance, and I cautiously approached, peering into the secluded darkness. Risha moved beside me and was about to enter when I spread out a wing to block her path.  
 
    "Wait," I instructed in a muffled whisper.  
 
    Surprised, she took a few steps back before fixing me with a confused glare. I didn't want to leave her out in the rain, but we were no longer in the safety of the city and in this weather I had to assume that any shelter might be occupied. For a moment I thought she might be better suited to checking for danger; after all, she could simply torch anything that might be lurking inside, however I wasn't willing to risk anyone's safety but my own.  
 
    I crept in, eyes scanning the gloom, claws ready to slice anything that might be lurking. I couldn't see anything; I was just about to declare it clear when noises sounded from deep inside. I instantly poised myself to lunge, rear legs and tail coiled, forelimbs and teeth ready when a swarm of shadows rushed towards me. I had no time to react, snapping my mouth shut several times to defend against whatever it was, each bite missing its target over and over. I turned, ready to continue my fight, only to see a silhouetted colony of large bats flying out into the rainy night.  
 
    "Is it okay to enter now, hero?" Risha cooed, upon entering the cave.  
 
    "A–all clear," I announced, nervously. 
 
    "Good," she chirped, settling herself down on the floor and magically shaking off the rainwater.  
 
     I looked out into the night, forming a list in my head of how to spend a night outdoors. I'd done it before with Tarwin, on hunts that lasted for days, she'd taught me how to spend nights ‘under the stars’, as she'd described it. To my disappointment the stars weren’t out on many of those nights, and they certainly weren’t visible tonight.  
 
    "We’re going to need a fire," I declared, remembering the first thing on my slowly forming list.  
 
    "Well, you go get some wood and I’ll light it," Risha proposed, while gathering a few stones into a ring.  
 
    Great, she wants me to go outside? I couldn't say no, especially as I now felt obliged to do some of the more unpleasant tasks, plus she was the only one who could light the fire.  
 
    I walked over to the opening, peering out into the rain and what little daylight remained. Through the gloom I could just make out the stone platform and the dense trees beyond. Tucking my head beneath my wing, I set out searching. It seemed reality had other ideas, there were no trees or branches up on our ledge. I scoured the edge of the platform, just able to make out a small stone path leading down to the forest floor. 
 
    The darkness intensified as I crept further from the cave, and a small ember of fear began smouldering inside me. It wasn’t the gloom that scared me, it was what it could be hiding. It took a while for me to finally pluck up the courage to climb down, scurrying along the rocky path while being careful not to slip. The trek was made all the worse by the increasingly heavy torrents of water cascading like miniature waterfalls.  
 
    With the rain blocking out the scent of danger and its roar disguising any sounds, I turned my eyes to the forest’s darkness the moment my paws squelched in the damp earth. The fact that I saw nothing but tree trunks standing like a motionless army sent another chill down my spine.  
 
    The stench of wet bark and rotting wood filled the air, and the tight canopy hemmed me in like a dungeon. While the thundering deluge kept up its battle cry, it truly seemed that the sky was at war with the earth, its endless bombardment flicking droplets across my scales.  
 
    Streams of defeated rivulets trickled harmlessly down through every available gap, cleverly infiltrating the forest's defences. I trudged through the thick carpet of pine needles, patches of damp moss and mud-filled ditches. A vast network of roots sprawled out from the base of every tree, the tangled patchwork creating hundreds of waterlogged pools in what seemed like another futile attempt to hold back the sky’s assault.  
 
    No more distractions, I told myself firmly. Get some wood and get out of this squalor.  
 
    It was hard to focus, however. I had to force myself not to jump at every drop of water that hit me or every rodent I caught scurrying for cover. Avoiding the sprawl of roots and waterlogged pools, I began to make out the outline of a large shape.  
 
     In between the tangled mass was just what I'd been looking for. I thought for a moment about how I would get such a large timber back to the cave, it wasn't a pleasant idea. I hesitated before grabbing it in my mouth, and just as I’d assumed, it tasted awful.  
 
    Removing the log from its resting place, trying not to gag at the pungent taste, I turned back to the ledge. I moved quickly, almost not caring about what might be out there – I just wanted to spit the disgusting thing out. Climbing back to the cave with some haste, being careful not to slip, I clambered over the wet rocks.  
 
    The moment I reached the top I rushed through the opening, shaking off most of the rainwater. Peering around the log I could see that Risha had finished her neat circle, and placing it in the centre, I finally spat out the last of the rotten splinters coating my tongue. 
 
    "I guess it's my turn," she declared, rearing up and lunging forward to exhale a torrent of bright-blue flames.  
 
    The magical fire ignited the rotten wood, spectacularly flooding the cave in a majestic sapphire light. It sent shadows dancing across the walls before settling into a calm, waving rhythm. She looked at me staring, unable to hide my amazement. That bewilderment didn’t stop me from desperately seeking the flame's warmth, however.  
 
    I glanced at her appreciatively, but she appeared to be in deep thought.  
 
    "Hmm, you're not going to warm up all wet like that."  
 
    At first, I didn’t understand what she meant, until the mark on her forehead flashed. As she concentrated, I glanced about, searching for the source of power she was conjuring, until I felt droplets of water gently lift from my scales. It was like rain in reverse, the liquid levitated and merged into a spinning ball, which she duly catapulted out into the night.  
 
    "Thanks," I said, looking over my dry wings and legs like an amazed child.  
 
    "Think nothing of it," she responded, easing her focus and settling down beside the dancing blue flames. 
 
     I lay across from her, positioning my head to face the cave entrance, fixing my eyes on the stormy gloom.  
 
    "So, are you just going to go to sleep?" she queried, subtly tapping one folded forepaw on the other.  
 
    I lifted my head and she fixed me with a positive expression. 
 
    "What else is there to do?" I questioned, my eyes desperately fighting to stay on her, and not wander back to the cave mouth.  
 
    "We could talk," she proposed, momentarily glancing away.  
 
    "About what?" I asked, with my forepaws fidgeting.  
 
    "Well, I still don't know that much about you. You never did finish telling me how you came to be raised by a human."  
 
    I cocked my head curiously. "Well, if it's that important..."  
 
    She shifted closer and I saw no harm in telling her more, especially because she'd proven that she could keep her promises. 
 
    "It was about thirteen winters ago when Tarwin found me," I began, still reluctant to call her human, even though I knew Risha didn't care.  
 
    "She always told me she found me in the woods as an egg inside a frozen rock that fell from the sky in a ball of fire."  
 
    Assuming that she knew where dragons came from far better than I did, I didn't offer any further explanation.  
 
    "Anyway, she took my egg in and waited for me to hatch, I suppose the village where we lived, they'd never seen a dragon before." 
 
     I thought for a moment at how ridiculous it all sounded, but her interest had not waivered and her eyes glowed with enthusiasm. 
 
    "At first, they thought I might be dangerous, I'm pretty sure some of them wanted to get rid of me. Tarwin wouldn't let them, though. She's the one that showed them I wasn't going to hurt anyone. I guess I was her... Pet."  
 
    I hesitated, reluctantly mumbling the final word. I didn't know for sure, but to say openly I was a pet didn't feel like the best thing to share. Risha didn't seem to mind though.  
 
     "They gradually began to accept me, even her father, the chief." 
 
    "Wait," she interrupted, "what's a ‘chief’?"  
 
    "It's the leader of the village," I replied. 
 
    She retained a confused look, and I thought for a moment, trying to think of anything that might make sense to her.  
 
    "Like the human version of the Elders?" she pressed. 
 
    "No, more like the Sovereign," I explained. "The village had elders too though."  
 
    She nodded steadily in acknowledgement.  
 
    "Anyway, even the chief," I repeated. "After that Tarwin and I were inseparable until... well until..." I stuttered, coming to a stop. 
 
    There were many memorable things in those years I could tell her about, but my mind became fixed on one.  
 
    "Until she was taken by the wyverns?" she asked softly. 
 
    "Yeah," I muttered, happiness fleeing from my voice.  
 
    At that, I really wanted to change the subject, and I looked across the fire to her.  
 
    "Well, enough about me, you haven't told me anything about you." I hoped she wouldn’t reject my proposal or think it intrusive.  
 
    "Actually, my story isn't much different," she responded before I could fret too much. "Well, apart from the falling from the sky part," she added with a laugh.  
 
    What does she mean? Isn't that where all dragons come from?  
 
    Of course not! I scolded myself. That's ridiculous!  
 
    Risha shuffled stealing my attention away from my thoughts when she muttered. "By the skies, where do I begin?"  
 
    I considered telling her she didn't have to go on, but before I could, she continued.  
 
    "I was part of a clutch of three eggs. I’m sure you can probably guess, one was Boltock, the other I was told never hatched. My mother was an earth dragon called Amethyst and my father a water dragon called Tsunami. I hatched in Blizar, the most northerly of the draconic cities beyond Dardien, on the fringes of the frozen wastes."  
 
    So, she'll have been through the bitter winters like me? I wondered. Probably worse winters that far north.  
 
    "My brother and I were raised there; it was an amazing city. We would spend hours flying across the frozen sea and my father would take us to the ice-fire peaks of Valcador. I was never happier," she reminisced, her wings rustling like she was living out a dream  
 
    "It was very different from Dardien. The buildings were made of a magical ice called blizarium. Lighter than metal, but stronger than dragon scale – the buildings needed it, to stand up to the harsh conditions." She chuckled, looking at one of her forepaws. "Only the most adept water elementals could mould it, I never really got the chance to learn."  
 
     She paused again, so lost in her nostalgia she seemed to fall into a hypnotic state.  
 
    "Our lives... we were happy there, until one night in late winter."  
 
    She glanced down at the cave floor and I could sense that whatever came next wasn't a good memory. I raised my head, ready to tell her she didn't need to continue, but she swallowed, returning her eyes to the blue flame like it was a lifeline. 
 
    "It was late when the guards saw them," she continued. "The lights approached from the sea, they looked... they looked beautiful, the calm waters reflecting them like stars. The sense of beauty was dismissed when we realised they were attached to enormous wooden beasts, piercing the water like knives. They hit the beach and unloaded mobs of two-legged monsters. The city was overrun within minutes. They were unlike anything I'd seen – not the Orkin we knew to fear, nor wild beasts." 
 
     Two-legged monsters? Surely, she can't be talking about what I think she's talking about?  
 
    "Boltock and I became separated from our parents, I remember being trapped in an ice nest, while the monsters were outside. One of them burst through the doorway with an axe and I thought that was it. I closed my eyes and curled up around him preparing for the worst."  
 
    I felt my head drop, it was almost as if boulders had been tethered to the tip of my muzzle. Her description made me feel like I had in the forest with Tarwin, wanting nothing more than to keep the one I cared about safe.  
 
     "It was our father who took our attacker by surprise, I can still see it... trapped in his jaws. The last time I saw him…"  
 
    Her words escaped as though she wanted to rid herself of what she so vividly remembered, when her eyes started to glisten.  
 
    "The last thing I remember, was being swept up into the arms of our mother. That was the last we saw of Blizar; I still see the sky glowing red with flames, feel the choking pressure of the smoke. Dragons were mercilessly shot out of the sky by hails of arrow fire. But mother escaped and flew so far that there was no ice."  
 
    The blue dragoness gave a sniff, shifting her left wing and glancing back, as if checking it was okay.  
 
    "I remember noticing there was something wrong. A large wound beneath mother's wing. Despite her injury she didn't stop until her weakness forced her to. With the last of her strength she set us down in the ruins on top of the cliff. I remember the moment she died, it was sunrise and the light set the ruins ablaze with oranges like dragonfire."  
 
    She took a deep breath, ruffling her wings and staring into her fire. 
 
    "I lay with her for hours, wishing she'd just get up. Boltock looked to me for support, he has ever since. It was a Dardien patrol that found us, a soldier named Reaver took us in, and cared for us until her own illness took her as well. At ten seasons, we inherited her nest and we’ve lived there ever since." 
 
    Tears ran from her eyes and she lowered her head to the floor.  
 
    "Sorry," I apologised, not daring to meet her eyes.  
 
    I didn't believe my opinion meant anything to her, and neither of us seemed willing to talk about the obvious subject. 
 
    "No, it wasn't your fault," she whimpered, wiping a tear from her eye. "They were wild men, from islands far to the north, not like the people you told me about."  
 
    There are people like that out there? That's despicable! Even so, I had to wonder about the few times I'd seen other tribes and villages cause trouble back home.   
 
    "Well, if it's worth anything. I think it's a good time to get some sleep," I proposed softly.  
 
    She nodded and slowly rested her head under a wing. I did the same, positioning my gaze towards the cave entrance.  
 
    I'm not going to sleep. Not that I can after what she’s told me. I now understood why she took her time to tell me. I knew why she'd been so shocked about my loyalty to Tarwin.  
 
    How can I have been so selfish? She put aside her own past to make sure I was comfortable. How could I have known? I was so positive about humans.  
 
    They'd been good to me, I could hardly believe they’d taken her parents away and ruined her life, just like mine was ruined by the wyverns. 
 
    I moved my head across the floor. Risha lay sleeping, her tightly closed eyes still dripping with tears. It was settled, for once my whole mind agreed on something. I was glad she'd insisted on coming along, glad that I now knew more about her past. Now I could make sure nothing like that ever happened again.  
 
    * 
 
    I was shaken from a light sleep sometime later, and after silently cursing myself for letting my guard down, I returned one wary eye to the cave mouth. The elemental battleground continued beyond the cave. Rain bombarded the earth, furiously bouncing from the rocks and trickling down from small cracks in the stone roof. My eyes still flickered until I forced them open, the fight against sleep becoming harder. I knew it would get the better of me eventually, but if I moved enough, I could delay the inevitable.  
 
    My new position allowed me to look over at Risha. A calm silence surrounded her. Her tears had faded, nonetheless the guilt I felt from hearing her story was still a weight on my shoulders.  
 
    Can't think of that now, there's nothing I can do. Reason attempted to remind me.  
 
    Standing up I shook the sleep from my muscles and moved towards the cave mouth. The warmth of the fire diminished and I stopped by the opening, watching the rain sweep in on the wind. Thousands of tiny droplets struck like cold knives against my scales, before gently dripping off.  
 
    I'm not gonna get any reassurance from the stars tonight, I told myself, glancing at the endless void above.  
 
    Either way, I sat for a while, contemplating exactly what it was I was doing, much as I'd done many times before. Time went by excruciatingly slowly, even so I maintained my guard, occasionally sticking my muzzle up high to sniff the air. All I got was the smell of damp landscape, wet bark, rotting wood and fresh pine. Eventually the rain slowed, allowing me to make out more familiar scents, most of which I knew from hunting back home.  
 
    Home. The thought triggered a deep yearning.  
 
    It's so far away. I've no real idea of where it is or if I'm ever going to see it again.  
 
    The deep contemplation drove me to stare deeper into the darkness. I revelled in my loose reflection, gladly slipping into the happier memories.  
 
    Just think how Tarwin would be if she were here now? She'd love being free like this.  
 
    The idea filled me with a fuzzy warmth I'd not felt in days, just enough to allow me to consider the idea of going back to sleep. Of course, that was when an unfamiliar smell caught my attention and a rush of adrenaline instantly brought me to full alert.  
 
    I rushed out onto the ledge, taking up a position a few paces away from the edge. I'd no doubt it was a new smell – and it was moving closer. I raised my snout to the air; but couldn't quite make out where or what it was. Even so, my eyes fixed on the pathway I'd used to get the firewood, assuming that anything wishing to scale the cliff would use it too. I crept forward, prowling through the drizzle like a mountain lion.  
 
    My hind leg muscles tensed, body held low, wings tucked firmly at my side, preparing to lunge if whatever was coming got too close.  
 
    The wet branches closest to the ledge shook, showering me with cold droplets. I bared my teeth and lowered myself further, continually judging the distance to the pathway and double-checking that my wings were firmly folded.  
 
    I took in another whiff; however, something had changed – there wasn't a single smell any longer, now there were two. The prospect of more monsters sent a shiver down my already chilled spine. I forced back my urge to flee, pressing myself hard against the rain-soaked rock.  
 
    There was a flash of movement in the darkness around the top of the ledge. I took in and held my breath, my eyes narrowing. My muscles instinctively started to uncoil when a dark shape rose up from the ledge. I was just about to launch forward when, at the last second, I saw a familiar face staring back at me.  
 
    "Boltock!"  
 
    The thought was such a surprise it materialised into a word as I slammed to a halt.  
 
    "W–well who else were you exp–ttt–ing?" he trembled; his body wracked by intense shivering. "T–the creators damn princess?"  
 
    Turning back to the ledge he reached down to the pathway. Recovering from my surprise, I peered over, unable to make out what he was doing. It quickly became apparent when a recognisable dragoness emerged from the darkness, her bright orange scales not as well hidden as Boltock's.  
 
    "Ember!"  
 
    I reached down to help the shivering pair up. Upon seeing the fire-lit cave the frozen couple quickly dashed inside and I followed, shaking off the rainwater as I entered.  
 
    Both took refuge by the flames while Ember summoned them back to life with a flick of her tail. I had to look at the pair several times to make sure they were real and I hadn't just fallen asleep again, one rapid eye-blink and a shake of my head confirmed the reality. In my rushed decision to leave, I'd never expected anyone to follow; let alone almost everyone I'd met.  
 
    Really, first Risha, now this?  
 
    "What are you two doing here?" was all I could think to ask. 
 
    "I could ask you the same question," Boltock replied, shaking the last drops of rainwater from his wings.  
 
    I diverted my eyes. What a stupid question. I know very well why they're here. 
 
    All the commotion was enough to wake Risha. Her weary eyes suddenly widening when they fell upon her brother.  
 
    "Surprise!" he declared, not quite so enthusiastically as he'd done back in the city.  
 
    "What in the great fire's name are you doing here?" she demanded, in a particularly serious tone.  
 
    Boltock snorted a puff of smoke, leaving Ember and I to watch the two siblings argue. Everything I thought I knew about them was shattered, they looked no different from Tarwin and her father. Risha's cold reasoning demolished her brother's angry sarcasm until he bawled.  
 
    "What, do you think you can just take off without me?" 
 
     His normally humorous inclination had vanished; his voice was firm, more so than I'd ever heard before. From my first impression of him, I'd thought he was a rather passive and sarcastically funny character, but this was quite the opposite.  
 
    "You said that we... you said you'd never leave," he declared, stomping a forepaw.  
 
    Risha lowered her head, her anger diminished. I knew exactly what he was referring to, and it made that guilt all the heavier. I'd caused this, I'd allowed her to talk me into letting her come, this was my fault.  
 
    "Remember? You know what I'm talking about," Boltock pressed, jabbing a foreclaw at his sister.  
 
    She took a deep breath, seemingly holding back tears as she put on a brave face. 
 
    "Yes, yes, you're right."  
 
    With that, Boltock sighed, his firm expression deflating along with his wings. He looked almost puppy-like when he admitted. 
 
    "Okay, I'm sorry. I was just worried about you." 
 
    "And I'm sorry for leaving, I know I promised," she replied, raising her head and smiling at him.  
 
    "Well, I’m glad that’s sorted out," Ember interjected swiftly. "More importantly what are you two really doing out here? You know there's regulations about leaving Dardien?" she questioned, looking to Risha in particular. 
 
    I stood up quickly. I'm not going to let her take all the blame and questions when this is entirely my fault.  
 
    "We're going to find Blaze's friend," Risha replied, before I could say anything.  
 
    "What? The one we talked about back in the steam cave?" Ember replied, Boltock taking a little longer to recall the information.  
 
    "Yes!" I interrupted, offering Risha no opportunity to spare me again.  
 
    The pair glanced at each other. Ember rolling her eyes at Boltock, who just sat there still clueless. Either way, it was obvious that neither of them had any real idea about Tarwin, human or otherwise.  
 
    "Then you can count us in as well," the fiery dragoness declared, and it was no shock that Boltock had no objections.  
 
    Upon their arrival my expectation was for them to persuade Risha to return with them, not offer to join us! On the flip side, I found a new feeling of security in the fact that four of us would be better than two. I'd seen both fight during their training, so there was no doubt they were skilled, probably more so than me. Not to mention, they'd made it this far through the storm and still managed to find us.  
 
    Looking back at the three of them, I saw dragons who I'd known for no more than a few days, all keen to come with me and help find my friend, someone they didn't even know. It was a strange sensation and at that moment I realised they would do this for me out of nothing more than friendship. It meant an awful lot, because I knew that deep down, I really didn’t want to go alone.  
 
    "Hey, where’s Pyro?" Risha asked, eyeing Boltock suspiciously.  
 
    While I had my doubts, I'd probably have felt more secure having him here too – he was a soldier after all.  
 
    "Well this one was so worried about you that when he came to me, he had us rush off before I could get him," Ember answered, nodding at Boltock.  
 
    Funny, almost feels like that was a part of his plan?  
 
    "How did you find us?" I asked, the thought eating away at my mind. If they can find us, then what else can?  
 
    "I can find my own sister’s scent no matter where she is – I think you forgot that, Sis," Boltock replied, looking at her with a grin on his face.  
 
    Risha rolled her eyes. While I admired his commitment. It's just like how I know Tarwin's.  
 
    Ember yawned, stretching her wings and legs while arching her back like a housecat, her tail flicking from side to side.  
 
    "You know after all of that excitement I think I'll be getting some sleep. That is, if you don't plan on running off again?" she announced, eyeing Risha and I suspiciously.  
 
    Boltock nodded, copying her while getting as close to her as he could without touching. 
 
    I glanced over at Risha. She still managed a smile, telling me I should sleep too. I returned the expression, watching her head lower to the ground as she settled back into her slumber. I took one last look at the opening, where my sleepy eyes met the same wet, cold, rainy sight. I was so relieved that Boltock and Ember, not something else, had come over the ledge.  
 
    If something decided to come after us now, we at least had more power to repel it. With that increased sense of security, I moved away from the dripping entrance, settled next to the fire and rested my head on the stone.  
 
    Even so, I lay with my head in a position that allowed me to keep one eye on the entrance. I certainly didn't think that the appearance of two more adolescent dragons would completely put off the monsters I feared were lurking out there. 
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter 7 
 
    Forest of Gloom 
 
      
 
    The world slowly came into focus when my weary eyes were urged to open by light beaming in through the entrance. The rain had ceased, the soaked evidence of its battle covering the forest. To my right I could see there was nothing left of last night's fire apart from a faint burnt smell and a pile of blackened charcoal. The others were still sleeping around its remnants, and feeling there was no point in waking them, especially since I had no idea how early it was, I left them to their dreams.  
 
    My body ached in protest when I moved to the mouth of the cave, the brisk morning air relieving the heat from my breath with small puffs of vapour. The forest’s silence was broken by faint birdsong and the slight rustling of branches on the breeze. The smell of wet pines and damp wood mixed with vegetation, permeating the atmosphere.  
 
    In the overcast daylight, the dense pines were clearly visible, their foliage glistening like the rainfall had planted millions of tiny diamonds amongst the needles. I walked out to the ledge, instantly feeling the drop in temperature as I peered down at the soggy mire that was the forest floor.  
 
    A sudden noise behind me almost had me jumping right out of my scales.  
 
    "Good morning," Risha announced, stretching and rubbing sleep from her eyes so casually, like this was completely normal.  
 
    For a moment I had to wonder if she, like me, had woken thinking she was back home. Regardless, her attention was swiftly drawn to Boltock curled up close to Ember. Creeping over, she placed a forepaw between his horns and started gently tapping until he responded.  
 
    "I'm awake," he muttered, pushing her forepaw away with his wing.  
 
    He raised himself slowly, his legs quivering, his face drooped. The new sounds were evidently enough to wake Ember, who gradually opened her weary eyes, peering up at the siblings.  
 
    "Well, you've woken me, what now?" Boltock grumbled, rubbing his face with a forepaw.   
 
    "We should get this fire started again," Ember suggested, and the moment she uttered the words Boltock jumped at the chance.  
 
    "Don't worry, I can handle it on my own," she shot him down with a slight laugh.  
 
    He looked on in disappointment while Ember approached the black pile of charred ashes, the marks on her sides flashing. She flicked her coiled tail, emitting a bolt of flame that ran along its length, gaining speed, until it was released from the tip, reigniting the remnants of the fire in a flash.  
 
    She certainly makes a bigger show of it than the others do.  
 
    Risha looked over to her fiery friend, appearing equally satisfied. Boltock, on the other paw, gawked like he'd just seen a mountain of treasure. Although I shared his amazement, I had a feeling it was not for the same reason.  
 
    Ember moved over to the cave entrance, tapping the end of Boltock’s snout with a swift flick of her tail as she passed.  
 
    "What do we do now?" Risha asked, glancing over to me. 
 
    Oh right, I'm the one in the lead here!  
 
    I might have easily managed to lead Risha, but leading a whole group was a different matter.  
 
    "We should be going," I replied, convinced it was the answer they were hoping to hear.  
 
    "What, without eating first?" Boltock objected. 
 
    His immediate need of food was supported by a raised forepaw, and a glance Ember's way to see if she approved.  
 
    Oh right, we need food. I'm not hungry, but I have to make sure they're fed!  
 
    I could manage long periods of fasting; however, I was beginning to realise that comparing myself to them was not the most realistic option.  
 
    "Fine, we'll get some food," Risha agreed, moving over to the cave entrance.  
 
    Both her and Ember immediately prepared to leave before either Boltock or I could even consider the fact.  
 
    "I think Boltock and I should go," I proposed respectfully.  
 
    Boltock jumped forward to join me, delighted by the opportunity to do something for Ember.  
 
    "Yes, I think we should go," he added, nodding frantically in agreement.  
 
    The two dragonesses frowned. The fact was, I wasn't saying we should go because I thought they were any less capable, in fact I would trust them more – they were both certainly more responsible – it was whether I could trust myself. I'd already let someone down and I certainly didn't want to do that again.  
 
    I can't let anything happen to Risha, not after her story. Whether she wants to admit it or not, I sang human praises in her face and she let me!  
 
    Not to say I didn’t hold Boltock in any lesser regard, he was extremely important to her. However, he was the most reckless. Part of me was worried that if I left him here, he'd unknowingly attract attention. I wanted someone responsible to be at the cave in case we needed to rush back. 
 
    "Not that I don't think you're capable... I–I just think it would be better if someone responsible stays here," I stammered in a fluster.  
 
    They both peered at Boltock standing at the edge of the ledge, swiping his claws and wings in the air as if pretending to battle an invisible opponent.  
 
    "Responsible?" Risha said with a nod, while Ember rolled her eyes.  
 
    "We'll stay here," the blue dragoness added knowingly. "Just take care of my brother, okay?"  
 
    Does she really trust me with the only family she's got left?  
 
    I trust her, with my life almost. I thought, nodding and assuring her I would.  
 
    By the time I reached the edge of the ledge, Boltock had already started jumping along the rocky pathway towards the forest floor. I swiftly moved after him, careful to follow the exact route I had the night before.  
 
    The retreat of the storm had done nothing to diminish the eerie effects of the forest’s confined atmosphere. The floor was a battleground of watery debris. My paws squelched in the mud, the addition of my weight pushing cold water between my toes. Pools collected in the gaps between tree roots and the undergrowth glistened in the morning light. 
 
    Boltock was already prancing off into the shadows among the trunks, perusing the forest like it was lined with gold and gems.  
 
    "Are you coming?" he called, glancing back over his shoulder.  
 
    It was only then I realised that this was probably his first hunt. I had a professional routine, whereas he probably just wanted to impress a certain fiery dragoness.  
 
    Great spirits, I'm starting to react to his antics just like everyone else does. I rolled my eyes at the thought. 
 
    Even though he seemed capable of defending himself, I was committed in my duty to keep him safe and ran to catch up. The further we trekked, the more the earth's defeat became apparent; the rain had certainly triumphed. Trudging through the mass of roots, mud, moss and pines we made it a good way from the cave. My caution magnified further when a strange mist began to gather between the trees.  
 
    "What are we looking for... I–I mean ‘hunting’?" Boltock asked, hopping up onto a log and scouring the foggy gloom.  
 
    I lifted my snout to the air, sniffing for the scent of suitable prey. I knew the smell of almost every forest animal, and it wasn't long before a distinctive odour caught my attention.  
 
    "This way," I whispered, creeping through dense undergrowth to my left. 
 
    A pattern of careful stalking and occasional sniffing became my operating mode, guiding us stealthily and quietly through the forest. Boltock attempted to copy me, making an awful lot of noise in doing so. It was frustrating, to say the least. Years of Tarwin's strict methods had drilled the experience into my brain and right now we may as well have held up a big banner saying. 
 
    'We're here, run away!'  
 
    I had to remind myself several times that this was my idea, though I couldn't help wondering how much better it would be with Risha at my side instead.  
 
    I’m going to have to think on my paws for this one. I thought, signalling for Boltock to calm his movements.  
 
    Remembering some of the things Tarwin had once told me, I resorted to considering the situation as a personal challenge. If I could make a kill with Boltock alerting the prey, that would be impressive. 
 
    If only she were here to see me succeed.  
 
    I refocused, clearing my mind. The others are hungry, I have to get them some food.  
 
    Pinpointing the source of the smell, I signalled for Boltock to be quiet and get down with a wave of my wing. The prey was somewhere ahead and peering through the mist, I could see a fallen log bridging a gap between two tree trunks. I carefully crept towards it, Boltock following close behind while still trying his best to imitate my stealthy movements.  
 
    Taking refuge, I peered over the log to evaluate the situation and the area ahead. In the brief glimpse I had, I could see there was a grassy clearing in the trees where dreary sunlight shone down upon a small stream draped in mist. There my eyes locked on to our target – drinking nervously. It was a deer, its light-brown coat soaked from the rain, thick mud coating its hooves.  
 
    The elegant beast nervously dipped down to the water and took a cautious sip before rising again to peer around. Even though it was alert, I was sure it hadn't noticed us. It was a perfect situation, but there was one factor I needed to consider. Ducking behind the log, I turned to Boltock and whispered. 
 
    "We're going after that deer." I indicated its location with a nod. "You move round and cut off its escape," I instructed, pointing to the forest beyond with a wing.  
 
    I wasn't sure if he understood, though he seemed to listen intently while nodding at my every word.  
 
    "Have you got that?" I asked finally.  
 
    "Yes, I'll be fine, how hard can one deer be?" he whispered.  
 
    I had to hold back a sigh. Oh, he'll soon find out how hard it can be.  
 
    Boltock scuttled off to where I'd directed as quietly as he could. Meanwhile, I crept slowly over the log, body held low, wings tucked against my side and paws softly touching the damp earth. The prey fidgeted but didn't make any movement to indicate it was aware of my presence; it was still focused on drinking.  
 
    I analysed every movement: the tiny drops of water dripping from its damp coat, each inhaled and exhaled breath, every twitch of its restless muscles. My hearing pinpointed its steady heartbeat, thumping almost in rhythm with my own. I was only a few strides away when I stopped and coiled my hind legs, claws and teeth primed. I glanced over to see if Boltock was ready, but there was no sign of him.  
 
    It's now or never, Blaze. With or without him you got this. Part of me felt guilty, however the need for food was more important.  
 
    Releasing the coiled power from my legs I launched myself towards the unsuspecting target, colliding with its back and sinking my claws into its hide in a shower of water droplets. The shocked animal bolted, violently thrashing around and splashing through the stream in its frantic attempt to escape. I held on and sunk my teeth deep into its flesh, the metallic taste of blood flooding my mouth.  
 
    Flung into a wild panic, the deer bucked and kicked, trying to dislodge me. After a few minutes, it showed no sign of weakening; perhaps I'd underestimated its strength. Maybe the wildlife here was stronger than that I'd hunted before.  
 
    I bit down harder, my teeth and claws reaching their limit, and with all of my strength I tried to force the deer towards where I'd directed Boltock, in the hope that he'd be waiting. It did just that, dashing into the trees and taking me with it.  
 
    As I struggled to cling on, I considered about my options. The best was that I'd have to let it go and find it later, when it had bled out. With reason taking over, I started to loosen my grip, struggling to balance as I positioned myself to jump.  
 
    My focus was shattered when, from nowhere, the ground directly in front of the deer erupted in a shower of dirt and foliage. Taken completely by surprise, it had no hope of avoiding the displaced earth, inevitably crashing into the elevated rock with a bone-shattering crack. Having loosened my grip, I was launched through the air and over the raised rock, eventually crashing to the floor in a heap.  
 
    A coat of mud and pine needles covered my scales, but thankfully a soft blanket of wet moss absorbed most of the impact. I raised my head, but the forest was just a blur. I closed my eyes in an attempt to clear the disorientation, and pressed all four quivering paws against the floor, pausing before tentatively lifting myself up. I checked myself for injury, shaking each of my legs and wings in turn to test for pain, thankfully, apart from a few dull aches, I felt fine. Slowing my breathing from a shocked pant to a steady rhythm, I looked back, desperately trying to refocus my eyes.  
 
    A large slab stood proud of the damp earth. At first glance, the dark-grey stone appeared out of place amidst the greens and browns of the forest, suggesting that somehow it had been thrust up from beneath the ground. I crept towards it, on the opposite side of which I found the body of the deer lying in a crumpled heap on the floor.  
 
    What? One minute I'm ready to jump off, the next I'm catapulted through the air.  
 
    The thought reminded me that I'd lowered my guard, leaving me unaware of my surroundings beyond the prey. My senses resumed their watch, scanning the forest. Thankfully there was nothing to suggest any danger – no smells, no sounds and nothing to see. Until I heard a rustling in the undergrowth behind me.  
 
    "What did you think of that?" Boltock declared, standing proud upon a mossy boulder to my right. 
 
    "Boltock!"  
 
    It took me a moment to realise that he'd been responsible for the rock. Only then did I remember he was an earth dragon.  
 
    He must have used his power to raise the ground and take the deer by surprise.  
 
    Not the smartest idea, I had to admit, especially with me on its back and it certainly wasn’t something I'd considered when I'd told him to block off its escape.  
 
    I mean look, half the meat is just mush now!  
 
    The poor thing certainly didn't see it coming, and its escape route was definitely ‘blocked’.  
 
    Can I really expect dragons to hunt like humans, or even need to hunt at all when they have elemental powers at their disposal?  
 
    After waiting to find them all my life, I was going to have to adjust to another way of thinking. The influence of humans had obviously affected my views, and this alternative world was truly putting them to the test.  
 
    Reining in my thoughts I watched Boltock hop down and move toward the deer, beaming in accomplishment. 
 
    "Not bad for the first time," I reluctantly admitted. "Definitely inventive."  
 
    "Really?" he responded, his eyes lighting up like stars, before he scuffed a forepaw on his chest.  
 
    "Ha, and I did it all without getting my claws dirty! Though I don't think the same can be said for you." 
 
    A sigh left my muzzle as he pointed a wing to the dirt and blood stains coating my scales. "Not that I'm scared of getting dirty! I mean you look super ferocious like that!"  
 
    "I'll go clean it off," I replied, thinking back to the stream in the clearing.  
 
    Retracing my route, I made my way back to the opening and stepped out from the confines of the trees. I could just make out the sky through the thinner branches, where scattered beams of sunlight poked through. Turning my attention back to the stream, I couldn't help feeling that I was in the same vulnerable position as the deer. 
 
    No, there's nothing out there. Just relax, get cleaned up and get back to the others.  
 
    I lowered my head to the rushing water, dipping my paws in and resisting the frozen pulse it sent up my legs. Hesitating for a moment I did the same with my snout, holding it there for as long as I could tolerate. The water was quick to wash the grime from my scales, and pulling back, the numbing cold lingered for a few moments before, shaking like a wet hound, I backed away from the water’s edge. 
 
    Urgh, if only Tarwin could see me now. She'd have something witty to say for sure.  
 
    As the thought crossed my mind, I caught a glimpse of something, a faint sparkling where the stream emerged from the trees. Curiosity got the better of me, and upon closer inspection I realized some of the water had frozen, perfectly preserving the rushing pattern of the stream. Studying the intricate arrangement made me realise I had an unavoidable problem: the start of winter. We'd soon be faced with more than monstrous beasts; the weather would quickly become more hostile.  
 
    Is the whole world against me?  
 
    Winter was something that I'd foolishly allowed to slip my mind. Tarwin certainly wouldn’t be impressed by that.  
 
    I'm working on a time limit here. If it gets too cold we'll be stuck, especially this far north.  
 
    I promptly turned and headed back into the trees. Another light breeze moved through the otherwise still forest, creating a faint rustle as it kicked up wispy swirls in the mist. I glanced up to the treetops, spying a few crows scattering in the canopy.  
 
    Within seconds I was back by the carcass, but there was no sign of Boltock. Moreover, there was another significant difference, and the sight sent a shiver down my spine. The deer's hind leg was missing. Panic overwhelmed me, especially when I concluded that something must have sensed our kill. I looked for anything, friend or foe as my heart began racing.  
 
    An unfamiliar sound caught my attention and I turned, only to be surprised by Boltock walking casually from the tree line, digging into a piece of charred venison.  
 
    "Sorry, I was too hungry to wait," he murmured as he swallowed a mouthful. 
 
    I might have given him a piece of my mind if I hadn't been so relieved to see him.  
 
    "How are we going to get this back?" he asked, peering over our prize.  
 
    "We'll have to drag it," I admitted, recovering from my panic and moving to grab one of the deer's hind legs in my mouth.  
 
    "Oh, just like they used to haul seals back home! Yes!" he responded, hastily grabbing the opposite leg. 
 
    I agreed with a nod, not even considering the mention of his past.  
 
    Just pretend like I don't know. It was his family too, but that's between me and Risha, just like Tarwin's identity.  
 
    Pulling as hard as we could we slowly dragged the carcass through the trees, navigating fallen logs and boulders. Hauling a kill like this wasn't something I'd done before, normally I'd have had human help. For that reason, I was glad to have Boltock, as he was surprisingly strong for his size.  
 
    Must be an earth dragon thing? He is rather stocky.  
 
    He may not have been very subtle in his methods, but the kill was technically his, and I had to give him credit for that. I was also sure he had no other reason than his belly and his desire to show off to Ember for doing so.  
 
    So much for the proud, professional hunter I think I am. I thought with a sigh.  
 
    "Urgh, this thing is heavier than it looks. Five-minute break?" Boltock suggested, stopping to rest against a tree.  
 
    "We don't know what animals could have smelt this by now, we shouldn't stay here too long," I responded, expecting every shadow to leap out at me as I glanced around.  
 
    The two of us stood in an open area, where the tree line was broken by the absence of one of their brethren. Damp moss covered the remains of the fallen giant, and decay had already started its relentless consumption of the mangled branches.  
 
    There was no change in sound or smell and a light, watery drizzle had started to slowly drift through the trees. Combined with the morning mist, the gloom concealed most of my view.  
 
    "Guess we'll have to smell our way back," Boltock announced, waving a foreclaw through the thick fog as if to waft it away.  
 
    Hopping onto the rotting log he reached as high as he could manage before raising his snout to sniff the air. I was confident he’d be able to smell his way back; after all, he'd had no trouble finding us the previous night. It wasn’t long before he smelt something, but he simply lowered his head and grumbled to himself.  
 
    "What's wrong?" I asked, immediately joining him on the log and scanning the forest.  
 
    "Do you smell that?" he asked curiously, gazing off into the gloom.  
 
    I lifted my nostrils high, taking a deep breath. Amidst the forest's damp odour was another smell, the closest thing I could compare it to was a dog or a wolf. Wet fur often created a distinctive scent, albeit this was much stronger. I took in another breath, confirming my fear that whatever it was, it was heading straight towards us.  
 
    There's no way that's any normal forest creature! The strength of the smell suggested that it was larger, possibly even bigger than a bear.  
 
    "Hide!" I commanded, darting down from the log and creeping to the cover of the trees.  
 
    "What, and give up our food to some animal?" Boltock questioned, glancing between me and the eerie mist.  
 
    "Until we know what it is, yes!" I replied, looking around for some refuge.  
 
    "Fine," he sighed, with a shrug, casually hopping down from the log and making his way over to me.  
 
    A small, mossy rock sitting between two trees at the edge of the clearing was the best cover I could identify.  
 
    "Over there!" I whispered hoarsely, pointing out the rock, Boltock nodding before we scurried over and took shelter behind it.  
 
    Moments passed; the air so tense it was as if I could slice it with my claws. Eventually I peered over our cover, being careful not to expose too much of my body.  
 
    An indistinct shape emerged from the fog, its eyes glistening like sinister lures in the gloom. The creature stood on four huge legs, and the first obvious thing was its size – it was at least twice my height. Slowly emerging from the cover of the fog, its form became clearer as the misty shroud released its grip. It resembled a great wolf with long, mangy, soaking-wet fur. 
 
    The fur running along its back was much longer than that covering the rest of its body, forming a thick, black mane. The beast approached the carcass, stopping above our kill, its eyes scanning the tree line across the clearing. On its flank were what looked like claw marks, leaving three scarred, bald patches. Yet despite its obvious injuries it showed no sign of pain or disability. 
 
    As it turned, I caught a glimpse of its muscular neck, thick as a tree trunk to support its thick-set head. Its skull was topped by two small ears and tipped by a square snout complete with black nose. However, the most frightful part was its huge jaw, fully equipped with a terrifying set of teeth. Two formidable, saliva-dripping canines protruded from its upper lip as it released a bellowing breath. Lowering to sniff at the corpse before closing its maw around the fallen deer.  
 
    Whilst it was preoccupied with our kill, I noticed something else. At first, I thought it was my imagination, but upon closer inspection there appeared to be a metal band engraved with faint blue runes hidden beneath the thick fur around its neck. It certainly wasn’t something I'd expect to see on a wild animal, but before I could observe any longer, it seized the deer in its jaw, effortlessly holding the whole thing clear off the ground.  
 
    The limp body dangled from the immense mouth as it turned, looking directly at the rock we were hiding behind. In a flash of panic, I ducked down and begged all the spirits it hadn't seen me. I imagined its watchful eyes boring into the stone, chipping away at our cover. Boltock glanced at me, gesturing over the rock with a nod. I shook my head.  
 
    No way is either of us going to take that thing on! Crazy earth powers or not!  
 
    Moments dragged by until I finally pulled myself together and summoned up the courage to take another peek. My eyes just about cleared the mossy surface when my head shot back down.  
 
    It's still there!  
 
    I sank low, still unsure of whether it had seen me or not. I went over the image in my mind, analysing the scant information. From what I could recall, it was looking away.  
 
    Recovering some of my fragile courage, I raised my head once more. It bolted the moment I did, lumbering back into the haze from which it came. Its sudden retreat startled me at first, at least until my head slumped on the stone as a wave of relief passed over me.  
 
    "By the fires, that's not something I've seen before?" Boltock whispered, peeking over the rock. "Maybe it was a really small troll, or some kind of lycan?"  
 
    He studied a forepaw, seeming to count the possibilities. "Urgh, no, we're too far north for that." He cocked his head as he glanced at me. "You got any ideas?"  
 
    "I don't know," I replied bluntly. 
 
    I sniffed the air once more, the beast’s scent had vanished, along with that of our prey. Relief quickly turned to worry, however.  
 
    I'd much rather be able to smell it and know where it is, than have no idea.  
 
    Either way, I crept quietly from our cover, Boltock following my silent movements.  
 
    "Well, whatever it was, there goes breakfast!" he proclaimed with an irritated ruffle of his wings.  
 
    I hadn't even considered that; I'd just thought it lucky that thing hadn’t found us. Yeah, because I'm pretty sure we'd have been its breakfast instead!  
 
    "What do we do now?" Boltock asked.  
 
    "We'll have to go back to the cave," I swiftly suggested, before glancing around and asking. "You're still able to smell your way back, right?"  
 
    "Yes, yes, sure," he replied with a huff. "I don't want to be out here with that thing anyway."  
 
    With that we moved on, his keen nose leading the way. The more I watched, the more his ability amazed me. I always knew my sense of smell was strong, but if I tried to navigate my way back to the cave all I'd be able to smell would be the damp forest.  
 
    I guess if you really know a scent well enough, you'll be able to find it wherever you are.  
 
    From what Risha had told me I had to guess Boltock had never really been without her, and never wanted to be without her. That feeling of guilt still welled up in me, swirling with fear as I was careful to watch for the wolf-beast's return.  
 
    It’s okay, wild animals don't hunt when they've just fed. My mind reassured, only for me to consider that the thing had a collar. Doesn't seem so wild, does it?  
 
    Boltock stopped a few minutes later, raising his snout as he sniffed the air.  
 
    "What's wrong?" I asked, my eyes darting to every shadow.  
 
    "Just checking we're going the right way," he replied, seeming very proud of himself.  
 
