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Prologue
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Twenty years earlier

Icy wind flowed through Urno’s wings and snowflakes danced by the thousands before his eyes. Taram stirred on a saddle above his back, hands rested on guiding chains; shivering.

“Do we need to stay so high up, Urno?” Taram asked. “It’s freezing up here.”

“I want to see better,” Urno said in a voice as a deep rumble.

“I know that,” Taram said through clattering teeth, drawing the chains lightly. “But, bloody roots, it’s freezing.”

“Fine, I’ll go down,” Urno growled, then tilted his wings forward and dived across the snowcapped mountains, avoiding humid, freezing clouds for the sake of his rider. 

But Urno kept his eyes up, feeling his heart stir beneath his scales and muscles. Far ahead, beyond the white blanket of mountains and snow, where the sky met the land, he could see dry red stone and orange hues in the distance, mountains the color of baked clay that spat fire day and night. His home, the Fire Mountains.

“You want to see them, don’t you?” Taram muttered with a sad sigh and a shiver that vibrated over Urno’ back.

“I do see them,” Urno said, almost involuntarily. The fiery hues called at him like a human would be drawn to a soft bed after a day of battle, more than a meal of ox or reindeer after weeks of hunger. It burned in his heart and made his stomach boil. Urno could feel heat spread inside of him. He could see his own nostrils sparkling, red as suns and spitting smoke that melted the snow at its touch. 

“Don’t think about it too much,” Taram said worriedly. “Or you’ll be crying all day over piles of fresh reindeer. Come on, better days will come.”

Urno’s stomach vibrated. 

Was it rage? Was it nostalgia or pain? Urno could not name it. All he knew was that his home had been given away for a human dispute. The home of his kin. The mighty Emperor Kambases the 3rd, Protector of Dragons hadn’t even asked any of them. Urno now had to stay away from the land where he was born, where he thought he’d bring forth new dragons, the land where he thought he’d go to die. 

He had yet to stay hungry from its filling warmth.

“And Skyfather willing we’ll get them back,” Taram said, half consoling him, half changing the topic. Taram sighed, and he no longer shivered. Maybe Urno had made the air around his body warm enough without thinking about it. 

Taram continued, “There, that’s the border, right across the frozen river.”

“Going down,” Urno repeated what they always said, although then and there, Taram and him were alone, with no comrades to assist in their mission.

Urno dived slowly. He slid down, eyes gliding upward, catching a last look at the Fire Mountains through thick clouds, and felt as if a link had been torn between him and someone of his kin. But Urno kept diving down. The Oath compelled him, it bound him like a chain.

The Oath to the blood that failed him.

“There,” Taram pointed his spear across the snowcapped hills. There lay a settlement with high brick towers painted red. Urno could see men, tiny men like ants being watched from above a boulder. He could make out the spears of some, and the rugged clothes of others, their pitchforks and butcher knives and woodsman's axes. He could see round houses huddled around the river, in between the trees.

Urno flew closer, tucking his legs against his body and flapping once more to retain altitude.

“How many do you see?” Taram asked.

It took Urno a moment to answer.

“About two hundred,” Urno said, smoke blazing from his mouth. “Half of them are soldiers, the other half don’t look like it. But they are just as armed.”

“Typical Barians,” Taram said with a sigh. “They’ll never rest, and they’ll send another ten thousand men to die until they gain an inch of our land.”

“And Kambases will give them more and more of it,” Urno hissed with contempt.

“Urno, you don’t need to complain every second of the day. There’s something called morale, you know. We should at least try to keep it up. And cheer up, Skyfather willing, we’ll soon find a way to get them back. And if not, come on, we have to make that trip, remember? We keep planning it and then the Barians start making trouble again.”

“We’ll go, human,” Urno said. Taram had always dreamed of seeing the spirit lights up north, even beyond the ever snowy Barian lands. “We’ll go.”

“Now, let’s do this quickly,” Taram said softly. “Remember not to make them angry, just get our people back across the border. You’re with me, Urno?”

“Always,” the dragon hissed, tilted his wings and dived down like a seagull.

Above his back, Taram unfurled a white banner, longer than his own body. Urno turned his head to see it flutter alongside the banner of Marania, orange like the morning sun with a red dragon. Both flags straightened and flapped like waves rippling on a pond as they glided along. 

A bridge stretched across a frozen river, snow covered the ground on both sides, and it blanketed evergreens and thick, leafless trees, snowflakes pouring like drizzle. The orange banner fluttered on their side of the border, with a few Maranian soldiers in scale armor and fur coats standing watch, both at the gate of the bridge and at the tower ahead. 

Barian banners fluttered by the dozen on the other side, with red eight-pointed stars on purple backgrounds. Round brick homes were scattered across that side, each bustling with smoke from chimneys. They had not been there months ago. The Barians had moved their own settlers to the land. And not any settlers, for they waited at their windows and doors with crossbows and spears. Urno spotted a few ballistae ready, clumsily hiding behind curtains and open windows.

“Careful with that village,” Urno said. “Those are not just settlers. They’re armed to the teeth, like you humans say.”

“I can see that much from here,” Taram muttered, leaning forward on his saddle.

“They’re wearing chain-mail under those rags. I can see ballistae from the windows.”

Taram sighed in frustration.

“They can’t think of anything but war,” Taram said. “Well, a white flag they should respect, at least. Blooded fools. They can’t put their bows down even to bargain.”

Urno glided, pressing legs against his own body, and landed in the middle of the bridge, flapping once more against the stone, then tucking his wings.

Taram leapt down from his back, landing like a crouching tiger, white flag in one hand, jeweled sword hanging at its waist. His brown hair cascaded down to his shoulders, beneath a dragon helmet, with fangs curving over his eyebrows and casting shadows on his tanned face.

Behind them, iron boots clattered against the stone bridge, with allied soldiers advancing as Taram raised the white flag in both hands.

“May the Lightgiver shine on you, Dragon Rider,” the lead human said, a lieutenant, Urno could tell. He had coppery skin, a prominent chin and dark eyes. A gold winged dragon adorned his conical helmet, and his scale armor glittered blindingly with the white snow. A tight braid dangled from the side of his head; a religious man, he was. But a friendly one.

“We’ve negotiated,” the man continued. “They are willing to follow through. On their terms.”

“How many settlers are coming?” Taram asked, fixing his eyes on the soldier.

“About two thousand refugees,” the soldier almost shouted.

“That’s not even half. I can imagine what happened to the rest.” Taram grunted. “Blooded fools. Foolish Barians and foolish refugees. They should have left when the Barians took over. What are their conditions?” he said under his breath.

“We haven’t seen them, Master Dragon Rider, but if the report is to be believed, they’re not good at all.”

“I’ve read the report, thank you. And if half of it is true we must get them as soon as possible.” Taram straightened and turned his face toward the border. The enemy guards stood still, but settlers clammed like a mob on their side of the river wearing rags, wool coats, and bows, like hunters waiting for a wild boar, or like righteous townspeople gathering to fight brigands.

“Be careful, human,” Urno hissed above his rider.

“I know, Urno,” Taram said, turning his face toward the dragon. He chuckled. “I know that Barian treachery knows no limits. But I’ll give them what they want.” He pulled a wooden coffer from the saddle, its contents clattering as he did. A chest full of gold coins and diamonds of ancient kings. A ransom for human souls.

Taram pressed the white flag against his side and advanced toward the opposite end of the bridge. The more arrows fixed on him, the more Taram raised the flag and stepped undeterred; and the more Urno felt fire in his body and bones. His nostrils flared as he fixed eyes and turned his ears to hear the enemy better.

“I come in peace,” Taram said. “In the name of Kambases the 3rd, most gracious Emperor of Marania and Protector of Dragons, Blood of Hyrkanon, Master of the Forty Rivers.”

“Speak for your heathen king, apostle of chaos,” said the Barian commander, a man with a pale white face and eyes as green as leaves. Like the people from Urno’s home in the north. A long braid hung from the side of his head, black like charred earth. A religious one, but this one was not friendly.

“I come in peace, and with respect,” Taram almost spat the last word. “In honor of our treaty, which you have not fulfilled.” 

Urno heard the green eyed man cackle and the others behind them echo his laughter.

A few stones flew from the Barian side, aiming at Taram. 

“Deal with honor with your kin and the men of the Light,” the man quoted something from his book. “Not with the heathen and the cruel.”

“You call that honor?” Taram scowled. “I was there when your Emperor signed the treaty. You swore you would protect the freedom of these people.”

The Barian’s brow furrowed, as if he were offended.

“They are free to leave their heathen ways and follow the Light. If not, they shall be made to. It is best for their souls.”

Taram’s face was somber, as if dealing with that man sickened him. “Enough,” he said, fixing the man with piercing brown eyes. “I brought what you asked. Now let them go.”

“What did you bring, heathen?” the man asked, raising his bearded chin.

“Seven hundred coins of gold and the Gemstones of Irod,” Taram shouted, presenting the wooden chest.

The green eyed man turned his head slightly and signaled to his men. Two stepped forward, clad in plate armor and wide spaulders, receiving the chest from Taram and bringing it to him. The officer grinned and unlatched the chest, eagerness gleaming in his eyes. He did not seem to care much for the gold, but he pulled a single gem from the chest, green as jade and bright like the sun. He lifted it to the sky and grinned widely before putting it back and giving the chest to his men.

Rocks kept raining on Taram, hurled at from ashore. Urno saw men and even children with long braids cramming together to throw them. Their voices pierced through the air in rage and scorn. A demon, see, a demon in the flesh.

Urno leapt forward, smoke emerging from his nostrils as he stepped closer, flapping his wings.

“So?” Taram insisted, raising an arm to deflect the stones. “These were your terms. Now send the refugees alive and well, and we’ll go and leave you.”

The Barian general looked back and a gesture all but made the stones cease. 

“Bring the heathens,” he scowled.

Taram and Urno waited, eyes attentive to the crowd. After a few minutes, they saw a trail of people emerge from the forest. Their clothes were ragged, faces covered in soot, dry lips and faces as pale as dull metal. Urno had never seen humans get so scrawny that their bones could be counted from the ribs, that their arms were as thin as twigs. And yet they were all alive. Barely.

They were his people, that he could tell. Their hair flowed free, their beards did as well, brown and black and honey colored. Some sang hymns in the Earliest tongue, some sang about dragon friends. Songs he knew and made his heart yearn again for the Fire Mountains. They marched out of the border as stones and rotten fruit started raining on them again, as if they were criminals.

“Make them stop!” Taram shouted at the officer, but the man did not respond, did not even look at him. A grin was ever present in his face.

It had been enough, Urno thought, but then, arrows started raining from the border, like sadistic children playing with the death of forest creatures.

“Heathens,” they shouted.

“Heathen scum.”

The Oath rattled in Urno’s head. 

Dragons will be forever bound to your blood, Hyrkanon of the Steppe.

“Make it stop!” Taram shouted. His flagpole had been planted in the snow, and a hand rested on the hilt of his sword. “Or you will see our full force within your borders.”

And we will forever be loyal...

Urno felt a roar boil up inside him, he hopped forward and stood at the rim of the bridge, standing right in front of the Barian officer. The grin was wiped off as the man’s face grew even paler.

The mass of people kept pouring out of the woods, some reaching the other side, where Maranian soldiers covered their shoulders with blankets and offered them warm drinks.

For the ones that made it across, arrows poured on them like rain. Urno spat threads of flame that charred the arrows in flight. Others bounced against the air, for some of the Karedi refugees were mages, or so it seemed, raising magic walls.

And we swear to defend the people of Marania...

“Make them stop at once or I will hold you accountable!” Taram kept at it.

“Fine, break your treaty as you wish,” the officer said contemptuously.

“You scheming fools,” Taram scowled. “You would play the victim again and demand more land.”

Never to kill or wound a citizen of Marania...

Others were not so lucky. A few shrieks pierced the air. Some arrows did strike their necks and bodies. Karedi men and women shouted for their loved ones, carrying them in arms as they made way through the border. Arrows now rained on Urno himself. And he spat waves of flame that swallowed them midair. 

“A creature of chaos!” the zealots shouted from their side.

“Kill the demon, rid the world of it.”

Others quoted that scripture he always heard when fighting the Barians. You shall not let dragons live, for they are the offspring of Chaos.

And the Oath kept echoing in his mind.

And to never kill a human, except the enemies of the people of Marania...

Taram went on, eyes darting to the side to avoid stones and lost arrows. “Order them to stop and let these people cross or I myself will order an attack on your men. You don’t give a blast about the treaty.”

Suddenly, a thud echoed in the air. Taram’s breath shortened and his body stiffened. Urno felt it inside him as he swung his eyes toward him. Blood splattered on the white banner, like a splash of red paint. Taram’s eyes were wide open, his hair flapped forward, sprinkled with snow. A bolt had gone through his scale armor, emerging from his back, blood staining its dented tip.

Cheers erupted among the Barian crowd.

“Let’s march and make the land kneel under our banner, let all lands be pure!” some among them recited a song of war.

Urno felt his entrails scorch him, he felt the heat burn in his mouth, as if containing a bonfire, a forest fire, a burning sun. He leapt forward, roaring like a hundred lions. His scaled muscles tensed, claws clutching at white stone and breaking through it, his wings spread open. He faced the enemy, the Barians, and light and flame boiled inside, like a hundred suns merging into one, like boiling water ready to overflow.

And in defense of the innocent.
	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter I – Mountain Home
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Current days

Segir’s back ached under the carrying pole and two heavy pails of milk. He stepped quickly, careful not to bump into anyone in the crowded market. He gulped air and shouted with the strength of his bony chest.

“Goat milk! Tasty, healthy goat milk.” 

The sun blazed upon his face, and he twisted his spine so as not to smash his pail against a distracted villager. Someone’s shoulder brushed against his containers, and droplets of milk splattered on the ground.

“Hey, be careful with that, beggar boy,” said the same man, frowning with thick eyebrows.

“Goat milk, tasty, healthy goat milk,” Segir exclaimed, ignoring the rebuttal. “Get strong bones with this goat milk, tasty, healthy goat milk.” 

He glanced around. Stalls abounded, goats for sale mixed with the aromas of grilled meat and spices, and the smell of cows. He needed to bring money home, for sure, but there was something even more precious than silver pennies. The actual reason he went through all that trouble and got up early for market day, even more important than covering the house’s leaks for the rainy season, and paying his father’s debts.

Annagul sat on a high stool, surrounded by assortments of leather belts and saddles—both traditional and Eastern—leather sandals and felt boots. Her family owned one of the largest stalls, with a vast hide canopy that shielded her like a treasure buried in a cave. Her long black hair cascaded over a red and white dress, reaching below her waist, and hemp riding trousers were visible below her dress. Her eyes were almond-shaped, her face like an oval mirror and her skin like aged copper.

Just looking at her made Segir’s day. He daydreamed of walking up to her and talking of his life, of his dreams; of playing a tune on his flute. But he never knew what to say to girls. Many boys in town did, but he was not one of them.

Selling milk was not something one would flaunt before the most beautiful girl in Zikra, especially when there were barely any customers. 

“Goat milk,” he shouted again, when his eyes suddenly caught three figures squatting on the corner of the plaza. They were a few paces from him, with glass bottles of kumis, some half full, others empty, others being drunk in mouthfuls and followed by burps. 

The vision made his stomach turn inside. Those three only meant trouble.

Kamur was the worst. Tall as a palm tree even on his hunches, with dark brown hair and a sparse beard. His shoulders were broad, covered only with a small vest. A leather belt circled his waist, with a buckle as wide an orange. His two cronies giggled, gulping on the fermented milk and pointing at people in the market.

Segir advanced to the end of the square and subtly turned around, keeping himself as close to the crowd as possible. 

But he felt their eyes on him.

From the corner of his eye, he caught a glimpse of Kamur tapping on his friend’s shoulders. The three of them stood up. Segir felt his heart pound faster, and he matched it with his steps.

“Where do you think you’re going, bloody heathen?” he heard, and suddenly felt a pull on his carrying pole. He turned back, to find Kamur standing in front of him, towering like a canopy.

“Hey, Kamur, how are you today?” Segir muttered.

“Once again, I find you where I’m not supposed to find you, you sewer rat,” Kamur said, holding back his laughter, and shoved a hand to Segir’s chest, pushing him back. Segir stepped carefully, keeping his balance. 

“You disgusting foreign beggar,” Kamur scowled, saliva splattering on Segir’s face. “You’re a real bloody fool if you keep stepping out of your little rat cave and coming here to poison my market square.”

“I am not looking for trouble, Kamur.”

“Well, tell that to your old man, he’s the one trying to mess up this county with his heathen stench. You dirty rotten beggars shouldn’t be allowed to show your face.”

“Hey, Kamur, relax, I’m only doing my job.”

“No, you won’t do your dirty business on our land.” Kamur put a hand over Segir’s pail and pulled it down.

Segir tried to hold on to it, not to let it fall.

“Hey, stop it,” he managed to say, barely keeping it from splashing on the floor.

He darted his eyes around, just to find Annagul staring at him.

That felt worse than the expletives.

He did not deserve that.

And he would not stand and look like a coward in front of Annagul.

Suddenly, Segir lifted his leg and pushed Kamur with a kick. Kamur lost balance and tumbled to the ground, falling on his own back. His eyes peeled like a ceramic plate, with a hint of anger boiling in his pupils. His two cronies stared with open mouths.

“Hey, what’s your problem, Kamur?” Segir hissed, suddenly aware of the dozens of people now staring. Especially Annagul. She had surely noticed. The crowd was silent, even transactions seemed to stop as men and women of all ages turned to see the freak show. No one among them would ever call Kamur out for what he was doing. After all, he was somebody. His father owned the market square. 

Kamur jumped to his feet, cracked his own neck and wiped the dust off his vest. His teeth were clenched in anger. Then, he leaned in and grabbed one of Segir’s pails, lifting it up.

“What do we have here?” Kamur said, holding the pail on one hand and pulling the cover open. A splash of milk dipped on the ground.

“Hey, man, I have to sell that,” Segir pleaded. “Listen, I got your point now, I’ll just go...”

Kamur lifted it up. Milk kept dripping on the dusty ground. Then, he grabbed it with both hands and brought it to his mouth, swallowing a mouthful. 

“Not bad,” he said, with milk dripping and staining his vest.

Segir hissed. He was sure nobody was going to buy from that pail, at least not today. He could store it and try selling it tomorrow. He hoped that Kamur would not be there the next day. He had to sell at least a little or there'd barely be any food left to eat.

Suddenly, Kamur took a step forward.

Segir thought he knew what was coming. And he did not like it.

“Stop it, Kamur, come on, stop it,” Segir pleaded, when suddenly Kamur poured the entire pail over Segir’s head. Segir shut his eyes, trembling a little as the sticky milk trickled down his hair and clothes. His heart jumped in anger and frustration. Even with his own eyes closed, he could feel the piercing glances and the pity of the townspeople, and especially of Annagul, who surely was seeing that poor foreigner’s son being humiliated by Master Kamur.

Kamur’s friends giggled around him and Segir clenched his fists.

That had been enough.

“Good luck, hope someone buys,” Kamur said with a chuckle and turned around. The market returned to normal, the voices of vendors and buyers went back to the usual haggling and purchasing.

Segir’s fists remained tense, and his heart pounced inside his chest.

He grasped the pole and quickly untied it from the pails, he grabbed it with both hands, like a quarterstaff or a spear, then lunged forward and smacked it on Kamur’s head. It broke with a crack.

Kamur turned around. His eyes bloodshot and open wide. His mouth curled into an expression of pure hate.

“What did you just do, blooded vermin?”

Kamur leapt like a rattlesnake.

Segir’s heart turned. A sudden bolt of fear crossed through his spine as his instincts urged him to turn around and push his way through the crowd. But Annagul was watching.

He held on to the broken pole, holding it forward like a spear.

“I’ll get you hanged, heathen vermin,” Kamur said. “You never learn, do you?”

Kamur stepped forward and swung a haymaker at Segir’s face. Segir shut his eyes and crossed his arms in front of him. 

Sharp pain, like a mallet hitting stone burst into his cheek and forehead, rocking his head and sending him to the ground. 

Now, as he lied on his buttocks, Kamur lunged at him again, this time threatening to kick him in the face with his leather boots. Segir raised both arms, but the kick struck him in the temple, and everything faded to black.

When Segir opened his eyes, he was lying flat on the ground. A squalid stray dog was sinking its tongue into the pool of milk that filled the porous soil. Kamur was still standing above him.

“What the devil do you think you’re doing, Kamur?” a tall, black-haired young man argued with him. His thick, tanned muscles bulged in his linen tunic, black hair reaching his broad shoulders. His chin was as square as a book, and he sported a short beard, that did not make him look any less boyish. “You don’t want this kind of thing going on in your place.”

“You have no right to tell me what to do, Ogdai. I’m in charge here.” Kamur scowled. “And you’re not even doing your job right. This boy right here attacked me. I am in danger in my own premises. So if you do not want to get fired yourself, you better keep your stupid comments in your pocket.”

“I don’t need your money Kam, I’m doing this to help you,” the broad shouldered man said.

“I don’t just mean I’ll fire you” Kamur said, stepping forward and pressing his finger against the man’s muscular chest. “I will make your life miserable if you try to mess with me. You know who my family is, huh? Everybody knows. So you better don’t meddle with my things.”

Ogdai frowned, sinking his gaze into Kamur.

“I’m telling you nicely, Kamur.”

Segir pushed his own body up, turning his back on the argument. He looked at the poor dog licking the milk, and the only pail that was left. At least that one was intact. Or almost intact, as a bit of milk had also splashed down.

Nobody had helped him. It was not that he needed any help, but everybody seemed more concerned with their own issues. He lifted himself up and stared at the dog. Its ribs stuck out, and it struggled to lick the last drop off the spilled milk.

“Enjoy, my friend,” Segir said, leaning in and picking up the single intact pail.

“Hey, brother, are you doing okay?” he felt a hand on his shoulder. It startled him. He turned around and found that large boy, Ogdai, towering over him. He was about nineteen, only three years older than himself, but looked like a leviathan. He was some kind of wrestling champion, Segir did not remember if it was just for the village, or the province, or what. Segir had also heard that he was an instructor at the village’s wrestling club.

“Yes, yes, I’m fine,” Segir said.

“You’ve got to stop the bleeding,” Ogdai said, handing him a beige linen cloth.

“Bleeding?” Segir asked himself, instinctively feeling the side of his head, where a blunt pain kept expanding. His fingertips found warm fluid that spread over his palm. Blood was pouring.

“It’s nothing, you’ve just got a small cut,” Ogdai pressed the cloth against Segir’s head, and Segir grasped it and held it in place.

“I’m fine,” Segir muttered. “Thanks for worrying.”

“Hey,” Ogdai whispered, looking from side to side as if worried who might hear him. “I saw you from up there, that was very brave, but frankly, very foolish.”

“I guess it was,” Segir said, looking down. He knew that his father would be disappointed and talk about how he shouldn’t get in trouble, and again curse Kamur’s family and go on about it for hours.

“Listen.” Ogdai got down on his hunches. “Kamur’s an ass, a donkey. But he’s in charge in this marketplace. His father is. It’s better if you don’t provoke him.”

“You know he was the one bothering me at first,” Segir said softly, grimacing at the pain.

“Yes,” Ogdai said with a shrug. “You know how he is. You’re the astrologer’s son, aren’t you? That Karedi man who lives next to the mountains.”

“Yes, that’s my dad.”

“I see.” Ogdai looked down at Segir, as if he pitied him. “Listen, man. I’m not telling you to try to get even with Kamur, that won’t turn out fine knowing him and his dad. You’d be safer throwing stones at a lion. But I was looking at you, and thought that you might be interested in learning a few moves.”

“I do not have money,” Segir said. 

“Money? No, brother, it’s on me. Wrestling saves lives, and will definitely make you stronger.”

Segir sighed, and looked at his own scrawny arms, barely thicker than kebab wraps.

“Look at me, I’m like this dog right here, with his ribs popping out. I wish I could but... Blood, just look at me. I doubt wrestling can help me. If you get me a knife, I can work it out and defend myself, I guess. But now, honestly, what I need is another place to sell. Kamur will keep making my life impossible and I need the money.”

“Listen,” Ogdai said, grinning as if he had the answer Segir had waited all of his life, and placed a hand on Segir’s shoulder. “Our style of wrestling does not need big muscles to be deadly.”

Segir raised an eyebrow and looked at Ogdai.

“Brother, just look at yourself,” Segir said, shaking his head. “I would like to, but... I think I’d be wasting your time. That’s not for me.”

“Anyway.” Ogdai straightened himself. “If you ever consider it, I’ll be there for you.” He tapped on his shoulder.

Before Ogdai turned around, Segir caught glimpse of something that made his heart pump even faster. It was Annagul. She stood almost a head shorter than Ogdai. She looked even prettier up close. Her hair was perfectly black, and perfectly tightened into her long braids. She held something in hand, wrapped in a small pouch of bamboo paper.

“Hello there,” she muttered, her voice deep and cheerful. Her eyes were fixed on Ogdai. “Are you two doing fine? I’m sorry, I could not come earlier, but... Kamur’s a sack of horse-dung.”

Her eyes shortly met Segir’s. He lowered his glance, feeling blood rush into his cheeks.

“That lady over there,” she said, her dark hair flapped gracefully as she pointed at one of the stalls on the side. “You see her? That’s Miss Nova, and she sends you these treats.”

She presented two flat breads and grilled sausages. 

“They’re great, you’ve really got to try them,” she said, shyly, casually glancing at the ground.

“Thank you,” Ogdai said in his deep voice, accepting it with a grin. His eyes sunk into Annagul’s like arrows, and he noticed a glimpse of rose color appearing on her cheeks.

She gave the other wrap to Segir, her eyes still fixed on Ogdai.

That hurt more than the cut on the side of his head.

“And,” she looked at Segir, “my father wants to buy that pail from you.” She presented three silver riyals on her palm, and gave them to Segir.

“Oh, don’t bother,” Segir said, still too shy to look at her directly.

“Really, he was planning on buying some anyway,” she giggled. She did not sound shy at all anymore, unlike when she faced Ogdai. “We need stronger bones,” She said with a wink.

“Well, thank you,” Segir said. He wanted to reach for the pail, but she was faster, and picked it up with both hands.

“It’s not a problem,” she said, then turned toward Ogdai. She ran her hand through her own hair, and smiled awkwardly. She pointed at the stall where she had been standing earlier. “Well, I’ve got to go back to work.”

“She’s nice, isn’t she?” Ogdai said, as she turned around and walked back to her stall, her hips dancing as she walked. Segir could not help staring. The silk dress could not hide her figure.

Ogdai tapped hard on Segir’s back.

“Take care, my brother, I have to keep watching for the people coming in. I’ll keep an eye on you, in case Kamur wants to bother you again.”

“Thanks,” Segir muttered, his eyes still dreamily glancing at Annagul, who quietly slid the large pail under her table and reported back to her father.

Segir then looked at the meat wrap in his hand and nibbled it. He would give half of it to his father if he were not vegetarian. Suddenly, he felt something rubbing on his leg. Glancing down, she saw the skinny street dog with her eyes poised on his, and moaning with hunger.

Segir hissed.

“Fine, I know you need it more than me,” he took one last bite, and looking back to ensure that the old lady at the stall didn’t see, he presented the wrap to the dog. It wailed its tail and opened its mouth wide, as if it had never eaten anything so good in its life.
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Chapter II –  Last Defense
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Daniar looked down from the tree tower, clutching an automatic crossbow at the ready, mist filtering between the trees and boulders like vapor on a hot bath.

But there was something wrong about that mist.

Young Larkan stood by his side, leaning his back to the wall, a carbon pen in one hand and a booklet of hemp paper in the other. His crossbow rested against the fence. Not loaded. Not even strung.

“Look at this one, do you think she’ll like it?” he said with a dreamy voice, revealing a perfect grin under his sparse mustache. He was barely eighteen, and not very good at the crossbow, but the Dragonsworn needed men. As many as they could find. 

“She likes dragons,” Larkan continued. “I’ve told you, right?”

Daniar cast a glance from the corner of his eyes. Larkan was showing him a sheet of hemp paper, on it was a drawing of a creature with four legs and sprawling wings, face like a snake, with a lion’s snout and a lion’s mane. Thick strokes of carbon added shade and texture.

“A couple of things,” Daniar said with a grin. “One, not bad, only dragons do not look like that at all. Second, she hasn’t seen one either, so she might like it.”

Larkan smiled.

“Ah, I don’t really know. Do you think it’s a good drawing? Or will I make a fool of myself.”

Daniar grinned, then looked back at the trees, and the hill that rose above them as if they were in the middle of a rice bowl, with thick mist like a blanket cast over the woods.

There was something wrong about that bloody mist.

Daniar sniffed the air, to see if he could catch that blasted smell.

“Whether she likes it or not,” Daniar said, eyes fixed on the forest. “She doesn’t have much choice. She’s engaged to you anyway.”

Daniar could swear he could smell that. A hint, but it was there. He raised his crossbow and pulled the spring. The cartridge rattled inside with thirty two bolts, ready to skewer through imperial armor. Or anything worse.

Larkan almost blushed and giggled like a child.

Daniar took a deep breath.

“Keep an eye on the forest, boy,” Daniar said sternly. “We’ve all heard reports. There are Imperials coming from outside the forest.”

Larkan did not answer. He looked forward, but kept his eyes more focused on his drawing than on anything else.

“Do you think they’re really out there?” Larkan said, finally looking beyond the wooden fence, but more admiring the landscape than keeping a watchful eye. His voice as dreamy as ever. “That all this digging is going to, you know, bring them back?”

Everything they did, Daniar thought, was based on that assumption. That they would find what they were looking for, summon the dragons again and ride them to battle, like their ancestors had. But no one really knew if they were still out there.

But oh, they did hope.

“We’ve got to do what we’ve got to do,” Daniar said. “There’s no other choice. That’s what we Dragonsworn have always done. Hope and fight as if fate is on our side.”

The boy sighed, looking down at his drawing.

Whatever he did, Daniar could not keep the boy’s eyes on the task at hand. They were supposed to be watchmen. But all Larkan did was watch his own dreams. Daniar could not blame him, when he had been engaged all those years ago he’d been just as restless.

Daniar cleared his throat. The mist seemed to gather beneath him. As if grouping right beneath their tree. Through three branches right ahead of him he could see nothing but mist and vague shadows and tree trunks behind it.

Then he felt it as clear as day. The scent was there. Like sulfur and burnt oil.

“Bloody roots,” he cursed under his breath and turned toward his companion. “Larkan, get that crossbow and spring load it at once.”

Larkan’s eyes flashed open, he nodded and slipped drawing and pen into his pocket. He turned his back and reached for his weapon.

There was silence, calm, a rustle of leaves, a breeze.

Then, a blast echoed in Daniar’s ears, piercing like arrows shot right into his eardrums. The impact rocked his head to the side, and pushed his body backward. His back crashed against the walls of the tree tower. A blink and a glance around him sent a shock through him.

In an instant, a hole as wide as a carriage had swallowed the fence and part of the floor. Torn branches and pieces of wood had been cast into the air as shrapnel.

Larkan groaned behind him. Barely audible after the explosion, but Daniar knew he could be screaming his soul away.

Daniar turned to face him. The boy’s dark eyes were open wide, staring down at his own thigh. A piece of wood had struck through his trousers, into his leg. Blood poured down, staining the fabric. Larkan groaned and panted, face flushed white like snow.

Larkan looked up at Daniar, eyes bloodshot.

“Larkan, breathe in,” Daniar huffed. He leaned in, grasped the piece of wooden shrapnel on his leg, thin as a nail, but well embedded in Larkan’s skin, and pulled it out.

Larkan whimpered. Daniar, quick and thoughtless, slid a handkerchief beneath Larkan’s thigh and tied it in a knot.

“It should be fine. Not too much blood.” He rested a hand on his shoulder. “Come on, it’s not that bad. Now grab that crossbow and let’s get out of here,” Daniar hissed, raising his own weapon and releasing the safe. Wooden bolts rattled inside the cartridge.

Larkan nodded, still panting and clenching his teeth. The cloth around his thigh was already soaked in red blood.

“What was that?” Larkan asked with a gasp. To Daniar, he sounded as if he was hearing it with hands over his ears.

“Well, guess what. They’ve found us,” Daniar hissed, with urgency in his tone. “Let’s go and alert the others.”

“How?” Larkan said, his face pale. Daniar could barely hear him. His ear was numb. “I... I did not see them... We did not see them.”

“That bloody mist. They’ve used a spell,” Daniar said, rushing toward the ladder. “We have to go, Larkan. Quickly, they must’ve seen the tower, and...”

Another explosion rocked them, this time pushing Daniar like a powerful wave that could sink a city. He tumbled to the side and found himself falling on his knees and rolling down.

The tower’s floor tilted back, like a boat under a mighty wave. They had struck the base of their tree. Larkan slipped down like water poured from a jug, frantically stretching his hand to grab hold of anything.

Daniar stretched his hand upward and managed to grab hold of something, a piece of the fence, he thought, but it fell along with him. Gravity pulled him down. Larkan’s scream rang in his ears, barely a muffle after the explosion, but pained nonetheless.

Daniar lost his grip on the fence. He felt his body flail in the void, a free fall would mean broken bones. He felt branches tearing at his skin, bruising his sides, but he managed to grasp one tight enough not to fall. He felt a sharp pull at his elbow joint. But he was safe, and only few spans from the floor.

He let go and fell on his knees. Behind him, Larkan managed to get down, falling on his forearm and knee. He got to his feet, limping as the entire tree collapsed behind his back.

Daniar knew there was no more time to waste. He straightened and checked his crossbow, handle still nestled in hand, ready to shoot. Before anything else could distract him, he pulled the ram’s horn that hung from his vest and blew. The sound echoed around him, loud and solemn. His comrades should hear and prepare themselves to defend their settlement.

“Let go, Larkan,” Daniar hissed. “They’re going to blow the whole thing to pieces. We must get back to camp.”

Larkan nodded and limped behind him.

“How is it? Can you run?” Daniar placed a hand on his shoulder.

Larkan nodded reluctantly. He had no crossbow, only a half span dagger that hung from his belt, probably never used, not even for whittling.

“Let’s get moving,” Daniar placed a hand around Larkan and helped him advance, rushing through the bushes.

Daniar kept silent, but the truth startled him. He had not seen his enemy. Not even a shadow. He had not heard a rumble. Or if he had, he might have mistaken it for a breeze. But had kept his eyes fixed on the forest for hours.

That bloody mist. He had smelled it. He should have blown the horn much earlier. What had come out of those trees had been his worst fear: magic. Bloody magic. There was something unnatural about that mist. And there was nothing as unnatural as magic.

Another blast echoed a few spans behind them. Daniar turned his face, aiming his crossbow at the source of the sound. Another tree collapsed, coming down with the crashing sound of cracked branches and a choir of rumbling leaves.

“We’ve got to go faster, Larkan,” Daniar said in a hurried tone, eyes still fixed on the bushes, scanning for something. Anything. “Can you walk on your own?”

“Yes,” Larkan’s voice was creaky.

“Come on, let’s get there on time,” Daniar looked at Larkan in the eye. “When we get to the boys we’ll be able to defend ourselves. And our people.”

“I don’t want to die, Daniar,” Larkan almost squealed. “My Jada. I don’t. I don’t want to lose her.”

The boy’s eyes were gleaming with tears.

“She’ll be fine, Larkan,” Daniar said through gritted teeth. “If we get there on time. She’ll be fine.”

Larkan followed frantically. Daniar leapt through the deep forest, jumping out through the foliage and leaves, running as quickly as he could whilst keeping his comrade close, evading bushes and tall evergreens. He wouldn’t lose Larkan. He had to take care of him, especially now that the boy didn’t have a crossbow.

The camp was less than a mile away, and Daniar prayed in his mind, hoping that they would reach before whoever it was reached them. They scrambled through the trees, dashing like madmen. Then, with relief, Daniar noticed the other towers ahead, hidden behind bushy trees and camouflaged with branches and leaves. A few of his comrades were posted there and in the evergreens, holding crossbows at the ready, others with bows and nocked arrows, and a few hiding behind the bushes with long spears in hand. One of them, posted in the tower, held a ballista ready, with a bolt almost a span long.

The commanding officer, Rasdam, straightened himself, crossbow in hand. His angular face was tense, his chin clenched as he walked toward Daniar.

“Brother Daniar, what did you see? How many of them?”

“Commander,” Daniar saluted with a hand on his chest. “They used magic. They destroyed our tower. We ran as fast as we could.”

“How many?” Rasdam scowled a question, his robe fluttered and the dragon insignia on the left side of his coat gleamed with its own golden light.

“We have not seen them, commander,” Daniar said with a frown and disgust on his face. “Their mist is cursed with magic.”

“How could you not see a single one of them? Give me a number, against how many should we plan?”

“The mist, Rasdam,” Daniar repeated. “They raised a mist. I couldn’t see any of them.”

Rasdam raised his chin. He looked condescending.

“Go do your blooded work and count them. You got this advance position because you said you’re a hunter. Even I can track bloody reindeer through fog and mist.”

Daniar clenched his teeth. He was about to nod and say yes, sir, when another explosion surprised him and the rest of the band. The impact rocked him, forcing him to step forward, his spine instinctively arched forward and he covered his head with his forearms. He turned around.

“To your positions!” Rasdam shouted, raising his arm. Two of their archers lay dead behind trees that had now burst in flame.

“Go, Larkan,” Daniar said to his comrade, a hand on his shoulder. “You’re wounded. Go find Jada. Tell General Turman to start evacuating.”

“Who are you to give orders?” Rasdam’s voice roared amid the rumble. He was facing Daniar again, with eyes so fierce that Daniar might as well have been declaring treason. “We need our defenses ready and every man we can afford.”

“He’s wounded,” Daniar shouted, just as another explosion echoed a few spans from him. “Go,” he repeated. Larkan nodded.

Daniar gritted his teeth, taking positions.

“Once again, you have no rank anymore,” Rasdam scowled. “Don’t give your own orders to my men.”

Daniar bit his tongue. He did not care for giving orders, as Rasdam said, and he did not want to argue with Rasdam. He cared about things working out. The settlement had to know. And Larkan was not going to fight. 

Daniar gave Rasdam a half nod and raced toward the nearest tower. He snatched a shield from the dead warrior beneath, made of iron, with a crude dragon emblem from the old Imperial Flag.

Cenk had been his name. Daniar remembered he was just married and a bit older than Larkan, but still young and inexperienced. His dark eyes were now as still as pebbles in the river; as lifeless. Daniar closed his eyes and gave a reverent sigh, before crouching behind a large tree, peering from behind and clutching the shield in one hand, keeping the crossbow supported on the rocks with the other. Around him, his comrades loosed their crossbows at whatever shadows they saw among the foliage and through the mist.

Another blast of light, green and quick as an arrow, flashed before his eyes, striking an evergreen. A tree tower. It toppled to the ground like a ball of lead, carrying two screaming comrades down with it.

“Do you see them?” Daniar shouted. “Don’t let them cast those spells!”

The mist spread to reach them, damp and cool and somehow, fetid. The smell of sulfur and burnt cooking oil spread, it became raspy and thick, inescapable.

Another blast echoed along with the screams of fallen comrades.

His heart leapt inside his chest. His comrade, old Turkam, was lying on the ground, his legs had been completely split from his body. He groaned in agony, while a lake of blood was forming beneath where his legs should have been.

The image struck him. Turkam was dead, never to return to his three daughters, to his wife Sharzad.

They were losing.

If they lost, all was lost. Both their hope and their people.

He could not allow that. He would not stand and only defend. He had a duty to fulfill, and he would find those blooded mages and finish them before dying like a blind rabbit with an arrow through its neck.

Daniar jumped forward, ready to shoot. He leapt over a short boulder and crouched ahead. He pressed his chest against the stone and looked for his enemies among the foliage and the mist. 

He narrowed his eyes, scanning the area.

He quickly saw another blast of green light emerge and be hurled into the air, toward him. He rolled to the side, falling rapidly. It exploded again, raising mounds of earth and dust.

“There they are!" shouted Rasdam.

Daniar leapt up, taking a look at where his comrade had aimed. He managed to see something, a deep green shadow moving quick through the mist, robes fluttering, raising and falling. Arms flailing. Now, they were close enough to see.

He caught more movement, and squinting an eye shot two quick bolts from his crossbow.

He heard a noise among the foliage, the groan of a man in pain. He had hit his target.

But another magical blast exploded near them, killing two more of his brothers. He hissed a curse. The noise rattled in his ear, leaving him half deaf. He bellowed a curse. How many blasted mages were out there? And those spells were unpredictable. Some cut trees in two, some light them up in flame. He could not tell which did what.

Daniar crouched and stepped rapidly, holding his loaded crossbow forward, toward where his enemy was.

He narrowed his eyes, coming to a realization. Even though the magic itself was fast and could tear a tree in two, it was not too hard to avoid. As long as he saw it on time. The ones at the tree towers were at a disadvantage.

“Get down from there and move, if you stay too close they will strike you down!” he shouted at his comrades atop the tree platform. A few of them jumped away, willing to avoid another burst of magic fire. This time, a tree exploded into the air, sending pieces of wood and debris flying around. 

“We can dodge their attacks!” he shouted, raising to his feet. “Rasdam, give the order. We can charge.”

“Stand still,” Rasdam said. “Don’t leave your positions.”

Some who were still posted among the trees exchanged confused glances.

Daniar cursed. What kind of armed force were they? He had played the game for years, but he would not stand for foolishness. Bleed the hierarchy, Daniar had been giving orders before. Could Rasdam see that nothing would change if they remained there? Up in their trees, like bullseyes for target practice? 

He jumped to his feet. He would not let his men die. He readied his crossbow and ran toward the source of the magic. Constant bursts of light emerged from ahead, which he avoided by simply stepping to the sides. 

“Stay where you are, Daniar!” Rasdam shouted.

Fool, Rasdam was no commander. He’d get his men killed. All for his own stubbornness.

Daniar’s heart pounded fast, but he had no fear. Only a desire to protect his loved ones. It burned inside him like a bonfire at night.

He jumped to the side, evading a blast of light that turned a leafy bush to ash and dust. He dodged another, leaping like a cat. Soon, he saw three men through the mist, through the trees. Emerald green coats fluttered as they whirled, raising their hands and hurling balls of light. Their faces, their braids and beards had been smeared in shades of green and brown. Mages. Blooded mages.

He lifted his crossbow on time, and quickly shot a volley of bolts, aiming directly at the men in robes.

Some of the bolts approached a mage and bounced off the air as if they had struck a wall. He had faced that once before. A magic shield. 

But the other two had not been quick enough to raise one. Bolts pierced through their unarmed necks and stomachs. They growled in pain as they collapsed.

The surviving mage turned around, his long braided hair whirling as he did, he hissed an ancient malediction and stretched his hand. In the blink of an eye, Daniar caught a glance of the sigils on his palm, and a beam of blue energy emerged from its center. This time, Daniar did not manage to dodge, he raised Cenk’s shield with a battle-cry.

“For the Blood and the Dragon!” he shouted, like he said when he first took the oath fifteen years ago. And the iron shield broke like a mirror. He felt magic rattle his bones, like fire in the forearms, pushing him into the air, like a fiery battering ram piercing into his skin. 

He tumbled back, his arms numb and sore.

The magician attempted another quick attack, but this time Daniar was quicker. He pulled the wooden trigger, and two bolts flew one after the other, striking the enemy’s stomach.

Daniar himself leaned forward and tackled the mage. He pinned him to the ground, not minding the pain on his own forearms and wrists. 

“How many of you?” Daniar scowled, pressing on the man’s stomach with his knee.

The enemy soldier stared at him, but instead of showing fear in his eyes, he grinned with twisted teeth.

“Too many for you.”

A blast of light exploded next to Daniar. It threw his body to the side. He crashed against a tree and rolled down. Sharp pain surged through his back, his arms extended, and he remained down, immobile as a dozen mages emerged from behind the bushes.

He turned around, crawling on his belly. He had to fight and defend his camp, his brothers. His wife. He knew that only they were the hope of restoring what once was. Of bringing peace.

He grimaced, he would not see his wife and child punished and killed, General Turman captured, and their Dragonsworn army dismantled. Sent, like him, to the slave camps in the north.

And the Dragon banner would never flutter in the Eastern Capital ever again.

Daniar pushed himself up, almost impervious to the enemy crossing his path. There were not only mages, but also soldiers of the Laurel Flag, the banner of Kurgan, the Traitor Prince. The soldiers approached, looking down at him spears in hand. Daniar tried to scramble to his feet, drawing a dagger from his belt. 

The soldier leapt forward, spear forward. Daniar managed to dodge, clawing the dagger toward the soldier’s neck. The soldier gasped for air, but fell on his knees, then tumbled down with a clank of armor against stone.

Suddenly, a spear went through Daniar’s lower back, just around the kidneys. He screamed and gritted his teeth, falling to his knees as hot red blood flowed from his side, staining the ground.
	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter III –  In the Blood
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Segir marched back to his house through the dusty roads of Zikra, with small mud-brick homes and the rocky hills to his sides. The broken pole dangled from his shoulders, an empty pail under one arm, and a handful of bronze coins weighed on his pockets. 

The nearby hills shielded the afternoon sun, and a cold wind refreshed his face. He passed through the last houses and started walking uphill. His hut rested at the foot of a rocky mountain. But this time, there was something wrong about it. Red smears spread over the stone walls of his hut.

“What?” he hissed to himself, and ran toward it. The word heathen had been scribbled in red paint across the front wall. The old creaky door that he had taken for granted had been broken out of the frame.  The small barn next to it was empty and the fence gate open, swinging softly with the wind. Yura, the goat, was nowhere to be seen. 

“Father!” Segir shouted, quickening his pace. He let go of the pail and yoke and they clattered on the rocky ground behind him. He rushed toward the collapsed door, fearing to see his father hurt. Through its opening, even from many spans across, it looked as if a tornado had passed through his living room.

Segir pushed the door slightly, and it fell with a creak.

“Father!” he shouted again, stepping in and swinging his face around, wide eyed. His father's bookshelf had been ransacked and dozens of books lay on the floor over a sea of ripped pages. The altar and the images of Karedi Star-Gods lay broken in pieces. The ashes of his incense burner had been scattered, some over open sacks of sugar and tea-leaf.

“Bloody roots,” Segir said, smashing his fist against his palm. “Bloody roots! Father,” he called once again, rushing into the only room. His and his father’s clothes had also been scattered. The bed had been split open, feathers covering the floor as if a duck had been plucked inside.

He uttered another curse and turned back. There was no sign of him. A dark feeling settled in his heart. How could anyone do something so horrible? He did not care much for the things that had been lost, although his father would probably mourn over some of his books. But how could anyone enter somebody else’s house and tear it apart? He himself didn’t deserve it. His father even less.

Yaros, his father; Segir had to find him. He could not imagine him being hurt because of his own defiance. It was his fault.

For an instant, Segir felt guilty. After all, if he had taken it easy with Kamur, this would’ve probably never happened. He rushed out, looking around, scanning the ground for tracks, but he was no expert at tracking. He knew little about hunting. 

He looked around. Where would his father find refuge? He knew of a single place. He started running higher up the hill, jumping away from the path, climbing through the dry stones.

After climbing a bit and walking up through the hill, he saw the small shrine of wood, sparsely painted in red, and a moth eaten blue flag atop. His father sat cross-legged underneath, his spine straight. Light brown hair descended on his shoulders, with a bald spot at the top.

Segir sighed, he was unharmed.

“Father,” Segir said, running over the uneven path. He fell to his knees in front of him and wrapped his arms around him. “I'm so glad to see you.”

“I am fine, Segir,” he answered. “I saw them climbing just in time. I came here. They wouldn’t come this high.”

“I'm glad you didn't stay to try to invite them for tea, like the last time.”

“I've learned from that experience Segir,” father Yaros said with a smile. “You were right about them.”

“But... I am sorry, father.” Segir looked down, pounding hist fist on the ground. “It's my fault, as usual.”

“Young man, you don't need to get all teary-eyed. It's their choice to do wrong, and the punishment will be their own.”

“Father,” Segir said, then cleared his throat. “I did provoke him. I am sorry, if I hadn't done it they wouldn't have come... Now, they’ve written those awful things everywhere. We’ll need paint.”

Yaros sighed. “That’s fine,” his father said, shutting his green eyes. “We can appeal to the chief.”

“For paint?” Segir raised an eyebrow.

“Yes. And not only that. I think it’s time to raise a complaint against them.”

“Accuse him with the chief? If we even suggest that, Kamur and his father will find us and give us the beating of a lifetime, and if we manage to get it to the local tribunal, why would you think they'd listen to us? They're all sold out to him. The more we talk, the more they’ll bother us.”

Yaros faced forward, he had his eyes on the seven angel figurines carved in wood.

“Do you think they can get away with vandalizing our home, again?” Yaros said. “Laws are there to protect us, Segir. Chief Kalegi is an honorable man. We've had this situation for a long time and he will help us solve it.”

Segir gritted his teeth. Honorable? Hiding behind the mayor was not honorable. It wouldn’t work. Yaros tried too hard to believe in the hearts of men, as he always said.

“Father, do you honestly think Kalegi will do anything? Kamur’s father is in bed with those bloody Imperial Delegates. No one can touch them.” He paused, looking from side to side. “The only way to change them would be, you know. Bloody roots, if someone really stood up.”

“Segir, watch your language. Only that which is pure can attain peace.”

Sermons again.

“Yes, father. I understand. Anyway, If we fight them on our way, I think only if someone fights back and shows them. Not Kalegi, not the council. Not the law. I’ve heard people denounce them for much more, and they always come out on top.”

Yaros sighed.

“My son, how many times have I taught you about violence? About revenge?”

“I'm not talking about revenge, father, I... don't mean we should kill them, or anything. It's just about standing up for ourselves and showing them. Justice, and they have it coming, don't they? Not even that. I’m talking self-defense.”

“I have committed my life to non-violence, Segir. You also took the oath of the Karedi.”

“When I was seven,” Segir said, half rolling his eyes.

“You were perfectly conscious of what you were doing.” Yaros stood up, keeping his hands on his hips. “The law is the right thing. It doesn’t mean we’re weak"

“Well, I don't think it would work.” Segir sighed. “Besides. I don't think there's anything wrong with fighting back.”

“Only as a last resort. And how would you fight them, anyway? Don’t even think of hiring someone. That’s even lower than what a brigand would do.”

Segir ruffled his own hair nervously.

“What if I learn how to fight, and... Have some strong friends as well, who can help me defend myself.”

“You, learn to fight?” Yaros said, eyes wide open. He straightened, his body seemed to grow like a tree. “Then joining up like a gang? The Cycle of violence in flesh. The Star-gods have mercy on me. You swore the oath. You cannot have these thoughts and go about offering seeds to the Star-gods.”

“Father, it’s not a gang, I’m talking about defending myself.” He huffed hopelessly. “Besides, I don’t want to give any sacrifices. I’ve told you. I don’t really want to pray all day and do Karedi magic. No one likes it, father, people think we’re freaks, or in league with evil jinn.”

“Segir,” Yaros’ grin had morphed. His brow had furrowed. “I thought you liked the shrine. This shrine has belonged to our family forever. Even since before I came here.”

“Stop it,” Segir hissed, defiantly. “I do not want to have this conversation again.”

“Son.”

“Why this, father?” Segir jumped to his feet and turned around, wrapping his fingers around his short brown hair. “Can you not have a conversation without talking about that?”

“Well, it is just something I've dedicated my life toward and it’s important. Segir, you always liked it.” Yaros took a deep breath, as if applying what he learned.

Segir sighed. He did not want to say he was sorry. Why would he? He meant every word of it. The last thing he would ever be is a monk or a priest of that strange religion nobody liked. The Karedi faith was the strangest of any he had known. Seven gods instead of one, eating meat was a sin. How? Everybody else ate meat. Even Yaros had it every once in a while.

“I have decided I cannot take this anymore, I will learn how to wrestle.”

“That is fine,” Yaros said. “But please don't go around picking fights. Don’t do that. It’s going to destroy you and ruin your soul. We’re against violence.”

“You’re misunderstanding everything I say.” Segir directed him an angry glance. “And why can't you say a word without trying to tell me how to live my life?” 

Yaros sighed.

“I want to do it, yes,” Segir said. “And that doesn't mean I'm vengeful and violent. I want to be able to defend myself. Understand?”

“Son, I'm just trying to give my opinion.”

“Your opinion, your opinion. It's always your opinion, but your opinion keeps pushing me off the edge, and then you make me feel guilty because you'll be all sad and regretting that I didn't do this or that. Why can I never be enough for you? Why do you always think I’m doing something wrong? Can I just live my life?”

“I just want the best for you.”

“That's not the best for me,” Segir said, once again, turning his back and walking down the path. “Anyway, I'm glad you're fine, but this won't get us anywhere. Take care.”

Segir climbed down the mountain. He did not even have anywhere to go. Maybe get his pan flute and sit on the cliff side. That always helped. He felt a little guilty for yelling at Yaros. The sun, now orange like a yolk, cast red blood light upon the jagged clouds. From there, he cast another quick glance at the vandalized walls. Stained letters painted obscenities upon the place he called home.

If there is justice in the world, Kamur deserves at least a beating for that.

Suddenly, he heard a soft, muffled sound, high pitched and sad. He turned around, leaning over a small cliff, and saw a familiar image. A small, skinny she-dog with beige fur and jumpy ribs. It was the stray dog he had fed.

Hey,” Segir muttered, sliding and climbing down the rocks. When he was close to the ground, he let go of himself and dropped next to the dog.

“How are you, big girl?” he said, dropping on one knee and petting the dog’s sides of the neck.

“You're a really good girl. I have bad news, though, our goat is gone, so no more milk for you.”

Suddenly, the dog took a step back, its tail up, as if in expectation, and started to bark as if a thief was about to jump them.

“Hey, easy big girl, there's no need to get all riled up about it, hear me out, we'll find something to eat.”

But an eerie silence surrounded him. Segir narrowed his eyes, looking around, at the many rocks and tall trees around him. The river passed by a few spans away, silent and slow in its current.

Segir narrowed his eyes. Something echoed close by, like a clattering bell. It was Yura! She had to be close. Segir turned around, but what he saw made him freeze like snow from the mountain.

“Who do we have here?” Kamur strode toward him from the rocky path, chugging on a bowl of milk and with breadcrumbs all over his vest, along with two friends, a tall one and one with a long Lightgiver braid hanging from his side. Segir recognized his own milk jug in Kamur’s hand, and a green cloth around his belt. It was a mantle Yaros used to wrap the sesame biscuits he ordered once a month. Kamur had even stolen their breakfast.

“Hey,” Segir said, stepping forward. Anger burned in his heart. He felt something push him to stand up to Kamur, call him out. He raised his voice. “Who do you think you are? You broke into my house, stole my goat, broke down the door, ruined our wall, and wrecked my father’s bookshelf. Do you have any idea how much that was worth? What do you think you are?”

“I’m just teaching you a lesson, vermin. Just so you learn not to mess with us. And Zikra is no place for Karedi vermin.”

“You really have no self-esteem, do you?” Segir said, raising a finger toward Kamur. “Just because I hit you in the head once, you feel I tore your honor in half and you’ve got to regain it. A real man has nothing to prove.”

Kamur’s eyes twitched. Veins popped in his neck, and he started toward Segir, testing fists.