    "Are we?" I asked swiftly.  
 
    "It should be right over there," he responded, pointing between the trees with his wing before quickly resuming his strides.  
 
    Just as he'd said, we trekked for a few more minutes before finding ourselves at the base of the rocky outcrop. A bright orange light danced over the lip of the ledge, along with familiar voices.  
 
    "Told you I could find my way back," Boltock proclaimed, a forepaw to his chest.  
 
    He quickly hopped up the stone pathway and I hastily followed, being careful not to slip on the wet surface as I made my final jump up over the top. My eyes were instantly drawn to the others sat in the cave as Boltock rushed straight over to the fire’s warmth. I moved inside to join them, noticing a half-eaten bird in the flames. 
 
    "What's this?" I asked curiously, picking up the partially stripped carcass with a foreclaw.  
 
    Risha and Ember giggled, causing Boltock to lift his head. 
 
    Looks like someone forgot we came back with no food.  
 
    "We didn't know if you two would come back with anything," Risha announced, casting a look towards her brother. "So, I climbed up the cliff and found an eagle’s nest. It wasn't much, but it'll do." 
 
    "I thought you were supposed to stay and guard the cave?" Boltock questioned with a huff.  
 
    "Well, I was still in here," Ember added.  
 
    "And I was only a few paw steps away," Risha reassured him.  
 
    I dropped the half-eaten bird back on the fire. Turning to the cave entrance, to see that the misty drizzle had lightened.  
 
    "We should get going," I proposed for the second time, my increased uneasiness about the forest creature only driving my urgency. "I really don't like the idea of being in one place for too long."  
 
    I tried to subdue my fear by convincing myself that, from my brief observations, there was no proof that the creature was aware of us. It may have only been out hunting, as we were. Thankfully, this time, no one disagreed with my decision to leave.  
 
    "Yeah, we should get off before it starts to rain again," Ember agreed, Boltock nodding instantly.  
 
    Risha conjured up a spinning sphere of water to douse the fire, releasing a ball of steam from the hot embers as she looked at me and added.  
 
    "That's settled then, we're ready to go."  
 
    Ember and Boltock both moved out onto the ledge, preparing for what was probably going to be a long flight. I watched Risha join them, and with one last look around the cave, I quickly followed.  
 
    "Where are we going now?" Boltock asked as the four of us stood with our wings spread.  
 
    "We keep heading north," I told him as we took off and climbed above the trees, eventually catching a large gust of wind sweeping up from the cliff face.  
 
    We quickly reached a considerable height, dark-grey clouds hanging just above us like a suspended blanket of misery. Using all my skill I was able to navigate the gloom, although I struggled to make out the shapes of the others around me. It felt much better in the sky, no longer were my senses hindered by the musty dampness or the rustling of the trees. The only physical discomfort, besides my lack of vision, was the moisture tickling my scales with its cold chill.  
 
    The fog below consumed everything save for the tallest trees that reached out like evergreen spires from the depths of a grey sea.  
 
    Really gotta watch out for those, remember the last time I flew over trees? I was reminded as I banked and swerved to avoid them.  
 
    * 
 
    It was a few hours before my eyes focused on something other than endless grey. Through the mist I could just make out a bright light. 
 
    Is it sunlight? I jumped at the opportunity to see the world more than five inches ahead of me, when I heard a muffled voice from within the gloom. 
 
    I looked about for the source, but unable to see anything a slight panic coursed through me. The others were depending on me to lead and I couldn’t even see them. 
 
    I have to be smart and think fast.  
 
    "Go towards the light and get out of this fog," I shouted out with no idea whether my words were directed in the right direction.  
 
    I repeated the instructions, tilting my head as I cast the words left and right.  
 
    Seconds later, a blinding explosion hit me as I emerged from the great wall of cloud, eyes instantly met by the sun hanging low over the horizon. Its blissful glow stretched out over the vast expanses of land and I looked down to see that the rocky forest had maintained its dominance over the terrain. As soon as I was free, there was one thing I couldn't see.  
 
    The others?  
 
    The thought flashed through my mind, and I frantically scoured the vast wall of cloud. My eyes locked onto the first sign of movement and I felt a warm sense of relief to see the three of them emerge from the grey monolith. Beyond them I saw a new horizon, where the dark shape of distant mountains forced the forest to give up its grip on the land.  
 
    Standing tall, the line of stone giants wore hats of snow, the mightiest holding court over the land like three kings upon their thrones. In the same direction the forest was coated in a thin layer of snow, making it shimmer in the shallow sunlight. I thought back to my dire thought regarding the oncoming winter, thankful that for now I was just glad to be free of the miserable grey clouds.  
 
    "By the skies, I'm glad to be out of there," Boltock declared with a shiver.  
 
    "Which way is it, now we can actually see the way?" Risha asked, swooping into a hover beside me.  
 
    I turned to the mountainous horizon, deciding the coldest-looking direction must be north.  
 
    "That way, I think!"  
 
    "Yes, those must be the upper Storm Mountains, that's definitely north!" Ember confirmed, and we swiftly resumed our flight.  
 
    I'd never endured the challenge of such high mountain peaks before, even so, I knew this wasn't the time to start doubting myself. The mountains were still far away, leaving plenty of time to alter course, if we needed to.  
 
    As we flew, I occasionally glanced back at the wall of cloud disappearing behind us. Several fluffy pillars adorned its dull expanse. Each painted orange, pink and red by the low light of the winter sun. 
 
    Hard to think something so grim can look so breath takingly beautiful. 
 
    I'd flown through clouds before, but I'd never seen them like this. Usually all they presented were dark, miserable skies filled with cold rain and bitter wind. The sight of such natural beauty managed to fill me with a little warmth. The others seemed to have no issues with the altitude or weather, and as we flew for several more hours, I whimsically wondered what kind of flight lessons Dardien offered. 
 
    "We should really find a place to nest before nightfall," Risha suggested, swooping close to my side.  
 
    I didn't know how old the day was, but the sun wasn't far from completely disappearing over the horizon. Even so, the northern mountains still felt like a whole day's worth of flight away.  
 
    Urgh, it feels like we've made no progress at all! I thought as I reluctantly acknowledged Risha's suggestion.   
 
    "Okay, everyone try to find somewhere safe to land," I called.  
 
    The rest of them nodded, dispersing out to scour the forest. Unlike further south, there were fewer rocky caves here to offer shelter. As I circled my troubled mind continued to remind me of the beast in the fog, and the thought that it was still below us somewhere. 
 
    I tried to shun the memory. There's no way it can catch up with us on foot.  
 
    While I pondered, two things continued to stand out: the scars on its flank and the collar around its neck. I could safely assume another animal caused the injuries; I'd seen countless wild beasts bearing similar scars. Though the second feature was more intriguing.  
 
    Who would bother to put a collar on something like that?  
 
    I tried to process all possible scenarios, but only one thought could explain it.  
 
    Someone put it there, someone or something is controlling that beast.  
 
    That made me worry just what else someone could control, and what could really be waiting for us when we landed.  
 
    Who could have the power to command monsters like that? The realisation struck me hard.  
 
    Thinking back to the Elders' story about the war, the Dark Guardians and about how dangerous the world was becoming, I was too frightened to consider the truth. Two of their comments rattled round in my head in particular:  
 
    'Return of the Dark Guardian' and 'no accident’. I tried to recall everything they'd told me about the monsters, the Dark Guardians and Acrodan, pausing for a moment and seriously considering my place in all of this.  
 
    I'm just a strange, powerless dragon raised in a human village in the middle of nowhere? It was easy to doubt myself. How am I special? What if I do reach Tarwin, how am I supposed to save her?  
 
    Enough! I admonished myself, cutting short the mental torment. 
 
    My place amidst all of this wasn't where the Elders told me it should be. I would decide for myself where it was, and right now my place was searching for my friend.  
 
    The thought stoked my fire of determination to a new level. Yet despite my reluctance to believe there could be a dark evil after me, I really had no idea what I was leading my new-found friends into.  
 
    Can I really let them risk their lives for me?  
 
    My thoughts were cast back to the night Risha had followed me as my mind came to an abrupt conclusion.  
 
    I may really have to consider carrying on alone. 
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter 8 
 
    Nightmares  
 
      
 
    "I think we should stay down there!" Risha shouted, pointing to a small lake within the trees.  
 
    The low winter sun had crawled its way to the very edge of the horizon, the last residues of its light spreading out over the world in a losing battle against the encroaching darkness. I looked down to the lake, its calm waters glistening like a shimmering island in a sea of green. We circled for a while, searching for any signs of danger before finally setting down.  
 
    Snow-capped pines stood a few paces from the water's edge and a small-pebbled beach encircled the entire lake. The second my paws hit the smooth stones I scoured the looming trees for any sign of danger. I couldn't help myself, checking the same spot several times before I was convinced.  
 
    Okay, no monsters. Just got to make sure it stays that way.  
 
    The smooth stones were cold beneath my paws, each one slipping against its neighbour under my weight and producing a small grinding sound. Around me, taller plants chirped with the noises of small creatures along with the occasional rustle and splash generated by the movement of larger pond life.  
 
    The waters were shaded by the trees and half-covered by a thin layer of ice originating from reed beds on the opposite side. Beyond them and the treetops, I could see the tall mountain peaks, their snowy caps glowing brightly in the last rays of sunlight.  
 
    We'd landed near a pair of moss-covered logs; the best shelter we’d found and somewhere to start a fire. The others had already settled between them, and as I approached, I discovered the pebbles gave way to a fine sand.  
 
    "I'll make a fire," Boltock suggested. 
 
    Excitedly snapping a large branch off one of the logs, he quickly threw it down and rushed to ignite it. Before he could draw breath, Ember lit it with a flick of her tail, and jumping back from the sudden spark, he glanced at his fiery companion with an expression somewhere between frustration and admiration.  
 
    The fire’s light and immediate warmth created an almost homely feeling as Risha tore moss from the logs, laying it over the sand to create a soft bedding. Meanwhile, Boltock and Ember fed wood onto the growing flames, creating a warming beacon while feeding a strong scent of wood smoke. Looking up at the trail rising into the sky, I worried about who or what might see. 
 
    It's either that or freeze to death out here. Seriously, it has to be worth the risk.  
 
    "Done!" Boltock declared, spreading his wings as he triumphantly tossed the last log onto the fire. 
 
    A disapproving look from Ember soon changed his attitude, and even when she and his sister burst out laughing, he failed to revert to his normal self.  
 
    Upon completing their tasks, showing off, and various other antics, they all settled down beside the flames, lying in a circle on the soft beds of moss. I moved over, taking my place beside Risha, on a spot she made clear was intended for me by patting it with a forepaw.  
 
    She made that one just for me? I didn't know why, but I assumed it was because it was the spot that offered the best view of the forest. Good, all the better to keep watch.  
 
    Even so, I could not help feeling that this place was too exposed. At least in the cave there'd been only one place threats could come from.  
 
    "All that flying has tired me out," Ember mumbled through a yawn. "I think I'll get some sleep." 
 
    "Me too," Boltock added, laying his head down close to hers.  
 
    For a moment I thought he was genuinely tired, that was until I saw him open one eager eye to peer at Ember. Whether she noticed him or not, her only response was to yawn and fold a wing over her head.  
 
    "I think I should sleep too, that was probably the furthest I've flown in one day," Risha suggested, running a forepaw over a wing as she stretched.  
 
    "Goodnight, don't stay awake too long," she added with a knowing glance as she buried her head into her mossy pillow.  
 
    Oh, so she really does know I'm trying to keep watch all night. I inwardly recognised. So much for my subtlety.  
 
    Part of me wanted to know she was truly safe, another part thought it selfish to focus on just one member of my group. She deserved my admiration after what she'd done for me, and all she and Boltock had gone through at the hands of those I called family. 
 
    I can't get so hung up on something that happened years ago. There wasn't anything I could have done. My mind reassured, only for me to counter. Yeah, but I could have been more considerate about it!  
 
    I returned my attention to the forest, doing my best not to allow my feelings to cloud my duty. At least tonight there was no storm, allowing me to see the full beauty of the sky. I stared into the inky blackness as stars began to creep out from hiding. The vast points of glistening light almost started to steal my sense of time. My eyes became heavy and my neck strained to hold up my weary head. I was tired, but I would not let my guard down. Not this time. 
 
    * 
 
    My head shot up from the log. It was another dream. 'The dream', recurring repeatedly, though it always ended the same. I found myself somewhere strangely familiar, though I didn’t know where. It was dark and cold; the walls around me shimmering under a dull light, shining weakly from the centre of the cave. My mind was blank, as if someone had carefully plucked out all the terrible thoughts.  
 
    Just as I'd done before, I slowly made my way over to the light. Tendrils of old memories slowly reached out, filling the spaces in my mind.  
 
    I tried to think why I was compelled to approach the ghostly glow as a distant humming sound started emanating all around me and light bounced around the walls like an echo within an echo. Coming to my senses, I stopped just a few paces away.  
 
    I know I've seen it before, but where? The answer lay beyond my recollection.  
 
    From the darkness came a voice, barely detectable over the humming, unrecognisable, almost unreal.  
 
    "Guardian..."  
 
    * 
 
    I rubbed my sleep-heavy eyes as I flickered back into consciousness. I'd come to believe many things within the past few days, but these dreams were something else. I didn't know how much more I could take of reality, never mind my persistent nightmares.  
 
    It's only a dream. I told myself. Even so, I couldn't help noticing how different I'd felt in there – like I'd been somewhere real, too real for a dream.  
 
    I fell asleep again, spirits curse my weary eyes!  
 
    I chastised myself for drifting off and resumed my careful examination of every shadow between the trees. Nothing had changed, they stood like stark pillars in a wall of blackness. As relieving as the sight of nothing was, I couldn't help feeling unnerved. The flickering firelight only bathed the closest of the trunks before night's blackness plunged anything beyond into an abyss.  
 
    My eyes panned over to the lake, where the flame's reflection danced across the water's icy surface. I continued round, until I was peering into the firelight. It took a few moments for my eyes to adjust, finally allowing me to see the others curled up on their beds as the warm light coated them in its rich glow.  
 
    I knew it was wrong to lead them blindly into this without telling them of the risks, especially when I failed to understand those risks myself. Even so, there was no proof that the Elders’ predictions were true. From my experience of humans, the wyverns and the wolf-beast, I now knew some of their story was real, but that didn't mean all of it was; it was just like the tales Tarwin's father feared. Though I knew Risha and Boltock’s experience with humans was very real, casting more doubt on the possibility of it all being mere legend.  
 
    Dardien is real, there's thousands of dragons there. If that's the case, why should I just dismiss the idea of an age-old war and Dark Guardians?  I took a deep breath, running a forepaw over my snout as I glanced at the others. They don't have to bear this burden, so what will happen if I tell them?  
 
    The worry, the fear, the pain – it would all be a curse upon them, keep them awake and force them to constantly fear everything like me. Torn between decisions, I was unwilling to face the consequences of either outcome and time was running out.  
 
    This is my reality now, and eventually reality is going to catch up with me.  
 
    Seeking a distraction I paused, returning my watchful eye to the edge of the forest. I tried hard to make out the vague shapes lying deep within the shadows. A light covering of snow aided in my efforts, the white crystals reflecting what little light reached the glistening branches and scattered rocks. While the shadows of the lowest branches danced around, I focused intensely on the gaps between their wooden bases, thankfully the only thing crossing my view were the orange-tinted, puffs of breath rising up from the end of my snout.  
 
    No! No falling asleep! My thoughts declared as my eyes began to grow heavy again.  
 
    I remained like that for hours, teetering on the edge of consciousness, the fear of monsters in the waking world and the dread of my dreams keeping me in limbo. Before long, I picked up on a smell that stood out, somewhere deep within the forest. Spurred on, I sniffed again, this time raising myself up onto the log with my front paws. The smell was unusual, it wasn’t the stench of the wolf-beast or the wyverns. In fact, the closest thing I could compare it to was a bird.  
 
    For a moment I considered the earth birds, but what I'd seen of them was enough to know they weren’t the type of animal to dwell deep within vast forest. Whatever it was seemed larger than any bird I was familiar with; that fact alone was enough to make me want to wake the others and fly away. From what I could tell, whatever it was, was also a safe distance away, so I held back my initial panic and continued to study the odour.  
 
    In doing so, I noticed another scent, moving in perfect union with the first, it was like they were one animal, and I wondered if my senses were just playing tricks on me. The second smell was completely new, but I couldn’t think of anything to compare it to.  
 
    Is that cat-like? It can't be, they're not so... Mangy? My mind objected to the idea. It can't be possible; how can something smell of two animals in that way?  
 
    Then again, I was coming to discover that almost anything was possible in this new world, so I forced myself to take it seriously. As I did, the scent vanished as quickly as it had materialised. I sniffed several more times, but it had utterly disappeared.  
 
    Well, so much for that. I inwardly huffed. So long as whatever it is stays way out there, I don't care.  
 
    I settled down, thinking that perhaps it had been a dream or a trick of my mind, even so, I would certainly recognise it if it came back.  
 
    A distant howl, deep and drawn out reverberated from deep within the trees, immediately triggering a sinister and bone-chilling alert to the third of my active senses. The moment the bellow ceased, the forest came alive with chattering, like a grim, laughing symphony. I shot up, fear injecting my body with adrenalin and bringing me to full alert. The moment I was on my paws, the chatter ceased, plunging the night back into an eerie silence.  
 
    That can't be it. I thought, glancing around. A howl like that must be one of those monsters!  
 
    The call had certainly come from far away, too far for a creature to smell us. Even so, I knew that underestimating a beast like that could be a fatal mistake, and then there was the chattering.  
 
    There's more than one, there has to be.  
 
    My eyes jumped from one point to another, leaping between the lake and the dark tree line. I almost fell over the log when I turned to look behind me, and my view was suddenly met by something other than darkness. 
 
    Risha’s distinctive blue scales shone in the firelight as she shivered, wrapping her wings around herself like a blanket.  
 
    "Nightmares?" she questioned wearily as she moved towards me.  
 
    Unbeknownst to her, a flood of relief washed over me.  
 
    "No, keeping watch," I responded evasively.  
 
    "Watching for what?" she asked with a gentle laugh.  
 
    "Whatever is out there," I responded, unsure whether to freak her out with the knowledge of what I'd just heard.  
 
    I turned away, unable to look at her while I wasn’t being completely honest. As she jumped up beside me, part of me wished she would just go back to sleep.  
 
    Stop griping, you know you appreciate her company, now more than ever.  
 
    "It's called North Rim, the forest, that is," she said as she gazed out over the icy trees. "It runs the width of the whole northern continent."  
 
    I tried to stay focused. I'd seen enough social interactions amongst my family to know she wanted the company as much as I did.  
 
    It's not like I'm in a position to refuse, especially after my ‘family’ caused her so much distress.  
 
    The comforting sound of her voice seemed to chase away my fear just as much as mine did hers, and it wasn't long until I was unable to maintain my focus on the forest.  
 
    "Nightmares, yes," I finally admitted, letting my eyes slip towards her. 
 
     Her expression was understanding and reassuring, saying nothing more she simply turned to the darkness and rested her head on the log. 
 
    I glance over to the fire, still haunted by her story as I thought about what to say. When I first met her socialising was awkward, but now I felt interacting was impossible. 
 
    She managed to chase away my fear of the forest with simple, soothing words, how can my awkward babbling ever compare to that? 
 
    I slowly collected myself. No, I'll tell her the truth, that's what I'll do!  
 
    Turning around I did my best to adopt a completely different attitude.  
 
    The first thing I noticed was that her comforting smile was gone, however; and her eyes locked on the trees. I followed her gaze, my fear exploding when my eyes landed on the sight standing directly in front of us. Firelight coated the tall bulk of fur and muscle, while its sinister eyes glowed like white gems in a dark cave. Fire-lit plumes of breath steadily discharged from its nostrils, the exhaled steam collecting above a row of gruesome daggers visible through the large black ribbons of its raised lip.  
 
    "What in the creators' name is that?" Risha whispered as she leaned back from the log.  
 
    "Wake the others," I instructed quietly, eyes refusing to peel away from the beast.  
 
    It stood motionless, before raising its head to let out a long, loud howl, accompanied by a steaming column of breath. My bones rattled for every second the bellowing din dragged on. Yet I held my position while it lowered its threatening eyes back to mine. I heard the others waking up, while my heartbeat so fast it felt like it would burst from my chest. 
 
    "What is that?" I heard Ember ask. 
 
    "Quiet," Risha instructed.  
 
    The beast scanned each of them before returning its glaring eyes to me. This time I had nowhere to hide, and there was no guessing or anticipating what else could be crawling out of the forest. This time the threat was real and right in front of me.  
 
    Stretching out a huge paw, the beast stepped forward, smooth pebbles shifting under its weight. Its whole body followed, gracefully moving its ferocious jaw towards me. With no idea whether it could understand me, I growled a warning, bared my teeth and spread my wings, attempting to look intimidating. My efforts were futile, the beast showed no sign of withdrawing.  
 
    Instead, it mimicked my aggressive actions with its own, displaying the full sight of its gnashing jaws. At that, I almost felt like I was melting into the pebbles.  
 
    No, I'm the only thing between this thing and the others. They're out here because of me, it's my duty to keep them safe.  
 
    I stood my ground, every natural weapon I possessed ready to deploy. The closer the beast prowled, the more I realized I was less than half the size of the approaching wall of muscle and teeth.  
 
     I was about to be mauled! I've been in similar situations before, against the wyverns and Thunder, and I'm still here.  
 
    I guessed it was because they weren’t intent on killing me, I also knew the feelings they'd summoned were real. Glowing eyes and blind rage that I could barely remember.  
 
    Please, if any of it's true, I could really do with that power right now.  
 
    Taking in a deep breath, reclaiming what fear had stolen, I collected myself, stood tall on the log and thought... I hope this works. 
 
    The beast stopped its approach. Then something even stranger happened – it turned and moved away. I watched with suspicion as it moved out of sight.  
 
    Maybe it knows something, does it know what I can do when I'm pushed?  
 
    "Blaze, where'd it go?" Risha stammered, glancing around in a fluster. 
 
    I was just about to assure her it was safe when our relief was short-lived. 
 
    The sound of heavy paws moving at speed snapped my attention back to the forest, to where I saw the monster approaching with gathering momentum. Its head held low, ears twitching and mouth open wide.  
 
    Bursting forward across the pebbles, it reached the log in one huge leap. I instinctively dropped down, hearing the thud above as its paws landed, the impact of its weight forcing the decomposing wood to crack and splinter. It cleared the fire, sending the flames into a whirl of sparks and embers.  
 
    "Where are the others?" I demanded, staggering to my paws along with Risha.  
 
    "Ember!" she called out.  
 
    The beast turned its head to face us, revealing the struggling orange dragoness pinned by her wing beneath its claws. The adrenalin spike coursing through me drove me to run, but I was forced down as something else jumped over the log. With a thud and a scattering of sand, a second beast landed in front of the fire, sending the flames into another frenzy. This time, there was no hesitation. The creature launched itself at me.  
 
    I’d no time to think, instinctively leaping aside at the last second, the fearsome teeth of my attacker narrowly missing as they struck the log with a splintering crunch. I glanced over, filled with relief to see Risha had also jumped sideways to avoid the living battering ram.  
 
    My attention snapped back to the beast propelling itself forward, this time landing on me with all four legs, pinning me beneath its bulk. Its horrifying jaw was suspended directly over my head, saliva dribbling down in beady strings. Its bellowing breath held a gruesome concoction of foul stenches, and I slammed my eyes shut as fear overcame me.  
 
    This is it; I'm done.  
 
    At that moment everything seemed to come into focus. My eyes opened, I stretched out, using every ounce of my strength to push all four paws firmly into its underbelly. Caught completely by surprise, the beast flailed around uncontrollably as I shoved it into the fire. Engulfed by flames it yelped in pain, desperately trying to right itself as the fire consumed its body like a swarm of burning ants. 
 
    I jumped to my paws, focusing on the beast holding Ember. Without thinking, I rushed to attack it, only for one of my hind legs to flood with pain. The weight of a dozen knives pressing into my flesh sank in as the limb was pulled out from under me. Even my rage-filled mind wasn't enough to repel the horror as I glanced back to see my blood-seeping rear leg trapped in the jaws of the fallen monster, having taken its final revenge from the blaze.  
 
    Battling through the pain I shook my leg in a desperate attempt to break free, turning hopelessly to look at Ember struggling beneath her attacker. Another gust of wind disturbed the air and a loud crashing sound drew my attention. 
 
    By the spirits, it's another of those things! My mind screamed. 
 
    When I glanced up, I saw something had smashed into the side of the monster’s head, and with another whoosh a second projectile hammered at its skull. Blood oozed from the impact wounds, as its eyes centred in on its new attacker standing heroically on the log.  
 
    Bathed in the firelight, Boltock snarled and his eyes narrowed. Large pebbles from the beach collided in the air, compacting together into spinning boulders orbiting around him.  
 
    "Get off her!" he declared, letting loose more of the whirling rocks.  
 
    Distracted by his assault, Ember unleashed a torrent of flame upon her attacker. It jumped into the air, yelping in pain, before running down the beach like a living fireball and collapsing in a heap.  
 
    "By the creators! Blaze, your leg!" Risha cried as she heaved the dead beast's jaws open. 
 
    "I'm fine," I replied, biting back the agony with a wince. "I don't need my legs to fly, that's what matters now."  
 
    Damn, I'm starting to sound like Tarwin!  
 
    She immediately saw through my lie, quickly scanning my mauled limb. "No, but you do need them to land, feather-brain!"  
 
    With my scales dripping with crimson, it was clear she knew far more about healing than I did, and her expression did not bode well.  
 
    Meanwhile, discordant sounds filled the forest as two more monsters crashed out from the darkness, quickly passing the burning carcass of their fallen fellow.  
 
    "We need to go!" I ordered, opening my wings, before assuring, "Risha, you can look everyone over when we're somewhere safe!"  
 
    There was no argument from anyone, and I began flapping hard, the pain in my leg pulsing with every beat.  
 
    The leathery membranes caught on the light breeze and swiftly lifted me away from the massacre, the others quickly following. In the distance, the faint, red light of dawn sliced over the horizon, its bright-orange glow gushing through the trees like a great flood of fire.  
 
    If only it could chase all the darkness away. I thought, watching our new attackers sprinting towards our vacated position, only to slip on scattering pebbles while futilely snapping their jaws.  
 
    The urgency of our transition from the warm fire to bitterly cold morning air was a shock at first, though the sensation was soon overpowered by the burning pain in my leg. I tried to steer my eyes away, even so, I could clearly see the limp, blood-stained limb dangling in the freezing air.  
 
    No, right now that's not important. Risha can help when we're all safe. Just make sure we all stay safe!  
 
    I surveyed the group, trying to maintain my role as leader. They were all shaken, particularly Ember, but thankfully the only major physical injury was my leg.  
 
    If anything happened to any of them, I had no idea what I might do.  
 
    Faint as it may be relief slowly crept into my mind amidst the pain and shock. We swerved north towards the snowy mountain peaks, while I did my best not to think about my wounds. I'd learned from horrific experience back in the village what could become of injuries of its like, and it wasn't pretty. If it was consumed by infection, then I'd fail Tarwin and my friends. 
 
    No, don't think like that! Risha knows what she's doing. She'll heal it, then I can save Tarwin.  
 
    My growing relief was unexpectedly shattered by an ear-piercing screech, followed by a strong gust of wind, which sent me spinning out of control. Each frantic attempt to right myself induced a surge of pain through my injured limb. I recovered just in time to witness a large shape disappear into the forest.  
 
    "What in the spirits' name was that?" I asked, looking back at the others. 
 
    One, two, three... there's no three, Boltock! Where the green dragon had once flown was now just open air. My stomach churned, twisting with dread as my mind raced.  
 
    Risha was first to react, plummeting downward just as fast as whatever had snatched her brother. I locked on to her position, following without thinking, diving at tremendous speed with little care for my injury.  
 
    After a few moments of intense flight, my body started to betray me. I frantically tried to focus, but my strength leeched away, every rapid wing beat sent burning pain through me and each jolt released blood to the wind. Sucking in more air than my nostrils could take, I gritted my teeth so hard it felt as though my jaw might crack.  
 
    It wasn’t long before I passed over the spot where Risha had landed, and I attempted to set down. An unbroken layer of snow lay in a perfect sheet over the ground, Ember landed first, the crisp sheet crunching under her paws as she dashed over to her sapphire friend. Landing clumsily, I noticed what Risha was focused on; a large rock that broke the tree line, its dull grey surface partially stained with blood-tainted snow. 
 
     I pulled my leg up against my underside, blocking out the pain and limped over to her.  
 
    "What is it?” Ember and I asked in panicked tones, the fiery dragoness placing a paw on Risha's shoulder.  
 
    She gave no response, remaining motionless while her rage-filled eyes probed the forest beyond the rock. My eyes followed to where they met another nightmare – not that of my dreams, but the one thing that had started this all, a wyvern.  
 
    The sight of the winged horror standing menacingly on its rocky throne ignited a raging storm of emotion deep inside me. It wasn’t the beast that terrified me, however; it was who was hanging limply from its jaw. Boltock's wing was clamped between its fangs. Risha jumped forward and I reacted before even considering the consequences, stretching out a wing to block her path.  
 
    "Wait, it could kill him before we can make a move." She halted, fixing me with a glare more terrifying than any monster.  
 
    I cautiously stepped forward. It must be after me, what other reason does it have to come back? 
 
    Moreover, if my sacrifice meant the survival of those who willingly followed me into this nightmare, then so be it.  
 
    "What do you want?" I demanded, stopping just a few steps in front of Risha.  
 
    It felt stupid to even ask such a question, assuming it could speak in the first place. The spiny frills on the back of its skull rattled as its long neck uncoiled, raising its head high. I lurched forward as its jaw opened, tossing Boltock’s limp body in front of his sister. She lost all focus on the wyvern as she dove to her brother's aid.  
 
    Meanwhile, the monster did nothing but sit baring its teeth in a jaw lined with the gruesome sheen of crimson saliva. As if to make a point, the creature turned its head to the side, revealing a more frightful vision. All that remained of one of its eyes was a mangled, blood-stained socket. 
 
    Rage boiled inside me. This wasn't just any monster and even with my injured leg, I was ready to lash out.  
 
    It's thinking, assessing, it knows what will make me break. With that in mind I contained my fury. It's a game, it wants me to attack. 
 
    "Blaze!" I turned, expecting to see Risha, yet her focus was completely on her brother.  
 
    Ember moved up next to me, her wary eyes cast out to the trees. "I really hope you can pull off another move like you did back in training, because we're gonna need it." 
 
    It took a moment for me to realise she was the one addressing me. Her voice was stern, like Pyro's, as she assessed the situation with military precision. It was only when I looked to where her eyes scoured the trees that I realised our peril.  
 
    Emerging from the gloom were more of the wolf-beasts, prowling like shadowy ghosts. All holding their position at the edge of the tree line. I stood motionless, looking back to the wyvern on its rocky perch, sitting like an executioner ready to give the final order. 
 
    One of our group down and another focused on keeping him alive, we were outnumbered by the lethal killing machines – I counted at least twelve. They maintained their position, seconds dripping by like the slow patter from the tip of a melting icicle.  
 
    What are they waiting for? They have us outnumbered, why hesitate? 
 
    One last wolf-beast prowled out to stand on the rock beside the wyvern. It was larger and more powerful than the others.  
 
    Know your enemy. I thought, as Tarwin had taught me.  
 
    Three distinct scars flanked its side and around its neck hung a metal collar. It's the beast from the forest, must be the pack leader?  
 
    Raising its head in the air, the alpha released a deafening howl, its subordinates simultaneously mimicking. The sound thundered in my ears, penetrating the forest and the mountains beyond, bouncing from every surface as if none wished to hold on to it.  
 
    "By all the fires, there's nothing they teach at the academy that prepares you for that," Ember muttered, shaking her head. 
 
    Meanwhile, the monsters returned their sinister stares to our small huddle, and the lesser beasts started a slow, menacing advance. 
 
    The pain in my leg grew with every movement, shoving it to the back of my mind I backed up to Risha, forcing myself between her, Boltock, and as many of the beasts as I could. Meanwhile, the lead-beast leapt from the rock to join the mob, while the wyvern remained still, like a reaper overseeing the slaughter with diabolical pleasure.  
 
    This is it, there's nothing more I can do.  
 
    The greatest blow came from knowing that I'd led my friends to this, and that blow did more than rip through flesh or shatter bones – it devastated my soul.  
 
    That all changed when, like thunder, an explosion of flapping wings followed by an eagle-like screech penetrated the air. I glanced up to see what appeared to be a dark bolt of lightning fly overhead. Whatever the projectile was smashed into the wyvern's head, and all attention turned towards the flailing monster frantically shaking off its surprise attacker. The mysterious assailant was a new creature, its identity unfathomable, more so because all I could see were the wyvern's frantic movements.  
 
    Several of the wolf-beasts broke ranks, charging back to aid their winged master, creating holes in their formation. Exploiting the weak points, more of the mysterious attackers began to plummet from the sky, and with their attack in disarray, the wolf-beasts broke into a charge. One sprang from the pack toward me, I ducked and its momentum took it over my head. I turned to see it crash into the snow, sprawled out on the ground it was immediately enveloped by flames as Ember clawed at its head with her fiery talons. 
 
    To my left, another beast broke rank and I ducked again. Yet this one was far enough away to counter my defensive manoeuvring. I cowered, half-closing my eyes, when the charging beast was struck down by an equally large creature. My mysterious saviour collided with the monster's flank, pressing its furry bulk into the snow with a pair of fearsome talons. The wolf-beast snapped angrily, flailing and kicking; however, the new creature was more than powerful enough to keep it immobilised. 
 
    Scanning the conflict, I tried to identify our elusive saviours. My efforts were squashed as a scream sounded out from the maelstrom. I glanced over to see Risha standing defensively over her brother's injured body, furiously fending off another wolf-beast. Without a second thought, I rushed over as fast as my injury would allow, my nauseous pain doubling as the force of a wolf-beast barging past knocked me to the ground. 
 
    With my face pressed to the snow, I gave several spluttered coughs as I stumbled to my quivering paws. Through my growing daze I could see Risha standing fearlessly against a beast poised to strike, razor-sharp fangs ready to bear down against her. She didn’t fight back, at least not in the way I would have done; she retaliated without the use of claws or teeth, standing motionless with her mind completely focussed.  
 
    In the blink of an eye the air next to her began to warp and spin as tiny droplets of water materialised into a swirling shaft of liquid. As it collected, the water solidified to become a steaming spear of razor-sharp ice.  
 
    Her attention remained unbroken as the spear mercilessly obeyed her mental command, thrusting up through the underside of the beast’s jaw, effortlessly piercing its skull and bursting out through the back of its head. I skidded to a halt as she withdrew the blade from the first beast and swung it round to slash the legs of another with a simple flick of her head. She fought with the grace and majesty of legend, like a true dragon. 
 
    What do I have? Pathetic teeth, claws and a leg that's about ready to fall off. Glancing back at the bloody limb, I staggered in the mud. How can I keep denying that I'm not like them? If I am, then I must have something, like the Elders told me I should? 
 
    At that moment, I was ready to fall into the muddy squalor, to leave this nightmare. At least until I looked back and saw another wolf-beast prowling up behind Risha.  
 
    There wasn't a moment of hesitation, through all the stomach-churning pain, I launched myself into its flank, taking it by surprise and instantly digging my claws into its mangy hide. It gave a stunned yelp as I clawed my way to the top of its head and sank my claws into the thin coat of taught flesh stretched over its skull. Blood seeped through the open wounds, pouring in streams across its face.  
 
    "Try tasting your own blood!" I shouted, as my fury reached boiling point. "See how you like it!"  
 
    Taking in another deep breath I gritted my teeth and held on while the beast yelped and violently shook its head, before breaking into a blind charge towards Risha.  
 
    No! My mind screamed, as I thrust my claws in harder, dragging them through the creature's hide in a futile effort to steer it away.  
 
    The pain in my flank reached a searing crescendo as reason, control and even consciousness seemed to burn away. Steam began to hiss from my claws, but it was as though the moment was as far away from me as the stars.  
 
    The boiling grew hotter, the smell of burning flesh crept into my nostrils and I swore I felt the beast's burning skull begin to crack. My talons turned into blazing spears as fury pulsated around my body like a primal fire. Instinct drove me to rear my head, coil my neck and open my mouth. My lungs burned like hot coals, the beating of my heart fuelling the fire like a forge's bellows, flames building until a burning energy surged from deep inside and filled my throat.  
 
    I took in one more breath before exhaling a blast of blinding-white energy, instantly vaporizing the beast’s skull. My scales felt like they were on fire, a feeling of all-consuming power scorching away any pain as what remained of the destroyed animal swayed beneath me. 
 
    Finally, the headless body slumped, throwing me off. As soon as I hit the ground the unbelievable power abandoned me, leaving me exhausted and gasping like a beached salmon.  
 
    What did I just do? I can't have... Even if I did, no fire is that powerful! 
 
    I tried to raise myself to my paws, staggering backward before they gave out under me.  
 
    What did I do? I inwardly repeated as I looked at the steam rising from my bloody foreclaws. 
 
     It was my enemy! I destroyed it because it was going to destroy me! I dared not even lift my forepaw to my own face. Such power and... And... I just killed it without so much as a thought!  
 
    No! Stop it! It was that thing or you. You did it to keep your friend safe! 
 
    Relief flooded in to extinguish my concern when I turned to see Risha standing over her brother's body, Ember by her side. Beyond, a hoard of frightened eyes stared at me, until a loud howl echoed over the silent battlefield and as one the beasts turned and scampered back into the forest. 
 
    They're running? From what? I slumped to the charred mud. From me?  
 
    Dead bodies littered the clearing, some smoking and singed, others pierced and oozing blood. I'd heard Tarwin’s father say the sight of battle could drive a person to madness, and now I believed it.  
 
    Dragging my head up I turned away from the massacre, slowly rising to my paws, and my injured leg's torment gradually returned. 
 
    Finally, my eyes fell upon one final monster, perched on its rock, its head shredded, clawed, and leaking oily black blood. The wyvern was different, it was far more intelligent than the wingless beasts, no fear lay within its glaring eye. Fixing me with an envious glare it released a ferocious roar before its huge, leathery wings spread wide and with one powerful flap it lifted into the air. The departure left only one thought: this retreat isn’t going to last. 
 
    "Are you okay?" I asked, mustering enough energy to speak as I approached the others. 
 
    Risha tended to her brother religiously, Ember observing with concern. The fiery-orange dragoness was the one to assure me that both she and Risha were fine; the same could not be said for Boltock. 
 
    The sight of his injuries resurrected the guilt-ridden twist in my gut. He was still breathing but was also out cold. 
 
    That may be a mercy for now. I concluded. 
 
    His wing was shredded, the middle membrane torn to ribbons and the fragile bones seemingly shattered. I crouched down beside Risha as she directed her magic into holding a watery bandage to his wounds. Before I could speak, however, a shadow loomed over us and I glanced up to find myself staring into a pair of piercing, avian eyes. 
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter 9 
 
    Storm Peak 
 
      
 
    It was unlike anything I'd ever seen before, standing twice my height with the lean bulk to match. At first glance it looked like a giant eagle, with yellow, bird-like eyes peering around a powerful beak. A layer of thick brown feathers covered its body, while two wolf-like ears and a crown of white plumage marked its head. A pair of scaly-black feet, each with three forward and one backward-facing toe, supported its body.  
 
    My first view of the creature was confusing enough, and as I looked further, I became even more baffled. The coat of feathers, in fact; its entire bird-like appearance, stopped halfway along its body, beneath two large wings. A hide of golden fur covered the rear half, stretching all the way down to a pair of feline hind legs. Finally, a long tail extended from its rear, tipped by a small tuft of black fur. It was a weird concoction of a bird and, well, something else. The strange smells I'd noticed before the first attack now made sense.  
 
    Despite their sudden intervention and seemingly peaceful attitude, my first instinct was not to trust them.  
 
    "Are you okay?" the clearly male creature questioned, his stern, authoritative voice immediately confirming we could understand one another.  
 
    I was surprised he spoke at all. The shock of being able to communicate with my own kind was significant enough, but now I didn't even know what I was about to talk to.  
 
    They just saved us, but I don't know why – their reasons may not be in our best interests? But if they're out to hurt us surely they'd have already tried by now?  
 
    As much as I disliked having only one option, I was going to have to take a chance.  
 
    "Yes, mostly," I replied, hiding my injured leg. 
 
    I can't let them see I'm injured. If they're not scared like the wolf-beast, they may think I'm weak and easy prey.  
 
    Unfortunately, my efforts were in vain, there was no hiding from the stranger's sharp eyes. He turned his head, peering around my side like a curious seagull before giving an odd huff. 
 
    A moment later I watched as he marched through the snow towards another of his kind. This one looked slightly different. He was taller, with more bulk. His front feathers were grey and most of his thick chest plumage was covered by a large metal plate combined with two clawed gauntlets around his front talons. An open-face helmet covered his head, exposing his eyes, beak, and ears.  
 
    Their armour is like some of the dragon guards I saw back at the temple. I surmised, silently judging my new comrade while constantly searching for any reason to suggest they weren’t on our side.  
 
    One obvious observation was that the armoured creature had authority over the others, leading me to assume that they must be soldiers. The thought of more creatures behaving in a militaristic way was strange. Despite seeing similar behaviour depicted in the temple murals, witnessing it for real only served to increase my concern that this world was far larger and stranger than I'd imagined.  
 
    For a moment I recalled imagining myself living the life which I'd always dreamt of, with my own kind. Only now I didn't even recognise the picture. This vast world was so full of fantastic things, their influence forcing me to change and in that moment of rage, I'd felt like I could destroy everything. 
 
    I recalled what the Elders told me: ‘not once has a dragon like you been recorded’. 
 
    I could no longer deny that I was unique because of more than just my scales. Even so, in my rapidly expanding world, I continued to feel out of place.  
 
    Is the whole world out to fear me? I wondered, the image of the wary wolf-beasts firmly in mind. 
 
    I tried to reassure myself I had friends and a whole city of dragons that didn’t fear me, and from what I could tell neither did the creatures who'd just saved us. 
 
    That's right, they're my friends. No matter what happens. I glanced over to the others. Let's make sure I can keep them. 
 
    Ember and Risha were still beside me, while Boltock lay motionless on the ground. He appeared to be having difficulty breathing and a coat of deep crimson ran from his mauled wing. The wound was barely visible through a distorted layer of water which Risha had suspended against him, just as she had done for me. Her concentration was unbreakable, her eyes locked tight, blocking out every other aspect of the world.  
 
    Another shadow fell over us and I turned to find myself staring at another of the mysterious creatures. This one had a distinctive, almost regal appearance, far sleeker than their fellows.  
 
    She must be female? I observed, noting her slightly smaller stature and less flamboyant plumage.  
 
    White feathers covered her body and she appeared to have some sort of satchel strapped to her back. Without a word she knelt in front of Boltock, scanning his limp body with a pair of sky-blue eyes.  
 
    "We're going to have to get this one back to Storm Peak," she announced, glancing over at what I'd assumed was the lead creature.  
 
    He nodded and quickly marched to advise his troops, while the female at Boltock’s side looked at Risha.  
 
    "You're doing a great job there," she commented in a voice as smooth as a gentle summer breeze. "But if we don't get the help he needs, he may not make it," she added.  
 
    Risha remained focused on her brother while Ember glanced up, pausing for a moment before gingerly placing her wing over Risha’s back. 
 
    "Risha?" she whispered close to her friend's ear, "I know you promised him, but you don't have to do this on your own."  
 
    Risha slowly opened her eyes, relinquishing her intense focus, allowing the blood-stained water to pour away into the grass. Her eyes fluttered, freeing the last of her tears as she glanced at the mysterious creature.  
 
    It's as if she knows what they are. I thought. 
 
    The look she gave said as much and was enough to alter my initial impression; however, Ember maintained a more accepting demeanour.  
 
    "You better know what you're doing, featherwing," the fiery dragoness demanded.  
 
    The white creature gave a nod of reassurance; however, her kind actions were still challenged.  
 
    "By the creators, if anything happens to him!" Risha snapped as she took a step back.  
 
    "He’ll be safe," the featherwing assured. "You have my word."  
 
    Even so, Risha turned away with a huff, almost walking into me. I dreaded her reaction, but to my surprise her aggression subsided, to be replaced with a strangely passive attitude as she glanced my way.  
 
    "Sorry, I didn't see you there." Her words broke into weak fragments as she sniffed. 
 