“What did you say, you bloody worm?” Kamur scowled. “I’ll teach you what a real man does.”

Segir took one step back.

“You never learn,” Kamur hissed. “We were waiting for your father, the heathen pagan wizard. We’ll teach him too, the old star-devil worshiper. I knew you didn’t have enough with the beating you got. Your kind never learns. That or you have a death wish. You shifty Karedi. You're criminals, you're nothing that a thief. A rat. I hope the city council puts you in prison and seize all your possessions. Now I know how your father acquired them. You'll get what you deserve in due time.”

Segir looked down. He grabbed a dusty stone and hurled it at Kamur. The tall boy covered his face and it bumped off his forearm.

“You mentally handicapped Northerner,” Kamur leapt toward him. Segir flexed his knees. If Ogdai was right, he did not need to be stronger in order to defend him. He knew a few wrestling techniques from watching the town competitions, and he knew that if he applied them, he would have a chance. Yes, perhaps striking Kamur in between the legs would be an excellent first move. He decided that afterward, he should strike the face. A blow to the nose could surely disable him.

Kamur jumped forward, at the same time, Segir raised his boot and aimed between Kamur's legs.

Suddenly, Kamur’s fist leapt toward his face. Segir's head rocked backward. A sharp pain made his neck recoil like a spring.

Kamur's fists, once again, flew toward his face.

The dog barked behind them, high pinched but defiant, she clenched her jaw and showed her curved teeth as Kamur kneed Segir in the ribs.

Segir found himself letting out a groan. He swung fists and palms into the air, none of which connected, while Kamur's fists bit into the sides of his head. He tumbled like a fallen pillar, mixing the pain in his head with newfound bruises and scratches on his arms.

And the dog leapt toward Kamur's legs, sinking her teeth through his breeches.

Kamur growled, raising his leg to kick the dog. The dog dodged and bit into his calf. Kamur yelled in pain.

"Good girl,” Segir muttered, pushing his torso up, his mind still stunned and slow to think.

But Kamur's two friends jumped into the scene. Gharak, a scrawny boy with a bald head, kicked the dog in the ribs. She flew back a couple spans, letting out a pitiful moan. She scrambled to hide behind a rock and did not bark anymore, just moaned and cried like a lost puppy.

“You son of a...” Kamur advanced, a thread of blood stained his beige riding trousers. His teeth were clenched and he limped a little. 

Segir tried to get on his feet, but the pain on his head prevailed, and the world around him spun.

“Stop,” Segir muttered, raising both arms.

But Kamur's response was a kick to the head that made him stumble once again. He felt a part of a tooth on the side of his mouth fall off like stone fragments. Then Kamur and their friends stood above him, blocking the sun behind their backs.

“I'm going to skin you like a rabbit,” Kamur shrieked, pure hate brimming his voice. His boot crashed against Segir's chest and he let out a sharp breath. Another kick sunk into his thigh, another in his stomach, each more painful than the last, as he tried to cover his face and head with his arms. More strikes brushed against his ribs, and he heard a cracking sound that mixed with the sharpest pain he had ever felt.

Suddenly, the already darkened figures were overshadowed once more. The entire ground seemed to be covered by a cloud as large as a citadel. 

The violence stopped immediately. There were no more strikes, but silence. From the corner of his eye, he saw the three men looking up, their eyes and faces following something fast and noisy, with the sound of wind blowing faster than a galloping horse. Then, the shadow shifted sides, revealing the partial sunlight again.

His aggressor's silence turned into screams, mixed with the cries of a wounded dog and the sound of their rushed steps as they dispersed and ran for their lives. 

Segir remained down, immovable, and just from the corner of an eye, he saw a figure too dark to belong to a man, as large as a house. It came down, stretching wings as long as imperial canopies, and landed upon the rocks.

Segir blinked. He could not have moved even if his arms and legs had allowed him. The creature before him seemed unreal. Black and red, like volcanic rock. Its back was turned toward Segir, and it stretched its horned head forward, like a dog reaching down to drink a bowl of water. The timid sound of a bell rang close by, and the dragon lifted its head. 

A pile of flesh rested, or rather, struggled in between the sharp fangs of the dragon. It was Yura the goat. Or it was, as a single clenching of the dragon’s jaw turned her into a pulp of blood.

Segir felt his legs turn wet and warm.

And the dragon’s head turned. Its eyes like purple diamonds fixed on Segir, as the creature chewed the goat like a grilled brioche and swallowed, and blood dripped down staining its scales.
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Chapter IV –  Survivor
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Daniar’s eyes seemed to weight as much as a tree tower. Dull pain circled through his arms, like burning blood rushing through his veins, and a throbbing sensation pierced his back. It hurt even from inside. And that was not the least comfortable sensation. He felt the hard forest ground and itchy grass shift quickly beneath his face. He had no strength to push himself up, but in his weakened state he concluded that someone was holding him by the feet and dragging him like a paintbrush. He opened his eyes, it took him a long time and he would rather push a boulder. The first thing he saw was the shifting ground and a trail of red. His own blood was being spilled, but he had no strength to scream in pain, nor to rock his body around and fight back. His hands, arms, even his tongue did not respond.

The pain and weakness won again, and Daniar found himself shutting his eyes and his mind faded into darkness.

His consciousness wandered from dream and reality. He thought, for a moment, that he had shifted into another world. Bright light encircled him. Two men stood above him, one with a white hood, long black hair, and a square face. His eyes were dark and as piercing as knives.

“I’ve been looking for you,” the black haired man said, and pointed to the other man. The other’s cloak was pale blue, the hood pulled down hiding most of his face. Only a yellow beard emerged from beneath. Yellow hair and blue eyes were rare, except among the Karedi. Who were those men? They seemed familiar. “We brought you a gift. It is very important. Take our gift.”

Then Daniar awoke and darkness washed over him. There was no bright light and no sign of the hooded men. He opened his eyes again, this time shrouded in the dark of night, feeling as if a mountain of men weighed of him, huddled against him. They weighed heavy over his head and body. His own eyes darted around, seeking both an answer and strength to escape. He tried to crawl out, someone rolled over him, dropping to the floor beneath. He pushed himself down, sliding over somebody else’s body.

A sudden realization made him shudder and draw strength he did not know he had. He pushed himself away and, with fear pulsating in his heart, crawled out. A glance back and the silver moon above confirmed where he had been. Dozens of bodies lay on top of each other. His comrades, all dead. Captain Rasdam was among them, his green insignia marking his identity, eyes wide open, face now pale and clammy.

He blinked, trying to force himself to awake from that nightmare.

All his comrades, all the ones who had assembled to look for a better future, captured and killed.

He turned around, his heart pounding within, and shuddered, lifting his own body up. Pain filled both his arms and stomach. Looking down at his own body, the wound in his torso bled like a wet paintbrush. He quickly snatched a piece of cloth from one of his fallen comrades and wrapped it around himself, gnashing his teeth and growling as he bound it tight. He took off his tunic to check the injuries on his arms. Trails of burnt flesh covered his arms where the magic fire had struck. A strange wound it was, leaving green scars, not red. He wondered what kind of poison in contained, and if it were lethal.

He sniffed them, catching hints of sulfur. He shook his head, but there was nowhere to wash it off.

And he had no time.

He forced himself to stare once again at the pile of bodies. He clenched his fists and fell on his knees, raising his right hand upon his heart. 

“My brothers...” he hissed with conviction and pain. “I swear I will protect your remains and bury you in honor. And I will guard our settlement, and your wives and children with my life.”

He pushed himself up. However, at that time, more innocent people were in peril. He could not let his rebel settlement be discovered. Many elderly people, his own wife Cansu and young son were in peril.

Something echoed in the night, like the far away howl of a wolf. There was something chilling about it. No, it was not a beast, but a man. A man in pain. 

He listened attentively, the night was silent. He leaned in, limping and advancing toward the sound. He marched in the dark, over the fallen tree towers felled by magic. He pressed on, attentive to the sounds, which soon were revealed to be the screams of a man being tortured. He quickened his pace. It had to be one of his own. The voice, mutated by pain, was hard to identify, and soon mixed with other sounds, voices murmuring in the night, some laughing, and the clattering of wooden cups. He walked onward, until he saw the fire of an enemy camp glowing through veils of bushes and leaves.

Daniar crawled on, careful not to alert his presence. From there he could see a bonfire rise and a few tents in the dark. He leaned in, trying to discern the figures. The screams continued, sometimes stopping and turning into pitiful moans. He leaned in and moved to the side, scanning for its source. Climbing a small boulder shielded by trees, he could make out figures close to the bonfire. While some sat around it, eating and drinking, all donning long braids of the Lightgivers, most wearing long robes, he could see a man, his torso naked, lying close to the fire. Daniar realized that he had been bound. 

The light revealed Larkan’s short brown hair. His face contorted in pain as his enemies held a fiery torch next to his body.

Daniar pressed his eyes.

Had it been his fault? If Daniar had not been that rash and foolish, if only he had thought of a better strategy, his comrades would be alive, and Larkan would not be in pain, tortured. Deprived of his dreams.

Daniar clenched his fists, his knuckles whitened. Could he save him? He knew that if he advanced, unarmed and wounded, he would be taken down in a matter of seconds.

He leaned in, thinking of how he could possibly be able to rescue him at night.

“Tell us,” his torturer, a man with a gray beard and an emerald robe hissed at Larkan. “Tell us what you are looking for, and where is the settlement...”

“There is nothing,” Larkan howled, sweat sparkling on his forehead. “We just...”

“Tell us, three things, nothing else, where are your allies, your providers of arms, and... What were you digging for?”

“Sir, please, I do not know, no one tells us,” Larkan grimaced.

The two torturers exchanged glances. 

“You have been too lenient,” said one with a rugged voice. “Show him the way of pain.”

“As you wish,” said the younger one. He looked inside his robes and extracted something. From there, Daniar could not discern it too well. A knife. He dared not see.

Seconds later, Larkan was screaming like a banshee.

Daniar tensed his fists. Larkan did not deserve all that. He wished he could do something, but...

How could he?

“No,” Larkan howled. “Stop, stop, stop, please, I'll say what I know. I'll tell you...”

“Don't do it, Larkan,” Daniar muttered to himself.

“We... We were digging for a stone, they say it's close by... Somewhere in this valley... It has something to do with dragons.”

The soldiers exchanged glances and nodded to themselves.

“Where? Where are you digging? And where are the others?”

“I don't know.. We were digging... In the area, you can see where we were digging... and... and...”

“Now tell us where your settlement is.”

“Settlement? I am from...”

“We know there is a settlement,” the man reached for his wrist. “Now, tell us, or I'll cut your hand first... And I will be cutting up your hands and feet and your ears until...”

“There's... nothing...”

Larkan screamed again. He did not want to tell them. For his Jada. For everyone.

“Where is the settlement?” the torturer’s voice rang.

Larkan’s tears flowed down. He squealed like a puppy, then screamed as if they were ripping his soul away. The screams chilled Daniar’s spine.

Daniar closed his eyes. If only he had a crossbow he would try. He would.

“West,” the words came out like a shriek. “West, above the forest wall.”

Daniar gritted his teeth. He had said it. He could not blame the boy, but he had said it.

“Who is in charge?” the torturer asked.

“An old army captain, well' they're a lot of army captains, most of them are there. Like general Turman... Please... Don't hurt the people there. Don’t hurt...”

“A large reward, of course,” the torturers said to each other.

“Enough, cut him up or else he won't let us sleep,” the other one responded.

“What?” Larkan asked in fear. “No, I told you what I had to...”

Daniar swallowed.

He had something else to do. If those men attacked the village, all the rebel intelligentsia would be captured, all their plans uncovered and all their purposes thwarted. 

And his people would be send to the place from where no one returned.

He had to go and warn them before it was too late.

He turned around, still panting and overwhelmed with pain. He felt like a coward, as if a weight of guilt arched over him. Larkan would be dead in a few hours, and he could only watch.

Or worse, walk away.

But he had to. He had to walk away. He had to save the settlement.

Forgive me, Larkan.

He noticed that the imperial scouts only had a handful of horses, and were well guarded by a man with a long spear. Daniar decided to start marching toward the settlement, not minding his own pain and hunger.

He climbed down the tree and started the march southward, under a silver moon and myriad of stars. He knew that there were beasts in the forest, even wolves and bears, but he prayed sincerely for the Skyfather to guard him.

Hope. The Dragonsworn believed in it. No matter the adversity.

He had been preserved even after the slaughter of his troop. He could not fail. He would not.

Daniar followed the forest path for hours, each of which made his pain sharper and his energy weaker. Howling wolves startled him in the distance, but did not deter him of his path. He soon tied an old rope to a dry branch, lit it up with flint and fashioned himself a torch.

Hours stretched along the path Daniar knew too well until he reached the small, silent settlement on a hidden forest clearing. There were no houses, only tents, and a few storage buildings of wood and thatched roofs.

A sentinel came to welcome him. It was a young man, fifteen at most, with curly black hair and an old rusty spear in hand.

“For the Blood and the Dragon,” Daniar said, summoning what seemed like his last ounce of energy to lift palm.

“For the Blood and the Dragon,” the young boy responded, eyes wide open at seeing him like that.

“I need to talk to our chieftain,” Daniar said, leaning forward and almost collapsing on his right leg.

“Yes,” the boy said with a nod, turned around and ran.

“It’s a soldier, he is wounded!” the boy shouted. People dashed out of their homes, old men, the wives of their soldiers, young Jada, eyes so wide open they seemed about to pop out and lilies in her long wavy hair; a sign of engagement. Now, not even a widow. They ran toward Daniar and helped him walk toward the dark town square. There, he rested his back against a sacred menhir.

A staff brushed against the ground. General Turman advanced slowly, pressing his cane against the ground with each step. His gray hair was short and well-trimmed, as was his beard.

“General,” Daniar said, turning his body to face him. He panted like a dog, gritting his teeth. “Our troop. It fell. All were killed, they thought I was dead and I escaped. They’re coming here! We must depart immediately.”

Turman’s eyes widened in shock.

“They captured and tortured young Larkan,” Daniar continued. “They are coming. We must depart now.”

“Larkan,” the name echoed among the multitude. He dared not look at his would-be widow. He shut his own eyes.

“Daniar.”

The General raised his staff, pointing at two young sentinels. 

“Summon the veterans,” Turman said. His voice rang like a command. A voice of a man used to giving orders. “Wake everybody up, we will move these people away.”

“Yes, sir,” the boys said in unison.

Daniar leaned his face forward clenching his fists.

“You are wounded, Daniar,” Turman said, with a downcast, solemn glance. Daniar knew well what he was thinking. A time for mourning would come later. “Go to the physician’s tent for now. You need to catch a bit of rest.” 

“I am fine, father Turman.”

“You are bleeding like a stuck pig,” the general scowled. “If you do not treat these wounds you will get a nice pus pudding growing in you. There is no way to saw off your lower back to prevent infection.”

“I’m fine,” Daniar said, but had no energy to keep his own head up. “Let’s get going, we could not stop the... The mages...”

Daniar closed his eyes momentarily, or so he thought. His arms and legs barely responded. The pain continued both in his arms and torso, as life blood kept flowing out of him. Once again, he leaned forward and felt his energy fade completely, making him tumble and fade to black.

He opened his eyes once again, feeling his arms weigh down on him like anvils, and a sharp pain in his head. Creaky wheels rolled beneath him.

“Thank the Skyfather,” said a familiar voice. Daniar opened his eyes again, Cansu sat in front of him. Her long brown hair was unfettered and wild. Her figure bumped up and down on the carriage, as she pressed a jug to his own lips. He drank the ayran and leaned his head back. “You’re awake,” she said.

Daniar smiled faintly. Six elderly people and young mothers with babies in arms shared the carriage with them. It advanced slowly over the rocky forest road. Daniar’s own son stood in front of him, his wide eyes curious but peaceful. He was almost two years old, his hair brown like wood. He had hazel eyes, just like his mother.

Daniar sighed. He was thankful that Heavens were allowing them to escape. He couldn’t have fathomed to see Cansu and young Mehmet suffer such a terrible fate. The invaders had killed, or at least thought they had killed every last one of his men. They were known to massacre villages and not spare even the animals.

He stretched his weak arm and touched Mehmet’s small palm.

“Are you feeling better?” Cansu asked.

Daniar looked down at his stomach, the dead man’s cloth that he had used to stop his own bleeding had been replaced with new gauze.

“You’ve been losing blood,” she said.

“I hope I did not delay you all,” Daniar said.

“Good thing you came. It has been hard. Can you hear them cry? Every family has lost a loved one. Every family except ours, until now.”

Daniar noticed that his forearms were also bandaged.

“I see,” Daniar said. He raised his head. Pale sunlight crossed through the high trees, still cast timidly and barely revealing the world around. “And how are you feeling?”

“I am not the one who’s wounded, Daniar.”

He pursed his lips. His wife did not speak much. She spoke less and less with every passing week. They had been together for four years, under an arrangement through her father, General Turman. He also had not been present too often. It was hard to speak.

“Where are we going?” Daniar asked.

“Below the river,” she said, pulling young Mehmet close to her.

Daniar sighed.

“The Karedi settlements?” Daniar asked, concerned.

“Yes, I believe so. My father was sending envoys to them all of last year, I think they struck some sort of deal.”

Segir sighed and uttered a curse.

“I’m not sure if their settlement is safe. I can imagine those mages tracking our movements again and killing not only us, but also those cultists.”

She did not speak a word, just pulled the boy closer to her arms.

“I have to talk to your father again,” Daniar said, looking at the carriages and the walking men ahead. “Our plan was thwarted, and we will need to keep working. It’s better if we do. A better chance.”

“You can talk to him when we get there. He’s riding ahead.”

Daniar uttered a curse.

She looked up at him. He noticed how her eyes were moist, like black clouds predicting rain. 

“Don’t you think about anything else?” she asked.

“Hey,” Daniar whispered, looking from side to side. Most of their co-travelers slept or rested silently. “I am sorry.”

“You wouldn’t care about me or your own son, you are always thinking of your plan. Your men. Do you even want me here?”

“Cansu,” he said, trying to swallow his frustration before it boiled up. How could she not understand? “I have been doing all this for you and for Mehmet. To protect you. To bring about better times.”

“For me? How many times have I seen you since the season changed? We had a dream, Daniar. You and I dreamed of something. A family. That’s all I wanted, a happy family. Now, I have never felt more lonely in my life. Understand it, Dan.”

Daniar hissed.

“That’s why I gave up command.”

“And now you’re busier than you ever were.”

Daniar shut his eyes. “I am.”

“And you don’t even stay one minute of the day with me. You don’t even try. You don’t even care.” She looked down and shook her head. “I’ve heard things, that you only married me because you wanted to be on good footing with my father.”

“What?” he shook his head. “How can you believe that?”

Her face was red. Her eyes moist, but he could see her struggling not to cry. Turman’s daughter did not like to cry, but felt it. She felt it too deep. “I don’t want to, but I am starting to feel like I believe that.”

That felt as bad as the stab in his stomach. But it was hard to speak to that. It was hard to show it. He did not want to spew a few pretty things for her to be happy.

“Cansu,” Daniar leaned on. “Please, this is all for our future. What we wanted, a life in peace with our Mehmet and many more to come.”

“Can I have a little bit of it now? It doesn’t matter if we’re on the run. If we have no house and no fields to till, that’s not what I’m waiting for, Daniar.”

“Come on,” he leaned in and tried to softly grab her hand, but she pulled it away.

Daniar leaned in, she did not move away. He leaned in and, ignoring the pain on his stomach, rested his head on her neck. 

“I am sorry.”

She leaned back.

“Do not leave us again,” Cansu said. “I don’t want to feel alone. Please, I don’t want to think of you know what. But understand how I feel.”

“I’m sorry, Cansu,” he said. That could ruin it all. He did not want to be away from Mehmet. Everything would change. What would Turman think? “Don’t think of that! It’ll be worse.”

“Don’t make me think of it then.”
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Chapter V –  The Secret
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Looking back, Segir believed he had gone crazy. He had screamed so much, and in a voice so high he could not believe it belonged to himself. The dragon had eaten Yura whole and had spread its black wings, with scales that glittered like gemstones, then pushed its body down and hopped like a rabbit, catching air between its wings. It had cast a mighty wind around, shaking the few branches around the mountain side, flapping Segir’s hair. It had been a wind so strong Segir thought it would pin him to the ground. The dragon had risen like a leaping grasshopper and flown to the top of the mountain, then pushed its body through a cave near the peak, squeezing in like a mouse going through a hole. Its tail trailed behind, flapping before disappearing into the cavern.

Father Yaros had come running down the hut, justly drawn to Segir’s screams. He had lifted him and carried him to the village, all the while whispering words in a tongue Segir did not know. Segir had been shaking, had tried to speak, but no words would come out of his mouth. 

Yaros’ words wafted in the air, strangely soothing, Segir shut his eyes, feeling a tingling in his bruises and cuts, that mixed with the pain and soothed him.

The streets were as empty as if they had been abandoned in time of war. Father stopped near the healer’s clinic. Old Serdar opened the door timidly, wearing a felt conical hat. He took one startled look at Segir and let them in.

They laid him down on a flat bed. Serdar took a look at Segir’s bruised body and open cuts. He proceeded to apply ice on his bruises, and on his wounds, herbal ointments that burned like hot oil. Segir screamed more than when he saw that creature eat Yura in one bite.

“Take it easy, boy, you already went through the worst part.” Serdar’s voice was calm and reassuring. “And these wounds look at least a day old. I guess that is because of your father’s healing. No matter. How do you feel now?”

Segir blinked. What had he just seen? Had it been a dragon? 

The mere thought of it made him shiver.

A sudden pain in his mouth made him flinch. One of his teeth had been chipped. He still felt the metallic flavor of blood, and noticed that another tooth was missing in the back of his mouth. He felt disgusting. That would surely make him lose points with Annagul.

He shook his head, and did not answer.

“Now,” the physician helped him lift up his torso, and presented him with vial of black fluid. “Drink this. It’s for the pain. One gulp will make it go faster.”

Segir nodded and sipped it. He immediately felt an urge to spit it out. It was bitter like ear wax. He rolled his eyes and forced himself to swallow.

“Good boy,” Serdar, said, turning around and putting the vial away. “I was worried for you too, I thought you two were already dragon food,” the man said.

“Why would we?” father muttered.

The man looked at him with eyes wide open, as if in disbelief.

“Father,” Segir looked back. “A dragon? Did I just see a dragon?”

“That’s what it was, yes,” Father said. Strangely, he had a grin on his face.

Segir sighed. It soon turned into one big chuckle.

“I saw him eat Yura in one bite. Bloody roots! I am lucky.”

Father sighed. “Language, Segir. And you’re lucky you saw it, I guess. But it wouldn’t have eaten you. Dragons don’t eat humans.”

“Well,” Segir said. “Domesticated dragons didn’t, but wild ones surely do.”

Father Yaros raised an eyebrow and fixed him a mocking glance. “Have you ever heard of one, Segir?”

“What do you mean?” Segir asked, trying not to think of the pain.

“A wild dragon?” Yaros said it as if it was the most ridiculous thing in the world.

“Then, where is his owner?” Segir said.

“When have they had owners?” With Yaros’ tone, Segir might as well have said that horses could swim.

Segir raised an eyebrow.

“What are you talking about, father?”

“We don’t need to fear the dragon. He’s just looking for a place to rest his head, like all of us.”

Segir leaned his head back. His father was too calm. He thought the old man tended to trust people too much. He always saw the good in them. But dragons. Segir had seen the dragon swallow a live goat, his own goat. He had thought he himself was about to be chewed and swallowed. But no. Was father right? Father seemed to know something about them.

Yes, he had some dragon icons. Someone said the Karedi used to worship them. Not that Segir had ever asked.

“He was here before,” father said. That dragon. “I remember.”

“The same one?” the physician said. “Well, if that’s the case. I hope he goes away before his hunger kicks in. We can’t herd our cattle next to a dragon. Oh, I’ve heard those things have quite an appetite. This village will go bankrupt if we stop selling milk in Malena. We won’t have any milk to sell.”

“No,” father said, as if brushing it off. “The people should not fear. Poor Yura, but I think she was too far away from our barn. I don’t think the dragon would steal any cattle. I’m sure he won’t touch our stuff.”

“It wouldn’t hurt to be a little more cautious,” Serdar said. “Your boy himself saw what the thing is capable of doing.”

Father cleared his throat, then changed the topic abruptly.

“So, how is this big boy going to hold up?” Yaros tapped on Segir’s shoulder, just above a bruise and a cut. Segir rolled his eyes and clutched his robe in pain.

Then the physician touched beneath his short ribs. Segir growled.

“I am afraid he has a broken rib,” Serdar said.

“What?” Segir asked, feeling the pain become sharper as he exhaled.

“Do not worry,” Serdar said with a slight grin under the bushy mustache. “Most rib injuries are... Well, they are painful, but if you take care of yourself you’ll get better. Do not move too much.”

Segir looked at Yaros. Without the goat, and as there were very few people who believed in father’s religion, much less who needed to pay for any divining service, they would starve.

“Doctor, with all due respect...” Segir muttered. “Listen. We need work, I need to work, and do other things.”

“That is ours to deal with,” Father said.

“If you are in need. I would suggest you consult with the Lightgivers,” the physician said. “They can provide food and shelter. And you can collect food on fast Wednesdays. I could give you a...”

“Who asked for shelter?” Father questioned. 

“With the dragon around,” Serdar said, as if it were obvious.

“Who said we’d want to move?” Father said abruptly. Too abruptly for himself. Segir had never seen his father so adamant about something.

“Father,” Segir cut in. Good or not, he did not want to live near a dragon. Bloody roots. A dragon. “I don’t think it would hurt if we move.”

“Well, that is up for you two to decide,” Serdar said, walking away, then peering out the window. “Now, young boy, you need to rest. You stay here and sleep. We’ll make breakfast for you, but in the morning I’ll be busy and your father would probably come with me. The chieftain is calling for an emergency meeting. I’m guessing they want to know what to do about the dragon.”

“Oh, just in time,” Father said with a grin, then looked down at Segir. “It is a perfect time to voice our concerns.”

“What do you mean? No!” Segir said. “About the Kamuris? No, don’t think about it. Just no, Father don’t even think of doing that. They’re going to go harder on us.”

“You can get your friends to bear witness.”

“No, Father,” Segir raised his voice, following it by clenching his fists and shutting his eyes. “Do not do that. It will make it worse. And we will be seen as cowards. We have to fix it ourselves.”

“Segir, it does not work that way. We have legal resources in our town.”

“I won’t let you,” Segir scowled.

“Segir, it hurts me to see you like this. Do you want to get in more trouble? What do you want to do? Resorting to violence will only make it worse.”

Segir clenched his teeth, and did not say anything.

“I will do what I have to do,” Yaros said, lifting his chin.

“Do not embarrass me,” Segir muttered through clenched teeth. “You know... I will go with you.”

“Segir, my son. Stop it, get some rest.”

***
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THE MORNING WAS DARK and dim. Segir awoke with the noise of townspeople hissing and murmuring outside the physician’s home. He pushed his own body upward, his head throbbing with pain.

Every part of his body hurt with superficial brushes, but nothing as much as his ribs. He growled and leaned over to the side. He stood up with a grunt, dropping his blanket and the damp towels that had cooled his sides during the night.

“The meeting,” he hissed to himself.

“Good morning,” said old Serdar stepping into the room with a large vase in hand. “I’ve brought you breakfast, boy. Need to nourish yourself to get better, eat all you want from our kitchen, I’ll be at the meeting.”

“Morning,” Segir muttered, his voice low and defiant. “Thank you, but I have to go.”

“Go? No! You must rest, boy. Those wounds are serious. Especially your ribs.”

“I have to be at the meeting,” Segir said, limping forward.

“Boy, have a sip, at least. My wife made it all especially for you.”

Segir sighed. He was indeed hungry. He nodded and accepted the vase with both hands and drank a mouthful of ayran. It felt like coming back home again. He rushed to finish it, drinking until the last drop.

“Thank you,” he said, and walked to the wooden door. He pushed it to find a table set with half a dozen bowls of cucumbers, chickpeas, lettuce and feta cheese. He stood at the door.

“Good morning,” the physician’s wife stood to greet him with a smile. She was a stout woman of short stature, pale skin and bright wide eyes. Her hair was black with streaks of gray across her forehead. “Please help yourself.”

Segir stuttered. He knew he had to go.

That would be a rude move. 

But he had to do what he was set to do.

“Miss Kurnagi, I thank you so much, but I—I have to go to the town hall, I.. I am late, and I will come back. Please cover the food.”

“So early?” the woman looked at her husband at the dormitory room. Serdar shrugged.

“Thank you,” Segir stepped forward. It sent a jolt of pain through his upper body. He shut his eyes and clenched his teeth, but he kept going. “Excuse me.”

The morning was chilly and windy, and the street looked empty by then, as most people had already departed. He looked at the hills, and his particular hill was nearby. The entrance to the cave was visible, close to the top, but there was no sign of the dragon. He doubted that it had departed during the night.

He made his way toward the town square. A crowd of probably hundreds of people gathered beneath a canopy of stone. The town major, Imran Kalegi stood in the center, and two imperial delegates with long braids sat by his side. Kalegi’s voice echoed around them, amplified by the natural architecture of the canopy. He stretched both his hands, inviting the crowd to remain silent.

“Order, order please.”

“Let us move to the refuge,” a huddled cry echoed from the crowd.

“Yes, let’s go.”

“Silence!” Imran, the mayor, shouted. Segir noticed sweat dripping from his forehead. “One at the time, please. We will not reach an agreement if you all behave like this. We have received your letters and shall address them in an orderly manner.”

The crowd grew a little more silent, this time with only the sporadic outburst from the crowd. The usual cries were. “Kill it,” or “let’s move away.”

“Alright, so, as you have been quite vocal, mister Junrar, head of... Fine... Kamurkhan, you may speak first, as you requested.”

Kamur’s father, Kamurkhan climbed the stairs of the structure. He was a heavy man, with wavy black hair, a thick, hairy face and no neck. 

“Good morning, my people,” he said, stretching both arms. “Last night, our peaceful village was disturbed by a vision of something vile and unimaginable. A creature from hell, a wild drake appeared and threatened to destroy us. Like an occupying army, he posted himself right on the outskirts of town, threatening our peace and our hard work. It was seen stealing and devouring, as I have been informed, the cattle of a local man. At any moment, and without any warning, the beast may decide to indulge himself at our expense, and devour our cattle, damaging our well-being and prosperity. And in a strike of anger, it can jump down and eat our very children and elderly. That must never happen. I propose to this council, and under the command of our imperial delegates, to gather our best men and kill the creature at once.”

Then, Segir heard a part of the crowd clapping and cheering, among them, the Imperial delegates, most of the Lightgivers, who had formed their own group on a corner close to the stage, and a few others. However, it surprised Segir that many more were booing. “Murderers,” cried the opposing factions.

Segir opened his eyes wide. He thought that their perspective was interesting. The dragon had eaten his goat, but Segir could not blame him. It was a dragon, after all. It was scary and could swallow him or any other human with one gulp, but, it had not done anything else wrong.

Besides, dragons were rare. For all he knew, it might have been the last one in the whole world. He surely did not want to be the dragon’s neighbor, but it did not deserve to be killed.

“No,” cried one of the opposing parties. It was Master Ozmir, a wealthy horse farmer, who happened to be Annagul’s father. He was a broad man of short stature and a back as wide as a bull. A split mustache dropped from the sides of his mouth. “You must never do that.”

“Master Ozmir,” Kalegi said. “Would you come up here and state your position?”

The delegates behind him stepped up and gesticulated toward him, obviously trying to dissuade Kalegi from letting him speak.

“Please, Master Ozmir,” Kalegi invited him up the stairs, and Ozmir stepped up, clutching his belt.

“Men and women of our beautiful town, delegates from our Imperium. I would like to make a point that will resonate with the hearts of many. I say this with respect to our Emperor and his government. But I think what I’m saying is fair. Listen up. I say we must not meddle with the dragon. Lest we forget that dragons have been in league with our people for centuries. It is with their help that we conquered the East, and chased away the sorcerers of Irmakia. It may be legend to you, but it is true. It is in your blood, my blood. Even in the revolution that brought our Emperor Kurgan to the throne, after much injustice, I have not heard of a single dragon injuring their killers. They were martyred in the name of a new emperor, for better or worse.”

Ozmir’s words brought up a few cheers, and some outrage.

“And they have come for revenge,” shouted one among the crowd.

“They will not trouble us,” Ozmir continued. “If we do not provoke him. I say we let him rest from his long journeys, and accommodate him. I say we even send him a gift, to show our thankfulness toward its species, and even an embassy to greet him, just to be at peace with it, do not misunderstand me.”

A few clapped, but others, once again, booed.

Then, Segir caught a glimpse of his own father. The back of his brown-haired head. Segir started to walk toward him, pushing through the crowd and excusing himself. But Father was way in the front.

Kalegi was seemingly distraught. He seemed not to know what to do with the opposing factions.

He raised both hands.

“Has any member of this council ever dealt with a dragon?”

The citizens exchanged glances. Suddenly, Segir noticed a hand raising to the sky. He was surprised to realize that it was his own father.

There was silence, and the eyes of the entire crowd fixed on him like a mountain lion stalking a deer.

Segir tried to catch him, at least to remind him not to do something foolish, but the old man kept walking up the stairs, and positioned himself under the canopy.

“Master Yaros,” Kalegi greeted him with a nod.

“Get that heathen off the stage!” shouted Kamurkhan. “He should have no place in this village.”

“Good morning,” Yaros said. “My fellow villagers. I have received many words of rebuttal and even of offense. For I am a man born in the Northlands. Yes, the very mountains which dragons once called home. For that and many other reasons, I am labeled as a heathen by Lightgivers and even other religions. My faith is not welcome...”

“What does this have to do with the dragon?” Segir heard the person ahead of him ask.

Segir hid his face. He did not like it when his father brought up how different they were.

“But many others,” Yaros continued, “however, have treated me with kindness and respect. Even our very own chieftain. I, as a youth remember watching dragons fly up and about from our mountains. We saw them, rarely, emerge and raise up to the heavens. I have not been here for long, a few decades and more, but if you remember well, about the time I came to live here, there was a big commotion about demons in the air. Some questioned whether it was a dragon. Let me tell you, I believe it is this very same creature, who has come to visit a place of its youth. Back then, no harm did come to us, and it won't at any time in the future. I am the farmer whose goat was killed yesterday. But I hold no grudge against our winged guest. I know for a fact that dragons are kind creatures. They are noble in temperament and disposition. We have all heard of the Oath of Dragons, and I believe they still follow it to a comma. If we ally ourselves with him, there will be only protection and friendship. That being said...”

Segir was almost relieved after his father's speech, so much that he forgot what his worries actually were.

“There are other problems that are troubling our village.”

Segir felt his soul drawn away from his body and his skin go pale.

“Nepotism and discrimination, corruption and concealment trouble us. Harassment.”

“Father, please don't...” Segir whispered to himself, as if trying to make his father read his mind.

“I would like to make a public appeal against Kamurkhan. And an appeal to him to keep a leash on his son. His son has been harassing mine and even injured him. His acquaintances entered my home without any provocation and have wrecked the walls. They took my goat away from the barn. That’s where the dragon found it.”

“Ridiculous,” Kamurkhan shouted at his side. “Your son is a vandal, a resented wreck who attacked mine.”

Two adults arguing over two young men. Segir lowered his head. He turned around. There was nothing to do anymore, perhaps, the only solution was to bury himself in the ground, or if the opportunity arose, to migrate to a faraway city. After all, there was no money in Zikra. Many young men from the village had already moved to the capital or other cities to work.

Segir walked away.

“Enough, sir,” Kalegi interrupted him. “Now, we are dealing with another issue, and these situations have to be addressed at a private court. Now, about the dragon. I will issue a poll, we will host it right here, at this moment.” 

Segir turned around. He was still curious as to see what the outcome was. It would be a shame if they killed the dragon.

Maybe he should protect it. Help it escape.

What am I thinking? It’s a bloody dragon.

Kalegi looked at the imperial delegates. Segir was not naive. He knew that if they had a hand in that, they could manipulate the numbers.

“So, we will count one by one. Master Ozmir will do the honors. I need every member of this committee, representing every household, who wishes to draw the dragon away, to raise their hands at this very moment.”

Then, Segir saw a sea of hands raising to the air. There were too many of them. To him, it seemed like a majority.

That was not fair. But if it was just about driving it away, it wasn’t really that bad.

Ozmir stepped forward and started counting, pointing his finger forward and humming the numbers.

The two imperial delegates did so with pen and ink, consulting among themselves sporadically. They looked pleased as they did.

“Now,” Kalegi said. “Those who wish to let the dragon be, or welcome it, raise your hands.”
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Chapter VI – Settlements
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The settlers moved tirelessly, the younger ones complained and ached through the long morning hours, and the wounded and elderly advanced in their carriages without stopping. Cansu fell asleep with Mehmet in her arms, and Daniar did not even try to sleep. The sun was already rising high and warming the cold air, but the chill of fear did not leave them. And he now had more clarity to see his own wounds. He wondered whether he would be able to heal completely.

The next couple of hours would be decisive, and he mourned not being able to stand and fight for them.

He was surprised to notice that his carriage had halted, and the rest of the company had slowed their pace through the forest. He soon saw a few ex-cadets and General Turman limping toward him with  cane in hand. Daniar sighed involuntarily. That could be him if his wounds did not heal. 

“Daniar,” Turman said, approaching the carriage.

“General,” Daniar exclaimed, noticing his own bodily position was unflattering, with his bent chest and slumped shoulders.

Turman looked from side to side and leaned in toward the carriage. Daniar’s travel partners, Cansu, Mehmet and the elderly were sleeping like logs.

“The rainy season has made our tracks too noticeable,” Turman declared in a harsh tone. “They will find us, sooner or later.”

Daniar pressed his teeth. His eyelids twitched involuntarily. He knew that. He had known that all along, but had chosen to push it away. He wished to ask, what they should do, or how they should do it, but he knew already. There was no rest for him. There was no time to waste. He cast a glance at Turman’s companions. Two boys of around fifteen or fourteen. The defense of the settlement would rest between their hands and that of white-haired men over sixty. All the fighting men of their clan had fallen to Imperial spells.

“What do you propose?” Daniar muttered.

“We have been moving toward the Karedi settlements. Frankly, we did not expect having to move so rapidly, and... They do not expect us either. We sent a rider to alert them of our visit, but he has not come back. We don’t know what they will say.”

“What alert did you send?” Daniar said. “What did you ask them?”

“We need to strike a deal with the Karedi, Daniar. We need to recruit them, and we need you to lead their defense. Our defense.”

Daniar sighed in frustration.

“I am wounded, Turman, I would love to help, but I cannot fight like this. I would have to be at the front. And with all due respect, are you not a general? Do you not have decades of experience, even more than years I have of life?”

“Daniar,” Turman pointed a finger at him. “I have too much to deal with. I will be by your side, but there’s too much for me with the sick and the wounded. And about the food. You have seen the mages, you told me yourself you had killed a few. And frankly, you are much brighter than I ever was. I do not know this kind of warfare. I never experienced it. Even back then when we battled magicians. It was different.”

“And do you expect the Karedi to join us? Those fools won’t fight even if they would lose their families.”

“Gold. They like gold. We will offer them our gold if they refuse.”

“Gold? If they were about gold they would have converted to the Light already. And if they cared about anyone else other than their own they would have joined us before. Besides, they are not warriors. They sit around reading and making floral arrangements. How can I make those bakers into victors, when our own old elite guards fell?”

“But you survived. And you escaped.”

“Barely. And what about them? Should we face against the Skyfather knows how many mages, with a few hours of training?”

“We have no other choice, Daniar. And you know war very well, although you have not experienced it half as I have. Why do you fight knowing that you can die?”

“Hope, but I’d rather not die.”

“Hope. You said it yourself. And if that is so, I’d rather die a hero and defend my people than die a coward. Think of them. I give you plenty of time. If you could improvise a strategy that saved your own life, you can take this few hours of travel to think of something.”

Daniar leaned his head back. The general turned around and walked back to the front of the company. The driver jerked the reins and the carriage started rolling again.

The next hours were as heavy as a yoke of iron and a grinding wheel. Daniar found his eyelids twitching even more, and his own head turning, as if possessed by a spirit. Images flashed through his mind, of bursts of green light and exploding arms and legs, and splattered blood, of the ones he once called comrades and friends, torn into pieces.

He clenched his teeth and pushed the images away. He pushed through the fear.

He had to find a way to defeat them.

The magicians had traps, the magicians could not be seen.

They had used the forest to their advantage. The Dragonsworn had trusted in their own judgment, they had imagined that the high ground, the knowledge of the forests, their own tree towers would conceal them from the enemy. They thought they could protect themselves from danger. But they had failed.

Why had they?

Because they thought themselves better. They had underestimated their foe.

At least Rasdam did.

The magicians were few, but they had been wiser. 

Daniar soon saw the forest turn sparse. A few tall houses could be seen in the relative distance, all made of dark gray stone and shrouded among the tall trees. A small mountain of limestone and green stood nearby. Daniar saw hundreds of holes in its midst, large enough to host battering rams. Those had to be the famed houses of the Karedi, who had only recently moved into that mountain and made it their home.

Soon, Daniar saw people lock themselves in their stone houses as the carriages rolled in and the crowd marched into their territory, leading up to the mountain village. It was not too much later that more than two dozen men with spears surrounded them. Their bodies were frail, almost emaciated, and wore armor of wood and rusty bronze.

Daniar pushed his own body upward and observed how two men approached old Turman and interrogated him like a murder suspect.

“What is happening?” Cansu asked from behind him.

“Your father... They are arguing with him.” Daniar looked attentively. The two spearmen spoke, their eyes frowning in anger and their mouths exploding in screams. Daniar narrowed his eyes. After a few minutes of arguments and debate, the two soldiers escorted Turman into the main cave, leaving a group of Dragonsworn soldiers.

“What are they doing?” Cansu asked. “Why did they take him in?”

“Nothing serious, I hope, but I doubt the welcome is going as smooth as he expected,” Daniar muttered.

Cansu looked at him with a furrowed brow. Her face had become paler than usual.

“What do you know about these people?” she asked.

“Renegades like us, but peaceful, they say.”

“I do not like the way they looked at my father.”

There was silence in the camp, the Karedi settlers also did not intervene nor strike up conversations with the Dragonsworn.

“What do you think they’ll do to him?” Cansu asked.

“I don’t think they’d do anything...” Daniar muttered softly. “Worst possible outcome would be them sending us back.”

Suddenly, loud complaints were heard among the people. Even some of the young soldiers Turman had armed.

“We’re hungry,” shouted some.

A woman had raised to her feet and was shouting, begging for the mercy of the Karedi. The spearmen looked at her, exchanged glances among themselves and did not speak.

Young Mehmet started to cry, waking up the entire carriage, and Cansu tried to console him in vain. Daniar looked around, staring at their possible future hosts, the Karedi, and at his own, emaciated, elderly or too-young soldiers. Aside from the men, he considered involving their women in the battle. It was unthinkable for people of the capital, as were most of his own. They would fight hard in order to protect their women from imperial slavery and a terrible fate. However, he knew that his ancestors had employed women in battle many times in history. 

Daniar could never imagine his wife fighting, though.

His son would be at risk. Too much risk for so fragile a thing.

He shook his head, shocked to imagine what could go on within the next hours or days. 

He was surprised to see two Karedi lancers with their spears advancing toward his carriage. 

“Are you Daniar Ozer?” one of them asked in a thick, northern accent.

“Yes,” Daniar said softly, narrowing his eyes.

“Come with us.”

“I do not refuse,” Daniar grunted, pushing himself up and swallowing the pain not to make a face. The gauze felt tight around his waist, stained with pink blood. He tried to jump off the carriage, but a sharp pain stabbed him as he arched his back

The guard called his comrades to come forward and assisted Daniar by placing their hands under his armpits and lifting him up. Daniar stepped carefully, supported by the Karedi, and stood up. He then followed him toward the mountain He had his teeth clenched, and felt the weight of the entire settlement on him.

They took him through a small wall of silver stones, and gated battlements. The main cavern was soon in front of him, like a bear’s lair, except carved in a perfect arch, inside, he saw another group of men with red pointed hats, hemp tunics and long bronze spikes.

The inside was much different that he had imagined. Although the cave itself was dark and dim, the floor had been mostly refurbished and covered in elaborate rugs. There were no windows in the hall itself, but the light from the sun coming from the entrance was enough, and the inner walls were covered with torches, but most of them had not been lit. 

Daniar held on, making sure not to reveal the extent of his pain. Sweat dripped from his brow, and he breathed in shallow patterns. Pain jostled his lower abdomen, and he feared having opened his wounds again.

Through various sets of curtains, Daniar finally saw Turman's white hair, as he stared back at him with a furrowed brow.

A man with pale skin and raven black hair was sitting cross legged upon a green rug. A red felt hat on his head, embroidered with golden birds.

“So you are the only survivor,” the man said, he had a soft voice, and looked at Daniar from head to toe. “Who were the ones that attacked you?

Daniar greeted the man with a nod.

“Imperial forces, mages. I saw a few hoplites, but not the majority.”

The man sighed, resting his chin on his hand. He had a worried expression on his face.

“How many are they, and how many were you?” he hastily asked Daniar.

Daniar ground his teeth before answering.

“I counted seventy-six. Forty are mages, the rest hoplites and a few horsemen.”

The man in the red hap made a face and huffed indignantly.

“You have brought them upon us,” he scowled, stretching his hands in front of his face as if to pray. “Now, nothing else may come out of it but our own people chased and killed as if it was their fault. You will drag us along with you into our doom!"

“But what option do you have?” Turman asked.

“That is exactly what I am talking about!" the man hissed. “You give me no option. What am I to do? There is one, there is one way out, which is to... to surrender to them.”

“Do you think that will be enough?” Daniar said calmly. “Do you think they will leave you alone? You’re Karedi after all, the Empire doesn’t allow you to live on your own land unsupervised.”

“See what you did to us!” the man pointed at Daniar.

“Let me tell you what I saw, “Daniar said. “I saw them murder my men with no remorse, and I saw them torture my very own comrade with fire. These are the people who massacred your people fifteen years ago, taking no prisoners. Killing even women and children. It was just a matter of time until they found you.”

“You brought it upon us.”

“You promised to help us. Would you turn around like a coward?” Daniar said.

The chieftain rolled his eyes.

“I should have never agreed to assist you. This...”

“Listen,” Daniar said. “We do not know how this will turn out. They may forgive you, but what if they demand your people as slaves, or massacre you altogether? You do not know these people. Now it is time for our people to fight together or die apart.”

The chieftain looked down, disgust in his eyes, his mouth curled as if queasy. He shook his head and looked up at Daniar again. He did not speak

“But...” Daniar spoke softly. He cast Turman a glance. “We have a chance at defeating them. They are not many. With your help, we have the numbers to defeat them. We will not make the same mistake as before.”

“This man,” Turman declared, pointing a finger at Daniar, “is our best strategist. He was one of the best recruits, fifteen years ago, and he knows much more than many experienced warriors. He is brilliant.”

“We are not soldiers,” the chieftain scowled. “How can I put my people in peril like this?”

“We do not need soldiers,” Daniar said. “We need hunters.”
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Chapter VII –  The Devil’s Advocate


[image: image]


Segir raised his hand and looked around, finding that many had raised their hands to protect the life of the dragon. In the stone canopy overhead, imperial delegates frowned as the scene that displayed before their eyes, and counted grudgingly.

After the counting was through, Annagul’s father and the imperial delegates declared their numbers to each other. Segir observed as they argued, and the chieftain was drawn into the discussion. Segir turned around, his neck also throbbing with pain, and looked at the hill where the dragon had nested the previous night. Were they even capable of killing it? He imagined that if he had had bad intentions he would have already gone out and dined on human flesh. 

“Silence,” the chieftain spoke from the platform. “Silence!”

The crowd’s murmurings stopped, and the chieftain took a step forward.

“There are some discrepancies with both counts, and mine. However, in any case, as chieftain of this town I declare that we will not meddle with the creature, and we shall wait for its departure from our lands. There shall be no welcoming party, and we shall let this matter rest for the moment.”

Timid claps and loud boos echoed simultaneously. Segir sighed with relief. 

The crowd dispersed. Up above on the platform, the imperial delegates seemed like they had been mugged in the town square. Their eyes were open wide in anger and they screamed at the chieftain with threatening gestures.

Segir advanced and found his own father turning, starting on the way home.

“Father,” Segir said, walking toward him and wrapping his arms around him. His sides felt like he was being stabbed so he let go immediately.

“What are you doing here?” Yaros asked, looking down at his bandaged body. “Go back to bed.”

“I had to be here,” Segir said, almost panting. “I told you not to talk about Kamur, it won’t help.”

“It’s alright, my boy, I’ll take care of you.”

“Look at these two heathens,” they heard a harsh voice behind their backs. Segir and his father turned, only to find Kamurkhan glaring at them, arms crossed over his fat belly and a sick smile on his face. He chuckled. “I see what they did to your boy. Maybe he had it coming.”

“Who do you think you are, Kamurkhan?” Yaros said. “We try to keep the peace and you keep acting like this village belongs to you.”

“You heathen vermin,” Kamurkhan scowled, raising a finger, fat like a kebab sausage. “You are the one who does not belong here. You shifty Karedi vermin, poisoning our land with black magic and thieves.”

Segir frowned. What did thieves have to do with that? For all he knew, Kamur had been the one who’d gone into his house and destroyed his property.

“It has only just begun,” Kamurkhan grunted. “If you want war, you will have it.”

Father kept his lips tensed. Kamurkhan turned around slowly and walked to his carriage on the edge of the square.

“Father, let it go,” Segir said, but it was too late, as his father was already standing before the man in charge. The chieftain.

“Look at my son,” Father said. “Look at what Kamurkhan’s son has done and received no punishment.”

Segir felt as if he was sinking into the ground below. He turned his head and started to whistle. 

The chieftain sighed in frustration, then looked at Father as if offended by his ignorance.

“Listen, Yaros, good sir, your child and Kamurkhan’s child have had their own quarrels. If they do not bother each other, there will be no quarrel. Tell your boy to let it rest, and not to bother Kamurkhan’s family.”

“Let it rest? The boy can barely walk. Kamur was the first to harass him.”

“After coming into the market fair uninvited,” Kalegi said.

Typical, Segir thought, Kalegi always made excuses for old Kamurkhan. A large source of tax revenue, and perhaps a few gifts on the side would always ensure that.

Yaros sighed in frustration.

“Does he have the right not to let independent traders in?”

“The market is his. Private property,” Kalegi said, trying to look away and not face Yaros directly. “Now, if you’ll excuse me.”

He turned around, hastening his pace and exiting into his own carriage. Yaros shook his head.

“Go back to bed, Segir,” he cast Segir a severe glance.

“I told you that you won’t be able to fix it like that, Father,” Segir hissed. “We have to take it into our own hands.”

“Do not speak nonsense, boy.”

“Excuse me, Master Yaros,” Segir heard a deep voice address his father. Both turned in surprise, only to find old Ozmir standing next to them. His black mustache dangled like those of a catfish.

“Master Ozmir,” Yaros greeted him with a nod. “How is business?”

“Not bad. I was intrigued to hear again of your experiences with dragons. These people are blind with their rage against the poor creatures. And I do not know what Kamurkhan wants with the dragon dead. My guess is he’s seeking favor with the Imperial office. Anyway, good man, I believe you have been treated wrongly by him and many others. What kind of precedent are we as Zikranians setting, may I ask? It is not fair. In that spirit, I would like to invite you and your son to my home.”

“You’re very kind, Master Ozmir,” Yaros said with a slight nod.

Segir blinked in surprise. He felt blood rush into his cheeks. If he was to be invited to Ozmir’s house, he would be able to strike up conversation with Annagul. Why were those two so kind? They were wealthy as Emperors. But... If he went all tattered and bandaged, Annagul would probably look down on him with pity. That was not what he wanted to elicit in her eyes. 

“But now, my son needs rest—” Yaros said.

“I can go,” Segir cut him off. 

“Then, I shall set up lunch immediately,” Ozmir did not wait for Yaros’ response.

“Segir,” Yaros said. “You have still to take breakfast with Serdar’s family, they made it especially for you.”

Father was right. It would be unkind to reject them or not partake in their feast.

Ozmir laughed heartily.

“Meet me later at my home, you need to eat well, anyway. Two servings in each house won’t do you harm.”

***
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SEGIR PREPARED. HE noticed that the bruises on his left eye and arm were changing color and looking worse with every passing hour. The ones on his arms and legs were quick to be covered. The bandage that crossed his skull could be easily covered with a felt hat. It looked like he was preparing for a harsh winter, and sweat started to moisten his upper body. At least, on the outside, it looked as though his injuries were minor. He imagined himself striking conversation with Annagul, perhaps thanking her again and asking how the business was going.

They left and marched the longest two miles Segir had ever experienced. Pain pulsated through him with each step, and every inch of his body ached, but he pressed on, unwilling to miss out on the day he would really get to know Annagul.

Master Ozmir had set up his farm on a long terrain, the flattest in the valley. The grass there was greener than in other parts, and was guarded by a long wooden fence and bound alaunt dogs that barked like the hounds of hell. Horses grazed and galloped on their ranges. 

An eastern servant guided them to the villa. It was not built of baked mud bricks like most of the town, and of limestone from the mountains. There, as they advanced toward it, Segir heard a female voice yelling in the distance. He turned his face, drawn to it. He was surprise to see Annagul more than a dozen spans from him, inside the range. She galloped on an elegant brown horse, spurring on it and dashing like the wind. Her long hair had been braided into a bun, and accentuated the sharp features of her face.

He stopped and followed her with his eyes. The scene looked like something out of a Parzhian miniature. He could tell she was an expert rider. He had been to horse races twice, and the speed and control she displayed were up to that level. Why was she so good? She advanced elegantly, as if she were one with the horse. The horse was also well bread, muscular, with impeccably brushed hair.

“Segir,” Father’s voice woke him from the trance. “Let’s go, mister Ozmir is waiting.”

He nodded and stepped back, but kept looking. In an instant, he caught Annagul’s glance, looking at him from the corner of her eyes. Her eyes immediately drifted back, as she gently pulled the reins and rode in a circle around the barn.

Facing the Villa, the door opened wide and Ozmir appeared with a wide smile under the split mustache.

“You’re finally here,” the stout old man said. “Please make yourselves at home.”

“I thank you,” Yaros said with a slight bow of his head. He stepped in, but Segir wanted to look back. What if Annagul did not join them for tea? That would be a waste.

Segir stepped inside and took off his boots. The place was homely, too homely it seemed, especially when compared to the vast land under Ozmir’s possession. A purple carpet spread all over the floor, full of flowery patterns, and what Segir imagined to be horses embroidered in it. Furniture was lacking, but ornate arrows and saddles, quivers and bows hung from the walls.

There were no tables nor chairs, only carpeting. Those were people who held on to their steppe customs of the ancestors. Yaros walked in and knelt down, to finally sit cross legged. Segir imitated him, squinting his eyes at the pain. The bruises on his calves and thighs did not rest.

Ozmir’s wife approached them with a tray of hot tea and poured it for them in two small cups, followed by bowls of soup. She was a slim, elegant woman, much younger than her husband, and her long black hair was combed into two fine braids.

“Thank you,” Yaros said, grasping the tea and sipping on it. Segir did the same, but he scowled at the hot water touching his burnt lips.