    I attempted to hide my injury, she didn't need anyone else to worry about; and I didn’t deserve her concern. Meanwhile she gave a weak snort before walking by and leaving me to stare into space.  
 
    "She'll be okay," Ember whispered, walking up beside me. "She's always been very protective of him." 
 
    "I know, she's got every reason to be," I replied.  
 
    Ember appeared confused for a moment, before nodding in understanding. The sound of more voices caught my attention, and I tried to correct my slouched form to match Ember's formal pose at the sight of the group leader peering down at me.  
 
    "So, you're the one?" he asked, blatantly glancing over at the fallen beast with the disintegrated head. 
 
    What does he mean ‘the one’? In my mind's turmoil I managed to form the connection between the words of the Elders and the lead-creature. 
 
    "What do you mean?" I asked curiously, doing my best not to look pathetic.  
 
    He opened his beak to speak when a sound bellowed from deep within the forest. A now familiar howl.  
 
    "Ghauls! Get everyone airborne now!" the lead-creature barked, and his companions swiftly prepared for take-off. 
 
    "No time to explain," he continued, before rushing off to issue commands.  
 
    The pale creature already had Boltock strapped to her back, and one by one they began to take off, rising quickly on an updraft. Ember followed, leaving only Risha and I sitting in the snow-covered grass. 
 
     "We have to go," I suggested, softly nudging her with my wing. "He needs you."  
 
    She gave me one last glance before rushing past and up into the air. I sat in stunned silence for a moment, looking down at the battlefield.  
 
    What did I do here? Surely, I didn't actually breathe fire or use magic like they do?  
 
    Snapping myself from my trance I caught the next updraft. Flapping my wings hard, I launched myself to join the others, while the clearing, the death and smouldering bodies gradually disappeared behind us. 
 
    * 
 
    The forest that had seemed endless yesterday, surrendered to a much greater set of natural monuments. The mountains rose from the trees' grip like a mighty fortress, sheer faces dotted with ridges and outcrops that offered no place for vegetation to grow. Our altitude gradually increased, the air growing thinner as I focused all my attention on flying. Looking ahead, I could see we needed to gain more height as the mountains stretched their snow-covered peaks higher into the sky, like knives cutting through the clouds.  
 
    The armoured among the group of six creatures led the way and it was clear that my friends had mixed feelings about our new allies. 
 
    Featherwings, that’s what Ember called them? I recalled, glancing at my own wing and the obvious differences.  
 
    My friends obviously know more about them than I do, so I'll leave my opinion to their judgment.  
 
    Swooping up beside the mountain slopes the air grew colder as our airspace gradually narrowed between steep cliffs. The rising slopes dictated our path into an enormous valley overlooked by two towering peaks. Pine trees climbed the rocky inclines, reaching up from a shimmering river snaking its way along the valley floor, abandoning their advance halfway up the slope to the barren, snow-covered rocks reaching down from the freezing summits.  
 
    The air grew more hostile, made all the worse by a strong wind funnelled between the mountains. As much as I disliked it, I was thankful for how the chill numbed the pain in my leg. 
 
    My greatest concern now, was Boltock. From what I'd seen of his injuries, he was in a bad way, and I couldn't help blame myself for it. I'd failed to explain the risks, I should have just told them all sooner and maybe they would have decided to go home.  
 
    Despite my lack of trust for these featherwings, I had a faint glimmer of hope that they might be able to help. The way the white-feathered creature had spoken encouraged my desire to trust them, though the words of her leader filled me with less optimism. 
 
    'So, you're the one’, the statement flashed through my mind, combined with how he'd looked at me.  
 
    Maybe it's worth giving them a chance, just to hear what they have to say?  
 
    I'd wanted the same thing from the dragons. I'd been willing to wait while Tarwin was out there, only to be disappointed by what they told me. The thought of more delay made me shudder, but I had to try and find the truth.  
 
    I need to know what I felt when I killed that beast. I thought, looking at one of my forepaws.  
 
    Rounding a ridge moments later, a blinding light burst out from the edge of the rock face, forcing my eyes shut. I flew blind for a moment as they adjusted to the brightness, eventually opening to see the rising sun projecting an explosion of light over the horizon at the far end of the valley. Another river meandered below, steep mountain slopes reaching high on either side. An immense column of rock extended up from the cliff face to my left, casting a shadow across the land like a great talon clawing for the sky. It looked out of place, and for a moment I thought it was an illusion brought on by blood loss or exposure.  
 
    Sitting on top of the pillar was some sort of wooden structure, unlike anything I'd ever seen. At its perimeter it adopted the same shape as the top of the pillar upon which it sat. It had four openings placed symmetrically around the cylindrical walls and a circular roof covered by a central tower. Four smaller towers, similar in design, extended up from the top of the lower structure, rising until they reached the height of the central mass. 
 
    Our small group uniformly corrected course towards what looked like some kind of bridge held up by several pieces of rope hanging down from the main building. It connected smaller wooden structures to a vast sprawl of buildings adorning the face of the steep mountainside. The rest of the city appeared to boast the same rounded design, clinging defiantly to the sheer rock like nesting seabirds.  
 
    As we closed in, several featherwings broke off and headed towards the city. Meanwhile, I continued with the others, following the lead-creature along with the one carrying Boltock. We headed towards the central tower of the pillar-top keep. Passing close to the city I glanced over the sprawling expanse, noting how it resembled the dragon city, the main differences being the wooden construction and the criss-crossing bridges tying it all together.  
 
    Just like back in Dardien, I was awestruck by the majesty of their architecture. It was more like that which I knew, constructed by hard work and toil rather than elemental magic. I knew Tarwin would certainly respect the craftsmanship here. 
 
    Can they tell me where I come from? Do they know anything else about our attackers or these 'troubled times' the Elders spoke of?  
 
    I found myself listing more questions as my newfound respect for the featherwings grew. Yet despite my personal desires, my immediate priority was Boltock.  
 
    Risha needs him way more than I need answers. I reminded myself.   
 
    The heavy clatter of metal-clad talons marked the lead-creature’s landing as he came to settle on a rounded wooden platform extending out from the tower. The white featherwing landed more carefully, Risha’s eyes following her every move. Ember and I remained in the air as two more of them flew past, gently flapping their wings until they reached the platform. Ember was next and I followed close behind, crashing with a dull thud as the sudden force sent a spike of twisting pain up my leg.  
 
    "Are you okay?" the fire dragoness called, running over to support me.  
 
    "Fine," I muttered, trying my best not to yelp.  
 
    "You don't look fine," she declared sternly, quickly putting her wing beneath mine, lifting me to my paws.  
 
    "Get them both to the healing chamber," the lead-creature ordered with a glance to his companion, before withdrawing into the keep.  
 
    "Follow me," she calmly instructed as she made her way into the tower.  
 
    Risha needed no encouragement, she was stuck to her brother’s nurse like glue. I looked over at Ember and tried to take a step.  
 
    "You're not going to be able to walk on your own, so don't even try," she declared, holding and leading me forward.  
 
    Guess she is the one with the most training. Which puts me in the best paws.  
 
    On either side of the circular platform lay two staircases leading down into the bowels of the structure, the tempting warmth of a flickering glow rising from within. The white creature proceeded down one of them, while the other featherwings used the opposite.  
 
    Moving on, I found the internal walls of the keep were smooth and shiny, unlike the hard, weather-worn exterior. Steps ran around the circumference of the rounded chamber; their design couldn't have been worse for me. Each was formed from an individual log extending out from the wall just within a young dragon’s leg reach of the next.  
 
    I took a deep breath; the pain of every step more excruciating than the last. Even so, the invitation of a warm orange glow originating from a stone brazier at the base of the staircase encouraged my progress.  
 
    I'd rather be wounded and warm, than dying out in the cold.  
 
    I could feel myself slipping away into a creeping unconsciousness. If it hadn’t been for Ember, I'd have certainly collapsed by the time we reached the bottom of the tower. 
 
    The floor appeared to be made of a smooth wood, the growth rings of the original tree still visible in the flickering light. While the branches had been replaced by torch fastenings. Either side of us passageways led off in opposite directions. Our carer quickly moved to the left, and as Ember and I followed, a sudden burst of cold stole what warmth I'd accumulated. Save for a wooden rail and several supporting columns, the passageway was exposed to the cold, mountainous skies.  
 
    Torches set into the wall danced in the wind, spreading their glow across the corridor. At first glance the wood around them appeared barren, though squinting through my limited vision I found it was anything but. A vast array of murals covered the surface, each one telling a story, just like the walls back in the Elders' temple.  
 
    Most of the depictions were beyond my understanding, I vaguely recognised some images portraying similar beasts to the featherwings. The first showed them weary and beaten, crossing what looked like flaming rivers surrounded by forests and mountains of fire. Peering down like a tyrant was a strange creature of jagged stone and coiling tentacles, its many eyes glowing bright red. The whole scene was straddled by a strange collection of magnificent golden buildings. Each a unique combination of tall shapes sitting on top of clouds suspended by sunbeams. 
 
    More of the feathered beasts descended from the celestial city, bringing golden talons to bear upon the stone monster looming over their battered brethren. Further along, the heavenly sky faded, and the world depicted below the clouds showed feathered beasts flying over natural mountains, until a sequence of paintings illustrated the unmistakable image of the wooden keep in which we now stood. Sitting on top of its rocky pedestal, lit from behind by a vast red sun like a king upon a towering throne.  
 
    The pictures went on to depict the story of the Guardian War; however, unlike those in the draconic temple, there were fewer dragons. One lone featherwing with a coat as dark as charcoal sat defiantly on top of a solitary mountain, skulls littering the steep sides as crimson fire coated his talons.  
 
    Their guardian? I presumed, making the connection between the mural and the Elders story.  
 
    Then I recalled something else the aged dragons had said: The dragons had allies back then.  
 
    As far as I could gather these creatures were among the nine races of which they'd spoken: ‘Nine guardians, one from each race'. Not only that, but from these murals it was clear there were more races in the world, more than nine, at least. 
 
     I glanced at the creature ahead of us. Her kind fought alongside dragons centuries ago. The alliance must have dissolved like the Elders said. 
 
    "Ember?" I whispered, struggling more than I was expecting. 
 
    "Yeah?" she replied, with a look of concern.  
 
    "What are these things?" I gestured to the creature disappearing into another opening.  
 
    "They're called griffins. Aside from trade, they usually stick to North Rim, so we seldom see them. This must be Storm Peak, the city of the Northern Sun they used to tell us about as hatchlings," she answered, glancing around to study the place.  
 
    Her attitude towards them was comforting, and I quickly turned my attention back to the wall, observing what remained of the painting before it ended. Repetitive images depicting more battles, all of which must have taken place during the war the Elders referred to, or in the many troubled decades since. One image, at the far end of the wall, stood out. It was a battle like all the others, yet it was what sat above it that caught my attention. Initially it appeared out of place, but while I scoured the painting, I felt a strange sensation, it was almost as though I should recognise it. 
 
    It took me a short while to recall as my mind was slowly taken back to the seal on the temple’s golden door. The same mural of four armoured dragons sat around a sphere was depicted on the griffin wall. Unlike the image in Dardien, two four-pointed stars sat in the centre of the smoke-laden sky above them. One was a combination of warm colours, its bright-white centre slowly fading to orange and finally red at the tip of each point. The other star was more sinister, a black core barely distinguishable, slowly fading into a twilight purple, with the lightest colours at its very edge.  
 
    Another gust of wind swept through the corridor, sending the torch-fire into frantic quivers. The abrupt rush of cold against my scales broke me from my trance as we retreated down into the loving warmth after the griffiness. The welcome relief was shattered by the sight of more wooden stairs, and even with Ember’s help they inevitably brought out the worst of my injury.  
 
    My closed eyes weren’t enough to defend against each pulse of burning pain. I gritted my teeth, trying to block out the agony, until at last my paws touched solid stone. Ember stopped beside me, and I opened my eyes, trying to focus on the new surroundings in an effort to distract myself from the pain and foul knots in my stomach. We were in a new chamber, rock replacing the wooden walls, suggesting we were inside the stone pillar that Storm Peak's keep sat upon.  
 
    The warm glow from another brazier lapped the smooth walls and the scent of herbs reminded me of summer back home. Three rectangular rocks sat against the far wall, all of which were about my height and covered by a fine layer of moss. Across from the beds, positioned around the brazier, was a circular stone table. It was much lower, standing at the height of my chest and was covered in sets of bowls, glass jars and metal utensils. I turned to Risha, who had followed the griffiness over to one of the beds, the featherwing using her beak to uncouple the leather straps of her precious cargo. Each belt slowly slid down her back as she carefully stretched out her wing and tilted her body, allowing Boltock to gently slide onto the soft moss.  
 
    Risha’s attention was instantly set on him, while, unencumbered by the dragon on her back, the griffiness moved briskly over to the table, where she started to rummage before emerging with a glass bottle filled with a strange liquid. Along with a white cloth, she returned to her patient, instantly putting her new equipment to use.  
 
    I watched Risha lower her head to her brother’s limp body, the sadness clear to see in the shimmering tears forming at the rims of her eyes. Through the veil of water, she quietly whispered something to him. I looked away, shivering like a child as my next haggard breath escaped as no more than a whimper. 
 
    Ember appeared to control her empathy far better than I did. I felt her nudge my side, forcing me back up straight, looking right at me while I tried to avoid her gaze. 
 
    "We should probably get you onto one of those beds," she proposed, waving her free wing over to one of the empty stone rectangles.  
 
    I nodded and with her help slowly stumbled over. Realising I hadn’t thought about how I'd climb up, the simple jump now looked far more daunting. I glanced down at the ruptured scales and flesh of my mangled leg – darkening brown covering pure white.  
 
    Ember looked at it like she'd seen things of its like before and with more of her assistance I lifted myself up onto the mossy sheet, leaving my injured leg hanging limply over the side. Ember cocked her head as she inspected it with an unsure grumble, before gently nudging it onto the moss.  
 
    "Thanks," I muttered, holding off a wince as she withdrew her snout from my wounded limb.  
 
    "Don't mention it." She continued to look at me, clearly expecting something else, but my face just became a mask of confusion. 
 
    "Do you want me to stay here?" she asked, a perplexed look on her face.  
 
    My eyes widened as her offer only served to make my guilt surge harder.  
 
    "N–no, no. It's… okay, I'll be fine," I mumbled, putting on my best tough face.  
 
    Her look turned sympathetic. "You’re sure? You don't have to sit here alone."  
 
    I gave a weak nod, gesturing over to the others. "That's where you should be, they need you more."  
 
    She paused for a moment, taking one final look at my leg. "Okay, call me if you need anything." I nodded as she moved toward the siblings.  
 
    I sighed, the weary exertion swiftly becoming a cough. I gained this wound trying to get to her, but I failed. Boltock is the one who really saved her, not me.  
 
    I closed my eyes and in the darkness my guilt grew stronger, feeding like a leech on the continually taunting thoughts spinning around my mind.  
 
    My entire existence was a quandary, if only I'd listened to all those warnings. If only I'd known the truth, we would all be safe. I placed a trembling paw over my sealed eyes, wishing I could rip the thoughts from my mind. This was a new kind of pain, more unpleasant than reality, and all I wished was that it would just disappear.  
 
    * 
 
    I found myself in darkness. Heavy rain fell from the starless sky and a cold wind chilled the air. The water-soaked ground created a lake of thick mud, crossed by torrents of gushing, crimson-stained ichors. A bright flash of lightning briefly revealed storm clouds, swiftly followed by a loud roar of thunder. Glancing around, I found nothing familiar about the place. I trudged forward, fighting the muddy clamp around my paws as one of my hind legs slipped deeper. Lightning lanced across the sky, and I stopped.  
 
    Through the slanted rain I could see a dark, wet shape coated in mud sinking down into the bloody torrent. It shifted and I tried to pull back, but the mire secured my movements. Sagging like melted wax it loomed up in front of me, a dreadful grinding sound produced by each of its rotten, muddy limbs as it turned to reveal eyes and mouth alight with a sinister green flame.  
 
    "See what you've done!" A distant voice echoed through the storm.  
 
    I tried to shout out, to scream, to do anything, but it was futile. I felt like a stranger in my own scales, my body alien and horrifyingly distant.  
 
    "How many more will die?"  
 
    The dark entity spoke again as it slumped forward. I thrashed around, frantically trying to release the mud’s grip on my legs, but it was as if the squalor was fusing to my scales.  
 
    "You're no better than them: you kill, only to go on killing!" 
 
    I flapped my wings, trying harder to pull myself away. The ground began to shift around me, while bubbles escaped from beneath the crimson river, chunks of dirt forcing themselves up into the storm only to melt away in the deluge.  
 
    "You will never be like them; you will kill them." The voice continued as the rotten corpses of humans and dragons erupted from beneath the earth.  
 
    The putrid stench of decay seared my nostrils as the foul bodies reanimated, their mouths and eyes bulging with the same baleful fire.  
 
    I stumbled, eventually freeing myself from the mud’s grip, only to see more green fire spark from my legs. I looked back in horror to see four white stumps fused with the cursed earth, embers of balefire streaming from my joints in place of blood. I couldn't move away from the claws and talons rising from the ground like grasping hooks, dragging me deeper. I could hear more of the lifeless bodies stumbling towards me, hundreds upon hundreds.  
 
    Go, defend yourself!  
 
    * 
 
    The world exploded in a blinding light when I was launched screaming into consciousness. Blurred images spun in my head and my horrified eyes shot straight to my paws.  
 
    "Still there... still there," I panted, pressing each of the limbs into the moss under me. "They're still there."  
 
    It took me a few moments to realise I was still in the griffin cave, not some stormy nightmare. I lowered my head, pressing it against the moss as a haggard breath slipped from my nostrils. My mouth felt dry, filled with an awful acidic taste, while my scales ached like they were crawling with biting ants.  
 
    I coughed again, trying to clear my throat as my blurred vision scoured the chamber, it looked exactly the same. I couldn't bring myself to look in Boltock’s direction, in fact, I didn’t have the strength to turn that far. Instead, I glanced at my wounded leg to see my mauled limb was wrapped in white cloth, stained in some places by small sanguine patches. It felt better, though I hadn’t done anything to stimulate a painful response, nor did I care to try.  
 
    A noise from the other side of the room drew my attention and I partially closed my eyes to create the illusion of sleep. Leaving myself just enough space to peek, I saw Boltock laying on the stone table. Through my hazy vision I could make out the rise and fall of his chest as he took in a breath, my heart flooding with relief. I redirected my attention down to the base of the bed to see Risha curled up in a tight ball. I was struck with a stark reminder of her tragic past as I refused to let myself feel glad that my mistake hadn’t cost her the only family she had left.  
 
    She was so still, the gentle rise and fall of her chest the only giveaway that she was any more alive than her brother. Whatever trust she had in me would undoubtedly be gone, and I couldn't deny that I deserved it. 
 
    She's been so kind to me and what did I do? Almost get her brother killed before I tell her the truth.  
 
    I turned away; the only other movement came from the flickering fire within the stone brazier. All I could do was lie there, as time dragged on, waiting for someone else to enter.  
 
    Boredom soon caused my mind to wander, and with little to focus on, my attention lingered on the ceiling. The firelight's dance lapped the smooth grey surface, creating a mesmerizing pattern as my eyes grew heavy. Whether I liked it or not, I faded in and out of consciousness as seconds felt like they were stretched into hours. 
 
    I didn't know how long I'd been lucidly drifting in and out of sleep when an unexpected noise snapped me back from the edge of unconsciousness. Thankfully, I recognised the white griffiness rummaging through supplies on the table. I kept my head pressed against the moss, pretending to sleep, while waiting for her to make the first move.  
 
    You really think you're going to get answers like this? My mind asked, but I shrugged off the idea. Well, forgive me if I'm not in the mood for conversation.  
 
    I quietly shuffled into a position where I could observe her. Squinting, I watched her pluck a vial from the table and make her way over to Boltock. From then on, all I could see was the back of her head as she peered down at him, occasionally raising one of her front talons to assist with whatever action her beak was performing.  
 
    As she worked my gaze drifted down, fixing on Risha curled up at the base of the table. With my emotions churning, all I could do was stare, trying to think of anything I could say to make things right.  
 
    "Good to see you're awake," someone chirped abruptly, and I looked up to see the griffinesse’s feathered face peering down at me. 
 
    By the spirits, how can I be so oblivious! No wonder I almost got them all killed!  
 
    I ducked my head away from the featherwing in shame, but before saying anything further she glanced between Risha and I, chuckling to herself.  
 
    What's so funny?  
 
    My puzzled expression made her return an equally confused look – or at least the best look of confusion she could muster with a beak. Before she sighed and moved her attention down to my bandaged leg. My eyes remained locked in mid-air for a moment as I tried to comprehend what she might have been trying to imply, when a sudden prick in my side interrupted my thoughts.  
 
    "Ouch!"  
 
    "Did that hurt?" she asked as she withdrew one of her talons.  
 
    I swallowed, clearing my dry throat as best I could as she tapped me again. Only this time there was hardly a sting.  
 
    "No," I admitted, looking over myself like my body was that of a stranger.  
 
    She looked equally confused, returning her eyes to the bandage and studying the bloody rag for a few seconds. All the while, I couldn't help fearing the worst.  
 
    Surely losing feeling in my whole leg is not a good sign. My nurse chose the simple way to find out, grasping the top of the bandage in her beak, she gently pulled it away.  
 
    The shock on her face was immediate and my heart almost jumped into my mouth. She pulled away, the bandage still in her beak as I shuffled over to get a clear look. I'd seen people with horrific diseases and injuries back in the village. The results were usually awful in appearance and odour. 
 
    Does anyone know if that can happen to a dragon? I thought in a panic. It bit my leg, where my scales are thinner!  
 
    I closed my eyes, horrific possibilities of amputation spinning in my mind before I finally dared peek. My sight slowly came into focus, and just like my carer, I was overcome with astonishment. My leg was clean and free of infection, scars, or any sign of injury. 
 
    "I've, I've... never seen anything like this, nothing can heal that fast," she stuttered pressing a talon to her chest. "Your kind are renowned for being able to recover from otherwise life-threatening injuries, for being resilient to most diseases, but nothing like this!" she continued, pacing over to the table to check some scraps of parchment.  
 
    "Skies above, it's really only been a day," she whispered to herself. 
 
    I've completely healed from a life-threatening injury in hours – how's that possible?  
 
    The closest thing I could call an answer was from my experience back in the city. When I first arrived Risha had been quite shocked by my recovery. Prior to that, I'd not suffered anything more than scrapes and bruises. Before I could think too hard; I caught her shaking the bandage from her beak. Her scaly forelimb still pressed to her downy breast, she opened her beak to speak, only to be interrupted.  
 
    "General Storm Claw requests your presence in the main hall!" The pair of us redirected our attention to a griffin standing at the entrance.  
 
    "Bring any of the leatherwings that can stand," he added, his voice as stern as his rigid posture as he pointed a claw at Risha, then me.  
 
     The griffiness nodded, giving a bow while clearly trying to keep her excitement contained. His message delivered and understood, the soldier gave a wing-salute and disappeared.  
 
    "We’d better get up there and see what they want. It's not wise to keep the master of the Talon Guard waiting," she advised, moving over to wake Risha.  
 
    I raised myself from the bed, instantly tensing my muscles. I felt stiff, which I put down to lying down for so long. Even so, the pain and sickness I'd felt previously had vanished, and my once injured leg was supporting my weight like nothing had happened.  
 
    The fact that it was now perfectly fine, and not through any actions of griffin care, scared me more than it relieved me. Since I’d had no luck with any of my other questions, I dismissed any thought of seeking an explanation right now.  
 
    Do my unique traits include accelerated healing? No matter what I thought, the idea only served to increase the feeling that I was losing more of myself to this supposed legend the Elders spoke off.  
 
    No, just ignore what they said. I'm still me, I'm the dragon I know, not some freak!  
 
    As much as I dismissed that idea, I still had one more fear to tame. I looked at Risha to see the griffiness gently nudging her.  
 
    Spirits help me, I hope I can at least have her forgiveness.  
 
     The blue dragoness remained unresponsive as I moved closer. Every step on my healed leg felt alien, like the flesh that had so miraculously re-grown was no longer part of me. 
 
    Urgh, focus on the more pressing matter, not yourself. 
 
    "I'll wake her," I told the griffiness as I approached.  
 
    "Maybe that would be best, I'll wait at the entrance," she replied, making her way towards the stairs.  
 
    Like a puppet master had cut my strings I slumped down beside Risha. I knew she was pretending to sleep, just as I'd done. I also knew she didn’t want to leave her brother, especially not because of some griffin’s orders. Nevertheless, I continued to lower myself, to a point where I was almost lying down, gently nudging her side with my muzzle.  
 
    She remained motionless; I nudged her again, still with no response. I drew back, my emotions falling apart, and not even my magical healing could fix them as I finally spoke.  
 
    "I know I have no right to say this…"  
 
    Every painful word dripped with guilt, as I forced every ounce of my heart and soul into them.  
 
    "I know why you don't leave him, and I know the only reason this happened is because of... Because of me." I paused, taking another deep breath. "I know it's my fault... And I'm sorry."  
 
    The ball of blue scales began to shift, and I jumped to my paws as her head emerged from beneath her draped wing. Her shimmering eyes wandered for a moment, staring intently into space before eventually turning to me. The glistening lines of recent tears coated her cheeks, and her spinal sail looked almost deflated.  
 
    "Your fault?" she whispered.  
 
    I shied away, waiting for the scolding I knew I deserved. At least until I realised her response was actually a question.  
 
    "No, it's mine," she whimpered. "I was the one who chose to come – and he followed me."  
 
    Really? Am I really hearing this?  
 
    Part of me insisted that I should be grateful of the opportunity to escape from something so severe and yet all I could do was lower my head in shame. 
 
    How can she blame herself for this? If not for me she'd be safe and happy back in Dardien without a care in the world.  
 
    Either way, I tried to manage a smile, as she always did for me.  
 
    "It doesn't matter whose fault it is, he's fine now," I assured her softly.  
 
    How can I just let it drop that easily? I know this is my fault, she can't protect me from that.  
 
    She raised her head, and through a fresh veil of tears she managed a weak smile.  
 
    "Well, now you're up," the griffiness’s voice interrupted more urgently. "I'd recommend we get moving."  
 
    We turned to face her waiting at the base of the stairs. She had her orders and was eager to follow them.  
 
    Wow, they don't mess around here when it comes to respect.  
 
    "We should go and see what all this is about," I proposed, looking back at Risha.  
 
    She glanced at her brother, and for a moment I feared she wouldn’t be willing to leave him, before she finally nodded. At that I moved to the door, ignoring the odd sensation in my leg as I climbed the steps with Risha close behind. Our nurse stepped aside, letting the two of us pass.  
 
    A gust of cold air greeted me at the top and after the restless hours it had offered, I was more than happy to get out of the cave.  
 
    "Just keep going forward, across the stairway to the western keep," the featherwing called out.  
 
    It was evening, and the last of the sunlight was disappearing over the horizon, casting brilliant, golden energy over the towering mountain peaks. Gazing out at the valley bathed in radiant orange from the open walkway, I could really see why this was the city of the Northern Sun.  
 
    Quickly making my way down the corridor, I shifted my head as a strong gust of wind battered the castle's flanks and my attention was inevitably drawn to a very familiar mural upon the opposite wall: two stars, one white the other dark.  
 
    Why does it feel like I should know what it means?  
 
    "Are you coming?" Risha called. It took me a moment to realize that, in my stupor, both she and the griffiness had overtaken me.  
 
    "By the skies, they could sure use some air elementals up here," my sapphire friend commented as I dashed to catch up.  
 
    Passing through the keep's central stairway, we entered another corridor identical to the first. 
 
    "Yeah, I can't say I'm a fan of the open design," I retorted with a ruffle of my wings.  
 
    Easy for griffins to put up with the cold, they have thick fur and feathers! I inwardly grumbled as the bitter chill ate away at my scales.  
 
    Looking to my right I saw a new mural of several golden griffins arranged in tiers, all stood in the same stern pose, bordering the edges of a battlefield. Centred above them was something else that looked out of place, just like the stars in the opposite corridor's mural. 
 
    There appeared to be some kind of sphere, a cloak of fire rising from its edges and curled up within its core was the unmistakable shape of a dragon. Like a winged snake, its four legs were pressed against its serpent-like underside, its scales as black as the circle in which they were imprisoned. As if the painting was bait on a line, I felt an impulse to stop and stare.  
 
    No, wait, what did I say? Stop buying into this legend nonsense!  
 
    I ripped my eyes away from their fixation, averting my gaze from the wall until I was safely at the far end of the walkway. Not wishing to attract any unnecessary attention as I entered the next chamber, I abruptly cancelled my hurried approach beside Risha.  
 
    "Looks like our featherwing friend already went through," she observed, glancing up at the arch. "By the skies, I'd loved to have come here under better circumstances."  
 
    "Don't worry, if they have any problems, I'll just explain why where here," I attempted to reassure her. 
 
    Yeah, because I totally have all the experience and know exactly what to say. 
 
    I cautiously stepped through the arch into a larger semi-circular chamber. Sleek, wooden walls draped in tapestries were barely visible in the dim light, while what little illumination there was came from two stone braziers either side of me. All that was visible above were the decorative wooden rafters, from which banners embroidered with the sigil of a griffin talon hung.  
 
    The floor consisted of a smooth, grey stone, similar in appearance to that of the healing cave. I was barely able to make out a split running down its centre, forming what looked like a thin line of runic symbols. My eyes followed the markings until they reached three stone steps upon which sat a large wooden throne. Resembling the furniture made for Tarwin’s father, it appeared to have been crafted from a moulded tree stump but differed slightly from those humans used. Its seating area was spread out, making it look more like a lounger intended for something… 
 
    My eyes ceased studying the object as they fell upon the figure perched nobly upon it. The griffin's only distinguishable feature was the sheen of firelight reflected in his sharp eyes and the shimmer of his obsidian-black talons. Another figure emerged beside the throne, and I recognised him as the armoured griffin from the clearing. 
 
    If I had to guess, I'd say that's General Storm Claw. His steely metal armour was dulled by the gloom as was that of several other armoured guards I'd failed to notice in my peripheral vision.  
 
    "King Halfbeak," the general announced, stomping a talon. "May I present the leatherwings my wing discovered in the border forest."  
 
    I remained perfectly still, feeling like an ant before a hungry bird as a huge pair of black-feathered wings sprung out from the throne, sending the braziers into a fiery frenzy. The disturbed light crossed the King's features revealing his feathers were coal-black, as was the fur covering his haunches.  
 
    He was undoubtedly larger and more distinguishable than any other griffin I'd seen. Most striking of all, was that his right eye was missing, pale and white, part of a great scar that cut through his face and down into his black beak.  
 
    Halfbeak? Literally, but it makes sense. 
 
    His sharp talons tapped menacingly on the floor, an air of regal authority emanating from him like the warmth of the sun. Meanwhile, all I could do was glance to the white griffiness standing by the entrance, my eyes wandering round to find Risha at my side. I felt like melting under the King's glare, but she showed no sign of intimidation.  
 
    See, if she's not scared, why should I be? The King's booming voice immediately put that new-found confidence to the test as he spoke.  
 
    "So, the rumours are true, you are the one the ancient legends speak of?"  
 
    As much as I wanted to speak up and ask the burning questions, I didn't know what to say. Under his stern gaze I felt like doing nothing more than sinking into the floor and disappearing. His eyes were like steel daggers, his stoic face like stone. Yet swallowing my fear I hesitantly opened my mouth to speak, when an equally stern voice interrupted.  
 
    "What do you mean, ‘the one'? What legends?"  
 
    Risha swept in between the King and I, immediately filling me with an overwhelming combination of relief and gratitude.  
 
    "What do you know that our Elders don’t?" she continued.  
 
    I peered around my friend, daring to meet Halfbeak's eye, until my attention was distracted by the shifting of metal-clad talons. Storm Claw broke from his statue-like stance with a grunt, taking a step towards us.  
 
    "No, General," Halfbeak instructed, stretching out a wing. "It is perfectly reasonable for our leatherwing friends here to be on edge. We owe them answers." 
 
    "Yes, your highness," the subordinate growled, stepping back into his frozen stance with a disapproving scowl. 
 
    It was then that I discovered I'd edged as close to Risha's side as I dared, without even realising it. Meanwhile, she'd not stepped so much as a paw out of place. 
 
    Yeah, she's way better at dealing with grumpy featherwings than I am. 
 
    "Many legends and prophecies refer to the arrival of a unique being among the nine great races of this world," the King began, directing a wingtip towards a tapestry lased with scripture on the far wall. 
 
    "I'd hoped my kind would be granted that honour, though it would appear that is not so," he added with a glance at me. 
 
    I looked at Risha, searching for any sign she was aware of this legend, only to be disappointed by the look of confusion on her face.  
 
    She's not heard of any of this either. If I want answers I'm going to have to step up.  
 
    "What do you mean?" I asked, attempting to mimic Risha’s tone.  
 
    Halfbeak's lone eye passed over more of the intricate tapestries as he continued.  
 
    "There are many old stories, mostly unknown to even the oldest of creatures. Even your Elders, some of the most ancient of all mortal beings, have no idea of how much time has passed."  
 
    Risha, grunted, appearing to restrain her frustration to no more than a wing ruffle as Half Beak continued.  
 
    "All are different, yet one prophesy remains the same. When the shadows return, one of unnatural blood will be born into one of the nine great races. At least those are the words I know."  
 
    Until now, I'd made a conscious attempt to accept and then forget or even neglect this talk of unnatural blood and nine great races. I'd had enough of all these legends and destinies, none of them provided the answers I was seeking. All I wanted was to rescue my friend, and even if I was successful the future wouldn’t be the same. 
 
    Rescuing Tarwin won't remove this supposed threat of dark powers or change who I am.  
 
    At that moment it felt like the final part of me was lost to this new world, finally driving me to accept that everything about my life was changing.  
 
    From what I could make out there were two separate stories, and neither made sense: when darkness returns and one of unnatural blood? The dragons had told me about the Dark Guardian and a sphere.  
 
    A sphere! My thoughts suddenly caught up with me. I paused and cast my mind back to what I'd seen only a few moments ago on the wall. 
 
    Returning my eyes to the King, my confusion finally contorted into frustration.  
 
    "I'm tired of all these cryptic stories and legends, can't anyone simply tell me what's going on?" 
 
    I demanded, ruffling my wings, watching Storm Claw shift uneasily by the throne. 
 
    Risha blinked, a slightly shocked expression on her face. Yet her surprise soon turned into determination as she reinforced me in an equally assertive manner. 
 
    "What is going on? We've flown halfway across North Rim and my brother was almost killed by a wyvern!" She stomped a foreclaw. "Look me in the eyes and tell me why a monster like that is roaming your kingdom for no reason." 
 
    Halfbeak's face was as stoic as the mountains, while he seemingly contemplated his response. 
 
    "I understand your frustration, but as I said, most knowledge is lost to the ages. Regrettably we do not have the pleasure of a dragon's life span here among the mountains." 
 
    He turned to the throne, resting a clenched talon on his chest. 
 
     "My clan has ruled this kingdom for generations, and my ancestors knew many times of shadow and darkness. I have seen such wars, but my kind are weary."  
 
    He gestured to the guards around him, and Storm Claw gave a disgruntled huff. 
 
    "Proud honour is the griffin code, we are the bastion of resistance against the horrors of the north. Orkin, wild men, ghaul-beasts, all break upon Storm Peak like waves upon cliffs." While he spoke, his guards gave firm nods and stamped their claws, applauding his words.   
 
     "But the days are growing darker, old enemies move in the shadows. One who was once thought destroyed is mustering his forces once again." The King set his talons down with a clatter, and the guards abruptly ceased.  
 
    "Acrodan, the last of those traitors, rears his foul head from beneath the ice of Ilivar, and with him the Black Sun sees its new dawn. The Sphere of Eternity has returned."  
 
    It's the same story the Elders told me. I didn't know why, although the way the King put it, made it sound even more terrifying. I still don’t understand what that has to do with me?  
 
     "The creators truly abandoned us," he went on, his voice piquing with anger, before fading as he set his eyes back on me.  
 
    The rage in his tone rattled my nerves just as much as the ghaul's howl, and it was clear that we shared a mutual source of anger. Acrodan was clearly the cause of all our problems.  
 
    "You seek the Dark Guardian within the frozen halls of Ilivar, do you not?" Halfbeak finally rumbled.  
 
    "What?" a voice demanded.  
 
    Hanging my head in shame I glanced to Risha. There was no hiding it; it was too late to prevent any harm or to protect her, so I nodded softly. 
 
    "It's true, the Elder's told me that Acrodan was the one who sent the wyverns. It's where I need to go to save Tarwin."  
 
    I should have told her days ago. I should have told her what an incredible risk she was taking before it almost cost Boltock's life.  
 
    Half expecting her to swat her forepaw across my muzzle, I was surprised when she unexpectedly stepped forward.  
 
    "What’s this all about?" she asked Halfbeak sternly.  
 
    She's still on my side? If not for me, surely for her brother or Ember?  
 
    "The power your friend displayed in battle, even if he fails to admit it, is not normal, even among your kind," Halfbeak responded, gesturing to me with a talon.  
 
    "What do you mean? I breathed fire, I've never done that before, sure, but all dragons can do it," I countered, glancing at Risha, who I could have sworn looked a little proud.  
 
    "The one spoke of in legend is said to be unique among their kind," Halfbeak answered, seeming to be unsure of the details once again. "If that is true, then maybe your coming marks the return of the creators of old."  
 
    "So that's it? You're just going to tell us we've got the legacy of the gods on our shoulders?" Risha pressed, but the King was swift to assure us that was all he knew once again.  
 
    I looked on, all hope of finding answers draining away. There's nothing here, just another variation of what I already know.  
 
    "If you pursue Acrodan, I'm sure the frozen walls of Ilivar will provide more answers," he added.  
 
    He's right, I will get there, I will rescue Tarwin, and I will get to the bottom of this mystery. 
 
    "Mountain Echo will show you to your nest chamber for the evening," Halfbeak stated abruptly, dismissively waving a talon towards the white griffiness, putting a name to her.  
 
    "The least we can do is honour our guests, your other friend is already there," he added, making his way back to his throne.  
 
    Risha looked down for a moment before she started off towards the door. Meanwhile, I turned to the King.  
 
    "Thank you." I did my best to seem grateful.  
 
    "It's the least we can offer, as I said," He repeated.  
 
    Risha and Mountain Echo disappeared through the doorway, and I moved to follow.  
 
    "Leatherwing!?" the King called. I paused, glancing over my shoulder.  
 
    "Something has lurked inside that sphere for centuries, something far worse than any dark sorcerer." As he spoke, I recalled the image of Acrodan from the temple, a robed man in a mask. 
 
    "You carry the hopes of us all, even if you fail to see it," he added.  
 
    My head drooped, I was tired of hearing the same speculation and uncertainty. He was making assumptions based on events that took place long ago, events I was sure he hadn't lived through. I was neither offended nor honoured by his comments; all I knew was that they weren’t what I wanted to hear. 
 
    Who am I to question his words?  
 
    "Just know our blessings go with you," the King finished as he retook his place upon his throne.  
 
    I turned and marched out as fast as my newly healed leg would carry me.  
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter 10 
 
    Beauty of the Night 
 
      
 
    The sudden chill of the mountain air wasn't enough to impede my progress. I marched down the corridor until I came sliding to a halt by the keep's central stairway. I could see Mountain Echo talking with Risha about the guest accommodation, but I paid them little mind. 
 
    Am I their guest or their hope? They're only helping me to help themselves. I thought begrudgingly. How can they think I'm just going to march up to Ilivar and solve all their problems?  
 
    What remained of the sun hung precariously over the horizon, the snowy mountaintops rising like fangs beneath the glowing sphere, as if to gobble it up. Moving to the opposite side of the corridor I went to extreme lengths to shield my eyes from the wall; I didn't need to fill my mind with whatever cryptic murals it portrayed. 
 
    I moved quickly, focusing on reaching the arch at the end of the corridor as I observed Risha and Mountain Echo disappear. I soon followed, coming upon a set of stairs leading up to another corridor, until I found myself behind them.  
 
    Only my rapid breathing gave away my haste, though neither of them seemed to notice. The chamber we found ourselves in appeared to be a mirror image of Halfbeak’s throne room. It was lit by two braziers; crafted beams supported the high roof and three stone steps led up to the raised floor at the far end. A balcony facing out into the last of the sun's rays sat where Halfbeak’s throne would have been, its entrance covered by a curtain of woven material that fluttered in the wind.  
 
    Hanging in stacks from the curved walls were several wooden beds, each one held above the other by ropes tethered to the ceiling. A sheet of straw covered each, more akin to a bird’s nest than those back in Dardien. It wasn't confined to the beds, fine dry grass covered parts of the floor.  
 
    "Ember!" Risha called, running forward to meet the orange dragoness who was sitting on one of the beds.  
 
    "Make yourself at home," the griffiness at my side told me, nodding towards the chamber.  
 
    "Thank you, Mountain Echo, is it?" I asked.  
 
    "Only officials use our full names, you may call me Echo," she added with a slight giggle, before moving back towards the exit with a sweep of her wings.  
 
    At least she seems to view us as actual beings and not crusaders out to save the day.  
 
    The soft hay shifted beneath my toes as I moved over to the beds, trying not to disturb them as I climbed onto the bottom-most one. The frame shifted under my weight and the resulting knock forced me to flinch slightly.  
 
    By the spirits, I'm so jumpy. I thought, resting a forepaw on my muzzle. It still feels like my scales are crawling.  
 
    After struggling to get quietly onto the swaying furniture, I lay on my back and got myself comfortable. Staring up at the bed suspended above, I listened to the sound of the others talking. Ember expressing her thoughts about Boltock, happy that he was okay, while Risha conveyed what Halfbeak had said.  
 
    "Oh, I know, the King told me," Ember informed, before puffing up with pride. "I didn’t think I'd be acting as an ambassador of the Fire Order until my fiftieth season, but who else was gonna do it?"  
 
    The two shared a laugh while I was left to consider exactly what had been said.  
 
    If the griffins were right about me, what would happen? More importantly, why was it happening now? The only reason I was here was because the wyverns took Tarwin. If I had something to do with defeating this darkness, then why didn't it have them kill me back in the forest? Why go to the effort of capturing a prisoner I'd be sure to come after? Moreover, if it had just left me in the village, completely oblivious to what was happening, then there would be no threat to its plan.  
 
    Acrodan was the last of the Dark Guardians, but there was no mention of a dragon such as me, Halfbeak's speech had clarified that. In fact, the Elders claimed there was no record of anything like me either. Not to mention, the griffins were apparently the custodians of North Rim, so why did they need me, why was I so special?  
 
    "Wow, your leg!"  
 
    I jumped up, almost slamming into the bed above.  
 
    "Sorry, I didn't mean to startle you," Ember apologised as she marvelled at my newly healed limb.  
 
    "No... no, it’s fine," I answered, recovering from my sudden shock.  
 
    "I've never seen anything like that, I mean, this morning, no offence, but you were crippled."  
 
    I lay back down with a heavy thud, rocking the bed.  
 
    "Sorry, I'll let you get some sleep," she went on. "It's not every day you have a fight like that... and, well, you handled yourself pretty well," she admitted, finishing with a slight laugh before scurrying off to her own bed.  
 
    I did? I wondered, and my heart filled with a small sense of pride. Wow, coming from her that means a lot.  
 
    * 
 
    ‘Real’. 
 
    The word flashed through my mind with new meaning, bringing me out of my disturbed sleep.  
 
    Is any of this real? Am I real? Just how real is this? I could imagine myself waking from this as if it was a dream.  
 
    What now set me apart from everyone else was all too real. I was sure my power was like that of the dragonfire Risha had said all dragons possessed, but it was unlike any fire I'd ever seen.  
 
    I jumped back, the memory was distorted, but the fragments I recalled were of bright lights, extreme power, boiling blood, steam – and the beast's head exploding!  
 
    Calming myself, I glanced around. The chamber was almost silent, darkness prevailed, save for the brazier's glow and the crackle of its glowing embers filling the air.  
 
    My thoughts had abducted me again, drawing me away from this world into another. I rolled off the bed, stopping it from swinging with my tail. Ember and Risha lay sleeping, and as for Boltock, I assumed he was still down in the healing cave. In fact, I was surprised Risha wasn't with him.  
 
    I crept out, pushing the curtain aside with a sweep of my wing. The moonlit balcony was a round wooden platform, thankfully looking out to a clear sky, where I could find my one true comfort.  
 