Ozmir leaned out of the yurt and clapped his hands.

“Anna, come here, the soup will get cold.”

The hooves of her horse still resounded outside. Segir listened attentively. They did not come down in speed until a few seconds later. He lowered his cup and the soup, and waited. 

“Well,” Ozmir said, and sat cross legged in front of them.

She walked in, a grin on her face, sweat and mud on her boots. 

“Sorry I am late,” she said, taking off her boots, wearing riding trousers, yellow flowers embroidered to the leather and silk. Segir felt his own cheeks burn. “Good afternoon,” she said with a slight nod and dropped to her knees.

“Good afternoon,” Yaros said, and Segir repeated it with an almost inaudible mumble.

“Oh, my favorite,” she said, and gulped on the hot soup.

“Anna, behave,” her mother scolded her as she approached with a tray of mezze.

“So, I heard you two met at the market,” Ozmir said to Segir as he grabbed a piece of flatbread and dipped it in garlic paste. 

“Yes,” Segir said with a slight nod. “We met, she was very kind.”

He was both surprised and proud at his confidence.

Annagul sighed and smiled at him.

“I was...” Annagul was already chewing on the bread. Instead of hot tea, Segir noticed that there was a horn of kumis set for her. “Just doing what anyone would have done.”

“Anyone should have done,” Yaros said, quietly dipping his bread. “That was genuine kindness. We need more people like me, my son has been mocked and...”

“Father, it’s enough,” Segir said. “Thank you, Annagul.”

“Anyway, that’s all water under the bridge,” Ozmir said. “Now you have a dragon literally above your roof. That is wonderful news, isn’t it?”

“Wonderful?” Segir asked. “What do you mean?”

“It means they are coming back, of course. There is hope.”

Segir’s expression seemed to have changed into pure confusion, because Ozmir proceeded to explain what he had in mind.

“We are from the old generation, young Segir. Before prince Kurgan.”

“What about prince Kurgan?” Segir said. He had not cared much for the Emperor before, but from what he heard, he was not a nice man.

“We were not always living here in Zikra, our people I mean. We were always on the move. First from the Western steppe, then to the largest cities in the East. We came in a time where dragons were revered. They guarded the peace and helped humans build their world. They guarded us from our enemies. With Hyrkanon, the First Emperor, our ancestors rode on and built the Maranian Empire. Yes, there were difficulties, especially during the last decades, but never as bad as how it is now.”

“Ozmir,” Annagul’s mother directed him a worried glance. There was something somber about her expression. Perhaps, as Segir interpreted, he was talking too much.

“Don’t worry, Raxana, Master Yaros and his son are as far as Kurgan supporters as anyone could be.”

“I try to stay away from politics,” Yaros said.

“Everybody does,” Ozmir said, quietly tearing a piece of flatbread and dipping it in tahini. “Everybody should, if he wants to keep his or her head attached.”

“Is it not what kings do?” Segir asked, half ashamed. “I mean, if you talk about them, they get you. Is that not right?”

“It was never like that before,” Ozmir said. “Do you remember, Yaros? Kurgan defied his brother openly. Man was free to say as he wished. What he thought. Now, if any of the imperial counselors, or one of his spies were to listen to us, we would end up in labor camps or worse.”

“I see,” Segir nodded. That was probably why he did not see any servants. He wondered if Ozmir, his wife, and Annagul did all the work in the farm.

“And you must know,” Ozmir said, this time more quietly. White kumis now stained parts of his mustache. “That Kurgan ordered the destruction of every last dragon. Then, as you see, there are more who escaped. They could at any moment invade the capital, but it is not in their nature.”

“What do you mean?” Segir asked. “Is it that oath of dragons I keep hearing about?”

Ozmir looked at his father.

“Oh yes,” the old man said in a solemn tone. There were hints of pride about it. Not his own, but that of things long past. “They are bound to it. Since the time of Hyrkanon, the first Emperor. And they haven’t broken it once. They swore that as long as a descendant of Hyrkanon ruled, they would not to hurt any man, woman or child living lawfully within the Maranian Empire. They would not kill any citizen nor slave. Only in defense of the innocent.”

“Then? How did they fight?” Segir asked. “Who did they fight?”

“They left internal affairs to humans, they helped them only against external enemies.  Namely the Barians for most of our history. Sometimes, the Easterlings.”

“So that’s what brought them down?” Segir asked. “They let humans kill them?”

Ozmir sighed, as if going over a painful memory.

“Dragons do not go against their principles, they prefer to die. And so they did.”

Segir pressed his lips. He had heard that dragons could talk and think, but now they seemed even more human than humans themselves. Would he really be safe speaking to a dragon?

“You did not know about that?” Annagul asked, almost surprised.

“No,” he looked at his father. “Father never talks about it. I... I did not even know he came from that place where dragons were from.”

“You never asked,” Father said.

“It’s all new to me, and fascinating,” Segir said. For some reason, his heart was pounding fast. He thought a dragon would be a great friend to have, especially under his circumstances.

Annagul elbowed him softly. Segir jerked in pain, but the fact that it was Annagul made the blood drain from his face and a chill went through him. She leaned toward him.

“I think we should go talk to him,” Annagul said.

“Talk to whom? The dragon?” Segir peeled his eyes wide and almost jumped at the suggestion. He was surprised that Master Ozmir and his wife said nothing. Yaros took a sip, and his eyes were now fixed on Segir, waiting for a reaction.

“Yes,” Annagul said innocently, or perhaps far from innocent. “Why not? You don’t get a chance to meet one every day.”
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Chapter VIII –  Preparations
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After agreeing to assist the Karedi, Daniar was put in charge of their defense. He organized the Karedi spearmen, numbering one hundred and three in total. It turned out that their role was more ceremonial than martial, and they only had basic training in traditional forms. None of them had fought even their own shadows. Their hunters, however, although fewer in number, seemed good enough. Decent archers. The Karedi people were also known as renowned miners and he thought that such a profession would come in handy. Daniar waited to meet his men while biting his nails. He knew that Karedi men and women were not happy that their peace had been threatened by their presence. He hoped to gain their trust. If he didn’t, it’d be akin to jumping from the pan to the fire.

The prospective soldiers gathered quickly, and Daniar realized that the people of the settlement were highly organized. They, like his own band of Hanerkist rebels, had been forced to live on the fringes of the empire and were used to quick mobilization and escape.

At first, Daniar noticed a few irate glances and murmuring among the troops, but then, their priests intervened. Daniar was not good at giving speeches. He took note of the priest’s evocation of ancient battles. As far as he knew, the Karedi worshiped not only the planets, but also dragons, and the statues all around their encampment witnessed to it.

“These men,” the priest went on. “Have the noblest goal. For more than a decade we have mourned the death of their protectors. Our neighbors today have sought to avenge them, they have been persecuted and killed. Now, it is our duty to right those wrongs. It is our moment to stand. Our hunter-mages have tracked the essence of our tormentors. We know them to be near, and that they are not many. They have magic with them, but we have our own. And our magic is on the side of the gods. And we will prevail with their help.”

That did the trick. Dragon flags had been erected for each team, and they started to work as soon as possible. Daniar’s plan had to bear fruit.

The next morning, they mobilized to dig trenches and traps all around the mountain. There was no artillery, but there were hundreds of archers preparing to attack both from above, behind wooden trenches and below.

By the second day, and after a long rest at the barracks, the Karedi informed him that the enemy was probably tracking them with the same magic spell their trackers used. They had a solution that Daniar found very useful and somewhat frightening.

The ritual was carried out immediately, and as part of inspecting the work, one of the officers prompted Daniar to witness it. He was taken through the tunnels, into a room lit by a single candle.

Six hooded men clad in red joined and formed a circle, and a sigil had been painted in animal blood beneath their feet. Sixteen angles drawn within a circle. 

Daniar felt goosebumps. He shook when he heard the spell emerging from their mouths, chanting in an unknown, Western language. It was a spell of confusion directed at the enemy, and as green magic vapors rose from the ground, he himself felt he did not know where he was. For a moment, he feared losing his mind and his soul.

The experience left him shivering. Throughout the centuries the Hanerkian Dynasty ruled, magic was outlawed. It had seemed barbaric and dangerous. He and most of his generations were rightly afraid of it. When Emperor Kurgan usurped the throne, as a convert to an extreme sect of the Lightgiver religion, he had made magic the main means of warfare in the Empire. From that day on, he had faced magic each day, fearing for his life. It was ironic that one day he would be relying it to save his people.

Daniar simply nodded and exited mid-ritual. He shook his head, as if trying to rid himself of the stupor. He stormed out, hands on the rocky walls, and searched for the light of the outside world. Turman was standing right at the exit of the cave, speaking to the commander of the lancers, a twenty something year old man with yellow hair and eyes as blue as the sky at mid-day. Bead strings hung from his neck, with different carved figures in between.

Turman stepped forward with his limping leg and placed a heavy hand upon Daniar’s shoulder.

“Well done, Daniar.”

Daniar nodded at his father-in-law.

“Are you feeling fine?” Turman asked him, examining him from head to toe. “You look as if a carriage ran over you.”

“I’m okay,” Daniar replied.

Turman chuckled as if he was saying a joke. “You don’t look like it.”

“I’ve had worse days,” Daniar muttered through gritted teeth.

Turman looked at the spearmen’s commander, but he spoke to Daniar.

“Captain Reth has informed me that they’re moving our people to the refuge.”

“To a refuge?” Daniar asked. He shook his head. “No one told me about that. Where is that refuge?”

“It’s a safe place,” the yellow-haired lancer-commander said, trying to sound reassuring, but it did not seem he believed it.

“How safe? How far away is it?” Daniar inquired. “Are you certain that Kurgan’s men are not at their heels right now.”

“Master Daniar,” Captain Reth bowed his head slightly, fidgeting with the religious imagery on his  necklace. “It is east from here, another cave. Enough to host a thousand people.”

“Some of their lancers went with them,” Turman said. “And if something happens they have flares and horns.”

“They left?” Daniar asked, promptly peering out of the mountain. “On which direction did they go?”

“Well, directly Eastward, just opposite of the entrance.”

Daniar gritted his teeth and glanced at the old man with frustration.

“The enemy has trackers, why did they go without informing me?” Daniar said.

“We have magicians as well, Daniar, it’s okay,” Turman said. “They thought it well before sending them. They will shield them from the trackers. Isn’t it right, Captain Reth?”

Daniar sighed and turned his back on Turman.

He rushed out of the mountain, circling it and limping as fast as he could. He had to see his wife, he had not spoken a word to her since he had got off that chariot. He could imagine her cooling off with hidden anger, growing her resentment like a flower bud on a pot; and think of leaving him. Just thinking of that made him utter curses under his breath. The least he could do would be to tell her his plan and reassure her.

As he dashed to the side of the mountain, he saw a small wagon pulled at by ponies. Two Karedi spearmen were on top, carrying provisions.

“Hey,” Daniar said, raising his hand and signaling them to stop. They looked at each other, as if confused, and argued for an instant before pulling the reins.

Daniar rushed toward them, ignoring the pain on his own limbs.

“Hey, are you going to see the refugees?” he asked.

“Yes, sir,” one of them said meekly. Certainly, not the tone he expected from a soldier. 

“Take me there, and then back, alright?” 

The two men exchanged glances. After few hours of preparation and disturbance to their daily lives, they had no other option.

Daniar leaned in and pulled his own body up into the carriage. The two drivers made their wheels turn once again through the overgrown path, not saying a word. They made their short horses advance faster, and Daniar managed to finally see the trail of people walking away from the forest path. A few carriages advanced at the side of people moving on foot. Among them, Daniar noticed his wife’s wavy hair and Mehmet in her arms. She turned around, her face pale, eyes sunken and dark circles around them. 

“Stop, stop!” Daniar shouted, and as the drivers did he clumsily got down. His wife turned around for an instant and advanced toward him. “Finally,” he said.

“Is something wrong?” she asked.

“I needed to see you,” Daniar said, trying to reach her hands.

She gave him a weary glance.

“Daniar. Are we safe? What are you intending to do?”

“I wish I knew.”

“Then why did you come all the way? Are you afraid you won’t see me again?”

“No, Cansu. I’ll do my best not to die. But I’ve made many mistakes and I promise I will change that,” he said, looking into her eyes. “This is a time for taking chances. I know that I failed you, but I am trying my best not to fail you anymore.”

“Good,” she mumbled.

“I...” Daniar said, looking at the overgrown grass beneath his feet. “Promise as soon as we’re through with this, I’ll be there for you and Mehmet.”

She looked up at him. There were no more tears in her eyes. She nodded simply, as if he was informing him he was taking a walk.

“He needs you, Daniar,” she said. The boy’s green eyes glanced at him intently.

“I know.” Daniar nodded.

“Excuse me lady, we must move faster,” one of the crowd’s escorts said, calling her to walk back to the group and not delay them any longer.

“I have to go.”

“Take care of yourself,” he leaned in and stole a kiss. A mere brush of lips. She did not seem to mind, or follow through, or even care. “I will see you soon.”

She turned around and joined the group again.

Daniar sighed again. He clenched his fists. She did not seem pleased. He had to do much more after the battle.

If there was an after.

It could all be worse. Images pierced through his mind. Pain. The defenses he had built fallen. The Karedi who had trusted him massacred, limbs torn apart and blood splattered like creeks after waves of magical blasts. Others taken as slaves and brought to the capital, or tortured for the sadism of the Imperial guards. Refugees, both Karedi and Dragonsworn, chased like wild deer in the forest, hunted and subjected to a fate worse than death. He could not let his own wife suffer such a fate. Only over his dead body, and if he was sure about something, he would not let himself get killed.

Daniar rode back to the cave. He looked up to find sentinels posted among the top of the hill. An image suddenly flashed in his mind, making him stop abruptly. A shiver overcame him and sweat dripped from his fore. Just like when he had been ambushed. He himself had been acting as watchman. Evil magic had rained on him and Larkan like fire from the sky. He shuddered at the thought that it could happen again, at a much larger and deadlier scale.

He took a deep breath, shaking his head as if ridding himself of the dreadful thoughts, casting a glance at the people around him, preparing to defend their lives.

All under his command.

Daniar returned to his post, inspecting different sections. He spent the afternoon waiting with his men, knowing that it could happen at any moment. It was only a matter of hours. And so it did before he reached the mountain itself. 

There was no warning horn, as their plan was not to draw any attention to themselves. Instead, he heard bird whistles blowing, echoing across the fields like dogs alerting each other of their presence, and blue banners being raised on each corner of the mountain. Soldiers abandoned their resting places or the operations they were carrying out at that moment. Some miners continued their work, their foremen urging them to keep digging trenches.

Daniar strode faster, feeling his heart pounding fast and hard. He could almost hear it. 

He soon had the mountain in sight, and looking ahead, a few blocks of archers stood in a small trench, beneath a wall of spikes and wood, bows already strung. Daniar then climbed steps carved into the mountain, his eyes still fixed on the second row. Fences had been erected surrounding the mountain, in the manner of battlements. Many residential caves had been carved into the mountainside, which were now empty. Dozens of archers awaited on their knees, ready to draw and shoot at the green expanse ahead of them. Daniar, however, doubted their skill.

A mist of silence surrounded them. Daniar glanced at the archers. Some of them nocked their arrows with trembling hands. There were eyes glued through the holes of their wooden battlements, attentive and confused. 

“Do you see anything?” he heard one young archer ask his comrade. His companion narrowed his eyes. There was something out there, he could tell, but could not put it in words.

Then it happened, a flash of light, quicker than an arrow. Daniar’s head bobbed quickly, when it exploded with fire. The impact made a sound more piercing than two carriages clashing. Daniar found himself shrieking, his throat burning with pain. He grasped tendrils of his own hair.

After a blink of his eyes, with his heart still pumping like a drum of war, he looked around to find the archers in shock.

“Fire,” a harsh voice shouted, and the archers quickly reached for their quivers, aimed high and loosed their arrows.

But Daniar’s eyes were fixed upon the scorched mountain. Once again, before his eyes, the bodies of three men had been torn to pieces. Blood, burned and splattered around, as their comrades frantically loosed arrows into the forest.
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Chapter IX –  Beastmistress
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Segir’s stomach twirled with a mixture of discomfort and delight. Annagul pranced ahead of him, advancing through the short grass. Her robe folded gracefully against the strong wind before she stopped near a fence and jumped over it. Bloody roots, she was beautiful, Segir thought.

He followed and climbed the fence, trying not to bend over too much. But he did and could not help groaning in pain.

“So, tell me what it’s like,” she said, turning her neck toward him, her eyes glittering with curiosity.

“Huh?” Segir blinked in surprise.

“The dragon.”

Segir took a deep breath. 

“Phew, it was huge, and frankly quite scary. But there was something nice about it. Something, I don’t even know how to describe it. Beautiful, I guess.”

“Beautiful?” she raised an eyebrow, curling her lips into an awkward smile.

“Yeah, I guess. It spread its wings and I... thought I was dreaming. Then I saw its eyes. I remember the eyes very well. They’re purple. Like a jewel. Are there purple jewels? You’d know about that. And of course the fangs, they’re like knives. When I saw them, I honestly thought I was going to die.”

“Amazing,” she said with a tone that made Segir give a start.

“But it’s beautiful. It’s like... I don’t know, there is something interesting about it. It’s not entirely ugly. It’s like a powerful creature of nature that one should never meddle with.”

“I see. Will you look at that beauty,” she said, revealing a dashing smile of white, and if ignoring his elaboration, eyes forward, looking through the fields.

The brown horse she had been riding grazed peacefully ahead of them, almost fifty yards away. She placed two fingers close to her lips and let out a loud whistle, so high it vibrated in Segir’s head. The stallion raised its muscular head and trotted toward them, bobbing its head and ears as he did.

Annagul advanced proudly. The horse stopped paces from her, huffing and lowering its head. An elegant, white diamond shaped spot adorned its forehead. Its mane was long, almost red in color, luscious and perfectly combed. Segir had never seen such a well-cared for horse. It looked like something out of a mural painting.

And yet, Segir stayed afar.

“Isn’t he gorgeous?” Annagul said, directing Segir a proud glance and a smirk.

“Sure,” he said, keeping his distance. “He’s impressive.”

Annagul pet its mane and the sides of its neck, and raised her left hand, presenting the horse with a small carrot. He bit happily, and the carrot creaked under his teeth.

“Good boy, Hasav,” she said, making her voice sound high and sweet.

Segir felt a hint of jealousy stir within him.

What am I thinking, it’s a bloody horse.

“Well?” Annagul asked him. “Would you like to feed him?”

“Sure,” Segir muttered, scratching his head.

She reached for his hand. Her skin was warm, and to Segir, electrifying. He felt blood rushing into his cheeks and lowered his glance. She slid her other hand through her pocked, then placed a carrot on his open palm.

“Don’t be shy,” she said, letting go of his hand.

Segir cast the horse a glance. “Has he ever kicked anyone?” he asked nervously.

“Don’t be silly, Seg, just lean in and give him the carrot.”

Segir nodded, pursing his lips, and stretched his hand as far away that he could, placing the carrot directly under the horse’s mouth. Segir could almost feel it would bite his fingers off, but Hasav took it with its huge teeth and chewed rapidly.

“Have you... have you been riding all your life?” he asked her.

“For as long as I can remember. In fact, I think the first thing I remember...” she said, her hand still curled around her horses’ neck. “I was right there,” she pointed at the barn. “My father held me in arms. He was riding, of course.”

“Didn’t you cry? I think I would have bawled.”

“Of course not! Come on, I grew up among them. Well, I did cry after we got off the horse.” She sighed. “It just feels incredible to ride. And to connect with your horse, and... be one, sharing our movement, and the steppe and the speed, and the wind. You know. All that.”

“Well, it is a cool animal. It’s interesting, of course,” Segir said, as far away from the horse as he could.

“My brother Osmin was the best rider in Zikra, by the way,” she let out a sad sigh. “I’m almost as good as he, and will soon be better. He went to the great city of Malena to become a knight and passed away during his training.”

“Oh, that’s tough,” Segir said with sincerity. “I’m sorry to hear that.”

“It’s fine,” she smiled softly. “I try to keep his memory alive, you know. So how about you?” she asked. “You don’t look like you ride a lot, do you?”

Segir chuckled timidly. What could he say? Even living in Zikra, he had never been so close to a horse in his life.

“Well...” he restrained himself from saying yes. Lying would only get him in trouble with the only person he cared about meeting in the whole world. Even though it would have been embarrassing. “In fact, I’ve never ridden a horse.”

“Really?” she said, raising an eyebrow. “You live in Zikra and you’ve never ridden a horse.”

“No, actually. I think...” He almost choked on the words. She was staring at him like he was some kind of freak. Blaming his father was the easy way out. It was true, after all, he had heard that the Karedi didn’t like horses. “My dad, I think he told me not to play near horses or that I’d get kicked.”

“Did he really say that? It can happen, but only if you’re careless and stupid. He never even asked if you wanted to ride? All the children love to ride, especially in new year’s fair. And what does he do, walk everywhere?”

“Yes, he likes to walk. And you know, my father, being from the north, it’s not steppe, nor valleys, there are not many horse tamers up there, I think. Or, he didn’t care much for them.”

“You’ve been missing out on a lot of fun,” she said. “I guess it’s your lucky day.”

“What do you mean?” he asked, as she lifted the saddle she had left off along the fence. She examined it. It was made in the traditional fashion, with a wooden base with two sections, as if to protect the rider from falling forward or backward. The seat was lined with soft, red felt, and silver pieces of metal, richly carved with animal designs.

“Wait here,” she said, rushing into the barn.

Segir sighed and looked at the horse. He knew what was coming.

Annagul emerged with a longer saddle, mats and a set of bridles. She placed them on top.

“Really?” Segir said.

“If not today, then when?” she said, arranging the saddle, then the horse’s bridle. “Come on, you have lived here all your life and you’ve never done it. That has got to change today.”

She grabbed the pommel and pulled herself up like a leaping cat, she pressed her heels against the sides of Hasav and trotted lightly, positioning herself ahead of Segir, and offering her hand.

“Come on up. It’s a strong horse and you weight less than me.”

Segir swallowed, grasped the handle and pulled himself up. His spine ached, and his tongue rebelled by letting out a sharp groan. The horse huffed, as if protesting, and Segir finally sat behind Annagul. The horse riding lessons were not important, but being so close to Annagul felt like the treasures of the earth had been showered upon him. She smelled of flowers, a little bit of soap, of eastern perfume mixed with just a pinch of sweat and... horse. 

Segir looked down. His thighs ached a bit, but he enjoyed being that close to her.

“Don’t give the horse any signals now,” she said. “Let me do that.”

Segir noticed how her legs tensed slightly and the horse started to walk forward, hooves echoing timidly against the grass.

“How do you like it?” she asked, turning her face.

“It’s great,” Segir muttered.

“Nothing special, huh?”

“No, really,” but to Segir, what was making it special was spending time with Annagul.

Then she spurred a bit harder, and Hasav’s trot became quicker, step by step, until he was galloping along the range. Segir had his arms stretched, awkwardly clutching the seat. 

“You better hold on to me,” she said.

Segir felt his cheeks burn. “Sure,” he muttered, and softly placed his hands on her shoulders. He looked down. He would have liked to place them on her hips, but maybe that was a bit too much. He loved the attention she was giving him, and he wondered if she liked him half as much.

“You seem nervous,” she said.

“I’m fine.”

“Relax, Segir, enjoy it,” she muttered softly. Her voice was like music in his ears. “Feel it. Can you?” she said, partly hissing and gasping as she rode. 

“I’m definitely feeling it.”

Annagul guided the horse to trot a lap around the range. “Are you noticing what I’m doing?” she asked.

“Sorry, oh, sure,” he said.

She giggled. 

“You must always treat your horse kindly,” she said. “Not to pull too sharply at first, just to draw it’s attention. Then, cue him with your legs.”

“I see,” Segir said.

“Very well, next round, you’ll be riding on your own,” she said calmly, digging her heels on her horse and raising her hips forward. Hasav’s pace increased. The hooves clattered beneath, the horse rode.

She cast Segir a glance.

“How can you expect to ride a dragon, if a horse makes you shake like that?”

“I’m not shaking,” Segir said, giving a start.

Wait, he thought, did she just say ride a dragon?

“Well, what are you doing then? I can feel it.”

“It’s cold.”

She giggled and spurred harder. The horse’s hooves pounded against the ground, and with each bounce, Segir’s ribs felt worse. He shut his eyes and groaned.

“Are you alright?”

“Yes,” he hissed.

She pulled the reins and braced Hasav. The horse neighed, drawing its head back, lightening its pace before stopping.

“Hey,” she said, turning her head to face him better. Her profile was perfect and elegant, and her lips sweet full like rare spring blossoms. “Are you okay? You’re mumbling like a horse. And you’re breathing hard. You sure you’re not sick?”

Segir sighed.

“I’m not sick.”

“Is it from what Kamur did to you the other day?”

“Not exactly,” he said, looking down at the saddle.

“Is it?” she asked, raising an eyebrow.

Segir shut his eyes and took a deep breath.

“They’ve been harassing me ever since,” he said, finally looking her in the eye. “They did it again the next day. The day I found the dragon.”

Annagul sighed. She threw him a glance that distilled with compassion and worry.

“Segir, I think you should rest. You shouldn’t be riding if you’re hurt badly.”

“It’s okay,” he insisted.

“It’s not okay, Segir.” Her tone became icy. “I’ve had injuries of my own, and it’s better if you rest before they get worse. And believe me, they do get worse.”

She leaned forward on the saddle, then twisted her hips on the side, passing her leg next to Segir, and then dropping to the ground.

“Come on down.”

“I’m fine, Annagul. I don’t want to get down now.”

“You don’t breathe like you’re fine. I won’t take you like that. You should get checked.”

“I did already. I’m taking some ointments and pills.”

“Well, it won’t work if you’re exerting yourself. Come on down, let’s do something else. Let’s plan for our dragon rendezvous.”

“Dragon rendezvous? What is a rendezvous?”

“Yes.”

“You mean... Going to see the dragon? You actually want to do it.”

“What, just because your dad doesn’t want you to you won’t do it?”

“Well, it doesn’t matter what he says. But, aren’t you worried for me?”

“I told you, this is the chance of a lifetime. Didn’t they say dragons were extinct?”

“Am I not supposed to rest?”

“Horse-riding you can do any time. But what if the dragon leaves today or tomorrow? We’d never have seen it.”

“Wait. You’re saying tomorrow. Tomorrow?”

“Yes, it’s still early. Get rest. Take a long nap and let’s meet there tomorrow.”

“And should we go alone? It’s dangerous.”

“Do you want to call the whole town for this? The less people find out the better. Besides, you know how these people are. The zealots, I mean.”

“The Lightgivers?”

“The Imperial Delegates,” she said, as if he was being foolish. “My father heard them plotting something.”

“Plotting?” Segir narrowed his eyes, but to him, it looked like they would. “Do you mean—?”

“I think they might order someone to go and kill the dragon.”

Segir gave a start. “Kill it? Why? The council made a choice.”

“It’s their religion,” she said softly, as if making sure no one else could here, only there was nobody else around. “They believe they’ve got to kill them. That’s why there are not many more of them around, remember?”

Segir narrowed his eyes, thoughtful. They were serious about wanting dragons dead. And Lightgivers in general seemed like such nice people. They had received donations before after fast Wednesdays.

“Listen,” Segir said. “I’ve climbed the mountain a few times. I’m sure I can do it with a bit of rest and pain numbing ointments, but...  I don’t want to find those two there. I don’t know what they’re up to.”

“Oh,” she said, thoughtfully, holding the saddle under her arm. “Then, let’s bring Ogdai,” she said with a wide grin. Segir noticed her eyes brightening as she spoke his name.