    Millions of stars and the gleaming aurora greeted my eyes, it was brighter than I'd ever seen. It must have been late, though a few griffins continued about their business, their feathered bodies silhouetted by the light of torches within their wooden nests. Below the balcony, I could see the bridge spanning between the keep and the mountainside, supported by the ropes hanging from the walls around me. It was clear and so peaceful.  
 
    "Beautiful, isn't it?" a voice drifted from the chamber.  
 
    I jolted, thankfully, my nervousness was swift to subside as I glanced back. Risha stood in the doorway with the curtain draped over her back. My sombre mood didn't stop her slipping over to sit beside me, it wasn't a situation I was used to, feeling awkwardly cold while somewhat warm and fuzzy all at once. I let my eyes wander, trying to focus on anything other than her, until inevitably my gaze came to rest on her moonlit scales and gold bracelets, sparkling like mirrors. Even her eyes shimmered like the most magnificent of cerulean sapphires.  
 
    "Yes, it is," I replied with a subtle bow of my head. 
 
    "My mother always told me stories about them, saying that the creators themselves poured the beauty of a thousand suns into the sky," she told me as she let her eyes pan across the night. 
 
    "When I was younger, I always imagined flying up to them." I laughed at my own childishness. "You don't have to tell me how silly that sounds."  
 
    "Nothing’s impossible, not after what I've seen you do," she added, sharing in my humour as she nudged my wing.  
 
    I sighed at her recognition that I was different, although she made it sound like a good thing. This time it wasn't the beauty of the sky that eased my troubles, but her presence. She was like a rock in a sea of chaos, keeping me from drifting away, even though things still played on my thoughts. I'd already withheld the truth from her once, I wouldn't do it again.  
 
    "I don't know what or who I really am, but I know..." My sentence trailed off, words struggling to find my voice.  
 
    She turned her gaze away from the sky, her glistening eyes peering directly into mine.  
 
    "You're you. No matter what anybody says or whatever happens, nothing will change that," she assured me.  
 
    She was so much better at this than me, her words seemed to soothe the bleak, hopeless feelings. All I could focus on was how beautiful she looked in the moonlight, a thought completely alien to me, something more powerful than anything I'd ever experienced. 
 
    She cocked her head, and I broke my stare with a stammer, ruffling my wings as I reminded myself that I'd no right to view her in such a way after the pain I'd caused. I turned away from the city lights and Risha, casting my gaze out into the dark wilderness beyond the mountains.  
 
    "I don't know what's out there," I confessed quietly, each honest word catching like glass in my throat. "I don't want anybody else to get hurt, so if you don't want to..."  
 
    She placed her front paw beneath my chin, twisting my head round to face hers.  
 
    "I've known where you were going this whole time; you're not that hard to figure out. What I should have said back then was that whatever is out there..." She paused, gazing out into the dark wilderness. "We'll face it together."  
 
    She'd stopped me from potentially throwing away the only other friendship I'd ever known. I felt like I could tell her anything, but from the look in her eye it was like she already knew just by looking.  
 
    "I hope I didn't miss anything," another voice announced from behind the curtain. 
 
    We both turned to see Boltock standing in the archway. A bandage covered his wing, acting like a sling holding the limb against his body. More minor wounds, cracks and scars marred his green scales, and his legs shook like twigs in a storm.  
 
    Risha rushed over, almost breaking his quivering stance as she hugged him tightly with her wings, nuzzling his cheek.  
 
    "Whoa, glad to see you too, Sis," he muttered, his muzzle wrinkling awkwardly. "Nice to see all this tight-tail featherwing stuff's not gotten to you."  
 
    Risha pulled back, shaking joyful tears from her eyes.  
 
    "Glad you're okay," she admitted softly, before her eyes unexpectedly returned to me.  
 
    She looked just as pretty standing at the opening as she had when she'd sat in the moonlight beside me. The image was broken when she nuzzled her brother and made her way back through the curtain. 
 
    Confusion and relief were the predominant feelings running through my mind. I was glad to see Boltock back on his paws, even if I now felt I might have someone else who may blame me for their misfortunes. 
 
    With that in mind, I tentatively walked over to greet him. 
 
    "I'm glad you're okay too." 
 
    He paused for a moment, his silence striking my heart like a knife as I froze mid-step. 
 
    "Thanks for keeping her safe," he responded in the most grateful tone I'd ever heard him muster.  
 
    Is this the same dragon? Is that it? After being trapped in the jaws of a monster, he's thankful?  
 
    It took me a moment to understand to whom he was referring; obviously Risha. Still, I wasn't expecting him to be so considerate; maybe I'd misjudged him, all of them for that matter. None of them seemed to blame me for anything, I was the only one blaming myself. It was a hard trap to escape, but thankfully the truth was that no one was dead because of my stupid actions.  
 
    Boltock gave an awkward nod, before leaving me alone on the balcony. The starlit sky beamed brighter than ever, yet how I now felt about Risha gave me more comfort than the stars ever had. I slowly brushed past the curtain into the chamber’s warmth, climbing straight into my bed. This time my eyes didn’t wander to the others, I simply settled down, my vision blurred and my mind surrendered itself as I drifted peacefully into sleep.  
 
    * 
 
    Sounds became indistinguishable over the next few hours, voices crept in amidst the incongruous noises of my dream world. It was difficult to work out what was real and what was a dreamt-up product of my wild imagination. But they were real voices, real enough to stimulate a waking response. My eyes cracked open and I peered out over the side of my bed, scanning the chamber for the source whilst keeping my head embedded in the hay.  
 
    Boltock and Ember were awake, standing out on the balcony, their moonlit shadows giving away their position. I thought it wrong to eavesdrop, nonetheless I inevitably overheard their conversation.  
 
    "Thanks for saving me from that thing," Ember whispered.  
 
    Boltock delayed his response for a few moments before answering.  
 
    "Ember? You're my best friend… But, but... you and Pyro," he replied, appearing to struggle with the words. 
 
    "…H–he's... my other friend," she admitted shyly. "You should get to know him better," she continued with a slight chuckle. "He's in the Fire Order, it's not like he's going to do anything to hurt you."  
 
    I immediately thought her words strange, even somewhat dismissive, but it wasn't my place to judge. Although to my surprise the pair immediately dismissed my assumption as they laughed together.  
 
    "I know, I know," Boltock replied, sounding slightly disappointed.  
 
    "Well, I'm going to nest, and you should too after what you've been through," she added, receiving no reply.  
 
    "Goodnight," was her last word as she retired to the chamber. I tightened my eyelids as she slipped over to her nest and settled down.  
 
    Boltock entered soon after, clambering into his own. Satisfied they were both safe, I attempted to return to my slumber, though the late interruption had ignited my curiosity. It wasn't my place to judge them, but I didn't quite get it.  
 
    Those two, or at least Boltock, why do they act so strangely around each other? Plus, what does Pyro have to do with it?  
 
    The red dragon from the city had completely escaped my thoughts. I wasn't sure what life in Dardien had been like for the others before I arrived, and only having been there for a short time, I didn't know much about relationships between my own species. I’d compared them to what I knew, but there was an unavoidable difference between dragons and humans.  
 
    The moment of contemplation about something other than our journey settled my mind and I curled up, slowly drifting back to sleep.  
 
    * 
 
    My eyes flickered open, bright light bringing me closer to consciousness until they opened wide. Despite the sunlight streaming in from the balcony, the chamber was still dark. The braziers had burnt out, leaving nothing more than sizzling black piles. I slipped out of my nest, trying to be quiet while the others remained curled under their wings. Shaking the sleep from my weary muscles, the painless action drew my gaze to my healed limb. 
 
    Urgh, it still feels so weird. I thought as the restored muscles twitched.  
 
     Although yesterday had been one of the most difficult days I'd endured, my night turned out to be more comfortable: no guard duty, no beasts in the forest and especially no strange dreams. 
 
    The rest had ensured that my body was back at full fitness, my eyes absorbed the calm atmosphere as they panned across the room. From the curtain dancing in the light breeze to Boltock's particularly loud snoring.  
 
    Looks like I'm starting to make a habit out of being the first one to wake up.  
 
    My eyes continued to wander, following the curved wall until they fell upon a painting, similar to the kind I'd tried to avoid in the corridors. In last night’s low light, I'd failed to notice it opposite the balcony, only this time I didn’t attempt to shield my gaze.  
 
    What's the point? I've already seen it anyway.  
 
    It wasn't drawn in the same style as the others, and its message was different. There was no depiction of war or death, its black background was dotted with pale-white spots, each representing a star with four equidistant points around their circular bodies. In one corner sat the moon, although the most eye-catching feature lay at its centre, a golden mountain with steep sides partially covered in snow, with four dragons hovering above its peak.  
 
    I stepped back in disbelief. Those dragons, they’re white.  
 
    I stretched my wing into view, double-checking as a flood of mixed emotions filled my mind. Like a hurricane, my thoughts frantically spun through a plethora of possibilities, the most obvious one being that I wasn't alone, or at least I wasn't the only one to have ever existed.  
 
    No, this only proves someone thought to paint white dragons, it's not absolute confirmation. My mind sneered.  
 
    Proof or not, it didn't give me any answers; in fact, it raised more questions.  
 
    Scouring the coloured surface my interest eventually fell on a new portion of the painting. Floating in the centre of the dragons, directly above the golden summit, was a sphere, almost invisible against the background. I'd seen it before – it was the image cast into the metal door in the Elders’ temple. Granted, back then I had no way of making out the colour, and the dragons depicted in that version wore armour, but it was the same, nonetheless.  
 
    Why would griffins depict white dragons when the dragons themselves seemed to have no idea?  
 
    As for the sphere, I already knew its name, the Sphere of Eternity, the painting depicting it how the griffins described – a black sun awaiting its dreadful dawn.  
 
    Not just that, but the featherwings seem so proud of themselves. Why not show the dragons as white griffins?  
 
    I looked closer, trying to inspect the circular shape. It was the only fixed reference in this mystery, occurring repeatedly like a haunting ghost. Upon closer inspection, I saw something that wasn't visible on the draconic depiction; in fact, it was almost unnoticeable right now. Sitting above the sphere were several purple lines, curved and swirling like smoke. My eyes gradually followed them as they merged to create a flowing shape, almost like the body of a serpent.  
 
    My gaze settled upon its head with eyes set above a vicious jaw and an aggressive array of spines along its skull. I found myself peering directly into the painted eyes of the shadowy serpent, its presence drawing me closer, until something deep within me instinctively pulled away.  
 
    I staggered back, almost tripping over my tail, while shaking my head as I covered the cursed image with a forepaw.  
 
    What in the spirits’ name is that? I asked myself as I panted. It's just a picture, it can't hurt me... but what is it with that sphere?  
 
    I withdrew my forepaw from the wall, inspecting it. My white scales glistening in the morning light, hints of gold and silver reflected in their radiance.  
 
    No! I'm becoming just like everyone else; I'm actually falling into this fantasy.  
 
    I was determined to fight against its influence, because if I fought, I knew I hadn’t completely lost myself. I wasn't like other dragons, I had to accept that, but I wasn't some legend or forgotten myth, and I certainly wasn't going to get distracted from my true mission.  
 
    As I huffed, Echo entered the room. I really hoped she hadn’t seen as I stiffened and turned away.  
 
    "It's the last tale of the creators," she whispered, moving over to look at the painting.  
 
    Great, she did see. I mentally huffed.  
 
     However, her words captured my attention. 'Creators?' These four white dragons are the creators?  
 
    "This is why everyone thinks I'm so special, isn't it?" I asked as I reluctantly stepped up beside her.  
 
    "Hope comes in many forms," she replied. “All one has to do is open their eyes to see it.” 
 
    I didn’t know whether to be angry, confused, or sad. The entire world, or at least the parts of it I'd encountered so far, believed I was some sort of hero out to save them from something I didn't understand. Now I craved the answers to the mystery more than ever; it felt like a betrayal of my true self, but I had to know.  
 
    "Where did it come from?" I asked, ruffling my wings in agitation.  
 
    "It's one of the oldest paintings in the city, a copy of a carving deep within the ethereal temples of Taldran. The original was destroyed during the Guardian War by those who chose to forsake the creators."  
 
    Any hope that I might gain information from the temples she described was instantly shattered. Even so, I made a mental note to ask Risha about these ancient places.  
 
    Echo moved to check on her patient and I noticed a harness on her back, similar to the one she'd used to carry Boltock. It held a set of small boxes, each suspended in its own woven pouch. Even though her movements were quiet, they were enough to wake Risha, who shot up from her bed the moment she approached her brother. I had to question if she'd ever gone to sleep, but she settled once she saw there was no threat. 
 
    Ember also began to stir, rummaging around in her straw bed as she slowly woke. Risha hopped down from her bed, her movements scattering the dry vegetation when she landed. 
 
    "Good morning," she greeted, keeping at least one eye on Echo.  
 
    I croaked a good morning in return as I considered asking her about the whole creator thing, especially after how she'd made me feel last night. Though I didn’t want to bring the evil sphere into all of this, a Dark Guardian and his army of monsters was enough to deal with. I watched her move over to her brother and Echo respectfully shifted aside. 
 
    Let's hope if this legend is true, I can deal with Acrodan and this stupid sphere in one go.  
 
    As I thought to myself, another griffin entered the chamber, instantly recognisable as one of the soldiers.  
 
    "Are they ready?" he asked in the same commanding voice they all seemed to share.  
 
    Echo looked up, ears folding as she deadpanned.  
 
    "Why the rush?" She looked back at the supplies she was carrying. "They have to eat first." 
 
    Reaching around and picking off one of the boxes with her beak, she set it down before retrieving another. Boltock and Ember were quick to peer inside and Risha also edged over, the three of them taking out what looked to be red meat, before eagerly tucking in. 
 
    Wow, they really must have been hungry.  
 
    Echo nodded towards the food; I didn't feel the urge to join my friends in the feast. She didn’t say anything, she looked more like she was gazing up at a mighty statue rather than a young dragon. 
 
    I remained silent. It's like I'm some kind of monument to them.  
 
    The impatient soldier marched into the chamber, anxiously tapping his talons against the floor. I watched him carefully, still untrusting of the combat-oriented members of this new community. It was obvious he was under orders, and they seemed to be loyal to the core when it came to their honourable chain of command.  
 
    "This one won't be able to fly." Echo nodded towards Boltock’s bandaged wing, seemingly attempting to delay the inevitable, remaining all too aware of her need to hurry. 
 
    "And here I thought I’d be soaring among the clouds," he replied with a roll of his eyes and a snort.  
 
    Risha gave him a sharp glare.  
 
    "You're staying here," she instructed with an air of authority. "A merchant wing from Dardien will be able to pick you up."  
 
    "What?" he snapped, his green eyes widening.  
 
    "I promised I’d keep you safe and I nearly failed," she continued, glancing at the floor.  
 
    "And you think I can't keep myself safe? I could say the same to you! Things are different now. I know what's at stake, so what's the point in protecting me?" he added, putting the whole potential end of the world idea into perspective.  
 
    "Yes, things are different, that's why you have to stay," she added, hopelessly trying to maintain a tone of authority. 
 
    "I'm not staying here, for precisely the same reasons you wouldn't."  
 
     Risha's staunch attitude was completely eroded, she opened her mouth, but only soft whimpers escaped.  
 
    "You know I'm not staying," he insisted. "We promised to stay together."  
 
    This time he had no need for a firm tone. Risha's idea of keeping her treasured sibling safe by leaving him here was gone. Her defences failing at the mention of their binding promise.  
 
    While they debated, Ember moved round to my side.  
 
    "If he's coming, we won't be able to fly," she remarked quietly.  
 
    Boltock gave her a brief glance, but she seemed far more accepting of his wishes than his sister. 
 
    "We'll be able to help with that," Echo suggested. "Won’t we?" she added, glancing over to the soldier who begrudgingly nodded.  
 
    Knowing there was no stopping her brother from joining us, Risha sighed and wrapped a wing around him as she warned.  
 
    "By the creators, if anything happens to you again..."  
 
    "I'll be fine," he assured her with a pat on the shoulder.  
 
    That's it, I can't let anything happen to either of them, not so much as a scratch.  
 
    I walked out onto the balcony while Echo helped Boltock onto her back. Waiting patiently, Risha and Ember emerged with me, closely followed by the two featherwings.  
 
    "You don't have to wait long for a lift around here," Echo announced, catching a gust of wind and gently lifting into the air. 
 
    Risha and Ember followed. I waited for a moment, closely watching the soldier while the breeze lifted him into the air. As soon as they were all airborne, I spread my wings, waited for the next gust and took to the skies.  
 
    * 
 
    Although it was short, the flight to the valley floor made me feel alive again. It also reminded me of the world we were re-entering, a dangerous reality of freezing cold, frightening beasts and dark evils, and with one of our group now incapable of flight, it would be a more dangerous undertaking than ever.  
 
    I came to rest at the edge of the river, its rushing waters cutting through the middle of the pine-sided valley, swiftly gliding over large boulders and forming a torrent of gushing rapids. On either side a rough pebbled beach marked the water's edge, bordered by smaller shrubs blending into the tall, snow-dusted trees. The forest reached up on either side, creating the illusion of becoming ever taller as it climbed the mountainside until the barren stone halted its advance, snowy peaks eventually capping the rocky escarpments.  
 
    The air was cool and fresh, a sharp wind blew the dense branches with some urgency. A fallen trunk lay on the bank before me, sticking out from the forest, held up by a pair of mossy rocks. The toppled giant looked like those I'd previously encountered, rotting away and covered in a cocoon of lush green foliage.  
 
    Echo, Risha and Ember were the next to land, the smooth pebbles shifting under their weight. Finally, the soldier settled on the tip of the fallen log, sinking his claws into the decaying wood. His intimidating pose made me even more wary, and I made sure to keep a close eye on him as I turned to the others.  
 
    Risha and Echo helped Boltock down, not that he seemed to approve of being babied. I suspected that it was something he'd have to learn to appreciate.  
 
    "This route should be safe, although with that one being unable to fly the trip is going to be longer," the soldier observed as he peered down stream.  
 
    He looked down at me, clearly expecting me to say something worthy of their legends. Allowing them to believe what they wished, I merely gave a gentle nod of acknowledgement. 
 
    "If you're careful to avoid the borders of Valcador, the Bleak Sea lies a few days walk through the forest. The ruins of Ilivar linger beyond. That's if they haven't moved in the past few centuries." 
 
    I almost dismissed the final part of his guidance as a joke, it was only after considering it for a moment more that I considered the possibility of it being true. Nevertheless, I gave my advisor another subtle nod.  
 
    "You have a good head start, but the ghauls have your scent and they won't be far behind," he added, panning his eyes across the forest. 
 
    Having only a vague idea of what he was referring to, I curiously questioned. 
 
    "The wolf-beasts, they're called ghauls?"  
 
    "Correct, horrific things. They were once gentle forest creatures before dark magic corrupted their minds and twisted their bodies." His head snapped around as birds scattered in the trees.  
 
    "Just be glad they're the only things on your tail, there are far more twisted beasts beyond here," he finished.  
 
    I nodded again, not wishing to think of what else might be out there. At least now I'd confirmed the name of another of the savage monsters determined to kill me.  
 
    The sound of grinding pebbles under heavy footsteps drew my attention back to the others walking up beside me. Echo flew over, landing at the base of the log, looking up to her companion.  
 
    "We would accompany you, but with things as they are, all are needed here. Orkin move down from the mountains to the east, and there are rumours they're rallying in the old citadel of Valcador," she warned, glancing up to her home above.  
 
    Troubled times? Now I could see they were serious – it was worse than I thought. The best thing is to avoid this Valcador place at all costs.  
 
    Even so, I still had a job to do and nothing was going to stop me. To get Tarwin back I had to stop this Dark Guardian and whatever stood by him. For now, it was the most I would allow myself to accept of their tales.  
 
    With that, I gave a final nod and turned to the others. Before he left the soldier lifted his head high and spoke up.  
 
    "Good luck, and may the creators protect you." 
 
    Echo nodded in agreement before spreading her wings, and with a couple of powerful beats, they both took off into the air. The moment they left the others looked to me. No matter how much I denied I was leading, they all felt differently. 
 
    "Well?" Boltock asked, breaking the awkward silence. "Don't you think we should get going?" 
 
    I shared his sentiment, starting to walk down the riverbank. They all followed without question. This was it: another new, unknown territory.  
 
    * 
 
    The winding river led us away from the steep mountains. Its turbulent waters settling as they were relieved of the interfering boulders and rocks that had disrupted their flow upstream. Even the wind grew still, leaving the trees motionless as an increasing density of snow piled onto their frozen branches. With every step into the unknown, the atmosphere became colder, and the soft flow of the once gushing river began to solidify near the edges.  
 
    Days went by as we travelled further into the cooling wilderness, each waking moment blurring into the next. It was a cycle of the sun rising and setting, the night sky spinning by during the long, tiresome hours spent watching for danger. 
 
    The further we travelled, the shorter the days became. The cruel chill of dark nights and the equally bitter cold of the weak winter sun making the two almost indistinguishable. As we journeyed, I constantly checked the edges of the snow-covered landscape, my eyes scanning over the frozen river for any sign, smell, or sound of our hunters. I knew they were out there somewhere, now aware of what I could do and equally aware of our new vulnerability.  
 
     My constantly active senses were fuelled by nothing more than adrenalin pumping through my shivering body. Like a timid rabbit I reacted to even the smallest movement, unable to sleep after those monsters had managed to sneak up on us from nowhere.  
 
    The snow grew deeper, making the ground more difficult to traverse. The cold numbed my tired bones with every aching step and my mind became completely open to the possibility of something buried below the wintery coat, ready to eat me. Worried about every snowflake, I barely noticed when we finally reached the end of the river. Only the cry of Ember's voice drew me from the numbness.  
 
    "Look, there it is!" 
 
    Stretching before us over the vast horizon lay the endless expanse of the frozen sea. The forest’s sprawl stopped abruptly at the top of a sheer cliff marking the edge of the ice sheet, the river cascading over in a frozen torrent, creating a wall of ice. The weak sound of what little water could pass beneath, creaked and gushed, groaning like a dying monster.  
 
    "What do we do now?" Risha asked, stepping up to my side.  
 
    I looked down at the steep incline and out to the far edges of my vision, trying to identify a safe route down. Our only option was a rough pathway of ice-covered boulders beside the waterfall, barely visible under the snow.  
 
    "That looks like the only way down," I indicated, pointing towards the pathway. 
 
    There was no objection as the others crept to the cliff's edge with me.  
 
    "We'll have to walk down," I added, ruffling my wings in disdain.  
 
    Not like we can fly with the air this still anyway. I noted, the fact the coast was so calm unsettling me. I just hope Boltock can make it.  
 
    I stepped cautiously onto the first boulder, brushing off the covering of snow with my forepaw before following with the rest. With all my weight set upon the stone, I tried to judge its stability, and although slippery, it seemed stable.  
 
    "Seems pretty safe. Just watch your footing, it's slippery," I advised before stepping over a slight gap to the second boulder.  
 
    Peering ahead at the random sprawl of rocks, I attempted to map out a descending path, judging which ones appeared most stable. The others started to follow, albeit nervously. 
 
    "Best to go one at a time, I don't know how much weight they'll take," I shouted back to Risha.  
 
    She nodded, stopping on the first boulder and waiting for me to clear the second. The gap to the snowy surface of the next one was too far to step down. Pausing for a moment, I knew the only way was to jump – and that wasn't without some risk.  
 
    If it's not stable it could completely collapse the pile.  
 
    I searched for any other route, although my only other options left me with the same problem. I thought carefully about how I could get by; the only safe choice was to fly. I cursed myself for taking my wings for granted; even so, after all we’d done, I wasn’t going to let an icy rock defeat me.  
 
    A pulse of fear urged me on when an unmistakable howl ended my deliberation. I glanced back at Risha, her wide-eyed expression revealing the same dread. My heart began to race, making decisions increasingly urgent. 
 
    It's either jump or wait for those things to catch up with us! Every moment I deliberated I pictured their paws thundering through snow as they sped closer. 
 
    I drew back, holding a deep breath as I rushed across the slippery surface and leapt into the air, spreading my wings to steady myself. The boulder shunted sideways, fumbling and sliding, I barely managed to maintain my balance. My landing dislodged a small number of rocks, which bounced to the ice below with a rumbling clatter. Every sound forced me to wince as the noise echoed through the otherwise silent wilderness. 
 
    They surely know exactly where we are now!  
 
    My worries were swiftly redirected when the rock under me shifted. Whatever stability it once possessed was ruined by the force of my jump – and there was still three of us to go. The icy surface tilted forward, hanging precariously over the edge of the loose pile. I moved to balance out the weight, pushing myself up against the icicles hanging from the cliff behind me.  
 
    Looking down to the frozen sea I could see there was an obvious pathway over the remaining rocks. I glanced up to see Risha was now directly above.  
 
    "Where now?" she asked.  
 
    "Jump down and follow the path along there," I instructed, nodding towards the lower boulders. "I'll stay on this one to counterbalance."  
 
    She stepped back, while Boltock and Ember queued on the rocks behind her, anxiously awaiting their turn. When she leapt, the sudden shudder caught me unaware, the rock lurched and a few smaller stones fell away.  
 
    "What about you?" she inquired urgently.  
 
    "I'll jump off when you're all across," I reassured, gesturing for her to move along quickly as my back scraped the cliff face.  
 
    "Go! I'll be down right after you."  
 
    Lacking the time to question my decision, she carefully hopped over the rest of the boulders and onto the ice sheet.  
 
    Boltock was next, wincing slightly when the jolt of impact shifted his injured wing. I urged him on, and he hopped swiftly down to his sister. Ember was the last to jump, her weight putting even more strain on the increasingly unstable surface, leaving me the difficult task of getting off the crumbling boulder without bringing them all down. I tested the rock's stability by shifting my weight slightly.  
 
    As expected, any movement made it heave and tilt, pushing more of the loose rocks around it further over the edge. I weighed up my options: I was going to have to jump, that much was clear. I peered around, visualising my route and positioning myself to make a dash when an unmistakable smell caught my attention. 
 
    I looked up, the rock shifting while my eyes focused on the ghaul staring down from the top of the path, a menacing mass of fur, muscle and vicious teeth looming over me. From what I could see, it was alone, though I knew the others wouldn’t be far behind. It took a step onto the first boulder, which shuddered under its heavier mass. My eyes focused on its lumbering footfall, and instantly I had an idea. 
 
    Risha called my name, stimulating a desire to flee. But I focussed on the ghaul’s demonic eyes while it clambered down, falling rocks creeping out from under it. Remaining almost perfectly still, I spread my weight, keeping my perch perfectly balanced while waiting for the right moment. The ghaul stopped, shifting its paws as the rocks tilted. 
 
    Jump, come on, jump! I repeated to myself, watching intensely as it peered over the edge of the higher rock.  
 
    It was so precariously close that the stench of its foul, steaming breath stung my nostrils. A row of ferocious teeth loomed inches above my head, dripping shimmering strips of saliva.  
 
    Instinctively, I made my move, launching myself out over the frozen river. The ghaul's reaction was instant, its jaws snapping shut where I'd stood.  
 
    The world became a whirling maelstrom of noise, fur and teeth. The crashing rumble of boulders consuming a faint yelp, followed by the splitting sound of rupturing ice. A cloud of freezing dust blocked my sight as I awkwardly flared my wings and slammed into the frozen sea, sliding to a dazed halt.  
 
    My head spun and my ears rang as the rock and ice dust settled. From the din I heard something approaching at speed before suddenly colliding with my back. At first, I was terrified it was another monster, at least until a pair of wings wrapped around me, nearly knocking me to the ground. 
 
    "You're alive!" Risha yelled, releasing me from her grip.  
 
    I stumbled to my paws, stepping back to see her eyes blazing with relief. Two more shapes emerged from the dust plume, thankfully Boltock and Ember.  
 
    "That was amazing!" Boltock exclaimed, flaring his good wing.  
 
    It took a few seconds for my head to clear enough for me to realise the full extent of what had happened. The dusty gloom hid what remained of the cliff face, and surprisingly the ice hadn’t completely broken, although it was severely damaged in several places. My eyes settled on the ghaul’s crumpled body lying at the base of the collapsed mound. I cautiously nudged what was left of its head with my front paw, the subtle movement expelling a final whiff of its rancid breath.  
 
    My attention then moved to the cliff face, scanning every detail. There's certainly no way down now. Killing two birds with one stone. I thought with a hint of pride. 
 
    Then I noticed the line of eyes peering down at us. Five more ghauls judged the situation, the intensity of their menacing glares cutting through the air like knives. 
 
    At least they can't fly down either. I thought triumphantly. Though I wouldn’t put jumping past them if they're told.  
 
    Looking over the cliff face, I could see there was no sign of any other route down to the ice. Looking back at the pack, the lead ghaul appeared, its scars and collar making it instantly recognisable. 
 
     The dominant beast peered down, completely ignoring the others, a cloud of breath emerging with every one of its stomach-wrenching pants. I stepped back and it did the opposite, prowling up to the edge raising its head. The howl blasting from its mouth echoed for miles.  
 
    "We should go." I ordered as it lowered its head.  
 
    I turned to see Boltock and Ember ready to lead. Risha nodded and I was confident that, for now, the ghauls had no means of following. All they could do was watch us continue out to sea until, one by one they turned away and vanished into the forest. 
 
    * 
 
    For the next few hours, I periodically glanced back to the empty cliff, until the coast eventually vanished over the horizon, thankfully the ghauls were nowhere to be seen.  
 
     "It won't take them long to find a way down," Risha suggested, moving to walk alongside me.  
 
    "We'll be long gone by the time they do," I replied, turning my attention away from the increasingly small focal point.  
 
    The truth was, I had no idea how long it would take them to catch up again. For all I knew they were coming across the ice at that very moment. 
 
    Risha did a good job of hiding her underlying doubt, although I could tell she knew I wasn't sure about our situation. 
 
    "I–I'm just glad you're okay after that trick with the rocks, that's all," she admitted, lowering her head, appearing almost unable to look at me. 
 
    I struggled to understand. She knows about my healing, we talked about it. Her reaction had been similar to Ember's. But now she's shy. Why is this so confusing?  
 
    I was usually good at judging personalities. Perhaps the repetitiveness of recent days had blurred my senses. One thing that was clear, was that I still had little experience with my own kind.  
 
    My concentration was broken when a gust of freezing wind hit my snout, making my eyes water, the tears freezing seconds after they emerged. Black clouds gathered overhead, and the once bright, reflective ice dulled as the darkening sky concealed the sun. I peered out over the vast, icy wasteland, my limited view meeting an endless, white expanse in all directions, dotted by larger chunks of ice sitting like disfigured statues in the frozen desert. Each waved a trail of frosty dust from its tip, like a snake in the arctic wind.  
 
    The weather gradually grew worse. The wind's strength increased, turning the ground beneath our paws into a river of white dust, flowing like a torrent of water as it arched around our legs. Things grew darker still as night closed in, and the harsh environment consumed any warning signs we might have of our hunters' approach. 
 
    With the wind hammering at my scales I pressed on, forcing my eyes shut in a hopeless attempt to block out the cold. I raised my wing as a futile defence against the bitter onslaught, occasionally glancing back to the others. All three followed in a line behind me, only just visible through the storm and my narrowed vision.  
 
    Our progress became painfully slow, and the thought of giving up constantly crossed my mind, more so when I saw my friends struggling so much. After monsters and griffins, I wasn't about to let the fury of the elements beat me.  
 
    We can stop and wait out the storm. My mind insisted, only to be countered. Where? We're stuck in the middle of nowhere.  
 
    Another thought to cross my mind was that of my recent knowledge, recalling that dragons could control the weather. My theory evaporated as I woefully remembered that only those of the wind element could do so, and as far as I knew that was the only element not among us.  
 
    "We should stop!" Risha cried through the howling wind.  
 
    I looked to see they had all slowed even more, finally admitting to myself that she was right. That didn't change the fact that we’d nowhere to shelter. 
 
    "What do we do!?" she cried; her blue scales stained white by frost. "I can't stave off this much ice!" 
 
    I gazed into the white streams rushing across the ground, and battered by the roar of the wind, I began to doubt my leadership. Twice now I'd led my friends into deadly situations, but this time there really seemed to be no escape.  
 
    "I–I... I don't know!" I closed my eyes as my hope drained.  
 
    Even the roar of the wind wasn’t enough to block out the deep creaking sound that suddenly ravaged the ice. Risha and I exchanged strained glances when another deep groan bellowed, this time louder, as if the ice itself was in agonising pain. Before I knew it, the ground shook violently. Struck with fear and confusion I looked to the others, my gaze jumping from each pair of frightened eyes only just visible in the spinning shroud. 
 
    The ice shook again, but this time it didn’t stop. A sharp sound rang out as a deep crack ripped across the ground. With another tremendous shudder, the surface sank in front of us as huge geysers of air spewed out from beneath, the loud screams of escaping pressure adding to the howl of the storm. I watched helplessly as more of the ice ripped itself apart, breaking up and splitting into pieces that were drawn down into the hungry darkness of a newly yawning chasm.  
 
    More of the surface in front of us ruptured, vast chunks tilting upward like the teeth of a giant beast awakening from beneath the ice. The newly formed walls ground like shifting mountains as they slowly slid into the cavernous pit, and my paws began to slip when the whole ground beneath me began to tilt. Screams and yells met my ears as the walls grew steeper and I lost my footing. Sliding uncontrollably, I tried to dig in my claws, but the frozen surface refused to be broken.  
 
    Another deafening roar split the air and I frantically scanned the surface, fixing on the only thing I could see. Across the almost vertical icy wall was a frozen boulder. I regained my footing and bounded clumsily across, grabbing the bastion of stability. A sudden tug at my side pulled me down, releasing my grip. Risha clung to my flank for dear life as I tried to steady our fall.  
 
    No, I must hang on! The more I struggled, the more hope slipped away.  
 
    Falling hopelessly out of control, the ice brushed past my almost numb tail, when the muscles instinctively contracted around another frozen boulder. I winced when my tail almost tore as it suddenly gripped and halted our descent with a painful jolt. While a final crack from the ice saw it grind to a halt, leaving us exposed on the vertical face.  
 
    Risha clung to my side, her claws digging into my scales. Shaking with shock and almost blinded by the storm, I peered down through the swirling murk, to see an open scar lined with precariously balanced sheets of ice torn open from the endless expanse. Thankfully, our anchor fell no further, while smaller blocks slid down into the depths with echoing clatters and rumbles.  
 
    "Are you okay!?" I shouted to Risha.  
 
    "I think so!" she replied, struggling to open her eyes. 
 
    She peered down, to where Ember was clinging to her webbed tail.  
 
    "Where's Boltock!?" she shouted. 
 
    "Down here!" a frail voice cried up from where he was latched onto the fiery-dragonesse’s tail.  
 
    Risha let out a noticeable sigh of relief. Meanwhile, the circumstances made it difficult for me to express the emotion in quite the same way. I turned to look up at the sheer ice face, its peak concealed by the storm. There was no way we were going to be able to climb, walk, or fly out. Exposed like this the maelstrom would surely freeze us in minutes.  
 
    "Blaze, what do we do now!?" Risha shouted, desperately trying to make her voice heard against the raging wind.  
 
    I take it this is still too much ice for her to manipulate? I thought hopelessly.  
 
    Collecting my thoughts for a minute, only one idea came to mind. The words were brief, nonetheless they flashed through my mind.  
 
    "If I am supposed to be a prophesised saviour, then in some way, if you're out there, please show me a way!" I called to the stormy sky.  
 
    "I think there's something down there!" Boltock suddenly shouted from below.  
 
    "Don't be stupid, that's the sea!" Risha responded.  
 
    "No, there's something there, I swear!" his muffled voice sounded again. "It's like an island!"  
 
    Ember's eyes tilted upwards as she interjected. "Well, does anyone else have any bright ideas!?"  
 
    I looked down trying to peer into the depths. Despite my best efforts, it was hopeless, whatever Boltock thought he could see was too far away for me to pinpoint.  
 
    If something is down there, I'm going to have to trust him. I looked at Risha, her eyes struggling to stay open.  
 
    "It's the only way!" I shouted, painfully admitting it to myself as much as her.  
 
    She glanced down, shivering so intensely it was a wonder the whole cliff didn't come crashing down.  
 
    "Okay... I... I trust you!" she called back.  
 
    I glanced up to the dark, windswept sky, closed my eyes, took in a deep breath, uncoiled my tail and released my grip.  
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
    Part III 
 
    Bound by Destiny. 
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    Chapter 11 
 
    Unknowable Truth 
 
      
 
    Consciousness slowly flickered into existence, revealing dazed images of a dark world. In a great rush of awareness my memory returned, and my eyes shot open.  
 
    I couldn't make anything out in the darkness except the sound of restless ice creaking and echoing around me. I moved my head to find it almost frozen in place, and with some difficulty I managed to break the frost from my scales, eventually freeing my legs and wings. The frozen seal shattered completely when I finally staggered to my paws. I felt so cold, almost as though the blood had frozen in my veins. 
 
    I struggled to bring a shivering forepaw to my face as my thoughts began to clear. I recalled clinging to the ice with the others, before releasing my grip and dropping into the void.  
 
    The others? Where are they?  
 
    My blurred gaze was cast out over the frozen chasm, searching the void as far as the limited light would allow. A glimpse of something in the darkness forced my chilled limbs into motion. Each muscle ached, while the steady movement slowly relieved me of my numbness.  
 
    I noticed that the surface below my feet, while freezing cold, wasn't ice. It appeared to be a carpet of black sand squashing between my frozen toes.  
 
    Boltock was right, there is land down here.  
 
    It wasn’t long before I found myself peering down at Risha’s blue scales, encased in a layer of shiny frost. I brushed the ice away, nudging her with a forepaw. The light howl of the distant storm overhead was the only thing to respond, as I discovered her body was as cold as ice.  
 
    All I'd done in my efforts to save them was to prolong their lives for a few more seconds, leaving them to freeze to death in this unforgiving hole. Kneeling beside her, I was unable to feel or think, all my troublesome thoughts had gone. For the first time in ages, my mind was clear from all its torment and taunting. I was done, beaten and broken; I'd failed. I rested my head on the sand beside hers and slipped into a frozen stupor.  
 
    A sudden, unexpected movement woke me, and driven by a new-found hope I nudged her again. Another shift and a gentle cough sent a rush of relief and happiness to fill the emptiness that had consumed me.  
 
    "A–Are you okay?" The words stuttered from my trembling muzzle as I rubbed more frost from her scales.  
 
    Her eyes blinked back to reality; a weak fire of life flickering inside the sapphire gems as she looked at me.  
 
    "You still have nothing to hold me to," she coughed.  
 
    Really, after all this that's the first thing she thinks of!? Kneeling, I lifted her wing from beneath the ice’s frozen grip.  
 
    "Thanks," she replied, slowly breaking her head and the rest of her body free from the cold shell. "Where are the others?"  
 
    Her weak but urgent question prompted me to answer.  
 
    "I don't know. They can't be far." I felt her body drop as I uttered the words.  
 
    She struggled to her paws, and what remained of her frosty coat fell away. With all the urgency I could muster, I followed, slowly becoming more focused as we limped across the sand. Scattered blocks of ice barely visible through the void covered the otherwise barren floor. Each sat in a crater; obviously having fallen from the frozen fissure above. An occasional crashing chorus echoed the path of more descents through the emptiness. 
 
    Before I knew it, Risha was stumbling down a sandy bank towards what appeared to be another frozen body. In her rush, her weakened legs almost fell out from under her. I jumped forward to help, sliding down while trying not to slip. When I reached her, she was floundering, limbs quivering with the effort as she panted.  
 
    "Are you sure you're okay?" I asked.  
 
    "Yes, I'm fine, just make sure they're okay too," she gasped, pointing over to the other frosty forms.  
 
    The same frozen cocoons encased Boltock and Ember, seemingly in no better condition than Risha or I. Kneeling down beside them, she started the process of breaking them from their enforced hibernation. I helped brush off the frost while she elaborated on how dragons had a higher resistance to cold than other creatures, though it wasn’t recommended they push it too far. While she continued to tend her patients, my eyes became more acclimatised to the limited light, allowing me to take a closer look at our surroundings.  
 
    Peering out over the rift, I could see that the sand sloped downward until it sank into a pool of icy water. A sheer wall of gnarled and crumbling ice encased us on either side. The sound of the wind punctuated the painful echoes of its shifting, and the distant splashes signalled more falling ice. 
 
    The welcome sound of the others coming round was a warming contrast. I glanced back to see them waking from their frozen stasis, still alive and alert. Despite that, the pair shared our chilled inflictions, and Risha worked frantically to get them up and moving.  
 
    "I told you there was something down here," Boltock muttered through a fit of coughing. 
 
    "Yeah, well now we just have to find out where 'here' is," Ember added feebly.  
 
    I turned to stare up to the world above. I’d no idea where we were, though if I was to give it a name it would probably be the most empty, wretched, freezing hole in the world.  
 
    "We can't fly out, that's for sure," Risha declared, her eyes looking to the bleak sky. "Certainly not with him like that," she added, turning her eyes back to Boltock.  
 
    "None of us are in any state to fly, for that matter," she added, looking at Ember and I. 
 
    Despite the hopelessness summoned by her every word, I felt a spark of foreboding as her eyes passed over me. As much as I attempted to convince myself otherwise, she was right – there was no telling how deep we were. The only sign the outside world even existed was the storm’s distant howl. 
 
    I examined the walls for any weakness, my eyes finally coming to rest on a rough crack shrouded in shadows. It looked dark and uninviting, but wide enough to squeeze through. The sight sparked a glimmer of hope in my frozen body, a fire that quickly began to warm and reawaken my desire to move on.  
 
    There's hope of escape, if only a slight one? My heart started to fill with optimism. 
 
    Unsure of how to proceed I turned to the others while Risha helped them test their frozen limbs.  
 
    "What do we do now?" she asked, as Ember assured her she could recover by herself.  
 
    I nodded over at the gloomy fissure, my spine prickling with apprehension.  
 
    "I'll go look for a way out."  
 
    Despite her concerned look I wasn't about to give her time to argue.  
 
    "You need to stay and make sure everyone's okay, you're the only one who knows how." My head drooped a little before I added, "I got us here, I'll get us out."  
 
    She gave a weak nod, though her look was far from approving.  
 
    "Be careful."  
 
    "Don't worry, I think we're as far away from the ghauls as we can be." The positive idea helped reassure my concerns as I turned towards the crevice.  
 
    The fissure reached high into the wall of ice, its depths uninviting, cold and dark. I glanced back at the others, the sight reminding me of what I was fighting for. Swallowing my fear, I crept into the abyss.  
 
    Placing one hesitant, shivering paw in front of the other, I cautiously moved forward, each step leading me into what felt like a tomb. The claustrophobic walls stretched up high and quickly closed in, leaving barely enough space to move. 
 
    The dark confines of the frozen dungeon was no place for a creature that belonged in the sky. The walls forced me into tighter corridors as I worked my way through. Even the floor was now nothing more than ice, invisible within the darkness that now prevailed. My eyes tried to pierce the gloom, straining to catch glimpses of the walls, but all I could see was the smallest hint of the thin passageway sloping downward.  
 
    The faint groans of contorting ice and rupturing rock echoed around me and after what felt like miles of walking, the tiny funnel finally led me to an open pocket. No natural light reached it, and I stumbled, hardly able to see where I placed my paws. What I didn’t understand was why I could still see anything. Then I noticed a dim flicker, distorted by the translucent ice. Refusing to believe my eyes, the ghostly glow maintained its inviting glimmer. 
 
    The limited illumination it provided was enough to give me a glimpse of my frozen tomb, revealing several perfectly clear ice columns supporting the roof, like great trees frozen in time. The walls led off in all directions, hosting more of the cracked and broken passageways similar to the one that had delivered me here. All the while my eyes focused on the light, its hypnotic distraction making me completely oblivious to anything else.  
 
    Why would something like that appear in such a dark and unforgiving place? 
 
    Curiosity drove me beyond any thoughts of caution, but even as I felt a deep urge to rush back and tell the others, the allure drew me in like a moth. Until, without realising it, I found myself at the far end of the chamber peering into another narrow walkway. 
 
    What am I doing? I should go back, none of this is real, it's impossible! I told myself, but the light still beckoned.  
 
    When I tried to tear my eyes away, my desire to know more forced me on. I tried to convince myself that I was hallucinating or so hopelessly lost that I wanted to see anything other than darkness,  
 
    How long have I been following it? How much longer should I continue? Is this just becoming an even more hopeless situation? None of it can be real.  
 
    "Why!?"  
 
    My sudden outburst echoed through the chamber, as if shouting would allow my voice to transcend the boundaries of my icy prison.  
 
    Why me? Why now? Why here? What seemed to be the most important question right now was, why didn't I know? Why can't I believe? Is it fear, anger, or sheer desperation?  
 
    It was none of them.  
 
    All I'd ever wanted was to find the truth. All of my life I'd been content, but not truly satisfied. Yet when the moment of discovery finally thrust itself upon me, all I could do was reject it because it wasn't what I'd imagined. 
 
    If I want it so much, why do I keep refusing to believe? It may only have been an assumption, but it felt as though the answers could be along the narrow reaches of the corridor.  
 
    I looked up and locked on to the flickering beacon. The air fell still, the restless ice grew silent and the strange lack of any sight, smell or sound other than that of the light unnerved me. Then something new caught my attention, a soft, welcoming sound that echoed between the walls. It was weak but undoubtedly came from the same direction as the glow. I listened intently, I'd heard the sound before, I knew it – deep down inside I knew that sound, but that was impossible, the only place I'd heard it before was in my...  
 
    A sudden combination of shock, fear and curiosity surged into my mind, the latter-most immediately taking control and sending me in to a frantic dash down the tunnel. The sound grew louder as I came to a sliding halt at the entrance of a dimly lit chamber. The source of the light at its centre, a rhythmic hum accompanying its glow.  
 
    Impossible! It's the cavern from my dreams!  
 
    I'd been told repeatedly that dreams could never be real, whether it be the dread of nightmares or the longing for something more. They were things that could never come true and yet here I was, standing at the epicentre of my recurring nightmare. Never had I longed so much to wake from my mind’s torment, to trap my terror in the dazed seconds before suddenly waking.  
 
    But this is no nightmare.  
 
    I stared at the mystical blue light, the humming sound cutting off the surrounding world. Edging cautiously forward from the cover of the tunnel I placed a forepaw into the chamber. 
 
    Wait! my conscience screamed, and I retracted my eager foreleg.  
 
    This isn’t a dream or some impossible hallucination, think about what you dreamt.  
 
     I delved deeper into the depths of my fractured memory, salvaging everything I could recall. Amidst the broken images, repeated words and ghostly echoes came the distorted shards of my blurred recollections.  
 
    It always started this way. I’d find myself on the edge of the chamber, slowly walking towards the centre. Every time I reached it, something bad would happen, driving me into sudden consciousness. Only this time there was no waking up, no getting out. The thought made my stomach churn, leading me to one conclusion: I've no idea how to proceed. 
 
    Part of me wanted to turn back, to leave the impossible alone. My mind fought back: what if there’s no way out, no way to help the others? 
 
    Glancing back through the passageway I recalled the words I'd desperately uttered when clinging to the ice.  
 
    I called out to the supposed gods that sent me here. Maybe, just maybe, those words meant something?  
 
    It felt stupid to consider that they may have been heard. But if dreams could be real, then why not? All of it – the stories, legends, images, dreams, everything – all coalesced here. Like everything else on this unbelievable adventure, it wasn't how I'd imagined.  
 
    I picked myself up, nervously stepping forward. I needed answers, whether I believed them or not, and with a growing conviction, I continued my advance. The light remained constant and the humming became louder, just like in my dreams. With every step I considered running, but this was it, I couldn’t flee from the truth any longer. 
 
    My quivering paws crunched across a floor of frosted ice, cracking and splintering with each step like the surface of a dry riverbed. The air grew less hostile, less bitter, the cold and the darkness replaced by a feeling of incandescent warmth.  
 
    The blue glow grew brighter, reaching a blinding crescendo, forcing me to raise a wing over my straining eyes. Until, without warning, it failed, leaving a brief imprint on the back of my vision, plunging the chamber into darkness. I lowered my protective cover to see four hexagonal pillars emerge from the once overwhelming glow. Each one level with my eyes, formed from pure crystal and tipped with a fine point.  
 
    A subdued light emanated from the base, projecting through the clear rock. At the centre lay a flat crystalline surface, bathed in the light of the retained hue. Its beauty chased away all the horror, doubt and sadness, dismissing them to my mind’s darker reaches. I reached out and placed a forepaw upon them.  
 
    A sense of purity immediately rushed through me like a healing river growing into a warm torrent. I snatched my paw away, looking at what I thought would be scorched scales, but there was no such thing: for where my paw had touched the crystals, it now glowed. For a moment I thought it was a trick and I tried to shake it off, when that failed, I returned my eyes to the mystical sight. This time a ball of flickering blue light had appeared above the four pillars. I couldn't recall anything like this from my dreams, and the urge to run flashed repeatedly through my mind.  
 
    "You have returned at last," a spectral voice announced like an old friend.  
 
    I don't remember having any friends like this!  
 
    I was convinced that I would remember them, and even my dreams omitted this part. I spun round, my eyes scouring the gloom for its source, a difficult task as it seemed the words were spoken from within my mind. 
 
    "You have nothing to fear," the elusive voice spoke again.  
 
    "Who said that?" I shouted as I looked back at the orb of illumination.  
 
    "That would be me," the voice replied, words invading my mind once more.  
 
    This time I caught a glimpse of something else. As the words were uttered, the light synchronised perfectly.  
 
    "Did you just? Did you just talk?" I asked hesitantly, jabbing a forepaw at the glow.  
 
    I'm talking to a light, really? This has got to be the most ridiculous thing so far!  
 
    "That is correct," the light replied, once again pulsing in union with its words. 
 
    Is this it? After all my searching, is this spectral voice going to give me the answers?  
 
    "W–Who... who are you?" I stuttered.  
 
    "I am Ethereal," the voice replied.  
 
    "Ethereal, that’s your name?" I asked, cocking my head.  
 
    "The concept of names has long been forgotten among us, but it is my name, if you so wish." 
 
    "Us? You mean there are more of you?" I asked, glancing around for more glowing orbs. 
 
    "In the beginning, we were five. That..." the voice raised its tone. "That is not what is important... not now."  
 
    I flinched at the peak in its words, pausing for a few moments before I dared ask my next question.  
 
    "What is important?"  
 
    The reply wasn’t what I expected.  
 
    "You. You have returned, and so the time is finally upon us."  
 
    All I could do was stare directly into the mesmerising glow as my mind began to crumble under the revelation.  
 
    That's just what everyone else has been saying!  
 
    "We have been trying to reach you for so very long. But shadows have clouded what we once were," the voice added.  
 
    "What, who... What do you mean? Who am I, what am I?" I spluttered, the words flooding out like a raging torrent. 
 
    I paused abruptly, silent and motionless as I awaited the truth. 
 
    "Patience, young one. I understand your desire for answers, all will be revealed in time."  
 
    The light’s reply simply reignited my enthusiasm. I wasn't just going to let it stop there, not after all I'd been through. I needed something more, and I needed it now.  
 
    "Why so secretive?" I asked, my wings ruffling as I battled frustration.  
 
    The light remained ignorant of me for a few more moments before responding.  
 
    "Because it would be more fruitful to bear witness to it."  
 
    I had no time to question, no time to react as the mystical light sank back into the crystal. Its retreat allowed the darkness to return, or it would have, had there been enough time before the blissful explosion.  
 
    A beam of light erupted from the centre of the crystals, momentarily blinding me as it lanced up into the chamber, each blinding pulse accompanied by a thrumming hum. I turned away, shielding my eyes as they strained against the intense glow, while desperately trying to follow the course of the beam to where it collided with the ceiling. Upon striking the ice, the mystical glow fanned out into a sea of minuscule particles. Each radiant speck consumed the solid mass as it danced, transforming the ceiling beyond recognition.  
 
    The spectacle they revealed looked impossibly real. The familiar sight of the night sky was exactly like my dream. However, I recalled that the worst part of my dream was still to come and with some hesitation, I looked into the crystal. What I expected didn’t meet my worried eyes. A completely normal reflection stared back at me.  
 
    My relief was short lived, the ground shook as the expanding cosmos rapidly spread to consume the walls, and floor. As it did, it started to feel like it was more than just an image, more like an open window to another world. Flakes of ice crumbled away, losing their frozen anchor as the stars marched forward without pause. I turned to look for the exit, but it was gone, consumed by the expanding particles.  
 
    Panic began to overwhelm me as I tried desperately to fly up from the encroaching void, but there was nothing to aid my attempts – no wind, no ground, not even air. I closed my eyes, preferring the darkness they provided over what expanded around me.  
 
    My body shuddered as I felt the ground beneath me disappear, but I felt no sensation of falling, instead it felt like being submerged in water, except there was no pressure or drowning. 
 
    Finally, I cracked open my eyes, finding to my utter amazement, the incredibly beautiful and instantly recognisable vision. I was suspended in a sea of stars sailing in a black ocean. Some were clustered together like birds in a great cosmic tree, suspended within beautiful clouds of red and blue, while shimmering dust spread across the expanses between. Much like coloured dye in water, more shapes of cosmic green and purple dissipated to create gorgeous blooms as radiant as wildflowers in summer. I struggled to take in the full splendour as all my sadness, hopelessness and anger were drained away. The feeling even dismissed the lingering knowledge that I still had my friends to worry about and the evil that pursued us.  
 
    For a moment all that mattered was being here in the night sky, the one thing I'd always looked to for comfort on the darkest of nights.  
 
    Dragons can fly to the stars. I thought to myself, the ambition once so childish now so real.  
 
    "Beautiful, isn't it?" a voice noted.  
 
    I turned as fast as I could, clumsily propelling myself through the weightless realm. I recognised the words as those Risha had used not so long ago, but it wasn't her beside me; instead, the glowing ball hovered effortlessly. 
 
    "What is it?" I asked, returning my eyes to stare at the scene's majestic beauty.  
 
    "This is the Ether, cradle of the Golden City, home of the Ethereal’s. The sky, as it's known in mortal tongue."  
 
    I wasn’t sure whether it was because I didn't have a clue what it was talking about or that the sky was stealing my attention, but it was hard to take in what I was being told.  
 
    "Who are the Ethereals?" I asked, the words disrupting my fixation.  
 
    "We are what the mortals call ‘the creators’. In the beginning there were five of us. The first, last and only of our kind. As our name suggests, we created everything: all worlds, dimensions, time and reality itself. It was our purpose, and that of our followers, to rule over all creation, keeping peace and harmony."  
 
    I could only look on in awe and confusion. How could just five strange balls of light create everything? What is a dimension?  
 
    Considering everything I'd seen in the last few moments, I was inclined to believe anything, even something as extreme as that.  
 
    "What happened?" I asked, continuing to stare into space.  
 
    "For billions of years the Golden City stood strong, a monument among the stars. Our rule was secure in the power of our descendants, and the balance of the Ether was unhindered. Worlds were born, civilisations grew, as did they die, replaced by the next as we and those who served, lived on forever. Watching over and caring for creation as was our purpose. The balance lasted until the shadow of corruption came."  
 
    The light stopped, expressing its displeasure with a dull flicker, despite there being no change in its tone. It was strange, the entity seemed capable of making me feel as it did without the need for physical expression. It had brought me here, and now it was starting to make me believe.  
 
    "What shadow?" I asked, withdrawing my attention from the possessive sky.  
 
    It failed to respond for another moment, while it seemingly contemplated its response.  
 
    "An unspeakable horror emerged from the darkest corners of creation and descended upon us without warning, mercilessly consuming all it encountered, be it physical or spiritual. It was no evil to balance the good, it was pure darkness, not of creation. A disease."  
 
    The light pulsed with a harsh flicker, flames flaring from its sides.  
 
    "My brethren and I defied it, trying everything we could to stop it, but it only had one ambition: complete and meaningless obliteration."  
 
    The idea sent a shudder down my spine as I imagined something so terrible it could make the stars flicker out.  
 
    "After many great battles we finally thought it vanquished, but it lived on in corrupt and clouded minds. One mind above all others proved that our victory couldn’t come without the greatest of sacrifices. Left with no choice, we forfeited our physical forms to create a power strong enough to seal the last manifestation of its darkness away within an unbreakable prison, forged from the heart of reality itself."  
 
    "What happened to this prison?" I asked, with a nagging sensation the answer was closer than I thought. 
 
    "With our power all but destroyed, events saw it placed in the care of mortals. Our judgment proved misguided, however; the evil's dark power was too much and it gradually began to twist their minds. Such is its unrelenting nature, to turn beings on each other."  
 
    My eyes fell away and fear churned my stomach as I finally admitted to myself in a whisper.  
 
    "It's the Sphere of Eternity, isn't it?"  
 
    "The mortal tongue bestows it many names, all of which are a curse upon reality, but no mortal knows the truth of what lies within. Many have forgotten it, as they have forgotten us."  
 
    I looked up to the stars, hoping they would provide some reassurance.  
 
    Why didn't the creators help? Why did they leave the sphere to wreak war, death and destruction?  
 
    That seemed to be no different to what 'the darkness' would have done if it wasn't for its imprisonment.  
 
    If they expended all their power to seal it away, what were they to do? Another thought reasoned.  
 
    All these new questions were leading me away from the answers I truly wanted. I'd been aware of the sphere for some time, but now the growing truth was more than I could possibly imagine.  
 
    "Now it's in the hands of a madman," I uttered, fully aware that Acrodan had it.  
 
    "Frozen in the ice, the last of the mortal guardians has held it for centuries. His frail mortality is no more than a vessel for its power, he is nothing but a mindless puppet. Nevertheless, the servant will soon find a way to open the prison."  
 
    Every one of the Ethereal’s words generated more questions, but I only needed one answer.  
 
    "What does this have to do with me?"  
 
    The light flickered, pausing before it gave a response.  
 
    "You are the key to everything. It is your purpose to complete the task we can no longer fulfil. As we were destined to create reality, you are destined to save it. Your existence upon this plain was never intended to proceed as it has. Fate has plans for us all, even those of omnipotence."  
 
    At that, my frustration finally gave way.  
 
    "That doesn't explain anything! Why am I so special to them!?" I jabbed a wing at nowhere in particular. "Dragons, humans and griffins, they all think I'm so special!"  
 
    "You are the chosen of the Ethereal’s. No single aspect of reality is bound to you, it has always been your purpose to protect this world. That tale has been written since your creation." 
 
    I peered into the sky, sickened by another slew of cryptic clues, spoken to me like I was somehow meant to understand.  
 
    "You are special because, as you have surely surmised, you were always destined to save them – and they believe that to be so." 
 
    Unable to comprehend what the orb said, I drifted through the emptiness. If these were the answers I so desperately sought, then I was as opposed to them as I'd been all the others.  
 
    "So, you chose me to do what you couldn't? To..." My tone exploded in rage, only to ebb away in anger. 
 
    The sphere remained silent, as if offended by my outburst, but I couldn't bring myself to care. It seemed to disregard what I desired, firmly believing I'd been thrust into a life I shouldn’t have known.  
 
    After a few moments lost in selfish rage I realised that instead of remaining ignorant, the god-like glow had disintegrated into a cloud of glowing dust, gently blowing on a cosmic breeze before blossoming into a shimmering cloud like a swarm of fireflies. It eventually stopped and magically reformed, unrecognisable at first, until as the dust combined, a new shape emerged.  
 
    I looked on in amazement at the unmistakable form of a dragon materialising before me, each particle moving in unison to animate the beast’s movements. The ghost-dragon settled, its dust-formed scales glowing like pure starlight.  
 
    "Is this what you looked like?" I asked, the anger draining from my voice. 
 
    "My brethren and I are one now, we remain whole within our realm, the ruins of the Golden City. Within your world we can only form a projection of our former selves and even that takes tremendous effort."  
 
    The glowing particles formed a moving mouth, perfectly mimicking speech.  
 
    "If we were to tell the full truth you seek, we'd only bring you the most insufferable pain," it warned, sensing my dissatisfaction, before adding. 
 
    "We all have a path to follow, even gods are bound by destiny."  
 
    There was no thought or action with which I could respond. It was unnerving that it knew my every idea, but it was true – I wanted the truth so much.  
 
    "So, I'm a... god?" I murmured, only just managing to put the unfathomable explanation into words.  
 
    "You are indeed ethereal; however, unlike us, you were never destined to create. Your path leads you to protect," the ghost-dragon was swift to correct. 
 
    "We understand your pain, though such trauma was never intended. You know what must be done, you have known from the moment you left your old life behind." 
 
    The words erased what remained of my fear, my doubt and my inability to understand. It was painful to admit, but it was right – I wouldn’t have left if Tarwin hadn’t been in danger, and that was what ultimately drove me. It all sounded so ridiculous, gods, monsters, other worlds? I could hardly believe what I was thinking. My eyes returned to meet those of the ghost dragon.  
 
    "I know what I have to do," I replied.  
 
    The answers to my question had brought me to accept it. This is my destiny. 
 
    "The sphere's evil can never be allowed to return into the Ether, otherwise it will restore its former power. You are destined to ensure that does not come to pass."  
 
    Hearing my fate laid out as if from a guidebook made me feel worse. 
 
    "How am I supposed to? How am I supposed to do anything?" 
 
    "Your power has never been truly uncovered. It couldn't have been known that the humans would find you. They unknowingly shielded you from the power of the darkness and its mindless puppet."  
 
    There was at least a warm sense of irony in that. Tarwin was looking out for me and she didn't even know it.  
 
    "You have already started to awaken your true self; it is not an element like those given to others of your kind – it is a power born of the stars."  
 
    The horrifying images of boiling blood, the decapitated beast and the blinding explosion of light crawled their way into my thoughts, and for a moment I considered asking more about my mysterious power. The other dragons would certainly want to know more, but right now that didn't matter. I knew the power to which the dragon referred: an incinerating fire that could burn flesh to nothing in moments, a body resistant to harm, which would, if injured, heal with unthinkable speed, and scales that burned as hot as the sun. Admittedly it was uncontrolled, as lost to me as the truth, but it was just as much a part of me as my old life. 
 
    "I can't even use it. I can't fight against them," I replied, looking at one of my forepaws.  
 
    The ghost dragon started to shrink, compacting to my size.  
 
    "You have powers beyond anything they can imagine, powers that within your realm you alone possess. You must succeed in what we failed so long ago."  
 
    My eyes slipped away.  
 
    "Star Dragon," the ghost dragon announced, drawing my attention back.  
 
    "What?"  
 
    "The truth may remain beyond your comprehension, but your name is within your capacity to understand."  
 
    I knew my name, Tarwin had given it to me and I'd known it all my life. It's the last thing I have to lose.  
 
    The Ethereal’s new title was about to steal that away as well, and once again the mystical entity appeared to know of my confusion as it continued to speak. 
 
    "In the mortal tongue that is the title they would bestow upon one with your power." 
 
    "So, what now?" I asked, beginning to consider what was next and how I'd get back to the others.  
 
    "You will return to your fate, remember what you know."  
 
    What I know? The idea flashed through my mind. Despite what I'd been told, I couldn’t place any real meaning on the words, and before I could respond, the dragon spoke again.  
 
    "We will meet again... Guardian."  
 
    With that, he fell silent. I looked round, my eyes no longer met the starry sky, instead settling on the icy chamber’s dull walls. As I slowly came to terms with reality's return, all the emotion created by the sky’s majestic beauty, the Ether and the Ethereal, ebbed away. 
 
    Maybe I'd dreamt it all, just as I’d done many times before, but this time the crystal alter remained, a faint blue glow emanating from its base. Its flat surface contained something new, a jewel as magical as the altar itself, unlike anything I'd seen before. A sculpted amulet with a golden chain trailing from its tip. I crouched down, curiosity overpowering any urge to pull away.  
 
    Its surface glowed like starlight moulded by a celestial black smith. Carved into its centre was a clear gem, glowing white-hot. The gold surrounding it stretched out into an eight-pointed star, the four larger points equidistant from each other while their smaller brethren sat symmetrically between them. A circle encased the central gem, and the image of a serpent bridged the gaps between the longer points.  
 
    It didn’t possess the featureless body of a snake, but that of a dragon. The mouth reached round to the tip of the tail, wings and paws pressed against its sides and sleek golden scales covered its surface.  
 
    I reached out to touch the glowing gem, expecting the bejewelled centre to burn with a radiant heat. To my surprise the glow receded, flowing from my paw and up into my leg, its purifying light having a similar effect to the glow from the crystal pillar. I pulled back as the warm embrace dispersed almost instantly and the glow subsided.  
 
    It must be from the ghost-dragon, the creators, the Ethereals, whatever they call themselves.  
 
    Its presence was a message, proof they were real, a magical artifact from the beings who created reality itself. The thought and emotion of my excitement was instantly extinguished as the second realisation hit me.  
 
    If they're real, then so is everything they said.  
 
    My whole body tensed as the realisation dawned on me and pure fear raced through every molecule of my being. Acrodan, the Dark Guardian, whether he knew it or not, was about to destroy everything. I peered down at the amulet. What it symbolised was all true, and even though I still felt like I knew nothing of myself, I had all the truth I needed. Whether I was able to accept it or not, it was inescapable, I knew what I had to do. I ducked down, sweeping the amulet over my head and onto my neck, the magical trinket sliding to a resting place in the centre of my chest. My eyes scanned the walls for the exit.  
 
    Everything about the world – the legends and stories told through the generations – it was all true. I no longer needed answers, I'd had them all along. I wasn't going to stand by and let the world end, I was here to save my friends, all of them – and I wouldn’t fail.  
 
    With the altar’s light gone, the only glow came from the amulet’s gem. The exit appeared as nothing more than a patch of inky blackness on the faintly illuminated walls. 
 
    Thin flakes of ice flicked up into the air with the rapid movements of my hurried paws as I entered the mouth of the crevice, before sliding to a halt. Peering into the poorly lit darkness, my mind crashed. It was impossible. The returning sense of reality conquered my initial eagerness, and even with my massively broadened mind, it was still far too much. My legs slipped out from under my shivering body as the shock of it all hit me.  
 
    Gods? Time? Ethereals? Other dimensions? Beings that created everything! The mental shield of my excitement crumbled, and the enormous realisation flooded in.  
 
    Since the day they'd taken Tarwin, I'd wanted to find the truth, and now that I had, it was more of a curse than a reprieve.  
 
    How wrong is my shrouded view, how wrong is it to believe my part in this can be simple? 
 
     I was as much a puppet on their strings as Acrodan. Blindly following powers far beyond my comprehension.  
 
    Trapped within a crushing shell of my own anxiety, unable to move and breathing heavily, the grim realisation pushed painfully into my broken mind. The world, as I knew it, as everyone knew it, was in danger, and even though it all seemed unbelievable, it felt real – it was my purpose, my destiny. 
 
    The full truth and consequences started to sink in. The world was counting on me, the small, pale-scaled dragon, the unusual oddity that didn’t quite fit in.  
 
    I can't keep thinking like this. I can't let it get to me. They need me as much as Tarwin does and I’m not going to let them down!  
 
    Furrowing my brow, I collected my thoughts, picked myself up and started to make my way back. The faint light of the amulet guided me through the claustrophobic darkness until I found myself back in the previous chamber. I knew the crevice on the opposite side led to the others and taking a route around the random ice pillars, I was able to make out the outlines of the other passageways. There was no time to discover where they all might lead, I only had a few moments to scan each one, checking closely for any signs they may lead to the outside world.  
 
    I systematically made my way round, peering into the inky blackness and allowing the amulet’s dim light to penetrate as far as possible. Most of the potential exits seemed to go nowhere, until finally, something about the last of them caught my attention.  
 
    Like all the other crevices it looked dark and empty, however, it wasn't its appearance that stimulated my interest, it was the subtle flow of air brushing gently across my face.  
 
    That breeze can't be passing through solid ice, there must be an opening.  
 
    I pulled my head back, opened my eyes and looked toward the final passageway. I wasn't going to be so stupid as to blindly allow confidence to cloud my vision. There was no doubt that we were going to have to take a chance, the air may easily be coming down an inaccessible exit. With only that faint hope, I moved over to the passageway leading back to the others.  
 
    What other choice do we have?  
 
    As I clambered back up the tunnel a flickering orange light caught my attention.  
 
    Fire! The thought of its radiating warmth suddenly drove me on.  
 
    I sped up the remainder of the corridor, the icy floor giving way to the soft, black sand. I slowed as I approached the exit, not wanting to scare the others with a hurried entrance. All three lay on the sand around a fire magically generated from the tip of Ember’s tail. As I got closer, they raised their heads. Ember and Boltock remained seated, but Risha stood to welcome me.  
 
    "Did you find anything?" she asked quietly, her voice still a little weak.  
 
    It took me a few moments to respond as I considered exactly what I'd found.  
 
    Can I tell her about it? She'll think I'm a lunatic.  
 
    "Yes, yes I found a tunnel," I replied, nodding at the crevice. "There's a passageway with an air flow, it has to lead somewhere."  
 
    As I spoke, I saw her eyes fix on my amulet. I'd forgotten it was there, and quickly tried to provide an explanation, shifting slightly in an effort to distract her attention.  
 
    "Sorry," she said, shaking off her fixation. "Where did you get that? It's beautiful."  
 
    I wanted to tell her everything, but I could barely believe it myself.  
 
    Hey, this is Risha, she's the most open-minded dragoness there is.  
 
    I could tell her it had been dropped long ago and sunk to the bottom when the ocean was still liquid, but to lie was to betray everything she'd done for me.  
 
    I'll tell her, I trust her.  
 
    I was just about to open my mouth to respond when a loud rumble interrupted. The sound echoed down the collapsed chasm, swiftly followed by a thundering resonance of creaks and groans as more ice began to crumble.  
 
    We all jumped up, the fire snuffed out as Ember's tail whipped back. The bitter cold almost instantly regained its lost ground when another huge chunk of ice broke free, collapsing in a cloud of white dust and debris before crashing into the water, sending a large wave across its surface. I glanced at the others; their eyes focused on the rough liquid clawing at the shore. 
 
    "We should get going, it's not safe here," I urged as the ice let out another pained symphony.  
 
    "He's right," Risha added, glancing back at me. "I can feel it, it’s been moving for hours."   
 
    There was a nod of agreement from the others. 
 
    "Lead the way, Blaze," Risha added, walking up next to me as I turned to face the crevice. 
 
    Confident that they would follow, I moved towards the fracture’s inky blackness. 
 
    We have to get out, the whole world's depending on it.  
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter 12 
 
    Through the Eyes of a God 
 
      
 
    "We'll have to go in single file," I instructed from the mouth of the opening.  
 
    Each of my friends looked at me with trepidation as Risha stepped forward.  
 
    "You should go first," she proposed, gesturing to my luminous amulet.  
 
    I glanced down and nodded. "Okay, just stay close."  
 
    Taking the first step I began venturing back into the depths, and it wasn’t long before we found ourselves in the chamber where the tunnels converged. Maintaining a hurried pace, I quickly led them over to the crevice I believed would allow our escape.  
 
    "It’s this way," I beckoned, feeling the air flow on my wings.  
 
    The longer we delayed, the more my eyes drifted over to the lonely tunnel on the chamber's far side. 
 
    "Are you okay?" Risha asked.  
 
    "Yes... yes, I'm... I'm fine," I answered, wrapping a foreclaw around my amulet before hurriedly pressing onward.   
 
     The new crevice led into another narrow cavern, the gentle flow of cool air on my scales the only encouraging feature of the claustrophobic space. We continued in single file for what felt like miles, the amulet’s faint light bouncing off the walls and revealing no more than a few paces ahead.  
 
    The trek dragged on, every step taunting my tired eyes as I dreaded what the inky veil before me might be hiding. The only thing keeping me going was the constant movement of air, even so, after hours of meandering through the tunnel I was beginning to despair.  
 
    Is this just an endless chasm? Is there any way out?  
 
    Without warning something out of the darkness came into focus and I suddenly stopped. A chink of light grew from a small speck into a shimmering beacon of hope, I almost lost sight of it as the others bumped into my tail.  
 
    "What is it?" Risha asked. 
 
    I glanced down at the amulet, the gem wasn't responsible for the new light, and I was sure it wasn't a trick.  
 
    "This way, follow me!" I declared, breaking into a sprint. 
 
    I heard Risha's paws shift as she darted after me with the others close on her tail.  
 
    This is not the end; we're getting out of here!  
 
    Eventually I came upon the light's source, discovering it was indeed the sun. My sudden burst of joy was short-lived, the beam of light streamed down from an inaccessible crack high above, the narrow walls impossible to climb. I peered up at the streaming rays gracing my face, so tantalisingly close and yet so far away.  
 
    No! Stupid cave, just let us out!  
 
    My eyes dropped to the floor as my enthusiasm drained away. Through the blur of my despair a different view of the amulet’s light greeted my gaze. Its dim flicker had grown in strength. As if the sunlight itself had given it a new energy, it drew in the rays, amplifying them into a continuous beam that illuminated a path deeper into the passageway.  
 
    "Blaze..." Risha came up next to me, glancing up at the crevice. "There's got to be another way."  
 
    I nodded and moved on. 
 
    The strain of walking for so long without rest soon started to show. My companions’ silent march said it all, and I was becoming increasingly concerned about Boltock’s injuries. As reluctant as I was to stop, they had become painfully slow and I finally had to accept that I couldn't push them as much as I could push myself.  
 
    I'm just as much a freak as the Ethereal said I am. I'm not even weary yet.  
 
    I slowed and eventually brought the whole group to a halt. Barely able to turn my body, I cocked my head to glance back. It was clear they were tired, Boltock in particular.  
 
    "Is everyone okay?" I asked.  
 
    The answer I'd anticipated was confirmed by a combination of weak nods and mild groans.  
 
    "We should rest," I added. 
 
    "No, we can go a little more," Risha replied, standing up straight, only for her quivering limbs to stagger.  
 
    "No, you need to rest," I pressed.  
 
    She gave me a defeated look before turning back to the others.  
 
    "I–I... I know, I just really want to get out of here," she admitted breathlessly.  
 
    "I know, I do too. It can't be far now, there's got to be a way," I responded, glancing ahead. 
 
    I stood for a moment watching the cold plume of my breath disperse into the freezing air, and to my surprise, a rather strange odour met my senses. As much as my curiosity was awakened so was my caution, whatever it was it didn’t smell like ghauls or wyverns. It was drifting up from ahead, where the passageway dove back into the depths.  
 
    "Do you smell that?" I asked, raising my snout and sniffing the air.  
 
    Risha nodded as she did the same.  
 
    "I smell it too," added Ember, Boltock also muttering in agreement. 
 
    "Stay here and rest," I instructed, waving the trio down with a flap of my wing. "I'll go and check it out."  
 
    "How come you're always the one going to check?" Risha questioned.  
 
    I paused, responding with the only obvious answer. "Because I'm the one at the front."  
 
    I thought she might insist she accompany me. I knew I wasn't good at deterring her, but despite a look of worried disapproval, she held back. 
 
    "Be careful," she added, before anxiously settling down.  
 
    I nodded reassuringly before moving forward into the darkness once more. The floor dropped steeply, the slippery incline making it hard to stand. Nonetheless, I managed to navigate my way to the bottom where the smell became much more apparent. Through the gloom I recognised the flickering motion of a flame, the dancing glow gently deflecting the darkness. Lowering myself to the floor, I crawled along the ground towards the source of the smell. As I drew closer the tunnel began to carry strange noises, similar to some sort of small, nattering animals.  
 
    Unlike creatures like mice or birds, the rapid chattering started to sound more like language, spoken quickly in rough, high-pitched tones. Eventually, I reached a point where the tunnel opened out into a chamber, and creeping over to a shallow bank of ice, I peered in. 
 
    Several messy fires, fuelled by sticks and mangled chunks of driftwood, lit the chamber. The floor sloped away from my vantage point, flowing down several layers before it levelled. Opposite my position, at the chamber's lowest point, was the first thing to draw my attention. Stretching up from the wall was the carcass of a whale. I'd seen the people back in the village catch them for food and oil, often providing enough of both for a whole winter. They were so big and hard to hunt that whenever they were successful, the villagers would celebrate with a ceremonial feast. I'd loved those parties, I’d sit at the top of the hall beside Tarwin and her father for hours, more like a prized guest than a pet. 
 
    What? You can't think of that now. Focus on what's in front of you!  
 
    The full force of the acrid smell filled my nostrils as I gazed upon a mob of unruly creatures, skulking around the chamber like chattering rats, unlike anything I’d ever had the displeasure of seeing or smelling before. They were small, grey-skinned beings with stubby arms and legs sticking out from their rotund, pot-bellied bodies. Their heads were also round and stubby, while their mouths bore an under-bite, showing a row of disfigured, sharp looking teeth. A long, pointed nose and ears, combined with small, black beady eyes completed their notable features.  
 
    They didn’t appear to be friendly. Some wore sets of fur clothing, while others displayed fur from the top of helmets. Most unsettling of all was the small animalistic bones strung across their shoulders. The creatures gathered next to the carcasses' open under-belly. Unlike the ordered dissection the villagers performed, these creatures squabbled and swarmed like ants, greedily pulling chunks of flesh from the rib cage. Some of the larger ones held wooden spears, tipped with what looked like ice. While other's used blades to slice the whale's blubber with ease, staining the pale floor with a crimson hue. 
 
    It was clear that they weren’t the servants of any Dark Guardian, and if they were, they didn’t appear as deadly as the wyverns or ghauls. Even so, I knew that to judge them too quickly could have dire consequences. What struck me most was that if they had managed to get in here, then there must be a way out.  
 
    I turned back towards the passageway and being careful not to make any noise I scampered back through the tunnel and up the slope to the others. Reaching the top, I looked back to see if anything had followed, thankfully finding nothing. The others were still resting in the confines of the crevice when I eventually reached them, Risha lifting her head as she asked.  
 
    "What's down there?"  
 
    "Some kind of small, grey-skinned, stubby-legged creatures," I replied, indicating the height of the beings by raising a forepaw.  
 
    I hoped she'd know what I was talking about, but she appeared puzzled. I paused for a moment, silently assessing her condition and that of the others, before turning back towards the crevice.  
 
    "Come take a look," I suggested, gesturing towards the passageway.  
 
    Risha glanced back at her brother. "Ever heard of anything like that?" she asked.  
 
    "I've heard of lots of creatures," he replied, looking up at his sister with a shrug. "They just sound like fat goblins to me."  
 
    Risha sighed and looked to Ember.  
 
    "Don't look at me, he's the one who said he knew everything," she swiftly countered, nudging Boltock with a forepaw.  
 
    "W–well, I'm sure I can tell you if I see them," he declared, puffing up and smirking at Ember, "Let's go."  
 
    She is such a good motivator for him? I noted as I set off into the tunnel.  
 
    "Be careful, it's quite steep and slippery," I advised as I slid down the incline.  
 
    Risha followed, her attention instinctively redirected to the next of us to face the slope.  
 
    "Are you okay with this?" she called quietly.  
 
    "My wing’s broken, not my legs," he replied sharply.  
 
    She turned away, feigning a lack of interest as he clumsily slid down the slope, before finally turning around to steady his bumbling descent with a forepaw.  
 
    "Told you," she cooed, brushing frost from his good wing as he grumbled.   
 
    Ember demonstrated a much more controlled descent as she navigated her way down. Meanwhile, I looked out towards the bank of ice I'd just used for cover. It was easily large enough to hide all of us, and the creatures seemed to be too distracted to notice.  
 
    "We'll sneak over to that ice bank, we'll have to be quick and quiet," I whispered, watching each of my companions nod.  
 
    "We'll follow you," Risha replied. 
 
    I crawled out to the cover, checking for any sign that I might have been spotted. Confident of my security, I turned my attention to the others, signalling for them to move. Risha was first, quietly creeping over in a similar manner to me, while Boltock and then Ember brought up the rear. As soon as we were all positioned behind the ice bank, I peered over. As expected, the industrious beasts were completely unaware. 
 
    I could see discarded spears laying on the ice or sticking out of the whale's fatty blubber. Another group had collected more driftwood, using the unburnt pieces to construct a crude scaffold in an attempt to reach the top of the whale’s open underside.  
 
    "What's happening, what are they?" Boltock whispered impatiently, fumbling to get a good view. 
 
    "I don't know, I can't see with your wing getting in the way," Risha scolded.  
 
    "Roblins," her brother declared, finally peering over the cover.  
 
    Before anyone could utter a disapproving response, he instantly rose to his own defence.  
 
    "See, told you I'd know what they were."  
 
    "What's a roblin?" I asked, ducking back down.  
 
    "They're scavengers, primitive creatures; they take anything they can, making their own weird weapons and tools from it," he explained, glancing at Ember eagerly.  
 
    His giddy expression collapsed when he found she'd hardly noticed his intellect. Although I felt obliged to reward the value of his knowledge, all I could do was ask the most pressing question on my mind.  
 
    "Are they dangerous?"  
 
    "Well... they can be defensive of their things – and they've got quite a big thing down there," he replied, jabbing a wing at the whale carcass.  
 
    They didn't look too threatening, even so, whatever tipped the end of their spears was strong enough to pierce through whale blubber with very little effort.  
 
    "Blizarium," Risha announced, smirking at her brother. "Don't tell me you didn't notice."  
 
    Boltock knowingly ignored her. 
 
    "Their blades, they're made of blizarium," she added. 
 
    Boltock reluctantly looked over the primitive weaponry, responding, much to his dislike, with a subtle nod. The mention of blizarium, and the clarity of her words, took me back to her life story. Despite the momentary remorse it summoned, I remembered her telling me of the city built from the magical material.  
 
    "How did they get a whale in here?" Ember asked.  
 
    Surely it would take a thousand of them to move an animal as large as that. Risha and Ember both looked to Boltock for answers.  
 
    "I... er, it must have been frozen in the ice," he suggested, tripping over his words. "Yeah, they must have dug it out or something... yeah, yeah, that's probably it."  
 
    Moments later there was more chattering as several roblins entered from behind the carcass, the four of us quickly retreating behind our cover. Their appearance confirmed my original conclusion, that there must be a way out.  
 
    "They're between us and the only exit. We have to get around them," I suggested, looking to each of my companions.  
 
    "How do you know?" Risha asked.  
 
    "They have to be coming in from somewhere, and I don't think they can walk through walls," I replied. 
 
    "So, we have to get around them," I repeated.  
 
    "How do you suppose we do that?" Risha added, glancing at her brother, who shrugged and suggested.  
 
    "We can't sneak around, there's not enough cover, and I doubt they'll just let us walk out.”  
 
    “So, we're going to have to fight our way out," I interrupted.  
 
    Suggesting violence so readily felt like a betrayal of my old self, and the thought didn’t sit comfortably.  
 
    I'll do what I have to.  
 
    "They have blizarium spears, that stuff will cut through dragon scale like cloth," Risha warned, her brother nodding reluctantly.  
 
    There's got to be an easier way. We don't have to kill them, and we don't have to give them the chance to kill us.  
 
    Despite my proposal to fight, I was desperately thinking of ways to spare their lives.  
 
    Is that what the Ethereal meant? I'm supposed to save all lives, even those of these beasts and monsters who've so mercilessly sought my destruction?  
 
    Distracted by the thoughts I redirected my attention, and for a moment my mind went blank.  
 
    'Use what you know' were the words I recalled from the ghost-dragon.  
 
    What I knew was that my friends were certainly not mindless monsters or selfish tyrants and neither was I. Glancing around the chamber I absorbed every dimly lit detail while the others persisted in their bickering.  
 
    "Roblins are renowned for being stupid and clumsy – they may have the weapons, but I bet they don't have the skill to use them," Boltock proposed.  
 
    "All they need is one hit, a spear to the chest and you're done for," Risha countered. 
 
    Retracting from my observations, I cut their argument short as I spoke up.  
 
    "I've got a plan, but it's going to take all of us."  
 
    Shifting closer to hear my improvised strategy, they exchanged puzzled glances.  
 
    "Ember, can you use your fire to melt some of the roof?" I began.  
 
    The dragoness peered up for a moment, allowing me to show her the area she'd need to melt.  
 
    "Yeah, should be easy enough," she replied with a confidant smirk.  
 
    "Risha, can you use the melted water to sweep them into a corner?" I asked, gesturing to the roblins. 
 
    "That shouldn't be too hard," she answered, rubbing her chest with a forepaw.  
 
    "Just be careful not to drown them," I added, assuming the beasts could drown.  
 
    Finally, I turned to Boltock, pointing to the other side of the whale with my wing.  
 
    "The exit must be over there. We'll move around, force any stragglers into the water and then hold off any who come after us when Risha releases them."  
 
    Although he nodded his approval, his enthusiasm was cut short.  
 
    "No," Risha interrupted, trying not to shout. "I nearly lost you once and I'm not going to risk it again."  
 
    The revelation was like a boulder to the face, and my muzzle slammed shut. How can I argue with her?  
 
    "There's a big difference between a wyvern and some roblins," Boltock countered. 
 
    "They have blizarium weapons. Remember how strong it is?" she reminded him. 
 
     "They're roblins, they’re completely stupid," he persisted, waving a dismissive forepaw.  
 
    This time his sister stuck firmly to her words.  
 
    "No," she repeated.  
 
    "Then why am I here?" he urged, seemingly battling not to shout.  
 
    She grew silent and lowered her head, whilst he remained dismissive of her protection. I moved over to kneel beside her.  
 
    "I can fight them on my own, no one else has to risk anything," I offered.  
 
    Her eyes slowly met with mine, the concern she had for Boltock’s safety understandable.  
 
    "No, you can't," she whispered reluctantly, looking over to her brother. "Just go, and by the creators be careful."  
 
    Instead of bouncing off to fight like I expected, Boltock slowly moved over to her.  
 
    "I'll be fine," he replied, reassuringly placing a paw on her back.  
 
    I gave a subtle nod, as did Ember as Boltock moved over to my side and declared.  
 
    "Let's get out of here." 
 
    I crept out from the barrier’s protection, with him close behind, while Ember and Risha hung back. My mind switched into hunting mode, stalking silently as my eyes locked on the preoccupied creatures swarming over the carcass.  
 
    Confident everyone was in place I glanced at Boltock laying to my left; he signalled his readiness with a nod.  
 
    Okay, everything's set, now...  
 
    My plan was unceremoniously interrupted when one of the roblin’s was shoved out of the swarming mass, bouncing clumsily before landing only a few steps from me. Slowly raising itself, it muttered what I assumed were sly insults while waving its arms in frustration. 
 
    I froze as it looked in my direction, hoping my colour would camouflage me against the ice. Unfortunately, Boltock didn’t share the same advantage. Its beady eyes opened wide and as it reached for a spear, I launched forward, sending shards of frost flying. My target's weak body collapsed instantly under the power of my attack. The foul taste of its blood filled my mouth as my jaws clamped around its exposed neck, its foaming mouth releasing some gargled words before it stopped thrashing. 
 
    Blue blood stained the ice and the scales surrounding my jaw. Yet the foul taste was the least of my concerns as several more roblins began to wave frantically in my direction, and one at a time they turned to face me.  
 
    So much for going unnoticed. I thought, covered in the blood of their dead companion.  
 
    Their crinkled faces widened with shock, which quickly turned to anger. Boltock jumped up to stand by my side as they scrambled for their weapons and clumsily formed a less than orderly attack group.  
 
    Clumsy or not, I really did have to consider how dangerous they were with their weapons. One of the larger roblins held up its arms, bringing the squabbling rabble to a halt. After shouting what sounded like a random combination of orders, it jabbed a spear at us. There was a momentary pause, before they let out a jittering battle cry and charged as quickly as their stubby legs would allow, stumbling and falling over one another. 
 
    "Now!" I shouted.  
 
    A torrent of fire exploded from behind us, hitting the ceiling with a hiss, instantly melting the ice. A flood of water cascaded onto the charging creatures, and once the torrent had swept the rabble into disarray Risha launched the next phase of our plan, leaping out and gaining eye contact with her target. The mark on her forehead lit up as she focused, immediately wrapping the freshly melted water into a glistening vortex, the noise of the swirling torrent broken by panicked chatter as the writhing column swept the roblins into a corner. 
 
    "That was easy – roblins, ha! What whelps!" Boltock remarked, pointing joyfully at the spinning mass.  
 
    Ember made her way out from the cover, while Boltock beamed at her and she snorted a small puff of flame. Risha was next to emerge, her attention firmly focused on sustaining the whirlpool. Confident our foes were contained, I peered around the whale carcass to see a crevice bathed in radiant sunlight, where they'd been entering from.  
 
    At last, a way out of this frozen maze!  
 
    "We need to go, move out that way," I instructed, pointing over to the exit with my wing.  
 
    Ember nodded while Boltock turned and looked at his sister approaching slowly.  
 
    "I'll get her out," he replied.  
 