A rush of jealousy washed through Segir’s heart. He remembered her expression back at the market. It felt unfair. That afternoon, he had thought she had really enjoyed spending time with him. Had it been the wounds? Him being treated like a punching bag? No, it seemed like she was planning it all along, and did not feel guilty at all.

But surely, he could do something to win her over. What did Ogdai have that he did not?

Of course, he was a wrestling champion, as rich as a prince. But the worst thing was that she was right. It would be better to bring him alone.

“I guess it’s fine,” Segir muttered. She must have noticed his pout.

“Anyway, I’m seeing him today, I’ll let him know.”

Those words struck him harder than Kamur’s fists and iron boots. 

“What do you mean seeing him?” he could not help but ask.

She was thinking of Ogdai. Not of himself. He was just the poor boy she and Ogdai helped.

“He’s invited me for dinner. Can you believe it? He said his family was preparing a surprise stew.”

Segir felt as if his soul was being pulled at from the ground.

“Are you sure we can’t do it on our own?”

“Come on, we can trust him,” she said.

“Fine,” Segir said, and immediately regretted it.

Yaros’ voice echoed in the field. “Son, let’s go, it’s time for the evening prayer,” Father was calling from behind the fence, waving his arms. Annagul’s father stood next to him, with a wide grin and his hands on his belt.

Segir sighed.

“Annagul. I’ve had a great time,” he muttered, trying to wash away the shyness in his voice. “I’d love to stay longer.”

“No worries,” she said with a wink. “Let’s meet tomorrow at the foothill, just after sunset.”

Segir shook his head. “Would your parents let you out at night like that?” He asked.

“Yes, why? We don’t live in the slums.”

“You should ask me that,” Segir said with a chuckle.

“Then it’s a deal.” Annagul said with a wide grin. “See you tomorrow.”

“See you,” Segir muttered, and strolled, limping toward the fence, he climbed it and went back with his father, toward Serdar’s home to a hearty dinner, ointments, pills and a long night’s sleep.
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Chapter X –  Battle for the Future
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Magical blasts echoed around, piercing through the fences, mountain walls, tearing the men not quick enough into pieces and splattered entrails. The comrades of the fallen continued, their arrows flew into the air, drifting among the evergreens.

And Daniar’s arms trembled. The pain seemed to respond with more pain. It pierced deeper into his mind. Was it all really lost? Would all those people fall by evil enchantments? Would they all be killed or be carried away to slave camps in the North?

A well-known voice echoed in his mind. He turned to see the old Turman. His white hair stained by shrapnel. He stood a few feet away from him, clutching a Dragonslayer crossbow in both hands, a scimitar hanging from his belt. “Daniar,” the man shouted, his veins thick and strained on his neck. His face had become even paler. “The chieftain is gone. He ran away, the coward.”

“The chieftain?” Daniar asked. The news shocked him. “What do you mean gone?”

“What I’ve just said, no one has seen him. The golden crown is gone. The sacred relics too.”

Cowards, Daniar thought, grinding his teeth and uttering a curse. That fool abandoned his own people. Bleed him, he thought, and could already feel the morale crumbling among the Karedi. And worst of all, he was ruining his plan. The coward had turned around and fled before the action got real.

“Careful!” a nearby archer’s voice echoed along. Daniar turned. The blast whirled in the air, green like emerald fire.

“Turman, get away!” Daniar shouted, pain rasping at his throat. His father-in-law’s neck turned to face the green fire, too stunned to move. The young men at the battlements leapt away from their section of the wall. Turman leaned forward, and collapsed, tripping on the branches.

“Turman!” Daniar yelled, he stepped forward, but it was too late. As the green fire struck the wall, pushing him back with its powerful force, sending splinters and debris around. He opened his eyes, once again, with a shock that stabbed him in the depths of his mind. 

“Turman!” he shouted again, finding himself rushing through the debris and dead bodies, and too soon he knew it was all in vain. The old man had been struck in the stomach, he still panted. Daniar could see through him, and green light sparkled along his stomach between torn chain mail and skin, like embers flashing after a night’s fire. Blood poured from his mouth, like a waterfall, his eyes rolled and he collapsed backward. A last breath, a last struggle for life failed, and he became still.

“Turman!” Daniar shouted again, his voice echoing around. He tried to rush toward him, but another magic blast hurled toward where he was standing. He leapt to the opposite side, it crashed against the fence, splitting it and part of the mountain.

He blinked, looking toward where Turman had stood. Now rubble.

His son had lost his grandfather. His wife a father.

His tribe had lost its leader.

Daniar clenched his fists, pain rippled where he had been struck earlier. Now what? The Karedi chieftain gone, Turman dead. He looked at the battlefield, at the forest from whence death stretched its hand. An unseen hand.

He leapt through the torn hillside, dodging dead bodies with crossbow in hand, and entered through a side tunnel on that layer of the mountain. The inside was dry and dark, with only an old rug beneath his feet, he crawled out through it, leaving the sound of battle behind him, hearing blasts of magic keep striking at the mountains. 

A light at the end of the tunnel guided him like a star at night, and he emerged next to the central section. He descended the winding ladder of wood, crossbow in hand. The chieftain's quarters were close. The main gate had been shut with an iron gate, but fiery torches lit the wall. He ran onward, and found that the chieftain was indeed not there. That Captain Reth was standing nigh, addressing a group of guards with long iron spears. A simple rusted chain-mail, with old gold ornaments on the joints covered his back, and a bronze helmet shielded his red hair.

“Captain,” Daniar said. “Where is he?”

The captain turned around. Sweat oozed from his forehead. His face was pale and eyes sunken.

“He’s gone, he’s not with the refugees” the captain scowled.

A powerful blast echoed behind the gates, making Daniar and the captain turn their heads. Daniar knew that it would be minutes before the enemy had killed the entire squadron. 

“A coward, I should have known,” Daniar struck the wall with his fist. He felt ripples of pain through his wounds. He shook his head. He knew well there was no retreat. “He ruined my plan,” Daniar said.

“I say we should still try,” Reth said, his eyes glistening with fear and clutching the images on his bead necklace.

“They won’t come out unless it’s official,” Daniar said. “I know how they operate.”

“Then what can we do? Send a second officer?” Reth inquiring, looking around.

“I can go, if you may,” Daniar said. “Let me wear the chieftain’s robes, even his crown, and march toward them and surrender.”

“They may recognize you,” the captain said. “But if necessary, I can do it. I am Karedi, after all.

“You?” Daniar asked him, narrowing his eyes. Reth looked sincere. Even brave in what he was intending to do.

“Yes, and our men will be much more likely to follow my lead,” the captain said, looking down. “I believe this is the only way we can win.”

“I see,” Daniar narrowed his eyes. “Let’s do it. This is our moment. Our only chance, before more lives are lost.”

“You two,” the captain spoke to the soldiers around him. “Bring me the chieftain’s cape. I will don it, and signal them to ring a horn of conciliation immediately.”

“Aye captain, my captain,” both guards said and departed into the dark tunnels

Captain Reth directed Daniar a glance. “You say you took down a few. How did you do it?”

“You have seen how quick their magical blasts are. It is possible to avoid them. They also may raise magical shields to defend themselves, but they are also vulnerable at moments. We’ll manage. I will cover you with my crossbow.

“My captain,” the guards marched on, one of them carrying the felt cape upon his forearm. Reth nodded at Daniar and covered his shoulders with the fur cap, and placed the silver diadem over his head. At that very moment, a horn of conciliation was echoed. The flags of peace would soon raise. Hopefully, the enemy’s magic fire would stop as well.

The surroundings became silent.

“What is happening?” Daniar shouted. 

A guard was peeking through a small hole in the main gate.

“We raised the flag, it stopped, it seems. We stopped as well. I think it’s going according to plan.”

The guard kept looking through the hole, shaking his head.

“Wait, wait. I can see something through the foliage. They are marching toward us now.”

“Excellent,” Daniar said.

“Open the gates!” the captain shouted.

What they were trying was a wild move. Almost insane, and risky as hell for the any brave enough to try it. He could not blame the chieftain for chickening out. He was glad that the captain had offered himself. Perhaps he had less to lose. Daniar did not want to lose his wife and child. Nor the battle.

Two guards hastened to lift the beams that held the tunnel gate closed. Daniar followed the other two archers and crouched next to the door, as a blazing sunray entered and cast a pillar of light into the mountain hall.

Captain Reth stood at the helm. Daniar remained with his back turned. He knew that if a single mistake was made, if an ounce of suspicion could be lifted by their weapons or positions, it could mean the death of hundreds, if not thousands.

The gate had flown open and Captain Reth strode forward, hand raised and flanked by two guards. Daniar leaned in, to catch any movement from the enemy. From there, he could at least take one out. Once again, he shut his eyes and directed a prayer to the Skyfather, holding the crossbow still on his hands.

Daniar opened his eyes in an instinctive sense of dread.

He focused on the dark foliage ahead. From there, he saw the first glimpses of movement. Slow and determined. He had seen them before, the enemies who had ravaged his camp and murdered his comrades. They wore green tunics, and long hoods. It seemed to be silk, even a precious material, with rich brown and gold colored embroidering. Their hands were stained green, glossy with their magical essences.

Daniar narrowed his eyes as the enemy closed in. The archers who had been posted alongside the lower half had also dropped their weapons and raised their arms, although they had not left the seclusion of their trenches yet.

Captain Reth bowed his head, raising both hands to the sky, reiterating his submission and lack of weapons. He slowly dropped to his knees. The magus in the front advanced proudly, hood still covering his head. A gray beard peeked out from his shady countenance.

The mage advanced, followed by a few of his men, Daniar counted ten, but there had to be more.

Then it happened. It looked as though the ground had opened to receive them. The leader tumbled into the trap, stretching his hands to reach for the edge of the ground. So did a few of his comrades. Four, perhaps five. Five of them had fallen.

Now it was time to attack.

The grass, a few paces ahead from them split open. Reth took cover as the remaining mages regrouped and prepared to attack. But the arrows and the few bolts from the hidden ditches were now unleashed. Daniar saw mages lifting magical shields, protecting themselves from the waves of arrows. That had been their technique all along.

"Let's go!" he shouted, as he pulled the engine of his automatic crossbow. "Don't lose focus, it's as easy to dodge their magic as it is to dodge a rubber ball.”

Daniar advanced, grasping the crossbow tightly, holding it forward. The spot between the two sections of the fence remained open, clearly to see the enemy stopping the tracks of their arrows. Daniar saw them, however, soon take a protective stance. Two of them shielded their comrades, raising the protective shields, while the ones behind conjured the magical blast. They did so by waving their hands in circles, their palms painted with glossy green ointments forming into curious shapes. 

The magic blasts erupted, and clusters of soldiers moved to avoid the impact.

Daniar advanced, once again, but it did not take long before the enemy had once again conjured a magical blast. In the meantime, scores of arrows and bolts descended and bounced off of them as if striking a wall.

They could go on with that technique, blocking and casting at unison.

He cast a glance around him. As luck would have it, five of them had fallen into their traps, and had surely been pierced by their set up lances and spikes, and if not dead, already moribund. 

Daniar narrowed his eyes.

As he had prevailed, by himself, against a handful of them. He looked around, and found the lancers still crouched against the inner walls.

“Come in, let's attack them together!" he rallied them.

The soldiers looked at each other and ran to find shelter behind the remainder of the wooden fence.

“They will not be able to stop us,” Daniar said. “If we attack frontally and avoid their strikes. I trust in your instincts and your strength. I believe we can pierce through their magical shields. One by one.”

To Daniar's surprise, it was Captain Reth that raised his long, jeweled sword to initiate the charge. Daniar followed on, slinging his crossbow to his back and charging along the bridge. The enemy took notice of them, starting to cast blasts their direction.

Captain Reth was the first to attack, followed by two soldiers, one after the other. The mages cast their flurries of power at them. Reth lunged to the side, dodging it square.

The next blast came out, the guard dashed to the side, only to find that the strike had been leveled diagonally, anticipating the soldier's march.

It struck the ground next to him, but the blow was so powerful that it knocked the soldiers down.

Daniar was next, he lunged in, holding his sword and unsheathing it in anticipation.

At that moment, Reth approached the magicians. One of the mages slid a magic charged hand. Reth dodged by twisting his hip, drawing the concealed scimitar from his robes, it glistened under the sun,  as if blessed by it. Reth stepped diagonally, in an old fencing form and slid his sword through. It struck his enemy along the ribs, and the aged mage grimaced. Blood poured, staining his emerald garment.

A spearman emerged, waving his saw edged spear and striking another magician's side. The old man's eyes peeled in horror as the blade entered his body, and gritted his teeth as it tore at his flesh.

The magic mist had fallen, and Daniar leapt forward, drawing his dagger back, before sliding it through the spellcaster's neck.

He fell forward, dragging along the man he had slain. The enemy's formation had been crushed. And the last spell caster, instead of following on with his magical barrier, turned his back to run like a hare fearing a hunter’s bow.

Daniar tried to get catch him, but found that the cramps on his legs took hold of his hips and feet, making him tumble again and clench his teeth.

He drew his crossbow hanging from a sling at his shoulder, pulled the lever and shot at the enemy. Two bolts flew and struck the man at the back and thighs. He stiffened and tumbled, falling on one knee.

Reth and his guards were quick to seize him. The guards held him by the wrists and extended his arms, ensuring that he would not use his magic. They turned his body around, and he looked up as Daniar approached him, tensing his fists in remembrance of all that had fallen.

The face of the mage had become as pale as hemp paper. Droplets of sweat formed on his forehead as Daniar advanced with his sword drawn and dripping with blood.
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Chapter XI –  Dragon’s Lair
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The physician’s remedies made Segir feel like he was sleeping on clouds. His eyes were shut for what seemed like months, until his own body plunged him back into the world where every fiber of his body ached. His eyes opened to a dim light coming from a single round window. At first glance, he thought morning had just broken, but the sun’s position was not right.

Then he understood.

Segir gathered strength and pushed himself upward. The sun was setting, and he was not yet on his way. He leapt out of bed. His legs succumbed to the pain of his cramps and he collapsed on one knee, clenching his fists and gritting his teeth.

The door flew open and Master Serdar stepped in with a large vase splattering with milk or kumis.

“Young man,” he said. “You’ve slept the whole day.”

Segir pushed his own body up, and straightened to his feet. He looked around, disoriented. His tunic rested, crumpled on a wooden stool. He reached for it and put it on.

“We have a big bowl of salad with goat cheese for you” the physician said, faking a smile.

“I have to go.”

“Again? You should rest.”

“I rested,” he slid his feet through his tight felt boots. He got up and rushed to the open door. A bowl of salad rested on a three legged table. It made Segir’s stomach rumble, so he grabbed a bit of salad, reaching for a piece of goat cheese and stuffed it in his mouth. He stepped out, chewing like a cottage mouse. 

Out in the streets, the wind screeched like a phantom, pushing its way through Segir’s hair, striking his skin with dust and sand. He stepped out and ran as fast as he could along the main dirt road. The pain on his ribs had softened a bit, but stretching his muscles cold had made his leg and knee joints throb with pain. The sun was quietly setting downhill, and Segir’s mind rattled. He was already late, and he did not want to make Annagul wait. He did not want to disappoint her.

Segir marched on. His own hill was visible from there, not even the tallest, but the one with the widest caves, so large that they could be seen from afar. He trotted up, along the empty road that lead to his house, and reached the foothill. His single room mud-brick home stood ahead in the distance, but he did not find Annagul along the foothill.

He strode on, looking around. The Evening-star and her companions shone brightly in the blackened blue sky. The entire place was becoming dim, and no light shone around it. Was he too late? Had they climbed the mountains already?

“Anna!” he shouted, but heard no response. He wondered whether she was waiting on the opposite side of the mountain. Segir decided to climb a few steps down. Then started making his way through the rocks and the dusty path. Darkness was closing in, and thought himself foolish for not borrowing even a small lantern from the physician's house, nor stopping by at his own home. His heart beat fast, he hoped everything would go well and that his appointment with Anna would not be postponed.

He got down off the mountain and followed the city path around it. He finally heard echoes of human voices on the opposite side. Oh, he forgot she wanted to bring Ogdai along. That did annoy him, but it was not enough to ruin his evening. 

Segir started climbing on that opposite side of the mountain, placing his hands along the dry, rocky slopes and using his bruised legs to push himself upward. He stopped abruptly, raising his head and turning it to hear better. He shut his eyes. There was something off about the voices. There was no female voice, but two or three different male ones. 

Who would that be? He tried hard, but could not hear what was being said. He decided to climb a bit higher, and forced his way up a tight slope, sinking his feet between to separate rocks and pushing his own body upward.

Then he felt his soul drift away from his body and his heart turn around like a frightened hare. That voice was Kamur's. 

“I'm telling you, they're easy to kill,” Kamur was saying. His steps echoed further away as he talked, and his voice became more distant.

“How can you be so sure?” said his companion.

“They can't kill, they have some sort of oath,” Kamur clarified.

“But their kings are dead,” said the other one. “They may not be following the oath anymore.”

“It'll be worth it, mate,” Kamur insisted.

Kamur wanted to kill the dragon? Was he hearing it right?

“I think it's not a good idea,” said another of his friends.

“Well it's too late for turning back,” Kamur hissed. “We're already here. Don't turn back now, it was hard enough to smuggle this crossbow all the way here. Just think of it, Tankan, a hundred coins of gold, it's a fortune even here. If we do it, we'll be heroes not only in the province, but in the Empire. We can buy the entire village with a single part for each.”

“But we never heard about this reward,” said his hesitant companion.

“Are you stupid? It’s because this blooded village is full of dragon-lovers. Starting with the chief. They’d never tell the people these things. We can’t let him know first. We’ve got to go directly to the Delegates.”

The group was moving away, and Segir was finding it harder to follow the conversation. Were they trying to kill the dragon that very day? He gritted his teeth. That was not fair. That was horrible and he could not allow it. Dragons were rare and they had done nothing wrong. Nothing!

He wanted to follow them but he could not stop them, especially if they carried weapons. If they were planning to, they surely had something. A spear perhaps, or a bow. But that would not be enough in their hands. If they had found a crossbow, an automatic crossbow, that was another thing. It could kill dozens of people at once. If he managed to steal it, however, he could have a chance.

Segir fixed his eyes on the path ahead. There was none, just stones attached to the side of the mountain, from where he could follow the conversation. If he wanted to follow them on the same level, he would have to walk on for a few dozen yards and climb some more. He decided to jump ahead and follow them from underneath. The next rock was almost four feet away. He prepared and leapt with his right foot first.

A sharp pain shot across the joints of his legs. Cramps, once again, accosted his leg. His position shifted, he found himself curling his body in pain, and collapsed.

His head bumped against the rocks on the side, another one. A groan escaped his lips, and his limbs rolled across the mountain side, stones and soil smashed against his broken sides and bruises.

Another figure emerged, next to him, smaller and fragile, it leapt out as in fear and let out a moan.

“What was that?” he heard a hiss above his head. “What the feck is that? Has anyone been following us?”

Segir clenched his teeth and fists, struggling to move, his eyes darted around and made sense of the creature that now moved by his side. He recognized the bony body and the sorry moans. It was the very same dog he had fed only a few days earlier.

“It must be nothing, Kam,” one of the comrades said.

“Shut up. This has to be done in secret, don’t you understand?” Kamur hissed. “If the wrong person finds out, we’re dead. We’ll go take a look.”

“Come on, Kam, it’s nothing.”

“Shut it and let’s go.” Their steps shifted direction and they now walked downhill.

“Hey, boy,” Segir said. “Don’t make any noise.”

The group’s terracotta lamps were now revealed through the slopes. Segir glanced up and caught four men, walking on with daggers and lights, one with javelins attached to his back. Kamur was ahead, taller than the rest. Segir gasped; an automatic crossbow hung from Kumar’s back.

They climbed down the slopes of the hill, eyes attentive, weapons in hand.

“Look,” Kamur said. “It’s that fecking dog. Damned animal scared the hell out of me.”

“Quiet, boy,” Segir hissed, tilting his head back against the rocky walls. The dog, however, had other plans. It strode forward, growling and gnawing its teeth. But even at its most threatening.

“Fecking dog.”

“Leave it, Kam,” his friend told him.

“I’m gonna kill the fecking bastard,” Kamur scowled, sliding the crossbow forward. Segir’s heart leapt inside his chest. What had the dog done to deserve that? Segir leaned his face forward. From there, he could see the full cartridge of more than a dozen bolts filling the upper side of the crossbow. Kamur slid the mechanism backward.

Segir swallowed. He could not let that happen. He shut his eyes and took a deep breath. Was it worth it? Getting another beating for protecting a dog? Was a dog’s life worth more than his recovery? He had to do it. He started to lean forward.

“Come on, Kam, it’s not worth it,” the friend’s voice echoed behind.

“Shut up,” another friend asked, he was shorter, and had been with him that day at the market. “Stupid dog’s been bothering us for days.”

And the sling was loaded before Segir could speak, and before he could step twice, he heard two or three bolts go off.

The dog moaned, Segir stared in shock, but the bolts bounced off the rocky ground, and the dog leapt backward, tail between its legs, and hid behind a tall rock.

“Fecking thing is not even calibrated,” Kamur said.

“Have you even shot one of these before?” his Lightgiver friend asked. “Or should I do it for you?”

“Shut up,” Kamur hissed, looking back at his friend. “Of course I have.”

“Sure,” his friend muttered softly.

“Now go fetch those bolts,” Kamur barked. “Each of them is worth more than you two’s bottoms.”

The friend rolled his eyes and nodded, then started walking in his direction.

Segir’s heart jumped up again. He pressed his head back against the wall of stone, as the man approached, lantern in hand. A long black braid hung from his hair, dangling along with the strong, hissing wind. Segir held his breath as the man stared down at the ground, scanning for the bolts.

The man knelt and retrieved one, he quickly picked it up and examined the tip. Then he turned around toward the place where Segir was. Segir’s entire body tensed in stress, as the man leaned in. Was the light enough to reveal him? They were probably twelve feet away.

He leaned down and snatched the arrow from the ground, then turned his back and ran toward Kamur.

Segir let out the longest sigh in his life.

“Alright, let’s go,” Kamur said.

The group turned around and advanced, once again, up the hill. Segir let his own body slide down, lying down with his back against the rock wall.

“Oh, by the gods,” he muttered, shaking his head. That’d been close.

The dog approached him, as if called, its tail flipping in expectation.

“Oh, boy,” Segir said, petting the dog’s small head. “I’m sorry I failed to protect you. Really, and you ended up saving me. I don’t know what would have happened to me if you weren’t around.”

The dog leapt on his lap and ran its tongue on Segir’s face.

“Stop it,” Segir giggled. “Alright, we’ve got to get up and find my friends. You can tell those guys are up to no good.”

Segir held onto the rocks behind him and pushed himself upward, letting out a grunt. He blinked and stepped forward, his legs trembling like clay pillars about to collapse. He wished he could stop them.He leapt up. The pain on his sides was even greater. He placed a hand above his rib cage and recoiled at the pain. He gritted his teeth and headed for the opposite side.

A faint sound echoed around him. He narrowed his eyes. It comprised of a giggle and laughter. Segir moved on to his right, away from the path. 

His suspicions were confirmed, but what he saw shocked him. Annagul and Ogdai walked together, his arms wrapped around her shoulders, a lantern on his other hand, and a cheek to cheek smile carved on her pretty face.

“Hey, we’ve been looking for you,” Anna said.

“How are you, champion,” Ogdai said, his arms still clinging to Annagul like an eagle’s grip on a pheasant.

Segir found himself blinking and stuttering. She looked so happy and unconcerned for him. Did she not know that he was fond of her? Now, at least, he knew she did not care about him in the slightest.

“Hey,” Segir said, trying to keep his knees from trembling. He knew his own face was pale, and his tone was soft.

“What happened?” Annagul asked with concern in her eyes and tone. Ogdai finally let go of her.

“There are others here, and they’re up to no good,” Segir said.

“What’s that?” Annagul said with a frown. “What are you talking about, Segir?”

Segir spoke through gritted teeth. “I just saw Kamur and his friends going up the mountain, they’re carrying crossbow, knives and anything you can imagine.”

“Oh, that’s bad,” Ogdai said, finally lowering his thick arms, letting go of Annagul. “That’s really bad.”

“And what do they...”

“They want to kill the dragon,” Segir declared. 

“What?” Anna asked, narrowing her eyes. “Why would they do that?”

“Something about a reward in the capital. Quick, they’re taking the long path.”

“Well, that’s dangerous,” Ogdai said. “If they have weapons, it can put us all in danger. We should alert the authorities.”

“The authorities are a mile away, Ogdai,” Segir said. “We can go up to the cave, get there before them, and alert the dragon that they’re coming for him.”

“You’re right,” Annagul said. “Let’s go.”

“I think it’s not a good idea,” Ogdai said. 

“And let them kill the dragon?” Segir said. “It might be the last dragon in the world. How can we let that happen? Come on, Ogdai.” Segir passed him and advanced toward the short path, in direction of his house. Annagul was already following him.

“Well, if you two say so, but I warn you, it’s a terrible idea,” Ogdai said, trotting after them.

They climbed down through a path of stones, passing Yaros’ shrine, and were just above Segir’s home in a matter of minutes.

“What is this shack?” Annagul commented as they trotted pass his house. “Is this some kind of dog house? I wonder if anyone lives here.”

Segir cleared his throat. “It’s one of our properties,” he muttered.

“Oh, sorry,” Annagul said. Segir stopped, gulped air and rushed inside. His father always kept a rusty machete under his bed. He retrieved it and stepped out, holding it aloft.

“I don’t think we’re going to need that, Segir,” Ogdai said, staring at him with his arms crossed.

“Just in case,” Segir smiled.

“I suggest you don’t try to act all strong and manly,” Ogdai grunted, sounding like an old mother. “It can only get you into trouble, especially against multiple armed opponents.”

“Well, I said just in case,” Segir said.

“For your own good, Segir,” Ogdai said. Now, he had more concern in his voice. “Don’t do anything stupid.”

“Aren’t you a wrestler?” Segir asked him with a raised eyebrow. “You should be able to take them down.”

“Wrestling on the arena is one thing, fighting against an armed opponent is entirely different.”

“Fine, fine, we won’t fight them,” Segir said, walking over to the stone wall ahead. He climbed up, struggling to ignore the pain on his entire body. Annagul followed close, and Ogdai did so last, almost reluctantly.

He finally pushed himself up with his triceps and started running uphill. 

“This way!” he shouted. Behind him, Annagul had leapt up gracefully and ran behind him. There would be only three more walls to climb before reaching the upper side of the hill, from there they only had to get to the cave. He did not know much about dragons, but he wondered if the beast would be sleeping at that time of the day. He had heard snakes would eat and then lie down and rest for weeks, if not months. Maybe dragons were similar. 

The path was rough and he felt his lungs puncture him with pain as he panted and forced his way up. While running on the dark path, he tumbled once and scratched the palms of his hands. He had to crawl and feel for his machete before getting up and rushing onward. Annagul remained a few feet behind him, much more relaxed.

Segir finally could see the cave raise walking distance from where they were, its opening as black as pitch.

Segir halted around the corner. Kamur and his friends were already there, approaching the entrance. Kamur had placed a finger over his lips and held the crossbow ready in his other hand. His Lightgiver friend held a terracotta lamp on his left and a long spear in trembling hands, and a bunch of butcher knives wrapped in hemp paper.

“Hey!” Segir shouted, machete in hand.

“Well, well, well, well,” Kamur stepped forward. “What do we have here? You never learn, boy. I thought those beatings would teach you. You're like one of those cockroaches you have to stomp on over and over, and they still wiggle their legs after you've crushed their heads. Maybe not even that will stop you.”

“Nothing will, you're right,” Segir said, letting anger stain the tone of his voice. “And I won't let you kill the dragon.”