    "No, you're in no state to fight if it goes wrong, I'll get her," I insisted.  
 
    He paused for a moment, fidgeting anxiously, before reluctantly nodding. With the others moving to the exit I watched Risha’s approach, her attention focused on the vortex. The blue lustre in her eyes looked magnificent in the glow of her markings. 
 
    She's like starlight, mesmerizing and tranquil, yet so powerful.  
 
    Suddenly and without warning, the blissful image shattered before me as Risha tripped on a loose spear. Reality became a blur as I rushed over to help, and a thunderous splash filled the cave. The vortex collapsed, leaving the liquid and those contained within to spill out over the floor. I slammed to a halt, my claws skidding on the slippery surface. It didn't take long for the roblins to recover, showing little sign of dizziness or physical injury as they fumbled for their primitive weapons. I was stuck between two choices: help Risha or stop and fight. A spear flew past my head, skimming the edge of my snout, making the decision for me. 
 
    I turned to face the direction from which it came, teeth and claws ready. Within the midst of the approaching rabble, I could see the roblin who had thrown it, jumping up and down in frustration. The thought of mindlessly killing them surged painfully through my mind, and even though they were clearly going to attack I held back.  
 
    Not like the ghaul, not again. I don't want to lose myself like that.  
 
    The sound of a struggle behind me caught my attention, and I turned, ducking under another spear to see Risha wrestling with three roblins, one of them tottering on top of her, clumsily fumbling with its spear. Without thinking I launched myself at them, knocking two down before colliding with her spear-wielding attacker.  
 
    My claws instantly sliced through its primitive armour, teeth sinking into its unprotected neck as I ripped it off her. I released the motionless body, having no time to consider what I'd done, before several more rushed towards me with raised spears. 
 
    Standing upright, I swept two into the air with one swipe of my tail, their return to the floor met with a tremendous thud. Another approached from my front. I dropped down low, preparing to lunge...  
 
    The burning pain ripped across the right side of my face and my vision faded to blackness. Reflexes forced my eye shut but it was too late, it felt like the icy blade had sheared the sight from my skull.  
 
    My knees quivered before falling out from under me, the full extent of the injury overwhelming my body, it was like time itself had slowed to emphasise the pain. Blood ran down my burning cheek, seeping slowly into my open mouth, filling it with a warm, metallic taste. I finally felt the cold touch of ice when my head hit the floor, the instant chill combining with Risha’s desperate cries of my name. 
 
    All normality dispersed, darkness closed in and the light faded in my uninjured eye. There was no way out now, no way to avoid the inevitable – just as before, the world would soon explode into a whirling storm of blinding light. I waited helplessly for the inevitable, but this time it was different. From behind my closed eyes the world burned like the sun, as did the image of the beings surrounding me, each one stepping back, shaking with fear as I stood and spread out my wings, bathing them in a blinding glow.  
 
    I could feel everything, every minute piece of their existence, every element of their lives. I had control of my power, more power than these now meaningless opponents could imagine. My fiery eyes passed over the cowering wretches, struck down by utter fear and unable to react, they stepped back. Their weak, primitive minds were now open to me, their thoughts like physical things to be manipulated at my will.  
 
    I turned to see Risha in the corner of my eye laying on the ice, to my relief unharmed by the surrendering roblins. She was just as amazed by the transcendent glow of my burning wings as they were. I could see clearly into her mind, I wondered if I could delve deeper. Such a thought was dismissed as an ounce of reason surfaced amidst my blazing consciousness. To think of doing such a thing to someone I'd become so close to was preposterous. I knew her without this ridiculous power, I didn't need it to know she was my friend.  
 
    Moments later, a new stream of thoughts entered my godly senses, not of my own creation nor of Risha’s. They weren’t thoughts of amazement or terror; they were those of desperation. I turned my ethereal eyes to see two larger roblins charging towards me, their spears held high. Unfazed, I used what I instinctively knew, just as the Ethereal had told me.  
 
    Upon my command ice particles rose into a fine glowing dust, an action performed symmetrically beneath my outstretched wings. The molten swarms rose to my head height, and speck by speck, rapidly assembled into two spears, spitting and hissing in the freezing air. The projectiles hit their intended targets in the centre of the chest, catapulting their weak bodies to the floor. Any thoughts of heroism from the rabble turned to complete terror. They had seen enough, and I watched over their frantic escape as they scurried off into whatever hiding places they could find. 
 
    So, this is what I truly am? The Ethereal's amulet gives me control, let's me see through the eyes of a god? 
 
    From what they'd told me, it was the only way to stop Acrodan from spreading the sphere’s darkness. The thought of home, of my friends and my family burst into my transcendent mind.  
 
    Can I save them as the Ethereal asked? And, if I can, at what cost? Nothing would be the same after this. 
 
    I was torn between saving the world or saving what little remained of myself.  
 
    Among the detectable thoughts of the cowering creatures, I felt Risha's calming mind re-emerge. The glow of the amulet had intensified to match the burning white radiance of my scales, and as I cooled, its golden frame returned to normal. I saw her gaze at me in awe as the light receded into the gem. The power released me from its grip, leaving me drained and weak until I finally fell to the floor.  
 
    All this power, at what cost? 
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter 13 
 
    Ilivar 
 
      
 
    Only my head could escape the ice as I lay in a smouldering heap of steam and meltwater. I opened my eyes to look over myself. My scales had lost their glow, occasionally flickering in a few patches before returning to their natural colour. I eventually managed to raise a forepaw to the side of my face where only minutes ago the icy weapon had sliced through my eye, to find there was nothing: no lack of vision, no pain nor scar, only a slight burning sensation. 
 
    My eyes finally came to rest on the amulet, the intense light it emitted having receded into the gem’s hypnotising aura. Despite its beauty, I felt empty. 
 
    It's like a shackle. I can't do that again without it. I thought, unable to forgo seeing it as an affront to the dragon I was weeks ago.  
 
    There was no going back, no way I could save who I thought I was. I'd stolen lives without even lifting a paw – how many more would fall before the world was saved? I felt like I was no better than those I was destined to fight.  
 
    Is that what it means to be a god? Or am I as much a slave as Acrodan?  
 
    I recalled the words of the Elders and their descriptions of the horrifying war. Is that what I'm destined to bring?  
 
    I shuddered at the thought of the world on fire because of me. I could have been anything – fire, water, earth, or wind – but I transcended them all to become something terrifying. Heavy with tears, my eyes fell to the floor, catching my featureless reflection in the ice.  
 
    I look so unassuming, but a blank slate has so much potential, so much to aspire to; what are my limits? A soft touch on my shoulder snapped me from my turmoil. 
 
    "Blaze?" a shaken, warming voice whispered softly. "Are you okay?"  
 
    I looked up, thankful to see Risha unharmed. Though she looked like she'd seen a ghost. Maybe that's all I am now? A ghost of my former self.  
 
    I coughed, clearing my throat.  
 
    "Yes, yes I'm fine," I answered, trying desperately to hide my turbulent emotions with a downward glance.  
 
    She knelt beside me, making no attempt to peek at my hidden expression.  
 
    "Thanks," she added softly.  
 
    "Thanks for what?" I replied.  
 
    Her wings ruffled as she took a breath and added.  
 
    "Thank you for coming to help me." She ran a foreclaw over the back of her neck, shuddering. "I never was good at grappling lessons; I didn't really get the hang of shaking off enemies."  
 
    Despite everything, a small chuckle escaped me. "I can’t say I'd be any better, I spent an entire year terrified of racoons because one jumped me once." 
 
    The two of us shared a laugh and I finally managed to look at her, truly appreciating that she hadn't immediately judged me as some celestial monster.  
 
    "You know, that... What you did was pretty amazing." 
 
    I felt like lightning had sparked to the tips of every nerve. But Risha's calming eyes demanded no explanation. 
 
    I really should tell her. I couldn’t ask for anyone better than Risha to reveal the truth to.  
 
    I knew she wouldn’t forget who I was, and yet in the deepest refuges of my conscience, I knew that no one, not even myself, could truly see me in the same light again. I steadied myself and took a deep breath before speaking. 
 
    "Do you know what I am?" My voice was little more than a whimper.  
 
    "What do you mean?" she replied, a curious cheer in her voice as she reached down to peer into my eyes. 
 
    "I'm not one of you," I replied, frustration breaking through my frail voice. "I'm something else, something..."  
 
    My words trailed off as I imagined the countless, horrifying possibilities. It's an element as vast and terrifying as the cosmos itself.  
 
    "You’re something different, for sure, but…" She pointed to my faded amulet with a forepaw. "That doesn't mean you're not one of us."  
 
    She placed her outstretched forepaw over the star around my neck, levelling her eyes with mine. In that moment, it seemed she was fighting to save me as much as I was fighting to save myself.  
 
    "This is greater than you think," I admitted.  
 
    The mere thought of the devastating destruction I was destined to wreak filled me with disgust. Yet Risha stood firm as she assured me.  
 
    "What you are or where you come from doesn't matter. What matters is who you are and the things you choose to do. And if you have this gift, then it is your power to use."  
 
    She spoke just like the Ethereal, albeit with one crucial difference: she offered me some hope, rather than dismiss my dreams of a once peaceful life. 
 
     She sees who I am, not what I'm prophesised to be.  
 
    I stared into her beautiful eyes, the warmth of her words and the sight of her smile more encouraging than even the Ethereal's starry illusion.  
 
    "That's just it, isn't it? I don't know who or what I really am."  
 
    Unfazed by my self-pity she continued.  
 
    "I've seen you do a lot of good, and I'm sure that you were just as honourable before I met you."  
 
    I considered that, realising that even though gods, kings and elders all said otherwise, she was the only one who was right. It was my choice to believe what this all meant, no one else's, and I trusted her.  
 
    "You're right." A smile broke out across my muzzle. "Star dragon," I uttered, aware she deserved to know the title. "If I was going to have an element, that's what it would be."  
 
    "Like starlight?" She paused, thinking deeply. "You really are something special," she admitted jokingly. "But you’re still Blaze, and I know he'd do what he thought was right." 
 
    Will I? I had to think. All I'd wanted was to rescue Tarwin and keep them safe. Now it's so much more, if it comes down to it, what is right?  
 
    "We should probably catch up with the others," she suggested, nudging my wing with hers before turning to the exit. 
 
    My strength had slowly recovered, or at least enough to allow me to stumble forward. In the corner of my eye I could see the roblin remains, their scorched chests gaping where the burning spears had struck them. I diverted my eyes.  
 
    The disfigured ice under me was marked by four, paw-shaped holes where I'd stood. I glanced away from those too, my gaze firmly locked on the only hope I had left. She waited by the exit, peering into the tempting glow beaming in from outside. 
 
    "I won't tell anyone, I promise," she assured me.  
 
    I hopped up to join her. "I–I know... And... Thanks."  
 
    She simply smiled and nodded as we stepped outside. The sun’s intensity triggered an instinctive response as I shielded my eyes with a raised wing, dropping my temporary shield once they'd adjusted. Despite the daylight, the return of the cruel arctic wilderness wasn't something to celebrate.  
 
    It might have been a welcome escape from the confined catacombs, but it also marked the return of the bitter wind and its piercing chill. Nor did the sun’s presence offer anything more than an impression of warmth as it reflected from the ice like a blinding mirror. 
 
    At least the storm had subsided, leaving a pure blue sky dotted with ribbons of wispy white cloud under lit by an orange glow, instantly revealing the time of day. It was late morning, although being this far north I couldn't imagine the day would hold for long. I saw Ember and Boltock sat next to each other, waiting in the fresh snow. The latter seemed to relish every moment he was alone with her, despite her ignoring his subtle attempts to communicate. The fiery soldier seemed to prefer looking out over the scene stretching out beyond the edge of what appeared to be a small cliff before her. 
 
    Trudging through the layers of snow carpeting the frozen expanse we moved over to join them. As we drew nearer, I noticed a slight oddity in my surroundings, it was a lot darker than I would have expected. Intimidated by the thought of something casting a shadow of such magnitude, I turned to see a huge cliff reaching up behind us, its immense surface coated by a sheet of ice. The giant monument reached high into the sky, its vertical surface covered by the ghosts of great waterfalls and crumbling ruins of broken structures frozen in time.  
 
    Boltock and Ember peered over the ground in front of them at a second, smaller cliff. Dropping steeply before levelling into a gentle slope, it marked the edge of a large expanse, creating an enormous circular barrier, like a monstrous crater carved into the ice. At equidistant points of the rim stood nine towers, each one reaching high, the sheer sides glimmering like diamonds. On the sides facing away from the crater, long streaks of ice stretched back like horizontal icicles, while their inward faces held the remnants of balconies and windows.  
 
    It's like there's a whole city frozen behind the cliffs.  
 
    A dark crack sliced through the endless wall to our right, a sinister line marking what seemed to be a thin canyon leading up toward the frozen desert. The immense scale of the scene was magnificent and sinister at the same time. 
 
    Menacingly positioned within the depressed centre of the crater stood what was unmistakably our destination, Ilivar. A great fortress stretching up from the ice, the frozen material darker than the surrounding landscape. The blackened structure loomed high into the sky, forming four great spires, each one rivalling those that sat upon the cliffs. Their sharp peaks slicing effortlessly through the thin, wispy clouds. Its presence was a blight on the landscape, no longer the beautiful fortress it may once have been. It now resembled a collection of gruesome stalagmites forcing themselves through the ice from the depths of the frozen ocean. 
 
    An instantly recognisable sound broke through the howling wind, its roar echoing around the cliffs. I dropped to the floor, the others following as my eyes fixed on the sky. Two wyverns approached, the beat of their leathery wings like thunderclaps. I hoped they were too distant to notice us as they landed on top of the tallest spire and disappeared into the frozen hive. 
 
    "Wyverns," Boltock hissed. "I've got a few rocks I'd like to introduce them to."  
 
    After what they'd done to his wing, I expected he’d acquired a hatred for them that may even rival my own. As much as I wished they could, angry thoughts alone couldn’t hurt my enemies. After waiting a while longer, I edged cautiously to the rim of the incline. Peering across the flat expanse for any other creatures that might be making their way through the lower entrances. Thankfully, it was clear. 
 
    "This place is cold, and not just in the icy way?" Ember observed, ruffling her wings. "Halfbeak told me to be wary of Ilivar, but by the creators, this isn’t what I imagined."  
 
    Her comment brought the same sensation to my attention. The snow and ice weren’t the only frozen things here, the very aura of the place seemed to chill my soul.  
 
    "Either way, it's where we need to go," Risha interjected.  
 
    Boltock agreed; in fact, he appeared enthusiastic about an opportunity to get his revenge on those who had mauled his wing. After seeing what he was capable of, I believed he could defeat a wyvern, provided they weren't able to take him completely by surprise.  
 
    Ember, on the other paw, appeared slightly more hesitant.  
 
    "Is this really the best idea? I'd sure be a lot more confident with some armour and wing blades on, maybe an entire wing of dragons at my back."  
 
    "Look, I don't know what is in there, but..." Risha's speech faltered. "But we've come this far."  
 
    Ember looked up at her friend. She was scared, they both were. Deep-rooted guilt hit me with the knowledge that they'd go so far not to let me down. I’d no doubt that I’d charge headlong into anything for Tarwin, but that wasn't what was holding me back now. I knew what had to happen, all our fates would be decided and my life as I knew it would no longer exist – my identity and any previous normality would ultimately be destroyed.  
 
    Even so, I managed to offer a confident look to the others as they glanced my way. True to what Risha had warned, I didn't know what we would face: Acrodan, whatever was locked within the sphere, and whatever other monsters served him?  
 
    I can't let them down. I have to do this and do it fast. He's got to know we're coming by now, why else would he have sent monsters to stop us?  
 
    Redirecting my eyes toward the Dark Guardian's lair, I stared into the ice between the fortress and us, watching the trails of white dust whipped up by the wind at the base of the crater.  
 
    "Are you ready?" Risha asked, walking to my side as she tried to mask her trembling.  
 
    I should have been the one to ask that question, despite every part of me screaming to run. No, I must face the truth.  
 
    "Yes," I replied, betraying my emotions and attempting to bury my dread. "Let's go."  
 
    * 
 
    We trekked around the lower rim of the crater until we came across a dip where its steep edge formed a gentle slope of hardened snow that we could use to drop down onto the base. The sight of the dark fortress made our descent into the lower level even more unnerving as it loomed upward like a frozen mountain. I felt so small and vulnerable, as if the whole place was a trap just waiting to snap shut.  
 
    Despite the increasing trepidation, my determination to find Tarwin forced me across the barren wasteland. The landscape was featureless in all directions, the barren scene broken only by a scattering of snow-covered boulders that could have once been buildings. Even the wind seemed too frightened to blow, its howl fading as we got closer to the unearthly structure. 
 
    As the air grew still, the more the presence of the evil sealed within the fortress drained the land of all hope. Worse still, the vast expanse seemed to go on forever; our destination had looked so close when I first saw it. Each time I glanced, I would lift my head a little higher until its shadow engulfed most of the sky, every step revealing how deceiving my first impression was.  
 
    Hours of tireless trekking began to take their toll; nevertheless, we made no attempt to rest, and this time I made no offers. It wasn't pleasant to watch my friends work to exhaustion, but it wasn't safe to stop. My eyes continually scoured the cliffs, jumping rapidly across the ridge while checking for any signs of danger.  
 
    If the ghauls find us down here, at least we'll see them coming.  
 
    Eventually we came to the base of the fortress's outer shell, a complex sprawl of icy catacombs. The columns weren’t neat or ordered; rather, they resembled a giant spider's web, each support standing at randomly placed angles, underpinning the immense tower.  
 
    A sea of white snow covered the floor, the sloping waves piling high at the base of each column, creating a smooth white surface undisturbed by any of the larger chunks of ice. Like a gateway, each pile gently sloped into the nadirs of the labyrinth. The ruin of a frozen archway formed what seemed to be the entrance, walls and windows barely visible in their icy tomb. A small patch of pure ice formed a distinctive pathway, cobblestones poking through and snaking down into the depths.  
 
    I forced myself to step forward, brushing the soft, powdery snow aside with a few gentle sweeps of my paw. It seemed strange that at such a critical point, I was still so unsure of the task that lay ahead. 
 
    How can my desperate rescue mission have turned into this?  
 
    Trapped within my thoughts, my eyes fixed on the darker reaches of the labyrinth. The claustrophobic walls suppressed my senses and the lingering silence intensified to the point that the only sound I could hear was that of my racing heart and the rasp of my breath shrouding me in a plume of instantly cooling vapour.  
 
    "Hey, are you okay?" Risha asked, moving beside me.  
 
    "I–I... I'm fine," I replied shaking free of my trance.  
 
    I wanted to tell her, I knew that if I failed, she would too, despite her having a willingness and determination to rival my own. If I lead them into this abyss, I've no idea what may happen to them.  
 
    The Ethereal said nothing about their destinies.  
 
    "You don't have to come with me," I proposed.  
 
    Her eyes didn’t brighten with relief; instead, she turned away slightly and sighed. 
 
    "I... We... none of us can leave now," she declared, glancing back at the others. "We'll do it together, all of us."  
 
    "Thank you," I responded quietly. 
 
    She gave no obvious response; she didn't need to. With my vision filled by the sprawling ice I stepped forward and took my first wary step into the heart of darkness. 
 
    * 
 
    The deep confines of the maze were very different from the cold wilderness outside, and significantly different to the natural passageways under the frozen sea. Wherever I looked, I could see a web of ice columns randomly placed and angled, supporting each other like the intricate branches of a frozen tree, so vast and endless that staring at them made me nauseous with vertigo. Ruined archways, halls and columns littered the place, as if the ice had sprung up around them. Meanwhile what sounded like unnatural vestiges of sound and distant whispers reverberated through the air. 
 
    It's just wind. I assured myself, only to recall how still the air had been outside.  
 
    Moving deeper, the echoes became more sinister, their distant cries more like the shrieks of distressed voices. My legs grew reluctant to push on, the others close behind me fared no better, huddled together like the seals I'd often seen on icebergs. Like the frosty desert outside, the sprawl went on for longer than I anticipated. Down here it was almost impossible to judge proportions, scale or distance.  
 
    After moving through the mangled maze for some time it finally appeared to be ending, gradually turning to something more orderly. The dark ice appeared to become neatly crafted, smooth and chiselled, almost like the temple back in Dardien. A large corridor emerged from a wall, curving round in front of us, before disappearing into the depths. Lying in the centre was a huge open door, guarded by two pillars, each one engraved with strange symbols. Each demonic rune glowed eerily with a faint blue aura, while a new cacophony of spine-chilling howls echoed from deep inside the passageway.  
 
    This must be the true fortress, or what's left of it? I observed, spying more petrified ruins in the ice.  
 
    A gust of wind seeped out from the doorway, carrying more faint voices. I raised a wing to shield my eyes from the chill and the others did the same. Peering again, I saw the doorway remained unchanged, I stood there for a moment longer, thoughts of Tarwin helping to build my confidence and determination. 
 
     I can't give up now. The words nestled themselves foremost in my mind, defending their position from any thoughts that might usurp them.  
 
    Stepping into the new passageway I got my first good view of the orderly, neat and symmetrical architecture. The sharply featured walls formed a long, straight corridor, the chilled faces leading down into a shallow river of white mist lingering at the base.  
 
    Glowing inscriptions of an unknown language covered the face of each carefully crafted column, and every opposing surface hosted a series of frozen pillars. Only one half of each support protruded from the ice, while the others were withheld, purposely modelled into the translucent surface. The roof reached up high, curving gently between the supporting walls, the ceiling hidden by another eerie layer of mist. The perfect symmetry was only broken by the occasional cluster of hanging icicles clinging to the ceiling like crystal spears. 
 
    The air was still and motionless and the sound of voices had ceased. I would have once taken their absence as a good sign, but I knew better. My senses remained primed, as without any obvious reasons, the atmosphere grew more sinister. The mist completely consumed my view of the floor, the only evidence that it existed at all was the continued tapping of my claws on the ice. The sight of the spectral substance shrouding my view made me increasingly wary, for all I knew there could be traps hiding within the shroud. Soon enough another wall emerged out of the mist, marking a point where the path split.  
 
    The junction of two corridors – one left and one right – conjured up feelings of delight and dread in equal measure. Anything could be waiting just around the corner, as for what it might be, was anyone’s guess. My attention turned to the walls, which now housed more than just ghostly inscriptions and frozen pillars. There were several rectangular grooves leading off from the main walkway, each one a few paces wide, equally deep, and housing odd shapes.  
 
    My eyes jumped between what appeared to be frozen figures suspended in the ice, namely the skeletal remains of humans, hundreds of them. Allowing my gaze to delve deeper I made out the contorted skeletons of numerous beasts: the remains of griffin’s and ghauls were obvious, but most others were unrecognisable. I stopped, the others immediately pausing behind me as their eyes also set upon the frozen remains. The longer I peered, the more a new fear manifested into existence – she could be in there. Even to consider using Tarwin’s name while looking at the skeletal remains felt like a painful curse.  
 
    No, these bones are too old. I told myself.  
 
    Turning to the others, another thought struck me. Do any of them know who or what creatures most of these bones belong to?  
 
    None of them spoke, although I already knew what Risha might have thought of the human forms frozen in the icy mausoleum. Even so, she showed no emotion, her thoughts remaining securely locked away. Regardless, I was sure that the sight of the frozen statues had made each of them consider what might become of us. That thought lingered for a moment, as did a concern about how they would react if I were to find and free Tarwin.  
 
    What consequences are there going to be when they discover she's human? My only confidence lay in the fact that Risha already knew. She's way better at keeping things calm than I am.  
 
    Dismissing the idea for now, I peered deeper into the ice, making out the remains of more bony figures. Each held some sort of weapon – a sword, a spear, a bow or a weapon crafted for some other cruel purpose their motionless masters were unable to achieve. Some of the skeletons held shields while others wore protective armour, chest plates and helmets hung loosely with no flesh left to support them. Many of the skulls featured scars, empty eye sockets and lipless mouths lined with chipped, loose teeth or fangs. Some even bore the remains of hair, each individual strand suspended in the ice, like they were caught in the wind.  
 
    I peered around the first skeleton, looking deeper into the ice as the ghostly silhouettes seemed to peer down at me. Glancing back, my focus slowly moved around to the other side of the corridor to see another cove with yet more bodies. A whole legion of dead soldiers, all locked within their frozen prison.  
 
    This feels wrong.  
 
    "Get back!" Risha suddenly shouted.  
 
    Rushing back towards them, everyone's rapid movements swept the mist into a thick cloud. Within seconds I lost sight of them and cried out.  
 
    "What's wrong!?"  
 
    A ghostly howl surged through the halls, carried by a gust of wind that stirred the mist into an even thicker fog, leaving me barely able to witness the frozen prisons closest to me as they started to crack. I could hardly make out Risha and the others as fire and magic flashed and the skeletal forms stirred, in no time at all the first soldier started to break free. With a rough jolt of its limbs it shook off its frozen shell, sending fragments of ice in all directions.  
 
    Despite being devoid of life it stumbled from the remains of its prison, placing one bony, boot-clad foot clumsily before the other, its legs sinking into the mist and metal clad soles clanking upon impact with the ice. 
 
    I blinked in disbelief, as, almost as suddenly as its reanimation had started, it stopped.  
 
    Resuming its soulless stance, the only thing that remained were the faint ghostly sounds emerging from its broken jaw. Its head rested on one shoulder; its once empty eye sockets glowing with an unearthly spectral fire; as blue as the ice around me.  
 
    Two more figures started to move, their eyes lighting up the mist as they made the same awkward movements. More possessed forms emerged, loose bones creaking and rattling with every step until a whole hoard advanced steadily towards me. I stepped back, only stopping when I felt my tail touch another body.  
 
    A dozen or so skeletons surrounded me on all sides, weapons raised and ready to attack. It was clear I was going to have to fight and I didn't even know where my friends were within the mist.  
 
    There was no part of me that would regret destroying these soulless shells, their lives had been stolen long ago and their bodies defiled; if anything, I'd be doing them a favour.  
 
    A sudden movement behind me stirred up the shroud, and without thought I lunged forward at the atrocities, claws slamming into the bony chest of the foremost creature.  
 
    Its spear should have skewered me, but the force of the impact shoved the weapon’s wooden shaft back through its fragile rib cage. The brittle bones recoiled, sending the reanimated frame tumbling to the floor in a scattering of bones. A second creature swung a broad sword, the stiff, slow sweep, easily avoided, and with one fluent continuation of my movement, I literally swept its legs from under its, leaving the frame to collapse.  
 
    All the while, I could hear the struggling sounds of the others through the mist, and unable to see, I blundered wildly. A sudden movement disturbed the fog, sweeping it aside. My instincts forced me to drop to the floor as the wooden form of a bow whooshed over my head, skimming the tips of my horns. The force of the failed attack brought the third assailant into view, reaching into its quiver for an arrow before placing the projectile into the bow and drawing the string. I coiled my neck, opened my mouth and expelled a controlled blast of pale fire, instantly disintegrating the bones.  
 
    Although I'd done it before, to witness it made me feel like I wasn't so different from the others. That sense of belonging swiftly diminished when before I knew it, the lumbering shape of a skeletal griffin materialised. It swung at me and I threw myself into confrontation with its bony talons, my forward momentum turning against me when I slammed into the towering aggressor. It was like hitting a brick wall, the skeleton stood taller than any human, its front feet tipped with dark talons, while its wings were nothing more than emaciated stalks, useless for flight. Its skull stretched out from its fleshless neck, slowly rising before unleashing a soulless screech. I bowed my head as the unnatural scream, generated without physical flesh or muscle, rang in my ears like a bell.  
 
    Lifting myself to my paws, the ice beneath me began to hiss and melt. Turning to face the animated skeleton, with claws and teeth ready, the un-dead beast lowered its skull, readying its ferocious beak. Without hesitation I launched myself again, while it stumbled toward me with an open jaw. 
 
    The world filled with a blinding white light, diffused into a fiery glow by the mist as I barrelled into the bones. The skeletal beast catapulted back, its right foreleg disintegrated into a shower of bony splinters and dust. In retaliation, it rose on its three remaining limbs, trying to swat at me with its one remaining talon.  
 
    I dove forward, as I did its bony claw slammed me into the ice. Struggling to break free I pressed all four paws against the dry husk, razor-sharp claws scratching at its lifeless shell.  
 
    What's happening? Am I not strong enough? All I could do was stare hopelessly at the menacing, fleshless eyes looming over me.  
 
    Pushing harder, my claws grew hotter until the cold air screamed on contact with my scales. The griffin didn’t feel the heat, not even when it began to crumble into ash. Its talon disintegrated, and free from its grip, I threw myself up at its skull. My claws pierced the bare bone, ripping it away from the spine and shattering what remained of its defiled body. 
 
    I landed, panting as the air fell into silence and the steam rapidly cooled into a fine snow. Bones fell to the ice around me as my heart raced and my veins pumped with primal rage. When the veil lifted, my worst fear was realised – my friends and their skeletal opponents were gone. I searched frantically, desperation overcoming my exhaustion, as my fruitless efforts turned anxiety to despondency and panic began to set in.  
 
    No, no! Where are they, what happened to them!?  
 
    The world was condemned to silence as nothing except the overwhelming sound of my heart beating and the intensity of my breathing filled my ears. Then, above it all, I heard a faint shout, it was distant, but it was there, echoing throughout the icy corridors. 
 
    Without a second thought, I stirred into action, racing towards the junction, rushing past more of the frozen soldiers. At the head of the corridors I was met with two options: the first carried on into an identical hall, while the second was different – an orange glow met my view, just visible through an ajar ice-door. It was the only sign of anything else amidst this frozen maze, driving me to follow without any real thought for what lay beyond.  
 
    I bolted down the corridor, the roaring fire of my rekindled rage driving me on. As I hurried towards the light’s source, the atmosphere changed. Faint whispers of temptation called out to me, reverberating in the freezing stillness, while the feeling of a sinister presence grew stronger. Driven by desperation and the hope that my friends weren’t far away, I slammed the door open and stormed blindly into a dimly lit room. Only then did I realise my terrible mistake.  
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter 14 
 
    Acrodan 
 
      
 
    My claws scraped against the ice as I skidded to an uncontrolled halt. Momentum pushed me sideways, depositing me in the centre of the large chamber, my heart racing like a storm in my chest as I stared ahead. A set of squat stairs ran from one side of the cavern to the other, its immense roof swirling upwards in an endless spiral of ice. Countless icicles and frosty pillars stretched into the upper reaches before fading into mist.  
 
    A menacing figure stood upon the frozen steps before me. Shrouded in a veil of shadow, black robes concealed the true atrocity laying beneath. A pair of sharp metal boots segmented at the ankles, disguised what I assumed were once his feet. Similarly articulated apparel covered his hands, metal gauntlets decorated with sharp segments, each one tipped with a glistening point of metal. A purple luminance seeped through every crack and shred of dark material as it billowed gently, as if caught in a non-existent breeze.  
 
    The figure slowly lifted its head from beneath the hooded veil, revealing his true human form. Despite the recognisable features, under the shadow of the cowl was not a face, but a glistening metal mask. Reflecting light in a similar manner to his gauntlets and boots, the metal substance was as black as the darkest night. 
 
    Sculpted to resemble a human face, the frightful mask expressed no emotion, its mouthpiece nothing more than a slit through which a faint purple glow seeped. Purple flames flickered from each eye socket, the luminescence unlike anything I'd seen before; no warmth or emotion to be found.  
 
    With a shifting of metal limbs, he began to move forward, gliding effortlessly on the shadowy gloom emanating from his cloak. Shifting one arm, he revealed a staff from within his robes, formed from more of the unusual metal. Four writhing ribbons unravelled from the peek, each one moving in unison with the ghostly robes, before wrapping around a core of purple light like coiling serpents. Each time my eyes looked over the ghostly evil, its bewitching veil felt like it sapped my very soul.  
 
    It's like the old stories. The nightmare spirits, or monsters that survive by drinking blood!  
 
    No matter my inner panic, the figure’s identity was unquestionable. He was unlike the mindless skeletal minions at his disposal. He was a spectre of pure power, like the old tales I'd heard of necromancers and litches. This was Acrodan, the last of the traitorous protectors, the last of the nine Dark Guardians.  
 
    The death mage's sinister approach finally halted at the edge of the steps, the shadowy base of his robes cascading down like a cursed waterfall. The mysterious orange glow that had determined my entrance illuminated the ancient betrayer from behind, giving the illusion that his shadows writhed with flame.  
 
    "Your arrival has been long awaited," a menacing voice oozed from the mask, his tone as empty as his body and as painful to hear as a shrill scream.  
 
    Each ghostly word sank into my mind like a poisonous dagger, reverberating like the clang of a gong.  
 
    I gave no response. He's clearly been expecting me, though if he knows what I am, surely, he knows what I can do?  
 
    He raised one withered arm, pointing his sharp, protruding finger at me. No matter what power I possessed, a pulse of fear surged through me. Timid instinct forced me to freeze, each limb refusing to respond. Acrodan made a sound like dry stones grinding, which could have been a laugh.  
 
    "Nothing to say? You believe your words are but whispers to me? So strong is the arrogance of your kind, even now," he declared. 
 
    He closed his clawed hand into a fist, the sharp, metal fingers grinding against one another. The shrouded arm lowered, leaving me to stare at the hypnotic purple light of his eyes.  
 
    "Long have I waited for you, though you still believe you're safe? Confident in the lies of your false gods?" His words were broken by another gravelly laugh.  
 
    "The creators merely postponed their inevitable annihilation," he spat, sniggering to himself. "My master will soon be reborn and I, the strongest of my pathetic brethren, will be the one to unleash such devastation," he continued, raising both arms as he spoke, holding his staff aloft like a preaching prophet.  
 
    "You know of what I speak," he hissed, peering at me as his arms fell back to his side. 
 
    He knows exactly what's happening.  
 
    Surely the being that lay within the sphere’s prison had revealed to him what its enemies had told me. Seeming to sense my suspicion, he hissed a low cackle and shifted sideways to reveal the source of the orange glow. 
 
    Standing at his waist height was a rounded pedestal of ice. Beautifully engraved with glowing runes, four icy talons extended out to form a curved claw clutching what could only be one thing. 
 
     The Sphere of Eternity.  
 
    It was no larger than a man's head, its smooth surface as black as midnight, while beneath its shell a layer of cloud swirled like a fluid cloak. The strange, almost supernatural manifestation could have been mistaken for something of omnipotent origin, like a miniature thunderstorm trapped in glass. The sight drained all emotion, compelling me by some unknown temptation to stare into the dark innards, its allure overwhelming my senses, forcing me to peer deeper.  
 
    I lost all recognition of the world around me. Silence surrounded everything until a distant, ghostly voice broke through my consciousness. Speaking in hushed tones beyond my understanding, without meaning, the words drawing me ever closer.  
 
    The swirling clouds moved frantically until a burning red glow discharged like lightning through a storm, flickering within the depths of the dark prison until they could hold it no longer. The shrouded veil tore apart violently, revealing an intense glow mushrooming across its surface, consuming the original emanation until it was indistinguishable from the raging storm.  
 
    Consumed by the image, fear grew to terror, terror to horror, the feeling hitting me like a wall of burning lava as it drew me deeper. My emotions repeatedly wrestled with its seductive grasp, only to be thwarted by the strength of its irresistible lure. I watched motionless as the sphere's icy pillar boiled and spat, before melting into a streaming waterfall and finally evaporating to steam. 
 
    "Enough!" I shouted as my rage erupted, shattering the sphere's devilish hold and tore my eyes from the inferno.  
 
    It was all an illusion, nothing more than a vision, a view into the dark prison of which the Ethereal spoke. In my enraged state my mind raced, heart rate and breathing increased as blood surged like wildfire through my veins. Acrodan loomed menacingly on his icy summit, now surrounded by several undead soldiers. 
 
    Just how long was I staring into the sphere?  
 
    "My master has plans for this world, you have seen only a glimpse of the order that oblivion will bring. He knows of your return, the return of one who would defy him." He glanced at the sphere, before rumbling. 
 
    "The creators may think they rule here, they are false, traitorous fiends unable to see the truth. This time they stand unable to fight, and instead they send only a fraction of themselves to my master's presence."  
 
    Acrodan pointed to me with his iron-clad hand, making me realise, that in my sudden burst of rage, I'd unwillingly transformed into a flaming form. The burning white glow struck no fear into the hearts of my icy foes. Their empty husks had lost that sense long ago.  
 
    'False?’ ‘Truth?’ ‘Traitors?’ ‘Fraction of themselves?' More unanswered questions.  
 
    My fiery eyes released their lock from his fluorescent gaze, moving across his shrouded body, searching for any weakness. He appeared delighted at the sight of his new adversary, and despite his inability to express it, the emotion was detectable in his voice. 
 
    "The true guardian of ancient times, the unstoppable weapon of the creators, their greatest sacrifice," he slavered, his menacing laugh mocking me as he finished. "You blind yourself with such lies – you have no idea. You are a fool, and in your foolishness, you have been led here. Your skills have been tested, your will pushed to its limit, just as my master intended."  
 
    How have I been led here? And why? He sent monsters to kill me surely…  
 
    It took a few moments to realise they had planned this all along. They didn’t want to attack me in the woods, they just wanted Tarwin. They hadn't wanted to kill me on the journey, they were testing me. 
 
    She's the bait and I took it, but why?  
 
    The answer came all too soon.  
 
    "Only one of ethereal kind may open the sphere, and my master has waited so very long." Acrodan pointed to the dark object. "You have done just as he predicted, but still stand before his might with some pathetic hope of salvation."  
 
    His words pierced like a poisonous blade driven into any hope I had left. His glaring eyes settled on me, the sinister flames almost shivering with pride as their master laughed.  
 
    "Finally, after eight hundred years, the world will know my power. Last of the guardians, survivor, victor…" 
 
    Thoughts came so fast. What to do? What to say?  
 
    "I'll never open it!" I shouted. "It's a lie, that thing tricked you, all of you. You don't know what's in there!" I continued, trying in vain to appeal to the long-lost shell of the man he'd once been.  
 
    He peered at me, and with his blazing eyes settling I thought he’d considered listening. That was until the flames flared, and he snorted a cackle. 
 
    "My master has promised me the keys to eternity, a world as I see fit. Only through the darkness can the true light be seen. Only through cruelty can order truly be restored."  
 
    He clenched his metal fist, preaching to me like everything I'd ever been told was a lie. Stretching out his withered hand, he pointed to something behind me. Every one of my emotions told me not to turn, not to take my eyes off him, even so I couldn't help myself; inevitably my gaze followed the crooked limb.  
 
    "My master is not so blind as to expect no resistance. The heart of a god is not easily swayed, but then, you are no true god; you have real heart, a weakness not shared by your brethren." As he concluded my eyes came to rest on the heart-stopping sight.  
 
    A sight worse than any monster or dark illusion. 'A weakness not shared.' 
 
    Held in the grasp of three soldiers, with Blizarium knives pressed against their soft-scaled throats, were my friends. The grip of the un-dead captors seemed to be stronger than I'd experienced, and their new weapons were much sharper.  
 
    Stupid, stupid, stupid. I inwardly cried, directing the words at imaginary targets within my mind. 
 
    What's all this power worth, I can't get to them before the undead kill them?  
 
    My head dropped in shame as my eyes jumped hopelessly from face to face, each one held in the bony grasp of the emotionless soldiers. Ember and Boltock appeared shocked to see me with burning-white scales. While Risha looked at me with no such trepidation.  
 
    "Let them go!" I demanded, swinging round to face Acrodan. "Or, or…" I cried wildly, searching frantically for anything I could ransom.  
 
    "Or I'll destroy it!" I shouted, pointing at the dark sphere with my glowing wing.  
 
    Acrodan rose up, peering down in foreboding silence. "Such action from an ethereal being would only result in opening the sphere."  
 
    His emotionless voice became frustratingly arrogant.  
 
    "It seems those of ancient times couldn't protect you from the one thing they could never truly understand; compassion," he continued, relishing his mockery of the gods.  
 
    "The risks they took have inevitably brought their ruin, for the life they gave could never be navigated alone."  
 
    All this power, and I'm brought down because of feelings?  
 
    Shame forced me to bow my head as the overwhelming misery doused my passion. There was nothing I could do to save them. I couldn't move fast enough to break them free, nor could I fight without increasing the risk of losing them, and I couldn't run without abandoning them entirely. My aggression faded, extinguished by the realisation that I'd failed from the start.  
 
    "Open the seal! Your heart has defeated you and so foolishly sealed your fate," Acrodan demanded. "Do it or I'll have them slain where they stand!"  
 
    I didn’t care for his threats. My eyes slowly turned upward to gaze upon his corrupt majesty.  
 
    We're going to die either way, whether it be by his twisted will or the monster within the sphere.  
 
    "No!” Risha called out from behind me. "No, don't do it, don't listen!" 
 
    I didn’t have the strength to turn as her desperate plea mixed with the muffled sounds of more voices joining her cries. Even now they were willing to risk everything, but I had no choice. I’d come all this way to save my friend, and I'd not lose those I’d made along the way.  
 
    Acrodan peered down with a merciless glare. To him, I was a god crawling pathetically at his feet, the ultimate victory, far more than he'd ever achieved in his ancient war with mere beasts and mortals.  
 
    "What…?" I whispered, the word scratching at my throat. "What do you want me to do?"  
 
    His ghostly image pulled back and the glow of his staff appeared before me. The purple flame grew brighter, so bright it seemed to pierce my tormented mind, leaving me without pain or fear. That final memory closed in a flash and a swift blow of crushing darkness.  
 
    * 
 
    The harshness of my head hitting the floor shook me from unconsciousness. As my blurred vision returned, I observed the snow settling into small white banks against the walls of what I began to recognise as a cell. My full alertness snapped back when a flurry of freezing air blew across my face, followed by a thud as something landed beside me. Swaying like a new-born fawn I stood, only to fall over my tail, and be met by the sound of a door slamming. Sitting up, my wings ruffling awkwardly to balance me, I looked to see who'd been thrown into the icy dungeon alongside me. 
 
    Risha sat up, frantically surveying her new surroundings. The moment I realized it was her, my eyes fell to the floor as I attempted to block out the world. 
 
    I can't face her, not after what I just did. Her calls to stop echoed through my memory. Did I just condemn the world to death?  
 
    I wanted to close my eyes tight, to vanish. My trembling forelegs fell out from under me, I just wanted to melt into the ground and disappear.  
 
    What happened, why are we here? Are we still alive? I felt a soft nudge against my side. 
 
    "Blaze? Blaze?" Risha repeated, her voice trembling as she nuzzled me. "Get up."  
 
    It's really her, she's here? The stark realisation only served to make me more afraid of facing her. Still, at least she's alive.  
 
    Although I could neither hear nor see Boltock or Ember, it was a small relief she was still with me. The realisation broke my mind free from the shackles of despair and the sudden comprehension of our situation allowed the truth of what had transpired to return.  
 
    My mind reanimated into a weak grinding action; every thought crunching against the next like rough stones. Still too weak to support me, my unstable paws slipped away. Risha’s wing caught me, steadying my fall as she leaned against my side.  
 
    "Blaze! By the creators, are you okay? I saw them take that thing, that... that sphere, and, and…" she continued frantically.  
 
    Her jumbled words were a chilling reminder that she had no idea what Acrodan had done, what I'd done! She had no idea what I'd just sacrificed for them.  
 
    Is she going to think it's worth it? Her life for just a few days more, before Acrodan's master destroys us all anyway?  
 
    I could see the horror in her eyes, but I'd no idea what to say. I couldn't just tell her that the world we knew was doomed, that I'd chosen her life and those of the others over everyone and everything. I doubted even Acrodan knew what he was doing. After all, he seemed to be no more than a shell.  
 
    Did I even talk to the true necromancer that schemed and plotted all those centuries ago?  
 
    I was kidding myself if I thought I could do this; the essence of whatever power lay within the sphere had escaped long ago through those who swore to protect it. It was patient, smart, powerful and cunning beyond all comprehension; who was I to oppose it?  
 
    In the end, all I could say was the one thing she'd asked me so many times.  
 
    "Are you okay?"  
 
    For a moment she gave no response.  
 
    "I am now," she murmured, her eyes closing tight, her mind seemingly resting on something she was unable to conceal. "But that…" Her words were broken as she sniffed. "That... thing, that sphere, I only got a glimpse of it, but it felt like forever. It showed me things, terrible things: fire, death, destruction, darkness!"  
 
    Her frantic words escaped as an uncontrollable torrent, her voice trembling with terror. 
 
    "Risha!" I shouted, shaking her free from her panic and draping a wing over her before she collapsed.  
 
    She must have looked into the sphere from the balcony. I concluded, anger swelling at what it may have shown her. I should never have let it come to that!  
 
    "They were lies, an illusion, I saw it too – they aren't real."  
 
    My attempts to comfort her were just as futile as hers had been weeks ago. A thin layer of water filled her eyes and she stared at me like I wasn’t real.  
 
    For the first time I could remember, even a smile failed to form on her trembling muzzle, and without a word she drove her weeping head against my chest. I froze as my thoughts exploded with a conflicting storm of emotions, paralysing me from wing tip to wing tip.  
 
     The depths of my consciousness became distorted, the feelings flooding in to replace my woes completely alien to me. I'd never cared for another so much. Only my loyalty to Tarwin came close. I'd seen people this upset before, but never one of my own kind, especially not Risha. In the brief time I'd known her I came to believe she was the best of us, the one to look up to. Her fall was unexpected, and now she looked to me for comfort just as I did her. 
 
    What would she say in a situation like this? What would she tell me if I lost hope? The memories of such occasions gathered as I kept my wing over her back.  
 
    "Risha, it's going to be fine. What you saw, it’s not real, it’s all lies – we can still beat it," I said as tenderly as I could manage, trying to mimic her soft tone. 
 
    I was sure my efforts wouldn’t be as influential as hers, but as the calming words escaped my mouth, her head rose back to meet mine. Her waterlogged eyes cleared, the stream of tears slowing.  
 
    "Sorry," she whimpered softly, coughing slightly as her eyes and throat cleared.  
 
    How can she still believe she needs to apologise?  
 
    "It’s... it’s just that I never thought anything like this could happen," she admitted, wiping her eyes with a wing.  
 
    I really couldn't think of a way to explain it. I also wondered what the foul sphere had revealed to her.  
 
    Did she see her family? Her brother if he'd died in Storm Peak? Something happening to Dardien?  
 
    "You don't need to be sorry. I... I never wanted any of this either," I admitted, before my brow furrowed.  
 
    I have to fix this; I have to stop Acrodan.  
 
    I glanced around the chamber, and the reality of our predicament became clear. We were imprisoned in a small rectangular cell. Three walls made from the same ice as the fortress. Reaching from ceiling to floor, several equidistant bars of ice ran parallel to each other, filling the gap where the fourth wall would have been.  
 
    'Slam!'  
 
    The sound of another rapidly closing door echoed through the hallway outside the cell. My eyes shot to the source, immediately pinpointing Boltock and Ember. The relief to see they were also still alive was incredible, only tempered by the fact that they too were locked in the confines of another cell. A pair of skeleton guards trudged back down the corridor, muttering in their grisly voices. 
 
    For a moment I hoped that the chattering corpses might provide some insight as to how I could engineer a quick escape, if escape was even worth it. Except their strange language was just as alien to me as their animated bodies. Then something other than the guards captured my attention. I felt Risha slowly slip away from beneath my wing, pressing herself up against the bars and focusing on her brother.  
 
    "Are you hurt?" she asked as she poked her snout through.  
 
    "I don’t think so," Ember replied, checking herself for injury, while Boltock head-butted the bars.  
 
    His efforts were in vain, the ice didn’t even chip. Instead it rattled, reverberating like the strings of some icy instrument. He tried a few times more, before swaying back to be caught by Ember, while Risha persuaded him to put an end to his ineffective attempts. 
 
    Acrodan's got to have locked us up for a reason? I concluded, noting he'd even left me with my amulet. There must be a way out.  
 
    The sound of a faint whimper calling my name distracted me from the commotion. I glanced at Risha, but realising it wasn't her, I looked towards the back of the cell. My eyes shot open; I knew that voice better than any other. My body surged with adrenaline, a small spark of hope instantly blossoming into a roaring fire when I realised, to my delight, that it was Tarwin. She was curled up in the corner of the chamber, unravelling from a cocoon of thick brown furs.  
 
    "It... it is you. You’re here... you're really here," she murmured in disbelief. "You came, for me," she added, wrapping her arms and woolly fleece around me.  
 
    "Yes, of course I..."  
 
    She looked at me without responding. All my life I'd been happy with the bond between us, and now the realisation that she couldn't understand me hit hard. The conversations with my new friends, the time I'd spent away from her had changed me more than I realised.  
 
    When she finally released me from her grip, I hid my disappointment, avoiding her eyes like a timid puppy.  
 
    "You're the best friend I could ask for," she gushed. 
 
    She looked to be okay, with the only notable injury being a scabbed wound above her eye. Another thing that concerned me was the blow she had taken to the back of her head when the wyvern's wing had struck her. Thankfully, her speech and movements seemed to be limited by the cold more so than any injury. 
 
    Even so, with my eyes averted, I glanced back towards Risha. What is she going to think or do at the sight of a human?  
 
    I made no attempt to hide Tarwin from her, expecting the worst.  
 
    The dragoness slipped away from the bars, standing motionless in the centre of the cell, her wide eyes free of tears. I gave no verbal response, just a smile. She'd been the only one who'd known what Tarwin was from the start. I knew deep down she had every right to despise the ones who ruined her life so long ago and my heart began to race more than it had in Acrodan's presence.  
 
     "So, this is the human?" she eventually asked. 
 
    She walked cautiously to my side, looking at Tarwin and waiting for some sort of response. I realised from her words that she'd probably never seen a human up close, I also expected she knew nothing of the language barriers. Tarwin gave no response, though the amazement covering her face was clear to see.  
 
    A second reminder of the inevitable force of change hit me. Despite what any of the old stories told, for all my life with Tarwin we'd lived believing that I was the only one of my kind. Tarwin shook her head, rubbing her eyes before realising that her vision wasn't fooling her.  
 
    "There's... there are more of you!" she exclaimed, barely able to speak. "So, the legends are true? Blaze! You're not the only one!"  
 
    Her eager attention returned to Risha, who shuddered at being subjected to a human's stare. Tarwin’s gaze hung on the blue dragoness for a moment, her perplexed face contorting.  
 
    "I knew you couldn't be the last," she said softly.  
 
    Risha flinched, instantly glancing to me for reassurance. The smile I gave in return felt far more like those she'd offered me for the past few weeks. Meanwhile, Tarwin continued babbling about how no one would believe this, oblivious to the past experiences of the creature standing before her. Risha simply seemed proud to face her fears, breathing slowly and confidently.  
 
    "She talks a lot, doesn't she?" she observed.  
 
    "Oh, you have no idea," I retorted with a roll of my eyes.  
 
    She giggled, before rushing off to the bars. I watched as she peered out to the opposite cell, where Ember was assaulting the ice prison with flames, confirming that neither force nor fire could break open the frozen doors. 
 
    "Fire and flames, what in the creators’ name is this stuff!?" The fiery dragoness cursed.  
 
    Risha’s gaze wasn't claimed by Ember's attempts to escape, but by her brother. Surprisingly, he wasn't helping his fiery companion. His head hung low, his disapproving eyes peering out towards his sister like a scowling hound. It was then that the full gravity of the situation hit me. 
 
    I've managed to persuade Risha, albeit I think she's open-minded enough to do it on her own, but what of Boltock?  
 
    The sight of him filled me with dread and guilt. After all he'd been through, all that had been stolen from him, he’d every right to view Tarwin with disdain. 
 
    "A human?" he muttered, straightening himself up and shifting his good wing. 
 
    Risha's confidence waned and her head drooped. His eyes seared like hot beams and even I had to turn away from their disapproving glare. In all that was going on I'd hardly considered that he didn’t know anything about Tarwin.  
 
    "Do you...?" He shuddered, clearly hurt.  
 
    I ducked further from his sight, draping my wing in front of my head and backing away towards Tarwin. 
 
    "Do you remember what they did?" he barked; his fury-filled eyes fixed on his sister. "Do you remember what they did to us?" 
 
    Risha's head remained bowed, her eyes closed tight. I peeked over my wing at her, ironically thankful for Acrodan's bars between Tarwin and Boltock.  
 
    Who would I fight to protect her? Would I really do it?  
 
    Risha trembled like a branch in a storm. Yet after a few moments, she took a deep breath and rose up. 
 
    "Boltock, what’s happened to you? Are you that bitter?" she asked. 
 
    Her words instantly chipped away at his anger, her raised tone countering his words. I'd seen Boltock persuade his sister otherwise a few times, but this time he seemed to know he was defeated from the start.  
 
    "Yes, of course I remember, but this isn't them." She jabbed a wing back at Tarwin.  
 
    "You know all dragons aren't the same, is it really so hard to believe the same for them? This is an innocent young girl, she... she didn't do anything to you."  
 
    Boltock and now Ember froze in shock.  
 
    I felt their anguish. Risha was siding with a human, against her own brother. The sheer astonishment doused his anger, leaving him completely lost for words.  
 
    "Look at yourself, is this really what they would want?" she continued, provoking more shock amongst us all, except for Tarwin, to whom this must have sounded very strange.  
 
    "Haven't you seen what's happening? That litch is the real enemy, not anyone here," she concluded. 
 
    Risha almost collapsed, as her brother dropped to the floor in a huddle of scales. I trusted she knew what she was doing, though to see them driven so far apart because of my relationship with a human, was crippling. Boltock slowly turned away, rejecting any attempts of comfort from Ember. Deep down, as much as he might disagree, he must have known she was right. There were far greater threats mounting against us, a reminder made all too clear when the room shook violently. Shards of ice and white dust fell from the roof as the structure groaned painfully.  
 
    Risha met my eyes; we both knew where the tremors were coming from. Boltock, who sat defeated in the corner of his cell, was the only one who didn't seem to care. He was so caught up in what he'd just endured that he almost seemed to forget the world, when, without warning, he unleashed his torment in a burst of anger by lashing out at the frozen bars with his horns. Risha jumped back like she'd been bitten; watching him strike the bars again and again, until he inevitably slumped back down to the floor. 
 
    "We have to get out of here," she whispered.  
 
    I nodded. She was looking to me now, I had to be the leader they all needed.  
 
    My eyes scanned the bars. Their material seemed to be the same as the walls, coated in a thin layer of frosty crystals. It didn't look strong, yet the use of force had no effect. I raised a paw, gently rubbing its cold surface, the frail crystals melting into a cold dew on my claws. Next, I rammed the bars hard with my horns, in the same way Boltock had done, hoping my superior strength may prove strong enough to break through. Inevitably, the force of the blow only rattled the bars into a vibrating frenzy, shaking the frost free.  
 
    Staggering back, my head pounded with painful echoes as the ice settled.  
 
    "Blaze!" I heard two panicked voices cry in union. 
 
    In my daze I stumbled round to see both Risha and Tarwin. The moment the dragoness realised her concern wasn't alone, she glanced at Tarwin in astonishment, though the human showed no sign of hearing her cry.  
 
    "It's no use, I've already tried, it's too hard," Tarwin offered. "They've had me in here for weeks. I’d be dead, but they gave me food, water, and this," she added, ruffling frost from her thick fur coat.  
 
    "Apparently I'm worth something alive."  
 
    It wasn’t difficult to figure out why she was still alive or, in fact, why any of us had been spared. I could only assume we were beyond Acrodan's right to destroy. His master seemed to desire my personal demise, while the others were still ransom to keep me under control. 
 
    "She's right," Risha added, "That's blizarium. Not even fire can get through it," she continued, glancing at Ember, who huffed a breath of smoke.  
 
    Tarwin paced between the walls at the back of the cell, kicking up the icy dust at the edge of the room without a clue about our conversation. Risha had told me blizarium was almost unbreakable.  
 
    Almost! 
 
     No known force or material can easily break it, not fire, water or earth. 
 
    There was nothing to say something unknown couldn't smash it. For a moment I realised how ridiculous it sounded. 
 
     Surely Acrodan's not that stupid?  
 
    Although his arrogance was great, the chances of him underestimating me were low.  
 
    "Can you do anything to it?" I asked Risha, but she appeared unsure.  
 
    "Hardly, I only ever learned a few things about the craft, not enough to influence this much," she admitted.  
 
    "Okay, but... At least weaken it, if your kind used to forge it, surely they'd have to make it more malleable," I reasoned, and she paused.  
 
    "I... Maybe, I could try, but something strong would still have to break it," she responded, and at the expression, she seemed to understand, then smiled.  
 
    I nodded, before sticking my snout between the bars. I knew the guards must be close by, but I couldn't see or hear them. I was sure I could deal with them as effortlessly as I'd done before, I was willing to take that chance, even if they decided to use their blizarium blades. Tarwin was still pacing behind us, muttering quietly to herself while I took two steps and glanced over to Risha. 
 
    "Okay, do what you can."  
 
    Risha responded instantly, elemental markings lighting as the bars began to vibrate, buzzing as if singing a symphony.  
 
    "Step back!" I ordered.  
 
    Collecting my thoughts, I closed my eyes and emptied my mind. Power welled up inside me, no longer spewing out in an uncontrolled rage as my glowing amulet flickered.  
 
    Fire gathered in my chest. Coiling my neck, steadying my legs and thrusting forward, I opened my mouth to release the burning ball of white light. The buzzing bars vanished in a blinding glow, instantly exploding into a cloud of dust. The force of the impact nearly knocked me off my paws. I hadn't considered the effect of releasing my power in such a confined space and it felt as though the effects would never end. When I finally opened my eyes, the shroud of white dust had cleared, leaving me to see the result of my assault on the bars.  
 
    To my surprise they were completely disintegrated, several stumps clinging to existence, rising like singed teeth from the ground.  
 
    "That was..." Risha attempted to curb her excited enthusiasm, before continuing, "… a good job," she added, placing a wing over my back.  
 
    I felt like I could melt the whole fortress at her giddy contact. I'd just obliterated a magical substance she thought unbreakable, yet her appreciation was what I valued most?  
 
    "You too," I offered, and it became her turn to look flustered. 
 
     Finally, I'm doing something good, leading willingly, like the real hero the gods want me to be!  
 
    Risha and I both turned to Tarwin. She sat speechless at the back of the cell. Back home the other villagers had told her that her pet was magical, that I could breathe fire, control elements and other things they’d heard from ancient legends. Back then, that was our only source of information – and neither of us ever believed it. Now she knew the truth, not that I was expecting her to understand.  
 
    She rubbed her eyes, partly in disbelief and partly to remove the dust that had invaded them during the explosion. I consciously avoided her gaze, a strangely alien feeling welling in my chest. This was it, the end of my old life. It was no physical end, but I knew now that the last remnant of my past had been extinguished. 
 
    "I take it she's never seen you do anything like that before either?" Risha whispered softly.  
 
    Finding myself equally speechless, I nodded. For once, this was beyond even her ability to resolve. She may have been familiar with many things, but this was my responsibility. Hesitantly, I allowed my eyes to meet with Tarwin’s. I was her best friend, almost her brother, now unrecognisable as the pet she once knew. I was more than the legend the villagers had spoken of, I was a legend to dragons and griffins, and I could see that she'd never expected any less of me. Her eyes met mine and I forced myself not to turn away. She walked over and without saying a word, knelt before me.  
 
    "They weren't lying," she said, speaking to herself, as much as me. "That... was… amazing," she added, her words softly spoken.  
 
    She placed her hand on top of my head, between my horns as she'd always done. "I'm so glad you're back," she muttered with a smile. "I don't care what you can do, you'll still be my little dragon." 
 
    The sight of her dusty face warmed by joy reminded me just why I'd come so far for her.  
 
    How could I have ever doubted her? She'll always accept me.  
 
    Our moment of sentiment was short-lived; the sounds of approaching guards echoed through the corridor. Tarwin raised her head and stood up, reaching for a group of large icicles hanging from the ceiling, and with a great deal of effort, broke one free.  
 
    "Figured if I could ever get through those bars, I'd need a weapon," she announced, brushing off the fuzzy coat of frost.  
 
    Her resourcefulness was unquestionable, she certainly knew how to make something from nothing. I turned to Risha, this time the fright on her face was replaced by confident excitement.  
 
    "Let's go get them," she growled. 
 
    I crept through what remained of the bars, peering around the shattered blizarium stumps. To my right I could see both sides of a long corridor, providing access to several more cells. To my left it opened out into a large chasm, housing a huge frozen spike at its centre, surrounded by several smaller spines like some kind of monument. The sound of grisly chatter from three guards broke through the air, their bodies drooping to one side, weapons held low to the ground in their slovenly arms. 
 
    The foremost raised its sword, pointing the ancient blade forward as it uttered a ghostly sound from its fleshless mouth. The other two marched forward upon command, their soulless bodies trudging and drooping awkwardly. I glanced to Risha.  
 
    "We can handle them once we break the others out!"  
 
    I was acutely aware of what had happened the last time we met with these monstrosities. Admittedly, there were fewer opponents this time, but I wasn't going to take my eyes off the fight. She did well to contain her fear, nodding slowly, when Tarwin suddenly burst out from the cell, wielding her improvised weapon. The sight of a fellow fighter stirred Risha’s courage, and it seemed she really had put her past behind her.  
 
    "Go get them out," Tarwin shouted, as Risha's markings flashed and the opposing bars began to buzz. "I’ve got your backs."  
 
    I turned to the second cell; the two occupants stepped back. Readying myself I collected my thoughts, controlling the release of my power to expel it in a ball of white fire. The sound of Tarwin engaging the guards behind me almost broke my concentration. I had to force my eyes closed, breaking my visual contact with the world so I could concentrate. The instant I was in darkness, all thoughts about the things around me settled, and ready to fire, I pulled my neck back and opened my mouth.  
 
    A sudden pain coursed through my tail as a great weight crushed my scales, breaking my focus. With no time to respond, I was thrown backwards into the open room beyond the cell corridor, slamming into the wall on the opposite side, narrowly missing the spike at its centre. The sound of shattered bones and the agony of the impact confirmed something had broken as I slid down the wall and crashed to the floor.  
 
    My head spun, my ears rang, and my distorted vision met with the fearful sight of my attacker covering the doorway. Its vicious teeth dribbling with my blood; a rattling of spines filled the air and its only good eye focussed on me. 
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter 15 
 
    Destiny 
 
      
 
    The wyvern released a deep howl, accompanied by a plume of chilled breath eagerly dissipating into the air. Its sinister yellow eye glared at me while I staggered and swayed before crumpling in a heap. A cry from behind drew its attention, turning its malevolent gaze towards my friends. It was an all-too-familiar situation, I lay dazed and defenceless, while those I cared about were left to the monster’s mercy.  
 
    Fighting against the pain, I forced myself back onto my paws, shattered bones and burning muscles refusing to do what I asked of them. The wyvern remained engrossed in what was going on beyond the doorway, and despite the feeling of everything falling apart inside me, I stood up.  
 
    Turn your back on me like I'm just some weak lizard, will you? My rage for all they'd put me through flared. I'll show you!  
 
    "Hey, you!" I demanded, at the top of my lungs.  
 
    It slowly redirected its only good eye to face me, spiny frill rattling. I must have looked pathetic, barely able to stand, quivering like a new-born foal. I wasn't going to lose to one of them again, not this time. My doubts dissipated and my vision became unnaturally clear. 
 
    The wyvern released an aggressive hiss, slowly prizing apart its fearsome jaw, bloody drool dripping from its monstrous fangs while it started to clamber over the ice shard between us. I held my ground even though it raised its head into an attack position. 
 
    Not this time!  
 
    The moment it lunged my instincts forced me aside, the momentum of its attack sending it crashing into the wall. The somewhat dazed creature raised its head and I immediately launched myself at its vulnerable neck. My momentum almost threw me over the opposite side of its wavering bulk, and in its struggle to shake me off, my back legs thrashed around, ripping rotten scales and decayed flesh free. 
 
    Its head slammed into a cluster of frozen spikes, sending icy debris across the chamber. Despite its desperate efforts, I held on tight, using all the strength and determination I had left. I flexed my claws, cutting deeper into its vile hide as it thrashed from side to side. Its head slammed against the wall, the whole chamber reverberating with a crack as ice shards fell from above. 
 
    In another attempt to dislodge me, it repeatedly reached to the side of its neck, its rapidly snapping trap of grizzly teeth so close I could smell the foulness of its breath. Holding on tight I repeatedly attempted to summon up my elusive power, to turn my talons into burning razors, but with each jolt my concentration was broken. 
 
    My ability to hang on grew weaker, until with a final jolt, my grip failed, and I was sent crashing to the floor. The wyvern's gaze snapped to me with a ferocious hiss, its lone eye filled with malice. Rattling its spines, it let out a deafening screech so high-pitched it left a ringing in my ears.  
 
    "Blaze!" a breathless voice cried out; muffled amidst the throbbing in my skull.  
 
    With all my remaining strength, I lifted my head to see Tarwin standing in the doorway. She looked over at me, completely oblivious to the wyvern's presence. The monstrosity repositioned itself to face her. Glancing up her expression drooped, her icicle-blade dropping to the floor. Rearing up above the central spike, its back legs gripped the frozen surface, its clawed wingtips scraped the walls, and its dark membranes spread as wide as they would go.  
 
    Not... this... time!  
 
    Completely oblivious, the wyvern failed to see my desperation manifest, turning my scales into a burning ball of light. Revitalised, I exploded towards the unsuspecting monstrosity, the sheer power of our collision generating an explosion, the fiery impact launching both of us in opposite directions.  
 
    Skidding to the floor in a steaming heap, the burning glow receded into my amulet and my eyes regained their focus to find the chamber shrouded in mist. My injuries, from the teeth holes in my tail to my battered bones, felt like they'd been burned away. All that remained were faint scars, but the evaporation of power left me gasping for air. The heat of my transformation had melted the outer layers of ice, turning into a steaming puddle in which I flopped.  
 
    Did I... I must have... I must have got it.  
 
    I scanned the veil, searching for two things – my friend and my adversary – unfortunately, I could see neither.  
 
    Despite my visual impairment, I could hear a faint gargled groan. Dragging myself up, I limped toward the sound, the mist slowly clearing as I came upon its source. With its decayed hide scorched to a blackened crisp, blood dripping from its foaming jaw, the central spike had pierced the wyvern’s chest. A pool of black ichor slowly spread across the floor around its crumpled body.  
 
    It took me a moment to conclude that the force of our impact had pushed it directly onto the icy projection, yet my gaze bore no sympathy as I watched the dying monster gargle and groan. Finally, it drew its last breath, yellow eye robbed of its malicious fire as its bony frill fell silent.  
 
    I should hate it, it's a monster, but... What does that make me? 
 
     My thoughts were interrupted by a noise in the scattering mist. Risha came bounding over the wyvern’s neck before I could react.  
 
    "Wow, that was unbelievable!" she exclaimed, excited words escaping in an uncontrolled torrent as she embraced me in her wings. "I mean, that was a wyvern... a fully grown wyvern! The ones from old hatchling-stories, and you killed it!" 
 
     "Well, would you look at you two," a surprised voice sounded from amidst the settling gloom.  
 
    Risha withdrew her wings as we both raised our heads to see Tarwin standing over the wyvern's neck, one boot placed on top of the motionless mass.  
 
    "I see you've already had the victory congratulations," she added, offering me a wink that I found hard to understand. 
 
    What's she talking about, she's never been one to forgo congratulations? What did Acrodan do to her?  
 
    She peered down at the blooded remains of the impaled monster, its decayed scales scraping under her heel.  
 
    "Good riddance," she muttered, giving the dead beast a kick.  
 
    I doubted she’d go back home and disobey her father again. The legends were as clear as he'd warned. Even though Tarwin was never one to be afraid of things, I hated to think about how that would escalate their arguing.  
 
    If only they'd get along, then they could face the truth together.  
 
    I instantly dismissed the distraction when the walls shook, and the ice and frost crumbled around us. The violent tremor lasted longer than those that preceded it, causing the whole fortress to creak and groan before the dust settled.  
 
    "Is everyone alright?" Tarwin asked, standing up and dusting frost from her coat.  
 
    I did the same before looking over myself. Whatever physical pain or injury I'd sustained from the wyvern had already healed. 
 
    As soon as I’d assessed myself, my thoughts turned to the others. Risha shook dust from her paws, checking them for injury, thankfully she was fine  
 
     I turned back to Tarwin, words catching in my throat when I realised, I was unable to tell her we were both okay. Though I'd understood what she had asked, I didn’t know if Risha had. Either way, if she didn't, she wasn't admitting it.  
 
    "Good to see you're still in one piece," Tarwin confirmed, retrieving her improvised weapon.  
 
    She's treating me in exactly the same way. Risha too. I noted. But how long can that last after all that's changed? 
 
    "Go get your other friends!" she shouted above the crumbling noises.  
 
    I scampered around her, moving quickly into the corridor where I was greeted with the shattered remains of five skeletal guards.  
 
    Let it never be said that she's bad in a fight. I thought, glancing at Tarwin. 
 
    I stood before Boltock and Ember’s cell for the second time. Both occupants backed away once again as I prepared to breach the bars. Risha assisted me a second time while Tarwin watched from the safety of the main chamber, and with a burst of light the blizarium disintegrated just like before.  
 
    Argh, doing this really takes it out of me. I thought, shaking my head, panting for breath.  
 
    Ember was first to emerge. "That really is some fire you have there," she offered. 
 
    Boltock trudged lazily from the gloom behind her, his head held low, avoiding the eyes of everyone nearby. Sickened with guilt, I wanted to say something. For good reason he obviously hated humans; what right did I have to say anything to him about it?  
 
    I'll leave it to Risha, she'll know what to say.  
 
    Tail dragging behind him, he moved over to his sister, who glanced at him with concern, but said nothing. Ember crept to her side and whispered something in her ear. I could only guess that the pair were talking about what she'd said to Boltock, or just how odd it was to have a human here.  
 
    Tarwin stood oblivious to their conversations, directing her focus towards a second doorway on the opposite side of the chamber. I walked over to join them, staggering when another tremor shook the hall. 
 
    "We have to get out!" Tarwin shouted above the noise, "This whole place is going to come down," she added, moving over to the doorway.  
 
    Her suggestion was backed up by the additional sound of more ice clattering down the web of criss-crossed beams above.  
 
    So that's how the wyvern got down here. I noted, glancing up into the vast ice spire, as I hopped over the dead beast’s carcass.  
 
    Ember inspected the bloody remains, prodding it with a foreclaw as if to prove to herself that it was there. Risha rushed by, while Boltock remained oblivious, sealed within his cocoon of remorse and disbelief. 
 
    I swallowed my disgust as I took one final look over the dead beast. Along with several other creatures, the wyvern was dead because of me. I'd hunted and killed before, but that was different. Those I'd recently killed had intended to kill me, and I'd extinguished their lives out of fear and rage. I'd killed to survive, which left me feeling unforgiving, reckless and guilty. 
 
    Who am I to judge who lives and who dies? Am I just an executioner?  
 
     Even though I thought I'd already made peace with my uneasy anxiety; wielding a power the likes of which the world had not seen in millennia made me feel as though I was no better than the transcendent monster within the sphere. I was sure there were things I could have done differently, though the answer was always the same: they would have killed me without a second thought, so why should I do anything different?  
 
    While we walked, the memory of the griffins' and Elders' words repeated in my mind.  
 
    'Troubled times’.  
 
    My paws began to drag and slow and glancing off into the icy corridors either side of me, I reluctantly knew what I had to do. Slowly but surely, I ground to a halt while the others, and finally Boltock, trudged past me. I silently hoped no one would notice, but my attempt at quietly slipping away ultimately failed.  
 
    Tarwin was the first to perceive a shift in my mood, as she always did. The others soon stopped with her, without a sound from any of them until someone knelt before me, her head held at my eye level. Tarwin smiled, her face covered in white dust, bruised and cut in several places with strands of loose, red hair waving across her comforting features. She brushed it aside, raised her hand and rubbed between my horns.  
 
    "You're going back, aren't you?" she asked, with no expectation of a verbal response.  
 
    She obviously knew of Acrodan, she must have seen him. I knew from the look in her eyes she'd seen into the dreadful depths of the sphere too.  
 
    What did she see? The truth, that the world is far bigger and more terrifying than we ever knew?  
 
    I glanced away, the thought of leaving her again after coming so far was unthinkable. I expected her to tell me how wrong the idea was, like the times I'd attacked porcupines or got my head stuck in logs, but as I peered into her eyes, I saw none of the things I feared.  
 
    "Blaze," she spoke firmly, her eyes starting to quiver and twinkle. "You've been my friend for as long as I can remember." A tear broke free and rolled down her dirty cheek.  
 
    "But... But ever since I found you, my little fallen star, I believed more than anyone else..." She stopped, wiping her face with a sniff. "I found you for a reason and if you think this is it, then it is."  
 
    I tried to divert my gaze; her sentiment too much for me. I'd have done nothing if it wasn’t for her, I wouldn’t even be here. Hearing her thoughts, I couldn't help but wonder why she hadn’t shared them before, but now, I was glad. Knowing how she felt may have only made my old life even more of a struggle. She'd let me believe that had been all there was, let me be happy and content. 
 
    Even though she didn't know I could understand everything she said, she'd always treated me as her equal. Even now, she’d no idea if I was listening or understood, yet she knew exactly what to say. If I went back neither of us may see each other again. I'd thought that once before, I'd fought my way across a new world to prove it wrong. Now I’d fight to create a better world without Acrodan or his master. 
 
    Tarwin expressed her understanding by giving me one final pat on the head, resuming her position at the front of the group. She turned to thank me one last time before continuing into the labyrinth. Ember glanced back at me in the same thankful way, her eyes showing her appreciation before she assured me she'd keep Tarwin safe. Boltock remained still for a few seconds, the shock of Tarwin's actions having seemingly freed him from his emotional stupor.  
 
    It must seem conflicting to him to see a human act like that towards one of his kind.  
 
    He looked over at me briefly, then his sister, his eyes no longer hidden from view.  
 
    "Sorry," he admitted.  
 
    "No, I'm sorry," Risha replied, lifting her head. "I knew what this was about, I should have told you... It's just... Well, if we hate, we're no better than them."  
 
    A small smile broke his muzzle. "If only every dragon could be as sweet as you."  
 
    Her look softened as she rolled her eyes. "I do what I have to, always have. You know that," she assured, placing a wing over his back.  
 
    "I know where you're going," he told her quietly.  
 
    The emotion of Tarwin’s farewell had stunned me, and now a new confusion consumed my mind at the siblings’ exchange of words. I’d no idea what they were talking about – why didn't they just follow Tarwin and Ember? Boltock turned to me, and without a word he nodded before following the others. 
 
    I blinked, then glanced at Risha. I'd seen that look in her eyes before, they were filled with the same determination I'd witnessed that night on the cliff, weeks ago.  
 
    "I'm coming with you."  
 
    Admittedly it didn't come as a complete shock, after everything we had been through together it wasn't a surprise that she wouldn’t allow me to face my destiny alone. She’d already done so much for me, by risking her life and those of her friends and family. Now it was time for me to repay her for that by saving hers.  
 
    "I have to do this alone."  
 
    "You don't have to do anything alone," she countered softly.  
 
    The look in her eyes and the smile on her muzzle told me that no matter what I did or said, there was no stopping her. She glanced towards the corridor, where the others had departed.  
 
    "Besides, you still have nothing to hold me to," she joked.  
 
    "I'll cross that bridge when I come to it," I retorted with a warm smile. "Thanks."  
 
    I glanced down the corridor and for a moment I thought about all that I may never do and how, in only a few moments, it might all be extinguished. I raised myself up, took in a deep breath, swallowed my fear, and looked back at my unrelenting companion.  
 
    "Let's go," she declared for me, before moving off with just as much determination.  
 
    * 
 
    Corridor after corridor, staircases and ice bridges went by, with every turn we met an identical sight; the icy labyrinth looked the same.  
 
    The whole world is relying on me, and I can’t even find my way through these stupid halls! Regardless, determination forced me on.  
 
    The moment I sensed something out of place I slid to a halt, Risha skidding to a stop at my side.  
 
    "What is it?" she asked, her eyes darting about the new chamber.  
 
    We had arrived at a junction where four corridors met, each leading off in opposite directions. Tall, shimmering pillars of ice stood just a few steps proud of each wall, engraved with runes.  
 
    Spirits curse this place; everything down here looks the same!  
 
    My head spun as I glanced in every direction, seeing only mist and endless ice. Then my attention piqued.   
 
    "What's wrong? What is it?" Risha demanded again. 
 
    Looking down to the floor, I could see her paws were motionless, and her expression became more perplexed.  
 
    "We're not moving," I noted. 
 
    She appeared even more confused as she cocked her head. 
 
    "If we’re not moving, then…" I listened for a moment, reassessing our surroundings, "then where's that coming from?" 
 
    The rapid tapping of claws echoed through the corridors. Glancing in every possible direction, I could see nothing in the misty depths. Even so, the sound was getting closer. My initial instinct was to run, while another part of me thought to fight; both ideas were quickly dismissed in my unorganised urgency.  
 
    We need a plan, a way to find Acrodan.  
 
    "Quick, behind there," I whispered.  
 
    There was just enough space for us to hide behind one of the pillars. Squeezing in, we ducked down, the low-lying mist masking my pale scales. Risha remained slightly higher, her sapphire coat more camouflaged against the blue of the ice as the two of us peered out into the open hall.  
 
    I don’t want to fight. I'm not like Acrodan, I’ll avoid killing no matter what the gods tell me.  
 
    Before I had time to dwell on my thoughts, the source of the sound revealed itself. Travelling at speed it slid to a halt in the centre of the corridor, sending up a veil of fine mist. It didn’t smell of anything, its body bore no flesh, but it was instantly recognisable as a ghaul. I'd almost forgotten about them; this certainly wasn’t a member of the pack that had been hunting us. It was nothing more than long-dead bones suspended by dark magic.  
 
    I lowered myself further, only stopping when my view became shrouded by mist. The skeletal beast scanned the area, its hollow eyes hovering across the scene like pale-blue candles. I sunk down further as they passed overhead before I rose to see it staring down one of the corridors. It snarled in a vociferous, unnatural tone and unexpectedly swung its large skull round to face me. I ducked down again; the undead beast let out another gravelly snarl.  
 
    I held back, especially when it showed no obvious sign of attacking. Gazing deep into the ghostly flames of its eyes, I saw nothing but a soul exploited and misused by a dark master. Snapping its gaze away, it peered down another of the corridors. Moving on as quickly as it had arrived, the tapping of its claws, combined with the rattling of its bones, echoed through the corridors, signalling its direction.  
 
    "Has it gone?" Risha asked. 
 
    "I think so," I responded, double-checking the area. “Let’s go," I whispered.  
 
    Withdrawing from our hiding spot, I sliced my tail through the low-lying mist, just in case the beast had secretly hidden a trap beneath its veil. I still had little idea of how to proceed, every direction still looked the same.  
 
    "Best try that way," Risha suggested, pointing in the direction the skeleton had taken. "It can't have gone nowhere," she reasoned.  
 
    Without a better suggestion, I took off in the same direction. After only a few minutes, a feature I recognised emerged. Two ice grooves filled with imprisoned skeletal remains on either side of the hall – we were at the place where the others had been taken.  
 
    If we're here, then there's a split in the passageway ahead and on the left is the sphere's chamber. 
 
    I continued in the same direction and found the left turn. This was it, I was before the chamber from which the darkness would emerge, if it hadn’t already done so. 
 
    "Told you this was the best way," Risha announced boasting a weak expression of pride.  
 
    Despite her confidence she fell silent, her veil of joy fading as the two of us peered up at the foreboding doors.  
 
    "Are you ready for this?" 
 
    "Are you?" she asked in return. 
 
    A weak smile broke out across her face, and I shared what courage I could muster with the same frail gesture.  
 
    "Ready to the end," I said, with a subtle nod before turning towards the icy doors.  
 
    Right now, my doubt didn’t really matter. Either the world ended, or I did, and I wouldn’t let either happen without a fight. I took a deep breath and with Risha by my side, charged into the chamber. 
 
    An explosion of colour filled my vision, its sudden intensity forcing me to stop, sending me sliding across the slippery surface. Risha skidded to a halt beside me; using our wings as shields, we both fought to look forward. Without warning, the light vanished, replaced by a subdued glow, albeit still enough to be visible through the transparent membrane of my wing. Before I could lower my shield, the luminous ball surged upwards, emitting a ring of orange fire, illuminating the rounded chamber walls before disappearing into the distant heights of the spire.  
 
    In addition to the fire, a strong wind swept along the floor. Drawn up into a circular motion, it sent the amulet around my neck into a frenzy and ruffled my wings like paper. It sucked up the frozen dust littering the floor, sweeping over my paws to form an upward spiral. With the burning light subdued, I lowered my wing, to see a glowing vortex, swirling around the sphere as the ring of fire began to charge again.  
 
    The dark orb hovered in mid-air, unaffected by the turbulent storm swelling around it. A deep-purple fire lapped across its surface before dripping to the floor like some strange, molten liquid. The maelstrom of ice, frost and light was strongest at its base, where a frantic whirlwind spun close to the floor, ripping at the ice like monstrous talons. As the ghostly whirlwind grew higher it formed a cyclone around the orb, before closing in to create a thin, rotating beam of pulsating purple and orange light, repeatedly shooting up into the heights of the chamber.  
 
    Even from the edge I could feel the wind grow with each flash of the baleful ray. I clenched my claws firmly to the floor, digging in the best I could as icy dust battered my scales. My eyes locked on the sphere.  
 
    This can't be it, the ancient evil – it has to be more than this? Maybe there is still time.  
 
    "Wait here!" I shouted to Risha over the deafening howl of the supernatural hurricane. "If there's any soldiers still around you'll have to hold them off!"  
 
    She looked back with disapproval, pausing for a moment, before shouting above the howling gale. "Be careful!"  
 
    I battled my way towards the sphere, protecting my eyes with a wing. With each pulse I felt wind hit me like a wall, my footing slipping with each slam, until inevitably, I lost it completely and my legs slipped from under me.  
 
    "Blaze!" Risha called, lurching forward, only for a blast from the sphere to shove her away.  
 
    Glancing back at her I fought to regain my footing, while the wind smacked at me like a war hammer. With all the strength I could muster I thrust my talons deeper into the ice, sheering away frost as I shoved myself up.  
 
    Limbs stiff as stone I trudged up to the sphere, where the maelstrom was at its strongest. Positioning myself before the source of the swirling hurricane, I dug my claws in further, anchoring my position. My body swayed from side to side and my amulet swung wildly about my neck. Every part of my being screamed at me to give up, but after all of this, I would never!  
 
    I closed my eyes tight as another fiery blast seared my gaze. I could do it with one burst of my power, I could destroy it and end it now, achieve what had been foretold.  
 
    I drew in a breath as the sphere expelled another pulse, the intensity so bright it ambushed my eyes even though they were closed. I lifted my wing until it receded, and when it did Acrodan's shadowy form materialized beside the sphere.  
 
    This time there's not going to be any negotiations.  
 
    The cloaked figure edged towards me, his shadowy robes and flaming features lashing in the wind.  
 
    "You're too late!" his ghostly voice announced, flames spitting from his mask. "My master will be free once more, you can't stop it, no one can!"  
 
    His voice reverberated into a low growl, as the purple glow in his empty eyes intensified into a bright-red flame. "This world will burn!" 
 
    He lifted a robed arm, stretching out a metal hand from beneath the layers of black cloth.  
 
    "You still believe you can save them?" he laughed, his voice echoing through my mind despite the wind's howl. "You’re so ignorant of the truth. The impurity of the gods will be their downfall, their fear will destroy them." Words broken by a growl, he looked right at me. 
 
    Another pulse of light silenced him, shoving me back as I took refuge behind my wing. I dismissed his threats and any desire to question those who had guided me towards this peril. Manipulation was his only weapon; his proclamation was ludicrous.  
 
    No there's no time to debate the truth. Gods' agendas or not, I must stop him!  
 
    Another pulse of light ascended into the tower’s upper reaches, and as it had done before the glow momentarily dulled. I looked up to see Acrodan stood directly before me, slightly elevated by the steps.  
 
    His robes writhed like black serpents; his silhouette illuminated from behind like a black mountain. I clenched my claws as the wind intensified, whereas he remained completely unfazed.  
 
    "Do you even know the truth?" he continued. "Even the gods lack purity within their hearts, and so the transgressions of their creations will lead to their ultimate demise."  
 
    "You're insane, all of you!" I countered. "I'm not going to let you do this!"  
 
    "War is coming – you know of what I speak – and the beings of the world should feel uneasy. Even if you succeed, you’re doomed!" the mad disciple proclaimed.  
 
    I maintained my focus, attempting to break the neurotic influence of his lies.  
 
    Don’t believe any of it! I repeatedly told myself, struggling to deny it. Don’t believe it!  
 
    Tormented by his suggestion I glanced back at Risha standing on the rim of the storm, battling to stay on her paws. If his words held any truth, then so be it. I had all the truth I needed to justify what I had to do.  
 
    I didn't do this for the gods, I came all this way to save my friends, all of them!  
 
    I spun to face the blazing heart of the storm; wind, snow, fire and ice obscuring my view of the sphere’s molten core.  
 
    The world around me slowed to a crawl, falling silent. I glanced into Acrodan’s fiery eyes. He thought me weak because of my friends, family and all the things my godly brethren didn’t possess? Maybe he was right, or maybe such motivation had been intended all along, he was wrong to underestimate it.  
 
    I positioned myself into a firing stance as time rushed back to greet me. Fire bubbled up in my chest, welled in my throat and I opened my mouth wide. Another explosion burst out from the vortex, accompanied by the same deafening screech, the sheer force throwing us both spinning helplessly into the raging storm.  
 
    The sphere’s whirling wall of energy intensified and the whole chamber shook violently, throwing me to the ground as I struggled to regain my footing. The ice above started to break up as more tremors shook the whole place, walls groaning as they destabilized. More fragments started to fall like icy spears, impacts sending shards of frozen shrapnel across the quivering floor. 
 
    Fearing that this was my last chance I turned once more to face the sphere, dug my claws firmly into the ice, hid my eyes beneath my wing and stood strong against the whirling vortex.  
 
    The storm’s screeching resonance synchronised into a roaring hum, increasing in volume with every bolt of energy sent surging upward. I battled my way back to the top of the stairs, focused my mind, coiled back my neck, opened my mouth and called upon my fire.  
 
    Acrodan’s metal boot struck my jaw, forcing my mouth closed and my head up. The flaming breath meant for my enemy misfired into my throat, puffing my cheeks and blasting smoke from my nostrils. A nauseous sensation of intense heat, along with a foul, sooty taste, instantly filled my chest, and with my lungs burning I stumbled to the floor, both foreclaws clutching at my sides as I gagged.  
 
    O–okay... That's one disadvantage of breathing fire... Not doing that again!  
 
    I swallowed hard and fought to raise myself up again. In the time I took to recover, another blow struck my side, dislodging my grip and throwing me across the ice, my claws scratching deep furrows into the frozen surface as I skidded to a halt.  
 
    "Even now you are blind! My master cannot be silenced by anyone or anything!" Acrodan shouted.  
 
    This time his voice was weaker, whatever telepathic method he'd used before seeming to fail him. The fire dancing in his eyes rose up beneath his hood, erratically thrashing about in the wind as he thrust his staff towards me, and I narrowly avoided a bolt of purple lightning as I leapt aside.  
 
    The purple light around its top flashed in a burst of glowing embers as he thrust the menacing weapon forward and tried again. His clumsy efforts were easily avoided as I instinctively ducked beneath the staff, coiled my hind legs and prepared to lunge. Seizing the first opportunity, I leapt at the shadowy base of his robe, colliding with nothing more than woven material and the metal boots. In a shower of purple flame and black dust, he was sent tumbling over the stairs, a stream of shadows transforming him into a blur as he crashed to the floor.  
 
    I managed to steady myself, when in an explosion of contorting black vapour, he unbelievably rose to his feet.  
 
    "Is this all the slave of the false creators can conjure?" he challenged. "I expected more of a fight!"  
 
    His words were growing tiresome, and with another lunge I flung myself towards him; foreclaws outstretched. The sudden intervention of his staff sent me crashing to the floor, and I looked up to see him battling his way to the top of the collapsing stairs.  
 
    My legs were almost ready to give up, yet regardless of how they quivered I lifted my paws, fighting back the pain. As soon as I did, the influence of an invisible force crushed me against the ice. The glowing flame of Acrodan’s staff pointed towards me, a magical weight crushing me like a bug under his boot. The flames in his soulless eyes flashed red and he let out a menacing laugh.  
 
    "Your heroism is wasted," he croaked, his voice barely audible above the roar of the wind. "Your efforts are in vain, as they always were. As long as you are blind to the truth, you will fail!"  
 