“I'm going to do it, you idiot. Those counselors are right, these things cannot be left alive. We will kill them and feed their bones to the dogs, disgusting creatures. And after that, I'll give you a beating that won't let you wiggle a single leg.” 

“Hey,” Ogdai's deep voice echoed behind them. “What do you think you're doing, Kamur? The council declared their course of action. You cannot do this.”

“And what are you doing here, big boy? Are you the heathen's little lapdog? Well, this is not your thing to meddle into.”

“You are breaking the laws of our village, going against the council.”

“Well feck the council, anyway, the Empire pays well for a dead dragon. You're an idiot for thinking it's your right to let it live. Now feck off.”

Annagul stepped forward, now standing shoulder to shoulder with Segir. “Stop it, or you'll have to walk over us.” 

She grabbed his hand, he gasped and looked down at it. 

“What?” Ogdai exclaimed, casting a wide-eyed glance at Annagul.

Kamur held the crossbow forward, aiming it at Segir. Segir raised both hands, machete still on his left.

“Hey, Kamur, there is no reason to go to war over this,” Ogdai exclaimed behind them.

“Drop that old rusted spatula,” Kamur said. Segir complied, letting go of his machete. It clanked against the ground. “Now get the hell out.”

“Hey, hold it, man,” Ogdai said. “We're trying to be reasonable here.”

“I won't go,” Segir said, running forward and stepping right in front of the cave, raising both arms. “I won't let you get your way. This creature is precious. We don't even know how many of them are out there. It might as well be the last dragon. I won't let you kill it. You'd have to get me first.”

Kamur sighed in frustration. “Well, you asked for it.”

“What are you saying, Kamur?” Ogdai hissed.

Annagul leapt forward and stood side to side with Segir.

“And me too.”

“You two idiots, getting in the way,” Kamur said, then spat on the ground. “How can you two be so fecking stupid? Do you value the damned dragon more than your own lives? Well, if that is so, I will do it. It won't be the first man I’ve killed. And bleed this fecking village. If they try to touch me after killing a dragon, I'll already be a hero in the Capital. So get the bloody roots out of my way or I’ll kill you. This is what I get for living in a place full of heathens.”

“Kam, it's really not worth it,” his braided friend said. “You’ll only get in trouble.”

“Shut up, noodlehair. Now you two, get away from the cave or I’ll punch so many holes through you that I’ll drain you of all your blood.”

“Anna, Segir, get the bloody roots out of there!” Ogdai shouted. “It's not worth it.”

“I told you, Kamur,” Segir hissed. “If you want to kill the dragon, it has to be over my dead body.”

“And mine,” Annagul said.

“You disgusting, dragon-worshiping heathen, you got what you wanted.”

“Stop, Kamur,” his friend placed a hand on the crossbow, trying to yank it from him. Kamur quickly kicked him in the shin, then in the groin. The boy fell on his knees.

Ogdai then lunged forward, but Kamur aimed at him. Ogdai stopped his tracks, almost tumbling back, and raised his arms. 

Kamur stepped back, hand on the trigger, circling around and aiming at everyone.

“Now I am serious, I will kill you!” he screamed, veins popping on his neck. The lantern cast a sinister shadow on his face. “Get away from the cave or I'll—”

A deep rumble echoed behind Segir’s back. It sent a shiver through his spine.

Annagul and Segir exchanged glances. It was like the purring of a cat, but ten times louder.

Then it moved, like a slight tremor of ground, and like huge rocks shifting after a landslide.

Segir knew what it was. He made way, Anna did too. 

Its head was the first to emerge. Red flares lit on its nostrils, like small furnaces. Its head was covered with dark scales, four horns curled up from his head, like mountain peaks in the distance. Its legs strode forward like the paws of a lizard, black claws as sharp as spear tips. It stepped onward.

Kamur's reaction was not what Segir expected.

His trousers became dark and wet, illumined by the dim lantern. The crossbow collapsed against the stone ground. It went off, releasing a few bolts against the rocks before stopping.

He and his three comrades turned and ran from where they came from, downhill, screaming their lungs out, tumbling, falling, and getting up to run away like deer escaping from a steppe lion.

Ogdai also ran, more quietly, but still a prey of fear.

Anna and Segir remained still, paralyzed, as the dragon sunk its head back into his cave, turning around and revealing a long, scaled tail.
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Chapter XII –  Promises
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The night of victory, Daniar and Reth were hailed as heroes and showered with gifts, from flower bouquets and fruit bowls to hand made jewelry and wood carvings. But Daniar could not even get himself to smile. He had to wait, not minding the feasts and drinking games of the surviving hunters, until the refugees marched back to the cavern city.

And the pain in his arms was growing. Siting outside, under the light of the torches and a thousand stars, he took another look, pulling his sleeves and stretching his hands. The wound was spreading like ivy on a wall, reaching into his palms like black veins.

He sipped a jug of kumis uneasily, glancing at the path on the side of the mountain.

Soon he saw the caravans return, with dozens of women, children and old men coming back in carriages and on foot. “Excuse me,” Daniar said, lifting himself off the drinking table. The hunters who tried to make him drink raki exchanged glances as he limped his way through the multitude. Fiery torches lit the path and the mountainside.

“Cansu,” Daniar shouted her name, looking among the crowd. There, he noticed her figure, always recognizable, with her hair tied behind a kerchief and their two year-old in arms. Her eyes were moist and her face reddened by tears.

“Cansu, love,” Daniar said, rushing to embrace both she and their child. 

She broke down crying and leaned in, resting on his chest. Daniar’s arms wrapped tightly around them.

“You’re safe now,” Daniar whispered, almost believing it himself.

“Daniar...” her voice trembled. “Father is dead. Is he really dead?”

“Cansu,” Daniar tilted his head back. “I am sorry, I tried to save him, but I couldn’t.”

Cansu’s tears poured down, but she said no more. Daniar took the baby in his arms and wrapped his other around her shoulder. 

“I am sorry, Cansu, but we’re alive, you’re alive, and so is Mehmet. It could have been so much worse. Oh, Skyfather, I’m so glad you’re safe.”

They remained close for long, until she softly pulled herself away.

“Now you will finally be here for us. Will you not?” she said.

Daniar took a deep breath, holding on to Mehmet’s hand. “Yes, my dear. I’ll be with you...”

“But?” she said, lifting her damp eyes. She had noticed the hesitation in his voice.

Daniar sighed.

“We still have to figure out what to do. I do not know whether they will let us stay, or if we should go somewhere else. And we must find the stone.”

“Daniar,” she looked up. He caught despair in her eyes. “Can we have a moment of peace? One day.”

“Cansu...” He wanted to say that as long as Kurgan was in power, they would never find peace.

“Can we just retreat and live happily? Can we go somewhere far away from this land? This is not what we wanted for our child. We live in constant fear, Daniar. I always fear losing you, every single day.”

Daniar took a deep breath.

“My love, it is hard. But... We can’t just go away. We have given our lives for this, for the old Order. Your father himself did it. I wish we could live in peace and happiness, that is what I want, but it cannot be done so easily. We must fight.”

“And over, and over, and it never ends,” she shut her eyes as she spoke.

“And we won’t. I promise.”

She shut her eyes, wiped a tear with her palm and nodded. 

Daniar took a deep breath. He still did not know what to do. He had sworn years ago, even more than fifteen years ago, that he would dedicate his life to restoring the old order to the Maranian Empire. He and his men had escaped the slave camps. He had joined his army mentor, General Turman, another man captured for his undying loyalty to Emperor Kambases, and along with other elite soldiers, they had built the Old Order. They had researched, they had moved with their families, they had built and worked, they had planned. And most had died.

Only he remained of that old order. Only he, a mere lieutenant. Could he rebuild an alliance against the enemy? He knew the seeds of rebellion were present, especially in the Western provinces, where the religious zeal of the capital was largely absent. He knew that the Karedi, although spat upon and rejected by both Lightgivers and believers in the Skyfather, were sympathetic to his cause. They, after all, worshiped dragons.

And yet, they scorned wearing arms. Their doctrine of peace had failed them in the past. But those times called for desperate measures.

Daniar and Cansu returned to the mountain, where the feast had only begun. Cauldrons of wine were being prepared, and the aroma of the melting fat of large grills were filling the air. Karedi people were largely vegetarian, but it seemed, to Daniar’s surprise, that many enjoyed meat as much as anyone. Another had told him that the shift had occurred as they traveled south, and there were not many sources of food on the road. 

His stomach churned, he had not savored lamb meat in months. He could almost feel the flesh melting in his lips.

Cansu sat on the ground with Daniar. Around them, the refugees were cheerfully embracing their husbands and sons. Karedi mothers were preparing garlands of flowers to honor the sons who had defended the settlement. Many relatives of Daniar’s men joined to shower him and Cansu with even more gifts. Jada Kelari, Larkan’s would be widow approached Daniar, that young woman, with the flowers of her betrothal now withering between her hair. She hugged him and cried on his shoulder. “Thank you for avenging him,” she said. Daniar forced back the tears, he said nothing, and both wept under the moonlight.

It stung him like a prick in his palm. He had failed Larkan. He had failed them all.

He sat in his agony. Not even the meat could brighten his soul. He leaned back and rested on Cansu’s lap.

After that, the good wives got to work and brought baskets full of biscuits and sweet bread. Daniar lowered his head to thank them, receiving a vase after wine skins, refusing strong drink as much as he could.

Cansu remained silent, cross legged, she let Mehmet stroll, and he stood above the grass, stepping forward and almost tumbling. She grabbed him by the hips and pulled him again.

“Daniar, can we go?” Cansu finally said. “I’ve been trying to put him to sleep for hours.”

Daniar took a deep breath.

“Wait for a little while,” he muttered.

“We haven’t slept in a long time, Daniar.”

“Cansu, just a few minutes, they’re still grilling the meat. We haven’t had meat in so long. It’ll be good for you and our son.”

“You!” Daniar heard a shriek behind him. He turned his head in shock and fidgeted the hilt of his sword.

“It’s all your fault!” A man advanced, almost tumbling forward, alcohol raging in his veins and distilling from his clothes and breath. “It’s you...” He pointed a muddy finger at Daniar. “You’re the reason why my brother is dead.” The man’s angry howls turned into sobs.

Daniar stood up, he instinctively turned his back on his wife and faced him, standing defiantly to protect her. 

Two men joined and grabbed the man at the arms. But Daniar understood.

He turned back toward Cansu. Her eyes were wide open, she had pulled Mehmet closer to herself and shielded him with both arms. The boy started to cry.

Daniar lowered his head. He glanced at his wife and took a deep breath, then sat on the ground again.

“Are you sure you want to live here?” she asked.

Daniar let out a sigh and touched the grass beneath him.

“I understand him,” he said, watching Turman again, be split in two by a magic blast, and Larkan’s shrieks in the night.

Captain Reth approached him, still dressed in armor and with a long red cape behind his back, he held a small vase in hand and sipped it sporadically.

“Commander,” Reth addressed him. “May I speak to you in private?”

Daniar and Cansu exchanged glances. He did not wait for her response, just straightened himself and looked around.

“You two,” Daniar signaled the two young men who had assisted him, who once again were sitting and eating biscuits nearby. “Please take care of the lady while I speak with your captain.”

“We will, sir,” one of them answered, immediately putting down the biscuit and jumping to his feet.

“Follow me,” Reth said. Daniar nodded and walked with him. They left the murmur and feast outside, and once again entered the cave, passing through dozens of fading torches.

“What is it, Reth?”

“They have found our chieftain, and he does not want to come back.”

“Why? We won. There is no threat anymore. For now.”

“The shame, Reth. When they found him he tried to kill himself. They haven't brought him in. He's adamant that he is never coming back.”

Daniar took a deep breath and let out a long sigh.

“Now, we need a leader,” Reth said.

“Can you not be the leader? Or the head priest. What is there to do?” Daniar asked.

“A spear captain as leader of the Karedi? It is unthinkable. The priests already lead the spiritual life in our tribe.”

Daniar could see what he was going for. But why him? He was not even part of their tribe.

“The priests,” Reth said, looking away for an instant. “They’ve said something that intrigued me.”

“What?” 

Reth took a deep breath.

“We helped you for a reason. There is a growing idea among them. The people have lived peacefully here for a few years. We have grown and prospered, but threats abound. They pray to the spirits daily, and... There's been a growing pattern among the spirit guides. They are calling our priests to arm ourselves. Even to join your cause.”

“My cause?” Daniar asked, narrowing his eyes. The spear captain looked serious.

“Yes.”

Daniar shook his head. First, he had to lead his own people and them into battle. Now, they wanted to join him? What did that even mean?

“Do you wish to speak to them?” Reth asked.

Daniar gave a start. “To whom? To the spirits?” 

“The priests, commander. They are communing now.”

Daniar cleared his throat. He did not like those rituals they did. They made him shiver.

“Will I not interrupt them?”

Reth turned around, as if to walk further into the cave.

“That should not worry you. Commander.”

Daniar nodded, and as if fulfilling his nightmares, Reth guided him back to the strange room where he had witnessed the magic ritual. As he approached, he heard otherworldly chants, throat singing repeating ancient mantras, and the smell of sandalwood washed over his nostrils. Half a dozen priests sat crossed legged in the gloom, spinning prayer wheels.

Reth invited Daniar to step in and sit with them, placing a finger over his own lips. The prayers continued for a few minutes, and Daniar started to scratch the rocky ground in frustration and unease. Those chants made him queasy. But the smoke was sweet, even soothing. After a while, a strange, soothing feeling washed over him.

It stopped abruptly, as if awaking from a dream. The monks and priests opened their eyes and uncovered their lanterns. Firelight flashed, almost blinding him.

“We have kept you in our thoughts and prayers, Daniar Ozer,” the eldest of them said. He was a thin man of tan skin and short black hair. A red headband covered his forehead, and his aged silk robe hung with spiral embroidering. 

“I thank you for that,” Daniar muttered. “I am glad that your people played a great part in our salvation today. Your counsel, and that of your spirits was wise,” he said, half not wanting to offend whatever spirit was helping them.

“Thank the Gods, but as you know, the battle has only begun.”

Daniar nodded. “I am perfectly aware,” Daniar said, bowing his head slightly. Luckily, it seemed as though they had left no survivors. There were no wizards left, and those remote lands of the West were inaccessible to most. “What do you have in mind for the future? Have you seen anything I should know about?”

“We have seen the gods call from a place beyond time, and we have seen glimpses of the future.” Suddenly, the priest jerked forward. Daniar felt his own heart leap inside him.

The man continued, this time, almost screaming, his voice creaky and rough. “We saw visions of glory, but also of war. Of blood on the plains, of fortresses torn asunder. Of a banner, the color of a flame, rising again.”

Daniar narrowed his eyes. He was not too adept in divination, although some coincidences in his life made him believe there was something true to it. And now, he recognized what he was talking about. The banner of flame. Of the Blood and the Dragon. There was hope.

“What glory?” he asked, wondering if there was a prophecy of a Karedi Empire rising or something of the like.

“Dragons, flying again above the Empire’s land,” the priest declared boldly. Daniar felt a shiver up his spine. “With riders on their back, defending the Blood. Defending their Queen.”

“Their Queen?” Daniar asked, narrowing his eyes.

“And the fire, and the fire will rise, and the dead will pile like mountains.” The voice shifted, it was now like a choir, folding a thousand times. “And the dark will open and will fight man and light, dragon and fire, and we will fight it. And we will fight it. And we will fight it with the fire and the light.”

The man was now panting like a dog, arms forward, almost tripping over. Daniar stood speechless.

The man looked up. His voice was his own again. “You must guide us.”

“Me?” Daniar asked, touching his own chest with trembling fingers. What was that about the dark opening. A queen? And the light? He hoped it was just mumbo jumbo, but he focused on the good. They wanted to fight. They wanted to join him. If they were right, Hyrkanon’s flag would raise again. “But what can I do?”

“You have been led here by the lights. They have guided every step of your way. And they have called you to lead.”

Daniar shook his head. “I cannot lead your people, I am not even one of your own. I can help, and I will help. But I’m not a leader for you.”

“We are the rulers,” said another priest, an elderly man with a thick white beard and a tanned face. “As long as a priest king is not called from among our people, we will command it. But when it comes to restoring the dragons, you must lead your people and ours.”

“This is an ancient role,” said another priest. “Our people seldom go to war. If we do, it is only if the gods command. It is a holy war. And you will be its Bloodspeaker.”

“Bloodspeaker, aye,” hissed another priest.

Bloodspeaker? He certainly had never heard of that before. Anyway, he had important points to make.

“My people...” Daniar muttered. It had gone completely over his head. General Turman was no longer among them. The old man was the de facto leader of his community. Now, without him, and with all the other generals dead, he was the one to lead them. He had not even had enough time to think of what they would do.

“Are you implying that we might stay for longer?” Daniar asked, feeling foolish as soon as he did.

“You may stay for as long as you may. And we are interested in something else that your late General told us. That you had settled temporarily in these forests for a reason.”

“The Stone,” Daniar said, eyes wide open. “Do you know anything about it?”

“Yes, its source was here, that is also why we fled from our northern mountains and settled here, searching for the warmth of the stone.”

“We dug the earth for months, but to no avail,” Daniar said.

The priest stood up slowly. 

“And did you all think you could find it without magic? You could have lifted the entire valley upside down in vain without finding a single pebble.”

Daniar nodded. The old man was right. He had seen its power manifest today, and even assist them in their victory. He had always been fearful of it, as were most people in the Western Regions. Magic was one of the reasons why Steppeblood mistrusted both Lightgivers and Karedi. 

“What do you know about these stones?” Daniar asked. 

“They fell from heaven. They broke the earth and made this valley. Not much is left. That is all.”

“I know that much,” Daniar said, as the man had stated the obvious. “But how much of it? Can I be sure that we are not chasing ghosts?”

“Its source is nearby, that has been known for decades, only revealed to the ones worthy of knowing. Now, through magic and prayer we may surely access it soon.”

Daniar sighed. “You haven’t found it, have you?”

“It will be found when it has to be found. The evil must grow enough before. Enough to oppose it.”

Daniar grimaced. All that back and forth with magic, philosophy, theology and the Skyfather knew what else was starting to give him a headache.

“And what...” he intended to ask what their next step was. But he knew it too well. They had to build alliances. They had to join forces with whosoever was the most oppressed under Kurgan’s rule, he had to find a piece of Dragonstone, and through it, summon the remaining dragons of the earth. He hoped that there were still dragons around. Somewhere, maybe on the ends of the earth.

“Then,” Daniar said, “we must do it as quickly as possible. If necessary we may start digging again tomorrow. But we need defenses too. We do not know when the enemy will find out that their scouts did not return. I know not much about magic, but is there a way for them that they might have already found out that their mages were killed? Are there allies that can help us? More Karedi communities?”

“Our people suffered a lot,” the priest declared. “Hundreds of thousands were killed when the Barian Empire took our lands, then more after Kurgan took over. Now, we are scattered and lost. Should we accept the fate of outcasts and wanderers? Even in the western empires, we shall not be at home.”

“May we turn back time,” Daniar said. “We have set out to do it. We swore our lives to do it. Ever since I was fifteen, sentenced to labor for serving my true Emperor as an elite cadet. Since I was cast out from the capital and set to toil in chains. We were made free, with Turman and others, and we fought ever since. Fifteen years have passed, and I still cling on to that duty. I know it is the will of Heaven, be it of the Skyfather, or the deities that guide you. I will fight by your side and protect your people.”

“May the star-gods guide our paths,” said the head priest.

Daniar cleared his throat.

“Now, if it is not too much from me to ask, I need a contingent of your magicians, or soothsayers to help me. They are good watchmen. I intend to continue our excavations. Do you have treasure trackers? I have heard much of them, but have never seen their work.”

“We do,” the priest remarked. 

“Excellent,” Daniar said with a nod. “It is hard to find them, and our people place no trust on them. Let me meet with them tomorrow, I must speak to my people, bury their dead, and then, we must start our search.”
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Chapter XIII –  The Question
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Segir turned his head slowly and locked eyes with Annagul. Her face had become five shades paler, even in bare moonlight, and her almond eyes were open wide. Segir’s own legs shook like a canopy under a storm, and the noise from within the cave lingered. The dragon’s steps dragged and pounded under its massive weight.

Annagul nodded. Segir swallowed and responded with a nod. They both turned in unison, facing the pitch dark cave. They remained still for an instant, as if making sense of what was to come, and pondering their course of action.

“Wait,” Segir whispered as soft as he could. Behind him, a terracotta lantern was still casting its fiery splendor on the rocks of the mountain. He reached for it, lifting it carefully.

Annagul and him did not speak. But they both were determined. They had come all the way to the mountain and would not leave like Ogdai had. With measured steps, they ventured into the cave. Inside it was much larger than it seemed. The walls of stone arched around them and the ground was not leveled, curving upward as if a giant had drilled a hole through the mountain. Annagul and Segir continued through the tunnel, their hearts pounding inside, stepping slowly, attentive at the walls ahead. The lantern cast their own shadows enlarged and ominous.

They turned at the end of the tunnel, revealing a cavern as wide as a dining hall. The dragon was lying down, its head between powerful clawed front legs. Even lying down, the dragon seemed larger than a grain tower. Its violet eyes gleamed with its own light, like crystal fires in the night, his wings tucked close to his body, almost hiding how large and powerful they were.

Segir slowly dropped to his knees, and Annagul followed.

“Thank you,” Segir muttered, and those words made his own heart jump. 

The dragon was surprisingly still, barely shifting its eyes an inch to look at them. Then it purred like an overgrown cat.

“We wanted to warn you that they were trying to hurt you,” Segir continued softly, looking down. “It seems like you do not need it though.”

Suddenly, the dragon lifted its head, turning his head, its scaly neck extended as he did.

“Who are you, humans?” a sharp hiss emerged from the dragon’s mouth. Segir gave a start. He found himself stuttering before regaining his words. Its eyes fixed them, as if boring into them. Segir could see his own face reflected in them, pale, even the glistening sweat above his eyebrows.

“My name is Segir, and she—”

“I am Annagul,” she muttered.

They were silent for what seemed like a minute, until Segir lifted his head, eyes still fixed on the ground, seeming as heavy as boulders, and spoke. “We’re glad to meet you,” Segir continued. “What is your name?” he asked, then immediately felt like it was a stupid question to ask.

“A name,” the dragon hissed. “Yes, a name, you ask. It was Varka, from what I recall.”

“Beautiful name,” Annagul said in a cheerful tone, as if she was speaking to a mother about her newborn’s baby. It made Segir blink in surprise.

“Varka,” Segir repeated. “We are sorry to disturb you, but we had to tell you that. It’s important. There are people who want to kill you. We do not wish to see you go, and would really welcome you in our village, but we think it’s dangerous for you to stay.”

“This is the place where I must be,” Varka responded. “This is the place I’ve chosen and this is where I’ll stay.”

Segir looked at Annagul. She seemed distraught.

“Wait,” Segir said, raising both arms. “Can’t you just pick another place? You can chose a mountain cave just a few miles away from Zikra. Listen, we’d love to have you around, but it’s dangerous for you.”

The dragon purred once more, its purple eyes glowing at Segir’s face, casting their own light over Annagul’s face.

“We dragons do not just pick a place,” Varka hissed. “The place chooses us. This was and will be my home for years to come.”

“What? But you just got here,” Segir said. “You can’t be that attached to it. There are better places out there.”

“I came here long ago. This is the place.”

Segir took a deep breath.

“Are you sure? You seem adamant about staying. What should you do about those people? They won’t listen.”

The dragon raised his head. Segir could not decide whether he was getting angry, and if he was, maybe, just maybe it was wiser to leave. He did not want a dragon chasing him out with a trail of flame. 

But the dragon’s voice was slow and emotionless. Or maybe, patient. “I only need to hunt, and will not meddle with you.”

“Hunt?” Annagul said. Her voice was shockingly bright and confident. It rang loud in the hollow cave. “That’s fine, but by the way, you ate his goat,” Annagul said. Segir almost fainted. “Just try not to do that next time.”

“Yours?” Varka said, her eyes on Segir. He gulped, fearing that the dragon’s wrath was truly upon him.

“Yes,” Segir stuttered. “It was away, with the bell.”

“Oh,” the dragon responded. “I remember now. I remember you. Oh. I... I did not mean to deprive you of your food.”

Segir almost chuckled. His laughter echoed shockingly loud, and he found himself looking around.

“It was not my food, it was my goat,” Segir said.

“Ah,” Varka gave a long hiss. “I have not come to draw conflict with humans. How can I know... Whose goat I cannot eat, human? How can we be at peace?”

Segir sighed.

“Well, if they have bells attached to their necks, you shouldn’t eat them. Or... would it be too much to ask if you tried to find your food beyond the hills? Or from the mountains, to the East. I think the steppe west from here is teeming with game.”

“Where have you lived all this time?” Annagul asked, oblivious to Segir’s comments.

“Oh, human. I’ve been here and there, in the East, far away, and in the South, beyond your lands. It was time for me to come back. But now, if it is for us to be at peace, when it is time to hunt, I will do so West of here.”

“Thank you for understanding,” Segir said, bowing his head. “And I am sorry for the situation. I understand you want to live here, and if I cannot get you to move, Annagul and I will do our best to defend you before our people. We will, if you allow us, tell them that you wish to be left in peace.”

“If you are to be my envoy among the children of men, so be it,” Varka’s voice, high pitched and raspy echoed in his ears. “I wish no harm nor violence upon you.”

“Thank you,” Segir said. “It has been great talking to you. Let’s go,” he said to Annagul.

“You have been really sweet,” Annagul said. 

“Sweet?” the dragon asked. “How can I be sweet?”

“I mean, you are nice and kind to us. Gentle, that is. We never thought you would be so kind and civilized. And you’re so beautiful as well.”

“Do you say I am beautiful?”

Segir stared at Annagul, surprised at her sudden burst of conversation, and the nature of it. It seemed like she was sweet-talking the animal. What did she think it was, a puppy?

“The most beautiful creature I’ve ever set my eyes upon,” Annagul said, raising her chin and blinking repeatedly. “And that’s saying quite a lot. I noticed that your scales were gleaming so bright. Wow, look at the way they reflect the light of the lanterns. And your eyes. They’re beautiful. Like, like a thousand obsidian mirrors.”

“Beautiful you say?” Varka repeated.

“Absolutely gorgeous, your eyes as well. What a gorgeous color.”

The dragon purred. Segir’s eyes were fixed on Annagul, unsure what to think. Her words were probably true. But... sweet-talking a dragon?

“You have no idea how long I’ve dreamed of seeing one of your kin face to face...” Annagul said. “I grew up hearing stories of dragon riders, you know? Of when our kin first entered these lands from the Steppe, of the great Hercules and Yardman of the cyan scales. Of the first riders and the first Paladins.”

“Yardman... She was of my kin.”

“Is she? Oh, I’ve heard so much about her. I heard she was so beautiful and noble, with scales like the moon, and brave, and that it was she who founded the great alliance between the Maranian kings and the dragons.”

“That much can I feel, I can feel her in me.”

“What do you mean feel?” Segir asked.

“I feel it in the blood that flows through my veins,” the dragon clarified. “I feel her image in my mind, and her dreams, her yearnings and her all.”

“Fears?” Segir asked.

“Death and treason, that much we fear.”

“I see,” Segir said with a nod.

“Absolutely fascinating,” Annagul continued. “This is really the best day in my entire life. Today... I can’t wait to tell my parents. If I could relive this moment again and again I would choose to do so in an instant. Is it too much to ask, beautiful one, for me to touch your scales?”

“It is nothing... nothing to ask...” Varka responded. “You may get close.”

“Oh, I am the luckiest girl in the world!” she said with a grin as wide as the dragon’s wings, carefully stepping forward with her outstretched palm. The dragon seemed shocked for an instant, instinctively recoiling at the approaching human hand, but soon relaxed, and Annagul rested her palm on Varka’s neck. 

“Your scales are like metal,” she said approvingly. “I bet nothing can harm you.”