    The fire within his eyes intensified, dancing frantically in the raging wind, while his robes were bathed in flashes of colour leaping from the glowing vortex. I closed my eyes tight, attempting to resist, but the more I fought, the more the magic pressed. It was a shock that I'd not been squashed.  
 
    No, I can't let it end like this! All my power and he simply pins me here like an insect!  
 
    Almost as suddenly as the invisible force pressed me to the ice, it disappeared. I looked up to see Acrodan struggling, his robed arms and staff flailing. Risha sank her claws into his head, yanking him around uncontrollably. His arms swayed as she raised herself above his waving bulk, releasing a torrent of searing blue flames across his whole body. A concoction of acrid black smoke and purple fire bellowed from the blazing wounds.  
 
    Fighting the cyclone, I scrambled to my paws and bolted up the stairs while he finally grabbed her in his iron-clad grasp and tore her from his back, disrupting the stream of fire. Mercilessly holding her by the neck, he crushed her throat as she kicked and thrashed. His glowing eyes stared into hers with a cold contempt that betrayed their burning nature. Before he finally threw her at the wall, her limp body slamming against its crumbling surface, sliding down to the floor, before collapsing amidst the chunks of fallen ice.  
 
    The world fell silent. The whirling vortex and his sinister laughter no more than a whisper. Time seemed to slow: the falling specks of dust that plagued the air crawling into a gentle snow, softly settling on my scales. It felt like my soul had been ripped from my chest and without any thought or emotion my dragonfire began to burn. White immolation consumed my scales as a searing burst of flame flared from my wrinkled snout.  
 
    Acrodan turned his staff towards me in another attempt to pin me down as I launched myself at him; his magic shattered as I threw him down, pinning him to the floor; the staff across his chest the only thing between us. My glowing forepaws gripped the slender weapon until it started to warp, boiling into a hideous stream of noxious black fumes. His eyes burned brighter, the crimson fire bursting out from his mask in a shower of embers. Using what remained of his strength he pushed the buckled staff up, rolling me onto the ice. The cold surface exploded with a hiss on contact with my blazing body as I spun to my paws.  
 
    Writhing black shadows helped him back to his feet all the same, the vapour dissipating as he thrust his warped staff forward. The fiery purple tip erupted with a beam of intense light and I dropped my head, lifting my wings as cover and fearing an impact that never came. A shield of white light surrounded me, instantly blocking his assault as it effortlessly spread the purple light across its spherical surface.  
 
    Acrodan focused intensely, desperately trying to force the beam through the mysterious shield. I looked into his burning eyes, and with a feeling like nothing I'd ever felt before flowing through me I instinctively flared my wings. The burning shield immediately disappeared, exploding into a ball of fire, launching the purple beam back at its sinister master. The force tossed him across the floor, bent staff falling from his metal grasp as he slid away. I approached, each burning step instantly boiling the ice with a sharp hiss, until a cloak of steam enveloped me. 
 
    Seemingly powerless without his staff, Acrodan struggled to his feet. His eyes burning with the same intense fire while he continued to laugh to himself. Before he could enlighten me again, the ground shook violently, rupturing in several places. With another loud crack the chamber began to break up, falling chunks of ice helping to smash the crumbling floor.  
 
    The sphere expelled another pulse while more loud rumbles echoed through what remained of the chamber, stressing the ice beyond its limits, causing the wall behind Acrodan to come cascading down. Hidden by a dark plume of dust the structure beyond and beneath the chamber broke away, casting vast pieces of the fortress into the growing abyss. 
 
    More ice shattered above us as the sphere’s pulsating beam tilted with the crumbling floor, sending another powerful pulse directly into the upper wall. A cloud of rubble and an ear-piercing screech cried out as the beam sliced effortlessly through the ice, allowing a flood of fresh air and bright sunlight to burst in from outside. I jumped back from the edge as the whole floor started to break apart.  
 
    A quick glance back to where her body lay confirmed Risha was safe on the same stable platform along with me. The same could not be said for my enemy, and jumping back to the remnants of the topmost stairs, I watched as the far side of the chamber began to sink. Acrodan battled his way towards me, reaching the opposite side of the growing canyon as the ice on which he stood broke away.  
 
    "My master will return!" he shrieked repeatedly, his voice broken and crazed as his mask began to crack.  
 
    The whole chunk of ice he and the sphere occupied tilted and dropped lazily into the void, the light beam slicing indiscriminately through the fortress’s structure, creating clouds of glistening dust followed by an icy hail.  
 
    His eyes still burned; flames so intense they almost obscured him from view. He stared, peering through the devastation that fell between us, studying me closely while the destruction rained down around him. With only one glance at his fresh fiery gaze, something within me grew cold. He spoke again, not in the same ghostly voice as before; now his words held more authority, a new voice, filling me with a new terror.  
 
    "You do not rule here, Guardian! The time has come at last; the shadow will fall!"  
 
    With every word the fire in his mouth burned brighter. Ever since I'd known of him, I'd believed he was nothing more than an empty husk, filled with an all-consuming corruption, and now I was certain. This voice wasn't his at all – whatever lay trapped within the sphere was controlling him, as it always had been. It was terrifying, and just as they had guided me, my instincts told me to fear it.  
 
    "I will return and finish what I began," the new voice promised.  
 
    Influenced by the tainted words, a thousand questions raced through my mind, only to be instantly discarded. I gathered my power with no regard for the demonic presence as my opponent’s expressionless face looked on. Whatever or whoever I now addressed showed no signs of being able to react, leaving it helpless to stop its imminent descent into the abyss as I pulled back my neck and opened my mouth.  
 
    "I will rule once more! I am all-powerful, fear and death! I am darkness! Darkness reborn!"  
 
    Without a word I unleashed all my hate, anger and fear in one explosive blast. The ball of light sliced through the air like a comet before crashing into its hopeless target. What remained of Acrodan exploded as the blinding flash launched him into the sphere. The force instantly tore through his body, incinerating what remained in a blazing flare of purple light. I heard him scream in what was surely the first pain he'd felt in centuries, until he was no more than a fine black dust instantly swept up by the vortex.  
 
    I gripped even harder while more dust and chunks of ice were pulled inexorably into the abyss. The sound of a dull thud silenced the chamber when the maelstrom and pulsating light were simultaneously drawn back to the sphere. The whole phenomenon held at a suspended point, creating an intense moment of absolute emptiness before the sphere exploded in a burst of energy and a deafening howl. The force shattered the ice around me, blowing me back from the edge before I could witness its complete annihilation.  
 
    The tremors subsided as a fine layer of dust settled in the wake of the devastation. Consumed by the void, the Sphere of Eternity was no more. 
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter 16 
 
    Home 
 
      
 
    The wind-swept ledge fell silent as the destruction settled around me. Brilliant beams of sunlight streamed in from the gaping wound in the fortress's side, coating what remained of the floor with the first natural light it had seen in centuries. Distant echoes of crumbling ice occasionally punctuated the stillness, bouncing off the newly formed cliffs and into the depths. Wind battering my wings, I staggered and panted, the waning of my power having left me weak once again.  
 
    Finally, my legs slipped from beneath me, subtle pangs of pain flaring where Acrodan had struck me. I barely had enough strength to remain conscious, and as the horrors of what had just transpired gradually crept back, I was left with only one thought: Risha!  
 
    Forcing my debilitated body to respond, my eyes quickly settled on a blue shape amongst the boulders. My stiff limbs groaned in rebellion and I could still taste smoky dust as well as feel the fiery pain in my chest from my backfire. Forcing myself forward, I unsteadily clambered across the debris, until I reached where she lay.  
 
    Nothing more than a layer of fine dust coated her blue scales as icy boulders lay scattered around her. Taking a haggard breath, I stumbled clumsily down to her side, she was as cold and motionless as the broken ice around her.  
 
    "Risha?" I whispered softly, her name quivering in my throat as I edged a forepaw forward nervously, softly nudging her side.  
 
    There was no response, but refusing to acknowledge the worst, I repeated my action, again without success. Hope slowly dwindled, my body and heart fell silent and a wave of despondency fell over me like the pressure of Acrodan's magic. I knew I felt something for her – a strange feeling that I could only compare to how I felt about Tarwin. My thoughts turned to the things she'd done for me during the short time we had known each other.  
 
    Were her risks and sacrifices worth all of this? I'd no thoughts of my victory, or the fact that my foretold task was complete.  
 
    Only memories of her blossomed, filling every cold, dark corner of my mind with the warmth she'd brought me. My eyes flickered as tears seeped from my sealed eyelids, rolling slowly across my scales before freezing into what felt like a stream of razor blades.  
 
    I'd set out and saved my friend, but what had I lost? It was the curse of which Acrodan spoke; I had more to look out for, to protect, to save, though, I couldn’t save them all.  
 
    Was it worth it?! I screamed inside, blaming myself for everything.  
 
    What is left now? To save the world and lose my... I banished the thought from my mind, snapped open my eyes and finally fell to my knees.  
 
    Shaking uncontrollably, I knelt beside her, tears flowing. I lay there for what felt like hours, with my muzzle pressed into her neck. My scales brushed against hers and I wished repeatedly for something I knew was impossible. Until finally I moved my head against the ice, its cold embrace freezing the turmoil I felt inside.  
 
    What have I done?  
 
    As I fought with my fears, I was sure I felt movement, followed by a faint cough. It sounded as dry as one of Acrodan's undead minions. My head shot up and my blurred eyes focused on her sapphire features, but there was nothing.  
 
    Unable to take any more torment, I turned away. I had to accept it; I couldn't do anything to help her now, even my tears had run out.  
 
    "Still... nothing to hold me to... yet..."  
 
    The words were shrouded by breathless wheezing and raspy coughs. My mind recognised them, but I was sure it was just my imagination. My head turned at the sound of another weak cough, the violence of my emotion instantly forcing me to jump up. My aching body screamed in protest; I wasn't imagining anything… she was still alive!  
 
    "Did you win?" she rasped. 
 
    Overwhelming joy left me unable to speak as I stammered.  
 
    "Yes!" Was the simple response that eventually fumbled out. "Yes! We won. We won!"  
 
    She gingerly lifted her head, the fine covering of snow tumbling off. Seeing her struggle, I dipped beneath her wing, moving gently forward until our shoulders aligned.  
 
    "Are you okay?" we asked each other simultaneously.  
 
    "I'm fine," she replied, shaking each of her paws in turn, before rubbing her neck and wincing. "Just sore."  
 
    "I'm okay too," I admitted, trying not to overwhelm her with my incredible joy as I felt heat pool in my cheeks like never before.  
 
    "What happened to him?" she asked, looking over the shattered remains of the chamber.  
 
    I wasn’t sure what to tell her. 
 
    Acrodan was gone, though my doubts had festered; what had happened to the sphere? Was I in time to stop it? I didn’t see it open, if it had, the thing inside would surely have stopped me instead of using the last of its energy to cry out empty threats. 
 
    Really? Relax, that thing exploded for spirits’ sake! No matter what I thought, more sinister ideas followed. 
 
    Did Acrodan really speak the truth, about the gods and their fear? Were the final words of whatever lay within the sphere, his, or his master's?  
 
    ‘Guardian!’ that's what the Ethereal said, I'm sure?  
 
    Unable to comprehend what they could possibly mean, I cast the thoughts aside. Thinking on the riddles of the gods had only brought me pain so far, and I was done with them.  
 
    "He fell down there along with the sph... that thing," I answered, pointing to the edge of the frozen cliff with my free wing.  
 
    "Good riddance!" Risha declared firmly, peering over to the abyss.  
 
    "Acrodan," she said with a nervous laugh. "As hatchlings, my mother would always tell us stories about the war and the last Dark Guardian." She leaned her head back against my shoulder. "They used to be scary," she added with a giggle. 
 
    She limped out from under my wing. I was reluctant to remove my support at first, but I let her walk uneasily to the edge of the vast pit, bowing her head to the floor. After a few moments I came to realise what she was thinking about. 
 
    "They would be proud of you," I reassured her. 
 
    She glanced back to face me; her eyes set deep in thought.  
 
    "I know."  
 
    After resting for a while, I started to consider how we were going to get out of here. The only exit I knew of was gone, the roof and balcony had collapsed over it.  
 
    "No way out that way," Risha noted in confirmation when her power failed to shift the vast amount of ice. 
 
    I suggested she didn't push herself, but she looked about as ready to give up as I’d been when trying to save Tarwin.  
 
    She has a strong will, stronger than mine.   
 
    She was swift to look out over the sky and outstretch her wings. "So we'll just have to fly out." 
 
    The new wind blowing in from the icy wasteland was more than strong enough to carry us and despite my body’s protests, my wings were almost free of pain.  
 
    "Are you sure?" I asked.  
 
    "My wings are fine!" she shouted over a gust of wind. "Oh, and don't worry, there are no trees for me to fly into," she added with a wink as she dropped over the edge and rode the air upward.  
 
    Really, that joke still? I dipped my head, my cheeks burning. I'm never going to live that down!  
 
    I spread my wings and the membranes instantly caught the wind. For a moment I used their support to balance on the edge of the cliff. Peering down into the depths, I fought to control my curiosity while the inky blackness of the chasm drew my eyes in like an enchanting spell. All I could picture was the sphere lurking down there, waiting like it had done for centuries.  
 
    "Are you coming?" Risha shouted, circling in the sky.  
 
    My reluctance evaporated as soon as I saw her gliding, the welcome sight chasing away my troublesome doubts. Without any more thoughts of the sphere or Acrodan, I leapt into the air.  
 
    For the first time in what seemed like ages, I was flying to somewhere better, and the rush of the cold air on my face had never felt so good.  
 
    Clearing the large crack in the fortress I could see the destruction had consumed almost half of Ilivar, and the higher we flew, the more apparent the damage became. Half of the frozen crater had given way, creating an immense scar across the ice. A fine wisp of white cloud rose from its depths, climbing into the sky before disappearing on the wind like the final breath of a dying beast.  
 
    All of that from something so small. I wondered in trepidation.  
 
    Rising high, we circled around to get our bearings, noticing that the front of the fortress was almost undamaged, although the top of the tallest tower was missing. Seeing it all vanish behind me, new, unanswered questions began to grow.  
 
    I'd achieved everything I'd unknowingly set out to do, ridding the world of a terrible evil, even so, it seemed naive to simply assume something so powerful would remain in the darkness forever.  
 
    No, stop it! It's done, the whole thing collapsed, and the sphere is gone! I buried my doubts in the deepest corners of my mind. 
 
    I can't think like that, we must find the others, make sure they're safe. As I came to that conclusion, more urgent thoughts spawned.  
 
    Where are they now? Did they get out in time? Risha and I found it difficult to navigate the icy maze, so were they able to find their way out?  
 
    I did take some relief in the knowledge that the side of the structure that had survived held the exit and using all my senses I frantically scoured the frozen waste. 
 
    "Hey!" Risha shouted from some distance ahead.  
 
    I glanced over to see her circling; her gaze focused on something immediately below her. It was then I realised she wasn't shouting to me; she was calling downward. Following her line of sight, I found three distinct spots of colour standing out against the snowy expanse. To my relief the group stopped, erupting into yells and a flurry of wings.  
 
    Despite my relief I was hesitant to land, knowing that the moment I did a whole barrage of questions would surely hit me.  
 
    "We'd better get down there!" Risha shouted.  
 
    Giving me no time to question, she dove, and I hesitantly followed.  
 
    Just remain positive, it's over. No more Dark Guardian to worry about.  
 
    Upon touching down, I felt layers of snow crumble and shift beneath my weight. More frost scattered with the settling beats of my wings as I snorted cold air. The transfer of weight reanimated the aches and pains that came with the effort of standing, but I dismissed those as I did the sphere.  
 
    Encircled by the great cliffs once again, I considered how different Ilivar's crater looked from above, up there the walls were almost indistinguishable.  
 
    The thud of rapid paws on snow sounded as Risha ran over to the others. Ember and Boltock sprinted to meet her halfway, each of them sending showers of snow flying up in their wake as they embraced. 
 
    They're all safe, they're happy. I did it. I thought, time seeming to slow as I saw the three dragons break into laughter, voices becoming muffled like I was underwater.  
 
    'You do not rule here, Guardian...' 
 
    "Blaze!" Risha exclaimed, her voice twisted by the howling wind as it shook me back to reality.  
 
    I turned to see her a few feet away, the others talking in excited tones behind her. Beyond them was Tarwin, wrapped up tight in her fur fleece.  
 
    "Are you okay?" Risha asked, creeping over and resting a wing on my shoulder. "You looked really out of it for a second."  
 
    Are you okay? The thought of her saying it again made me feel worse.  
 
    "Yeah–Yeah, I'm fine," I replied, shaking myself before she could ask again. 
 
    "Fine?" She sounded far from convinced. But before I could evaluate her tone, she spoke again. "I'll handle those two." She pointed to the two dragons chattering excitedly to one another. "That one's yours," she concluded, gesturing to Tarwin.  
 
    I forced a frail smile. "Thanks."  
 
    She nodded and withdrew back to the others as I looked over at Tarwin, wondering if she even understood what her new companions were doing.  
 
    Does she have any idea we're really all talking? Out of all of us, I knew she at least understood me.  
 
    I've changed so much, am I really hers anymore?  
 
    I looked down at my amulet; thankfully, it sat peacefully against my scales, a faint glow emanating from the gem at its centre.  
 
    "No, what I am doesn’t really matter," I muttered to myself, finally creeping over to my lifelong friend.  
 
    She dropped to her knees, opened her arms and without thought I ran straight into her embrace, cloaked limbs falling around me. After a moment, I raised my head from within the warmth to meet her eyes.  
 
    "I knew you'd come back; I knew it!" she exclaimed, wiping hair from her eyes as she added stubbornly. "Takes a lot more than some dark wizard to keep you down!"  
 
    After all I'd been through in the past few weeks, it wasn't anything compared to the bond we enjoyed. She released me, placed her hand on the top of my head and rubbed between my horns. 
 
    "Let's go home," she proposed. 
 
    I couldn't have been any more eager to oblige, quickly springing up beside her before moving over to Risha. Boltock and Ember chatted excitedly, occasionally asking her a question; her improvised responses remaining true to her promise. She caught sight of me, quickly throwing in a few more improvised answers to the excited pair like bones to hounds.  
 
    "Any idea how to get out of here?" she asked, glancing over at her brother with his injured wing, then to Tarwin with no wings.  
 
    Without flight, getting over the huge cliffs wasn't going to be easy. There must be a way out – how did Acrodan get in?  
 
    That was a stupid question, the cliffs probably weren’t here when Acrodan first fled to Ilivar. In that case, what about his wingless servants, the ghauls, the undead – how do they get in?  
 
    "I guess you two are trying to figure out a way out!" a curious voice interjected.  
 
    We both turned to see Boltock, with Ember standing behind him shaking her head.  
 
    "There is actually a way out, you see, we already figured it out," he added, raising his forepaw to his puffed-up chest.  
 
    "Where?" Risha responded.  
 
    "There!" he snapped back, dismissing her sarcastic tone and pointing his free wing to a huge, black line in the wall of ice.  
 
    "Why are you making such a big deal out of it? It was there when we first came in," Ember intervened, flicking his muzzle with her tail as she started onward. 
 
    "W–what... I know that, hey you said you'd let me tell them!" he babbled as he floundered after her.  
 
    "One day he'll get the picture," Risha observed with a roll of her eyes, ruffling her wings before she moved on too. "I can't wait to get home."  
 
    I lingered for a moment, watching them leave a trail of paw prints in their wake.  
 
    "Guess you're the ones leading the way?" Tarwin laughed, a beaming smile breaking across her face as she glanced my way.  
 
    "Oh, you have no..." I stopped myself and simply gave her a nod. She returned the gesture, and offering a pat on the back, she moved on.  
 
    It wasn’t until I was alone that I took a last glance back at what remained of Ilivar. 
 
    'My master will return...'  
 
    Stealing my gaze from the foul place with a snort of white fire, I ran to catch the group. Not anymore, he won't.  
 
    * 
 
    It took us a few hours to reach the crevice, and much to everyone's relief, especially Boltock's, it provided a narrow path to the icy expanse above. The days that followed were uneventful; storms threatened to engulf us, but thankfully they dispersed. We joked that the weather might fear us for what we'd done, such conversations merely brought on by boredom and the hours of endless walking. Eventually we found ourselves back on the seashore, not making landfall at the cliff we'd encountered previously. Instead, a pebbled beach, framed by the snow-capped forest stretching back as far as the eye could see.  
 
    The days below the pines were long and the nights barely gave me time to rest, just as before. After hours awake by the fire, I was always thankful for the rising sun each morning. I saw fleeting glimpses of griffin patrols as the fast-running rivers, cliffs and the mountains of Storm Peak passed us by. This time the featherwings remained aloof.  
 
    The journey wasn't dissimilar to the one we’d made weeks ago, save for Tarwin's presence. As the days and nights wore on, she hunted in the forest with me, utilizing a bow crafted from an old branch, flint and fur. Although memories of our old hunts were gone, I revelled in the thrill of being by her side again.  
 
    She came to know the others as she knew me, and they soon came to be treated no differently. I constantly tried to convince myself that the sight of all my friends getting along should make me happy, even more so as they began to truly accept each other.  
 
    Yet now more than ever, paranoid thoughts of darkness plagued my mind. Convincing me of something still lurking in the shadows. More nights spent by the fire, whether it be orange, blue, or green, became sleepless. The flickering glow illuminated the shadowy trunks of trees and each glimpse of eye-shine sent me jolting back. It was often only wolves or racoons; I'd not seen a ghaul in months.  
 
    Home was another idea that often flashed across my mind.  
 
    Where's home now? So, so far away, never to be the same. I'd not even considered what was going to happen when we reached it.  
 
    I couldn't just go back to my old life, and despite Tarwin and the dragons accepting each other, eventually they were still going to go their separate ways.  
 
    Where do I go then?  
 
    * 
 
    The last of the sun’s rays grazed the twilight sky and a gentle winter breeze swept through the swaying pine trees. I sat looking at the others sitting a few paces away, gathered around an orange fire they'd constructed at the base of a rocky outcrop. Despite the pleasant scene, I purposely distanced myself, as I'd done every night for the past week.  
 
    They're getting along just fine without me, why mess that up with my sour mood?  
 
    I must have looked like the worst saviour ever, then again, I wasn't given much of a choice, so why should I behave how everyone expected?  
 
    Isn't that what I refused to do all along?  
 
    As the noises of the others around the fire began to slip into the silence of the night, I turned to make my way back to the warmth of the flames.  
 
    "Out here by yourself again?"  
 
    Risha surprised me with her silent approach, almost making me jump out of my scales.  
 
    "Whoa, it's okay, just me," she chuckled, settling down beside me.  
 
    I nodded without a word, my head drooping.  
 
    Just as always, her wit became concern as she added, "Blaze, it's all over.”  
 
    I wanted to believe that so much, but I couldn't force myself. I wondered if she'd seen what I'd seen, the stars going out and fire across the world, would she still believe it was over?  
 
    I sighed and slowly raised my head.  
 
    "I know," I admitted. "It just still gets to me."  
 
    "So, what's really wrong?" she continued softly.  
 
    There were so many things, too numerous to count, most pressing of all the grim idea of the sphere stirring in that dark pit. Whatever I was planning to say next would almost certainly be detected as a lie, but I thought about saying it anyway.  
 
    "Isn't it beautiful?"  
 
    Her abrupt shift in topic saved me from my thoughts as she gazed towards the thousands of sparkling stars across the night, a full moon and aurora bathing the snowy forest in their glow.  
 
    "Reminds me of all the things before... before… well, you know," she confessed with a small sigh. "I guess that's all changed now," she added softly.  
 
    In giving no response, I realised more than ever that this journey had affected all of us. Without question, it had affected her relationship with humans and her own brother. As for the others, I wasn't quite sure about Ember; being away for such a long time couldn't be good for whatever family she had, or her fire order training. Not to mention the Fire Order dragon who I'd almost forgotten about, Pyro. How would he react to our return? Then there was Tarwin, whose change I feared most of all. 
 
    "I never really got a chance to say thanks," Risha interrupted. "If it wasn't for you, we would all be… well," she shook her head at the thought.  
 
    I returned my eyes to the night sky as I replied. "I couldn't have done it without you." 
 
    Covering her cheeks with a wing and ducking her head, she turned to the side. 
 
    "Thanks, thanks for saving my life... That's what I'm trying to say, silly-scales," she whispered softly.  
 
    I blinked, my own cheeks starting to heat. She saved me from Acrodan's magic and kept me going through all this. I'd be nothing alone.  
 
    "You saved mine," I responded, sure she'd saved me from the very moment we met.  
 
    "Well... I guess you could say that," she admitted, her words mixed with slight laughter as she ruffled and shrugged her wings. "Twice."  
 
    I shared her laughter for a moment before she turned towards the others settling down around the fire.  
 
    "Guess I'll get some rest," she suggested with an obviously fake yawn. "See you tomorrow," she added, before making her way back.  
 
    I watched her settle down beside her brother, edging a sapphire wing over him. Before long, my gaze passed across the forest’s darkness, back to the night sky. It would never be the same again, and yet its magnificence still held the same effect on me. The distant memory of the black pin-holed canvas and the hidden sun stimulated a slight laugh – the memory felt so far away but it had stuck in my mind: Dragons can fly to the stars. 
 
    I eventually crept back to the fire and settled next to Tarwin. I appreciated my new friends; in fact, I felt that they were as much my family as she was, something my brethren in the stars didn’t have, something Acrodan had underestimated. With that thought fresh in my mind, I drifted off to sleep.  
 
    * 
 
    During the days that followed any positivity that spawned that night began to dissipate. Haunting visions slowly returned, and anxiety crept up on me like a ghost. Hours spent trailing behind the others, jumping at every shadow or rustle in the trees. Deep down I wanted to believe it was over, but the paintings and carvings, the stories of legends and things long gone played on my mind.  
 
    If it didn't end back then, why should it now?  
 
    From the corner of my eye, I saw something move, and my attention was instantly set upon a restless bush. A twittering bird darted from the vegetation, perched on a log, and peered at me like I was a fool before it flew off. I returned my attention to the others just a few paces up the road.  
 
    My paws dragged lazily through the mud making up the rough path we'd been following for the past few days. It was a seemingly endless tunnel of trees and boulders, hemmed in on both sides by thick ferns and spiked holly. After flying over North Rim months ago I knew that the forest extended for miles, making every step feel just as pointless as that which preceded it.  
 
    My only assurance we were going in the right direction was the other dragons’ confidence they knew the way back. Boltock most of all was adamant we were only a few days away from the Midnight Planes, whereas Ember insisted on directions with far more military-like precision, using stars and landmarks.  
 
    Either way, it’s only a few days until I must make a choice.  
 
    It was a daunting prospect that I'd continually tried to dismiss, but before it reared its head again, I was swiftly distracted. A new smell caught my attention, grasping my focus away from the endless wall of trees. At first, my weary mind dismissed it as just another trick, but it defied the criteria that led me to believe it was imaginary. 
 
    My unsettled senses scoured the trees, without success, so I turned my attention to the others, who showed no sign of noticing anything unusual. Without thinking, I bolted forwards, only just managing to halt my momentum in the slippery mud. The others stopped, peering back with puzzled expressions. I looked them over, my eyes passing from face to face. The three dragons remained confused, but when my worried gaze came to rest on Tarwin, she immediately reached for her makeshift bow.  
 
    "What is it?" Risha asked, focusing on the dense forest.  
 
    "Don't you smell that?" I asked, glancing round and sniffing the air.  
 
    Raising his muzzle, Boltock’s face dropped – it was a scent he knew all too well.  
 
    "Those... things," he muttered.  
 
    Ember and Risha exchanged glances as they noticed it too, before every pair of eyes turned to the trees, and the five of us backed up to form a closed circle. Tarwin stood beside me, her bow drawn. I coiled up, head and body held low, the winter chill cooling my scales as they brushed against the moist ground. 
 
    My eyes narrowed, claws and teeth at the ready as the scent moved closer, splitting into multiple points, until I saw the first ghaul emerge from the trees. My fury launched me forward, front legs outstretched, claws poised for attack. In my urgent reaction I was unable to counter my enemy’s move, and when it quickly stepped to one side, there was nothing else for me to do except spread my wings in an attempt to slow down the inevitable impact.  
 
    A shower of pine needles, mud and snow flew into the air as I collided with the ground. Realising my sudden vulnerability, a combination of fear and shock forced me to curl up tight in the hope that my armoured scales would protect me from the ghaul's retaliation.  
 
     "Blaze!" the shocked voices of the others shouted in muffled union as an arrow tore through the air beside me, landing in the beast's shoulder.  
 
    Yelping in pain, it frantically reached round, trying to grab the wooden projectile with its mouth. In the same moment two more erupted from the bush and immediately used their massive bodies to form a wall between my friends, their wounded companion and I. Despite their growling they showed no sign of attacking, and for a moment my mind filled with a frail relief that betrayed my fear – they're not out to kill us? 
 
    I knew they could be deceiving; however, they’d had the opportunity to ambush us and missed it.  
 
    If they're not hunting us, why are they here?  
 
    I heard Tarwin ready another arrow. Raising an open wing, I signalled for her to stop. Bow drawn and an arrow pointed at the head of another beast, she paused and I slowly lowered my wing. The wounded ghaul pulled the arrow free, holding its blood-stained leg up against its chest. The remaining, fully combat-capable monsters, settled their aggressive growls into a less formidable grumble as they slowly moved around us. Finally stopping at the base of a large mossy rock beside the path as I backed up to the others. 
 
    I'd no idea how to react. I'd only known these creatures to be vicious enemies, and now here they were waiting and staring at me as if they wanted me to follow. My mind instinctively resisted any urge, but despite my inner protests, I slowly moved forward.  
 
    "Blaze, what in the creators' name is this?" Risha hissed through gritted teeth.  
 
    "I don't know, I think they want us to see something," I responded glaring at the pack.  
 
    One wrong move and I can take them, destroy them like their master.  
 
    I stopped before the rock where they had gathered, their menacing eyes redirected to a large shape emerging behind them. The shadowy figure of the lead-ghaul lumbered from the forest, its scarred hide and collar unmistakable.  
 
    Wait, is it just me or have the collar's runes stopped glowing?  
 
    The larger animal stood on its raised position, its damp, waterlogged fur dripping and shimmering in what little light passed through the canopy. Like its fellows, it showed no sign of aggression towards any of us. Meanwhile, all I could do was stare.  
 
    The less cautious side of my mind continued to grow in strength, generating every possible positive thought and gradually dismissing any ideas that this might be a trap. Thereby allowing me to maintain the idea that it was the right thing to do.  
 
    Despite my growing confidence I instinctively stepped back when the lead creature suddenly shifted, the three lesser beasts mimicking the action. They bowed their heads low, as if paying respects to a king.  
 
    Shock, disbelief and a host of other emotions raced through my mind, and I froze, frantically trying to recall what might have caused these gruesome creatures to bow before me. Unsure of what to do, my eyes passed briefly to the others, who, upon realising what was happening, only shrugged and wore masks of confusion.  
 
    Is it my defeat of Acrodan or the destruction of the sphere? Did they really serve him that willingly? My entire view of them changed; it was as if they’d been set free.  
 
    It dawned on me then that my victory might be believable; it seemed the world was changing, if that was the case, what would I do with such beasts? After a few moments of deliberation, I concluded that maybe things were not changing for the worst, maybe the darkness really was wary of me as the creators foretold. An arrogant conclusion perhaps, but it was the only one that had an ounce of sense to it. 
 
    The moment I understood what they were doing, their leader snapped its head up, its wolf-like ears standing to attention. The sudden movement almost sent my nerves over the edge, but this time I controlled my reaction. The ghaul held its head high, its ears and nose twitching, while its sharp eyes scanned the forest before turning to its lesser companions. They immediately stalked off into the bush with a series of low growls.  
 
    I watched them depart, before returning my eyes to the lead creature. It gave one final bow before jumping from the rock into the forest, the instant it did my focus was pulled back to normality like a breath of fresh air. 
 
    "What... was that about?" Risha asked as she appeared at my side  
 
    "I don't really know," I muttered, looking down at my amulet. "I think we set them free."  
 
    With one worry gone, another was swift to replace it. Why did they move off so quickly? What else is out there?  
 
    Raising my nostrils high, I took in a fresh breath and above the damp scents of the forest another smell filled my lungs. It was another scent I recognised; one I hadn’t known in a long time. Like the ghaul’s it was quickly getting stronger and was soon accompanied by a familiar sound amidst the rustling pines. 
 
    "What is it?" Risha asked. 
 
    I looked back to the others, and the moment my eyes settled on Tarwin, I saw she recognised it too, if not the smell, then the sound. She put away her makeshift bow and ran to me. Boltock and Ember hung back, while Risha stayed by my side, all staring into the veiled pathway until the clip-clopping of hooves, the smell of the animals and those riding them, emerged. Tarwin raised both of her arms, getting the attention of the four horse-mounted men as she jumped up and down.  
 
    I caught Risha jump back at the sight of the armoured humans and their bulky mounts, without hesitation I draped my wing across her back. She glanced round and the glimmer in her eye told me everything. ‘Humans’. Despite all she'd been through and what she had told her brother, she was still scared.  
 
    "It's okay, there's nothing to be afraid of," I reassured her. 
 
    The horsemen approached and encircled us, while I looked to Tarwin. She was swift to have the men stand down, before I heard a familiar voice. It was one I hadn’t heard in what seemed like an age but was as recognisable as the day we'd left.  
 
    "Tarwin, Tarwin!" The words grew louder as one of the burly men swiftly dismounted.  
 
    Like nothing I'd ever expected to see, Tarwin flung herself into her father's arms, almost knocking him to the floor. She said nothing through her tears, and he made no effort to hide his own as they embraced.  
 
    "You're alive, you're alive!" he exclaimed, laughing like he'd never expected to see the day.  
 
    No matter my anxiety, a smile formed on my muzzle; whatever angered them before was gone.  
 
    Who knew it only took a dark lord's monsters and a trek half way across the world to sort that issue out?  
 
    "I thought I'd never see you again," he gushed. "When I came home and the men said you'd disappeared, oh by the spirits!"  
 
    His vast arms held her shoulders, the broadest smile I'd ever seen beaming through his thick beard. Meanwhile, I looked over to Risha, thinking of how strange it must look to her.  
 
    "This... this is your family?" she whispered quietly. "It... It's sweet." 
 
    There was a slight sadness in her eyes as she forced a smile. "I could never have imagined it'd be like... Like this."  
 
    Only then did her statement make me realise the truth. After spending the most amazing and adventurous months of my life with them, it was time to make a choice: my home was now open to me. I'd achieved all I'd set out to, found Tarwin and returned safely.  
 
    Risha slipped away, moving back to her brother. Boltock and Ember seemed to share her disappointment. I couldn't blame them – it was my responsibility to see them through and always had been. 
 
     I turned to Tarwin and her father talking frantically at the side of his horse. All four of my shivering paws slowly dragged me through the mud, bringing me to a stop at her feet. It was completely ridiculous to think that after what we’d been through it came down to this, a bedraggled, little dragon who didn’t have a clue what to do.  
 
    This situation was completely alien to me, even more so than fighting Acrodan and the ghauls. I slouched against Tarwin’s leg, no real desire to attract her attention, though I obtained it nonetheless. She broke away from the conversation with her father, kneeling beside me.  
 
    "I would never have gotten out without Blaze," she gushed excitedly, rubbing her hand beneath my head and forcing it to rise.  
 
    I tried to figure out what she might have told him. Would he believe her stories about a dark overlord, giant flying beasts and an icy fortress? It seemed strange to think back to the day he'd left on his ship while worrying about rumours in the forest. He hadn’t been far from the truth after all.  
 
    Tarwin continued her description of what I'd done. The only part I knew he might not believe was how her mysterious pet dragon saved her by defeating an evil beyond anything he knew. How he would react to such an impossible story was beyond even my imagination, but as she elaborated, he glanced over at the three huddled dragons in the road.  
 
    If he had any doubt about more of my kind, it was lost at that moment, as his daughter told him she was still alive because of them.  
 
    I bet he didn't consider that when he told me to stop flying in the house.  
 
    He knelt beside me; bulky body daunting even when he was on his knees in the mud. Placing one heavy hand on my head, just as she always did, he paused, seeming to consider his words and who they were addressed to. I was sure it must have been very strange to him, talking to a dragon like I was one of his own. He let out a sigh, the warmth of his breath streaming out from his thick beard.  
 
    "Thank you," he admitted firmly, "Thank you." 
 
    The respect I was receiving from a man who hadn’t always liked me felt strange, though the moment of recognition was welcome. He stood up and Tarwin immediately followed. Placing one hand on her shoulder, he uttered the words I'd been dreading.  
 
    "Let's go."  
 
    She smiled, something I'd not seen her do in her father's presence for a very long time. I knew that such a random thought was simply a distraction from the truth. It was time to leave; and part of me didn’t dare to do it. I glanced back at the others, eyes homing in on Risha as she stared off into the forest.  
 
    I wanted to say something but couldn't find the words. The sound of reins and the whinny of a horse drew my attention back to Tarwin.  
 
    Am I just going to leave?  
 
    Tarwin was the reason I'd set out on this journey and, up until now, she'd been the only thing I needed in my life, but my mind had been opened to the world beyond the village, and I didn’t want to leave it behind. 
 
    I listened to the reins rattle while the horses moved to their riders' command, hooves squelching in the mud. Tarwin climbed onto the back of her father's steed, the sight forcing me to the precipice of anguish. There would be no goodbye or farewell, they would just ride off into the mist. Every moment dragged on into eternity, before I finally heard Tarwin’s voice.  
 
    "Stop!"  
 
    I heard a squelching impact as boots struck the muddy road, before she knelt in front of me, a frail smile across her hair-strewn face. The silence between us was broken by a sigh as her eyes briefly flashed to the others, one dragoness in particular.  
 
    "Blaze, you've been there for me for as long as I can remember," she admitted, placing her hand between my horns.  
 
    A tear accompanied her words. "And oh, spirits above, I know it's fairy-tale, but I always wanted something better for you."  
 
    By now I'd come to realise that she'd been saving these thoughts for the right moment, a moment when we'd both have to face our differences.  
 
    How often has she wondered about the world I came from?  
 
    "Ever since I found you, my life's never been the same," she continued, struggling to hold back tears, before she sighed. "But… this is where you belong... with them."  
 
    I looked away, unable to stop my own tears welling. She'd been my only family for so long, we were completely inseparable, I'd crossed the world to find her. Unable to say the things I would if I could, my next action required no words. I put my head to her chest and gently wrapped my wings around her. We held our embrace for some time before she pulled away and said.  
 
    "You'll always be my fallen star."  
 
    Smiling through the tears, she stood and climbed up to her father's horse. We looked at each other until my attention was snatched by her father's respectful nod and a signal for the other men to move out. I looked one last time as she waved goodbye before gradually galloping out of view.  
 
    The reality of what I'd let go hit me with such a force it sent me tumbling to the ground. My emotions overcame me as I stared hopelessly into the misty shroud that now filled the space where the final link to my old life once stood. Any logical reasoning seemed to die as my thoughts ran wild, until one flashed against the bleakness and held its position long enough for me to consider it clearly. Reminding me exactly why I'd given up my old life. 
 
    The world grew quiet, even the rustle of the trees fell into silence as I picked myself up and looked at the others. Every pair of eyes was fixed on me, yet no one, not even Risha, made any attempt to speak.  
 
    The awkward silence was broken by a light sound against the forest floor, chased by several more as drops of rain began to fall. The soft pitter-patter drummed its tune on the canopy, as if the whole world was sharing in my misery. I hardly felt each drop of water on my folded wings, the numbness of my mind dismissing any desire to seek shelter or hide.  
 
    Covered in a dripping coat, I finally lifted my head. No thoughts preceded my next action, and with no consideration for the rain, I started walking. For a moment there was a doubt that the others might follow. A brief peek confirmed they were, just as they had since we met.  
 
    We walked for longer than I cared to remember, this time my view focused on nothing more than the horizon, whether it be dense forest, or the open sky. Once or twice I imagined the others might have left, a thought quickly dismissed with a subtle glance back. It didn’t take long for my innermost thoughts to resurface from beneath the sorrow of Tarwin’s unexpected departure. The paranoia concerning the unknown fate of the sphere resumed its corruption, nevertheless the memories of my old home and my life with Tarwin held their own against the resurgent doubt.  
 
    The idea she'd known it was right offered some relief. I knew deep down I couldn't just leave the others, I owed it to them as much as I owed it to her. Particularly Risha, who had become just as important to me. She had saved me when no one else could.  
 
    A rocky cliff face abruptly interrupted the never-ending sprawl of pine trees, my thoughts about Tarwin, the sphere and its corruption. I recognised the obstacle as the face of the cliff leading to the cave where we had slept on that first rainy night. It was strange how similar this dull, wet day felt to that evening. Only this time there was no fear of losing Tarwin or the attack of monsters. It was just another obstacle to traverse.  
 
    Within the day, the forest finally gave way to the vast grassland of the Midnight Plains. It looked so different from the ground, almost alien. The large grassy banks, invisible from above, now dominated the landscape and patches of trees stood proudly atop the dull-green waves. Fewer leaves graced their branches, and a light dusting of snow mottled the grass.  
 
    As we pressed on, I allowed the others to pass; after all, they knew the way back to the city through the endless expanse of wintery grass better than me. Reaching the peak of a hill, I peered out over the plains to see fluffy brown blotches, it didn’t take me long to realise they were large flocks of earth birds. Their feathers had dulled to a darker shade, and their almost black coats ruffled in the winter wind as they huddled together for warmth.  
 
    Eventually the horizon flattened, and the peeks of snow-dusted towers broke the smooth edge, outlines framed by the ruins of the cliff top city. Just like Acrodan's fortress, it became apparent that the steeples were further away than I first anticipated, we walked for a few more hours until they eventually appeared to get closer.  
 
    The blue sky slowly surrendered to the dull purple of winter twilight, the sunset illuminating the clouds from below, creating a thin band of wintery pink mist reflecting the embers of its red glow over the plains. The moon rose from the opposing horizon, its majestic glow beautifully flooding across the snowy grassland before the first words to grace my ears in days interrupted. 
 
    "We're home!" Ember declared with a leap.  
 
    I looked up to see her frantically flapping around in the air, before turning to see that the others had come to a halt amidst boulders by the cliff top. Knowing Dardien was below did spur on my thoughts – I do belong here, with my own kind.  
 
    "Aren't you forgetting something?" Boltock announced, looking up to her and ruffling his wing within its well-worn bandage.  
 
    "Oh, right," she replied with a slightly embarrassed laugh, "I'll go find a patrol, there's a few academy members that still owe me a few favors," she added, before diving over the cliff edge and down to the city.  
 
    Boltock chuckled to himself, turning to face Risha and I. He looked at both of us with a strange expression and then, without saying a word, darted over to the edge of the cliff, eagerly awaiting Ember’s return.  
 
    I avoided the urge to turn to my friend, eyes remaining locked on the starry horizon beyond the cliff. My reluctance to speak was shattered as my ears were met with a few poignant words.  
 
    "I'm sorry about your home."  
 
    Even now, after all that had happened, she was sorry when she'd nothing to be sorry about. It certainly wasn't any fault of hers that I'd chosen not to go with Tarwin. It was my own decision.  
 
    Unlike how I felt when I'd first arrived here all those months ago, it felt like I'd returned home, a home I'd chosen for myself. It had taken me all this time, all that travelling, even finding out I was some kind of...  
 
    Well, I've no idea really. I still have to figure that out.  
 
    Peering up, there was nothing new above me, just the same comforting ocean of stars – the same as home, the same as anywhere.  
 
    Finally, I turned to Risha, illuminated by the moonlit glow, her magnificent eyes instantly meeting mine.  
 
    "I am home."  
 
    The words couldn't have been more truthful, but that truth cast a veil of doubt. Hiding behind the curtain of contentment, deep down, I was dreading the time when I'd once again have to let it all go. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    End of Book One 
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    ABOUT THE AUTHOR 
 
    This world has never been easy, kind of okay, mostly so-so, just okay. 
 
      
 
    School was hard, as I struggled to fit in, to be accepted and to tolerate the regime, the students and the discipline. The days dragged on, the world of my imagination my only escape. Through the hardest days of my life my world gave me the hope and courage to carry on.  
 
      
 
    Life’s a little easier now. I’m able to get by, to slip away whenever I want. I hope you enjoy this part of my world as much as I enjoyed writing about it and making it a little more real.  
 
      
 
    Welcome to my mythical place.  
 
      
 
      
 
    LJD 
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