The dragon purred like a giant cat.

“No, my scales are no better than any human armor.”

Annagul’s eyes shone bright with the light of the dragon’s.

“You’re so modest, it’s unbelievable,” Annagul said shutting her eyes and grinning. “Tell me about yourself.” She asked as if she was finally meeting someone she had fallen madly in love with. “How old are you? Did you happen to have a dragon rider in the past?”

“I am young, I am not even my full size. Fifteen years for humans.”

“Interesting,” Annagul placed a hand on her chin. Segir had no idea what young meant to a dragon but they were the same age. All three of them. “How about your parents? Where are they?”

“Dead.” The dragon said it in a neutral tone, but to Segir, it carried a weight of sadness behind it.

“Oh, I’m sorry,” Annagul said, stepping back with a hand on her mouth. She should have known that most dragons were dead, Segir thought, or maybe, she had hoped they weren’t.

“Anna,” Segir interrupted her, clearing his throat. “Aren’t these too many questions for a first meeting?”

“He’s not feeling pressured. Are you?”

“I am not a he,” Varka said, more lively in her tone than with anything she had said before.

“Oh, you’re a lady dragon. That’s why you’re so beautiful and classy,” Annagul said, a hand on her cheek. “I hope you are not bothered, but I am really happy that we meet, really.”

“I... I am glad I could see two humans.”

“I have a single thing to ask.” Annagul placed both hands behind her hips. “This time, really, it may be too much, so I would apologize in advance if it bothers you.”

“Ask, human,” the dragon said.

Segir felt like his own heart had turned inside him. What was she planning?

“Would it be possible for me to... you know... like the dragon riders of old...”

“To do what like the dragon riders of old?”

She cleared her throat. Even she could not help it. She blinked and took a deep breath before saying it.

“To ride on your back.”

The dragon purred. Segir felt like he was about to faint.

“Both of you?” the dragon asked.

“Yes!” Annagul exclaimed.

“Tonight the clouds have shrouded the moon and the stars. But the morning dawn will cast its light upon the mountains and fields. You may meet me at dawn, and I will show you the world from the skies.”

***
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KAMUR PUSHED THE DOOR of his own home, panting like an exhausted dog. He shut it behind his back before leaning over it to rest. He sighed, his heart still pounding inside.

“What do you think you’re doing waking us up like that?” Kamur’s father shouted, pushing through the curtains of the yurt. His brow was furrowed, as usual. “Kamur? What the devil are you doing?”

“The dragon—” Kamur stammered. “The dragon!”

“What about that foul creature, you stinking rat?” Kamurkhan said. Saliva splattered on his son’s face. “What the hell have you been doing?”

“We went to kill it, Father. We saw it.” Kamur hissed.

“You went to do what?” his father’s boots rumbled across the yurt. He leapt onward, head first toward him. He grabbed Kamur’s collar and fixed him with a freezing glance. “You’re even more stupid than I imagined.”

“Father,” Kamur muttered, lowering his gaze. “We did it because there’s a large bounty, you know.”

Father planted a slap across Kamur’s face.

“You dimwit,” his father shouted. Kamur grimaced. The servants would hear his father humiliating him again. “You’re dumber than a pig. I should have thrown you into the compost when you were younger. You only bring trouble to me. This is what I get for raising a half-wit son.”

“Father...” Kamur whispered. His arms and legs shook. Once again, he was paralyzed in his presence. Sometimes he wished he could shut his father’s mouth with his fists, but each time he stood before him, he broke down and remember the scars, still fresh from his childhood. And his mother. How he missed his mother. Her protection and care. Kamur’s eyes were filled with tears.

“How could you be so stupid? Don’t you see how these people worship the stinking creatures? Don’t tell me someone found out.”

Kamur lowered his face and pursed his lips.

“What?” father asked. “Tell me, foolish donkey, who saw you?”

“The heathen boy was there.” Kamur muttered softly. A tear was sliding down his cheek. “He doesn’t learn. He was there trying to see the dragon for some reason, and...”

Another slap flew across Kamur’s face, forcing him to turn to the side. Tears flowed faster, and snot bubbled in Kamur’s nostrils.

Father leaned forward, pushing him toward the door. Kamur’s breath quickened, his back pressed against the hard wood.

“That fool will speak up and embarrass us. It’s a foolish move.”

“Father, I am sorry, I thought you wanted the dragon dead...”

“I could not care less about the beast. We have a position to hold. The delegates sure want it dead, but I’d be a fool if I put them over the council’s decision. Now, you’ve dragged my name through the mud. You’re going to make a fool out of me again, and if you stain my name again, trust me, the pain of last time will be nothing.”

“I am sorry, Father, really... I promise I won’t...”

“It’s too late,” Father said, then turned around, giving him his back.

Kamur relaxed, sliding down the door and sitting on the ground, trying to regain composure of his limbs.

“Father,” Kamur panted. “I can make up for it, I swear. I have a plan.”

Kamurkhan chuckled dismissively.

“I can make them hate the dragon. And we get him killed. I can get the money. Father it’s so much money we could buy half the village.”

“And how would you do that?” the man turned back with a mocking glance.

“Father it is just an idea, please do not... Think I would do that...” he said. He knew he could not avoid his father’s insults, but being apologetic could prevent an outburst and a burnt finger or two. “I do not want to offend you, Father. People know that the dragon eats cattle. It ate the heathen’s goat, I was there when it happened.”

“Then?”

Kamur spoke quickly, as if quick words allowed him to escape. “What if we take some cattle from the big farmers. Let’s take it, and say that the dragon ate it, then let’s pay up the price of the animal as of goodwill.”

His father spat on Kamur’s face.

“I didn’t think you were that stupid. First, so much trouble for nothing, and second, how would you frame the dragon for something like that? Are you going to dress up as that flying worm? Do you have any sense in you?”

“It was just an idea, Father,” Kamur said, looking down at his own boots.

“The stupidest one at that. Now what am I going to do?”

Kamur shuddered. “Father, I fear something might be even worse.”

“What could be worse than my shame after the entire village knows of your little rebellion.”

“Think of what the Empire will think, Father.”

“Shut your dirty mouth first and learn for me. Now, spit it out, what’s the worse thing you’re talking about?”

“The friends who were with me told me he saw the heathen and the horsemaster’s daughter entering the cave.”

“What is that supposed to mean?”

“That they might be up to something, and in league with the dragon. I can only imagine that the little rascal wants to take revenge against me.”

Kamurkhan was silent for a moment. Kamur could see sweat boiling along the sides of his hairline.

“Now that changes everything, my son.”
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Chapter XIV –  Wings of Fate
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Segir spent the night turning in his bed, not only trying to withstand the pain that covered every inch of his body, but also trying to relive what he had experienced today. Being so close to a dragon was not something that happened to anybody, especially in the current age of the world. He felt like he had been bestowed with a rare gift, one that he should treasure with his life. And spending that time with Annagul had been even better. He went over each event of the day, and even wondered what it would feel to sit and fly on the dragon’s back. By her side. He thought of how many dragon riders had existed throughout history, and that he and Annagul, technically, would soon join them.

He did not know much about dragons and their history. Not nearly as much as Annagul, for sure. How many dragons riders had there been? He knew a few decades prior there were only a few dozen, but had there ever been hundreds of them?

The sky changed from deep blue to pastel orange and pink. The sun was about to rise. He sat on his bed, his body not yet tired from the night with no sleep, but aching. He pushed his way through the door. Not even the physician and his wife were up. He put on his boots and ran into the path, his heart restless with the prospect of the day.

A very deep fear lurked in his mind. What if old Kamur had gotten reinforcements and had invaded the dragon’s home again. What if he had managed to bring the town militia? No, not that, at least. The council had been clear. But no matter what Kamur was planning, he was determined to step in and protect Varka at all costs. He quickened his pace and came to the foothill. Annagul stood expectantly, a wide smile on her face, wearing her high boots and a red wool sweater. Her black hair had been tied into a tight single braid that cascaded on her left side. 

“Ready?” she asked him with a smile, eyes deep and wide open. 

“Yes,” Segir muttered to himself. They both exchanged glances, said no more and started their climb through and up the mountain, until their lungs were exhausted and their palms ached with the hard surfaces of stone. The sun was already peering above the mountains once reached the cavern, close to the peak. It was as dark as it had been in the starless night before.

“Varka,” they called in the dark cave. Their voices echoed inside, and they advanced feeling the curved walls. The place felt strangely empty and not nearly as warm as it had been at night. A few steps ahead revealed where the she-dragon had lied the night before, and upon it, there was nothing but old, dry branches and stones of different colors. Dragons liked rough beds, it seemed. 

Segir leaned forward, as if to see if she had hidden herself behind the branches. But Annagul grabbed his hand before he could take a step.

“Wait,” she said. 

“Where did she go?” Segir asked, scanning the dark for any sign of the dragon. Annagul looked serious, with a hint of disappointment washing over her eyes.

“Maybe she went to hunt for breakfast,” she said, looking back toward the exit.

Then, they heard a thud above their heads. Small stones clattered and rolled over from above.

“She’s over the peak!” Segir shouted and ran out into the sun. 

Varka’s arms were clutched around the peak of the stone mountain, her wings partly spread, extending like a black map of glimmering scales. She lowered her gaze, fixing her purple eyes on Segir and Annagul.

“You’re early,” Varka said with her deep and melodious voice. She leapt like a bird and landed right in front of them, her wings flapping slightly and touching the ground for an instant.

Segir blinked, too stunned to respond.

“Now,” Varka turned her back on them, careful not to wave her long, spiky tail too close to their legs. The space covered by them and the dragon was scarce, and her front legs were clutching the side of the mountain. “Climb on my back.”

“Sure,” Segir muttered, blinking in astonishment. He leaned forward and paused for an instant, with his hands outstretched and thinking how he should climb, fearing that clutching her spikes would cause her pain. Annagul, however, grasped them and the dragon did not show signs of even noticing. 

Annagul was the first to climb on her back and sat on a wide spot with no spikes. She was tiny compared to the dragon, like a toddler riding a grown horse.

“Come on up,” she said to him.

Segir stepped forward and grasped one of the spikes as if it was the horn of a saddle. He could not help but put a foot on Varka’s side, but finally managed to climb. The spikes and scales were sturdy like stone, although the skin beneath appeared to be soft and sensitive

“It doesn’t hurt you, Varka, does it?” he asked the dragon gingerly. He felt strange for not adding a title before her name, especially since he wanted to sound respectful. But what title could she add before a dragon’s name? Segir gulped air and pulled himself up. Varka had raised its head to keep the balance and the level for them.

“I do not feel any pain,” Varka responded with his deep voice.

Segir scanned for a place to sit and looked down at the ground beneath. A wave of vertigo washed over him. His eyes slid upward in fright.

“Shouldn’t we need something to restrain ourselves?” Segir asked, fumbling forward and looking for a spike to hold on to.

“You need not,” Varka said. “I will take care of you.”

“Have you ever flown a human before?” Annagul asked.

“Not before,” Varka responded.

“Then how can you be sure it is safe?” Segir said, almost tumbling on Varka’s back.

“I will take care of you two,” Varka said reassuringly. “Nothing will happen without me knowing. As it has been before and will ever be.”

Segir raised an eyebrow. What had been before? He shrugged to himself and sat right behind Annagul.

“Are you comfortable there, human?” Varka asked.

“Yes,” Segir said, but although he enjoyed being close to Annagul again, he could not really say he was comfortable.

Annagul gave a thumbs up sign, and Varka immediately pressed her chest against the ground, then lifted herself up with a jump.

Segir could not help it. He let out a screech so high pitched he did not know he could do. He instinctively held on to the spikes as the dragon seemed to free fall into the ground. Annagul, next to him, seemed too calm, with her hands firm on the spikes and her braid violently as they plunged down the mountainside.

As she slid down, Varka spread open her wings like an eagle taking flight. Segir noticed how she tilted at them as she glided in the air. Their trajectory changed midair, and Segir let out another grunt. She flapped again and they started to gain altitude once again, and they drifted upward as if pushed by the strongest wind he could imagine. 

Segir’s heart hammered in his chest, and as they climbed the winds, the fear of crashing beneath changed into awe. They had begun to raise above the mountains. Segir pinched himself, ensuring that he was not dreaming. He looked back. The mountain that had taken them long minutes to climb had been left behind, and now stretched like a map far and beneath them. Segir once again dared to look down. It was strange to him, for although he was way higher up in the sky, he did not fear falling. Beneath him, the colorful yurts and the durable stone houses of his neighbors resembled nothing but small marzipan biscuits, and the sparse trees were like powdered pistachio.

His stomach roared, reminding him that he’d not had breakfast.

Segir looked at Annagul. She returned her gaze, eyes wide open and a wide smile on her face.

They drifted, sliding through the air like leaves in the wind. Then, Varka turned her head slightly, staring at them with piercing purple eyes.

“What do you feel, humans?”

“What do we feel?” Segir responded with a question, glancing at Annagul as if asking her what was the proper response to that question.

“It’s the best day of my life!” Annagul shouted.

Segir’s eyes fixed beneath, they were drifting away from the village. It was already behind, as they ventured through the ever higher. The only path beneath the mountains was still visible, one maintained by old merchants and travelers. It spread through, curling into the valleys and bleeding into vast and ever higher hills. Soon after, Segir knew that he was farther from home that he had ever been. 

The beauty beneath him startled him, and the dragon was climbing ever higher above the clouds.

Suddenly, Annagul let go of the horns and flexed her knees. She slowly got up.

“What are you doing, Anna?” Segir asked. But she was too mesmerized, and out of her mind to even respond. She slowly straightened her back and stood atop the dragon’s back, her arms stretched for balance, her eyes shut, and a glimpse of pleasure on her smiling lips. Then the dragon turned his wings, ever so slightly.

And Annagul tumbled to the side. She slid down, or lost balance. A sharp shiver crossed through Segir’s spine, and he lunged forward to grab her. It seemed too late, but he stretched his hand and grabbed at her wrists.

Too late, they both slid off the dragon’s side, their screams mingling as they thought their death was nigh. But the dragon’s wings flipped upward, and the dragon’s body regained stability.

“Be careful,” the dragon hissed. “I will never let you fall, but don’t do something you’d regret.”

Anna and Segir rolled back to their place, the unbraided section of her hair had become an unruly mess, and Segir did not want to look at his own hair. They exchanged looks. He noticed that her face was pale, and could only imagine his own. He could hear his own heartbeat and felt hers through her back, both pumping like wild horses across the pain. They did not speak, but he could almost feel what she was feeling.

“You need not panic,” the dragon’s deep voice came in surprise. “I have told you, I will not let you fall.”

“Thank you,” Segir muttered inaudibly. 

“Now hold on tight, I have promised to show you the world.”

Segir obeyed, grasping wherever he could. The dragon suddenly flapped, and tilted the back portion of her wings backwards. A cold rush of wind entered their eyes as the dragon caught altitude. They advanced across the ragged landscape and climbed higher and higher, and faster. Their skins became chill and the hairs on Segir’s arms stood on end. The trees beneath seemed like nothing but specks of dust, as they drifted sideways above the deserts and rocky slopes, ever higher.

A cluster of clouds appeared just above and ahead, jagged by the winds. Segir opened his eyes wide, he had never been close to a cloud before. He wondered if they were hard enough for someone to sit on them. The dragon approached rapidly, and Segir ducked, fearing he would smash against them, but then he passed through it and felt nothing. He turned his head. It was as though he had gone through mist.

“Where are we going?” Segir asked.

“The place where I dream,” the dragon answered, sliding over the vast landscapes. Segir was enthralled, he thought no mortal man had ever seen something so beautiful. At least nobody in Zikra. For an instant he thought the dragon could take him to places he had always heard about, such as the great capital, Mahash, the city of marble in the West, or even other countries such as Sindha and Erahan Shahar. Instead, the more they advanced, the vast yellow grassland started to turn green. His heart rattled with awe. Suddenly, he felt Annagul’s chilled hand grasp his. He looked at her, her eyes had not drifted from the vast sea of green beneath them. He clutched her hand softly. The forest gave rise to green hills, all covered in trees. Segir had never seen such a beautiful landscape, and he wondered what they would be from ground. Of course, he knew what a forest was, but he had never seen one, and the vision itself proved magnificent beyond what he ever imagined.

Annagul pointed at spots in the distance, one of them, she said, was the fortress city of Malena, another one, far ahead along green plains and stone mountains, was the walled city of Faran.

The dragon turned back, flying back to whence it came from, and started its descent. Its wings shifted their weight and she plunged down, her tail also lowering, as if cutting through the wind. She flapped to remain aloft, and he found himself holding on to Annagul as the dragon aimed for where to land. The place she chose seemed to have been deliberate. There was a gray cliff, untouched by the sprawling trees and bushes, that seemed to engulf the stone and soil like mold on an old loaf of bread. The dragon’s descent was not too quick, and when she did her wings touched the floor before recoiling elegantly. They were once again on ground, and on a place that seemed another world. To Segir, it had to be a dream. He looked around, as the dragon lowered its tail, making it touch the floor and facilitate their dismounting.

“Where are we?” Annagul asked.

“A forest, ancient and homely,” Varka answered. “Not too far from your homes, human.”

“It’s beautiful,” Segir said, following Annagul with his eyes. She expertly grasped one of Varka’s spikes and slid down from the side of her tail. But after touching the floor and straightening up, she stumbled and almost fell forward. She had to place a hand on the dragon’s back not to collapse again, as if she had been drinking kumis all night.

Segir followed, clumsily throwing himself off the side of the dragon, tumbling down and rolling onto the floor. His elbow crashed against the stone. He only scowled a little and managed to sit, his head whirling like a cauldron of hot soup.

He got up, hand supported on the dragon’s body. 

“It is wonderful,” Segir said. “You’re very kind for bringing us here.”

“I know that humans love to fly.”

“Well, we consider ourselves lucky,” she said, a huge grin on her face. 

Segir stepped away from the dragon, looking at the vast expansion of green, with tall overreaching branches. Even the air up there was different. Even when his home village was humid, it carried a different scent. There in the forest, even the air was vibrant with life.

“Are you going to stay here and wait for us?” Segir asked the dragon. “I had never been in the forest before and I’d like to take a walk, if you don’t mind, Varka.”

“Segir, Varka brought us all the way here” Annagul said. “We might as well spend time with her.” Annagul directed the dragon a glance and stepped next to her. She placed a hand on the soft scales along her neck. “I’ve got a lot to ask you. A lot to learn.”

“Thank you, Varka,” Segir said, standing straight and bowing his head slightly. Then, he looked at Annagul. “But it’s my first time in the forest and I’d like to see it.”

“What’s such a big deal about a forest?” Annagul asked mockingly, raising an eyebrow and almost bursting out laughing.

“I’ve never been in one?” Segir said with a shrug.

Her face changed and her laugh faded. Now it seemed like she was pitying him. “Really? Oh, that’s too bad. Well, emm. I’d join you soon. I’ll catch up with you”

“I’m surprised you have been here,” Segir put in.

“It’s nothing, really.” Annagul shrugged. “Well, we’ve taken long rides and camped in the forests up north. Not this deep into the forest, mind you,” she said, looking at the trees beneath, placing both hands on her hips and taking a deep breath.

“It’s beautiful,” Segir said softly, his eyes caught a glimpse of birds flying in groups away from the treetops. 

“I will wait for you,” Varka’s voice came as a surprise. That creature was just too good. There were kind people in Zikra, probably most except for Kamur and his family, and usually people would at worst give him a side long look because his father was Karedi. But the dragon was genuinely polite.

Segir looked back at the dragon and grinned.

“Thanks for that.”

“I’ll catch up with you,” Annagul said. “Don’t go too far.”

“Sure,” Segir said with a nod, and advanced to the side of the cliff. As he had hoped, it was not as steep as it seemed, and although surrounded by climbing bushes of types Segir had never seen before, he knew he could descend without any problem. He started by turning his body and holding on to the rocks at the top, then climbed down by supporting his feet on the stones. There was more or less a sloped downward path that flowed into the forest. He looked around, eyes wide open as the green overarching trees swallowed his soul. That day he had been exposed to pure beauty, not only Annagul’s presence and closeness, but amazing vistas from behind a dragon’s back. His heart burned with joy and a wide smile prevailed on his face. Chirping birds surprised him and made him turn his head in curiosity. A sturdy tree stood among others, its trunk as wide as a carriage, with twisted branches lush with deep green leaves.

He took on the vision around him. He considered himself privileged for having seen the world from atop a dragon’s back, but the beauty of the forest was also new to him. He wished there was a way to carry it with him, to have something to remind him and preserve its green and observe. Something to take away to his tiny home beneath the rocky hill. He knew that a leaf from a tree or from the ground would wither and die. What could he take from there?

He extracted the pan flute from between his robes, he pursed his lips, leaving a small gap between them, and blew into the pipes. He let the note hang in the air, long and hollow like the wind, then he slid three pipes away, to another joyous note, shutting his eyes as he marched down into the depths of the forest.

Segir played another note, a semitone lower, adding his melody a hint of mystery and awe. He then repeated the theme. He felt that it, by itself, reflected his emotions of awe and bewilderment that he felt.

Suddenly, his right foot struck emptiness beneath. He looked down too late, finding air instead of soil and grass. He gasped, sliding down through rock and soil. A scream escaped his mouth and a sharp blow to his head made the light around him fade in an instant.
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Chapter XV –  Last Rites
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The morning came. The Karedi had spent the night feasting, some setting up tents and sleeping on the grass. Now, it was their time to awake and return to their mountain caves. Daniar awoke on a canopy next to his wife and surrounded by others of his group. Light filtered through the trees and under the canvas of fabric. Around him, young men and women chattered or remained down, their eyes half closed with exhaustion and their skins blackened by dust and travel from the previous day. They had jumped into the feast without even dancing. It had all happened so fast.

Now, Daniar had things to do. Important things. 

He looked at one of the boys. He was from his own settlement, and had stood among the archers during the defense. Hair like black tar fell down on broad but thin shoulders, in contrast with skin that would have been as white as paper were it not for the intense sun. But his dark eyes did not lie. Daniar saw that look and knew it well, but seeing it in a young boy felt wrong. They did not focus. They looked beyond the eyes of others, beyond the trees, beyond the mountains and even beyond Marania. Beyond life.

“Boy,” Daniar said to him. The boy raised his eyes, almost timidly but not quite. There was resentment in his cold glance. “You’re Rasdam’s son, aren’t you.”

“Yes, sir,” he said coarsely.

“Your father did not introduce you. What is your name?”

“Kuran Amadi.”

Daniar ruffled the boy’s black hair.

“It’s alright, Kuran Amadi. Kuran son of Rasdam. Things will be better from now on, I promise.”

The boy nodded, but Daniar could tell that it was not enough. Daniar’s words were not enough.

Daniar fixed him with an unflinching glance, he placed a hand on the boy’s shoulder. “Your father was a brave man, Kuran. He would not like you to feel downcast, even after we have avenged his death.”

The boy just nodded. His teeth were clenched, the sparkle in his eyes did not lie, but Daniar could feel something else. Daniar pursed his lips. He had failed him. And he had failed his wife. He had failed them all.

No matter how many victories he brought, even if he did it by his own hand. He would not bring the dead back.

“We will stop this madness one day, I promise, Kuran. We will win, and all this senseless oppression will be gone. Your father shall smile from heaven. I swear.”

The boy nodded again. He sat in silence for an instant. Then, as if life had rushed back into his body, Kuran raised his dark eyes and looked straight at Daniar.

“Where is he now?” he demanded.

“This is the way of all the earth.” Daniar’s voice was solemn. He drove his eyes away and raised an aching hand. “The priests of Tengri say that when heroes-”

“I know that,” the boy snapped at him. Daniar gave a start. “I know that. He told me that every single day. Where is he now. Where is his body?”

“Listen,” Daniar continued. “I know where he is, Kuran son of Rasdam. And I have a duty to him and the rest of his men. If you wish to, you may come with me, I’ll need you. We will start by honoring the memory of our fallen. Your father. I will leave now to the forest path from whence we came, just outside of the mountain. When your squad comrades wake up send them my way.”

“Yes, sir,” the boy muttered. His expression had changed. Now, he looked humbled and a flash of paleness had washed over his skin.

Daniar then turned to the opposite side and kissed his wife in the cheek. She had fallen asleep with their child in her arms. The kiss awoke her, she lifted her torso, blinking to wash away the sleep from their eyes.

“I’m going,” he whispered, touching one of her hands. It was warm and damp.

She directed him a frustrated glance.

“As soon as I wake up, you’re gone,” she said softly with a slight roll of eyes.

“I have things to do,” Daniar said.

“As always,” she muttered.

Daniar shut his eyes. Tension shot up inside his body. It was frustrating to hear her speak like that. But he knew it was his fault.

“I have to prepare your father’s burial,” he said. He got up, the pain on his body almost as pervasive as the previous days, but now, without the thrill of battle, it hurt ten times more. He stretched his body and stepped out.

“You haven’t changed,” she said from behind him. Daniar avoided turning around, but he knew that many others had heard. Their new leader and his wife were arguing in a way.

He could not turn back, his pride resounded in his heart, and he kept walking through the canopies. 

Daniar followed the fresh morning breeze and the subtle scent of flowers in bloom. He took a deep breath while he strolled away from the camp, toward the forest. He looked down through the places where the traps had been set, the hollows and the wooden spikes at the bottom, still stained with coagulated blood.

He ventured forth, away from it, into the dark forest. The sun filtered through the leaves, although there were white clouds in the horizon, threatening to blanket the entire forest. He had to get out from the noise and the pressure. But how? He had a million things weighing on his back. He trusted that not one of his enemies had escaped, that would give them at least a few months before being bothered again by the Empire. He had to manage the Karedi miners and spirit trackers to help him find the stone, and he would dig up the entire forest if necessary.

He would do whatever it took to reclaim his land. To have once again the peaceful nation he once had. No matter what it took. 

He hoped in his heart, that the magic on the stones would allow him to find the missing dragons and ride with them toward the capital.

He hoped in the Skyfather’s name that there were still dragons out there.

He had heard of dragons flying over the provinces, sightings as far as twenty years away. And yet, he had not seen them himself. What if there were no more? What would his next step be? Or else, if there were dragons but they refused to help him.

The breeze around him, and the peace gave him a slight relief, but his work was just about to begin anew. He advanced through the shady forest. There was an encampment a few yards into the woods. Smoke emerged from above. Two young men of about sixteen had been watching the night next to bodies wrapped in veils. One of the boys struggled to keep his head up, his eyes weighed by drowsiness. The other one slept with his forehead over his legs. Daniar approached, greeting them with a nod.

“Good morning,” he said, folding his arms.

“Sir.” The one who was awake elbowed his companion and jumped to his feet. His colleague woke up immediately and followed him. The left side of his hair was spiky like a bird’s nest, and his eyes were half closed and red. “Good morning sir Commander.”

“Did you finish?” Daniar asked them, hands behind his back.

“Yes, sir, it’s here.” They said. Daniar then looked behind them. Flower arrangements circled most sections of the holes, with purple roses, damsel’s crown, triumph’s lilies and others, all recently planted. And in front of them, there were two three holes all with mounds of earth clustering around it.

“Very well,” Daniar said. “It is good enough,” he muttered. “Wake up and freshen yourselves, they’re coming and they expect to see respect from you too as well.”

“Yes sir,” they said, straightening their bodies.

“I trust that you rested enough,” Daniar continued. “You’ll have a few more men helping you.”

It did not take more than an hour until people started pouring into the clearing. There were faces grim even though the night before had been of feasting. Marching into the woods. Cansu was among them, carrying young Mehmet in arms and so was Larkan’s would-be widow. Their faces were dry and showed no sign of weeping, but as Daniar knew, the eyes didn’t lie. And as far as Cansu was concerned, he did not know what was more painful in her mind. Others among the crowd did cry for their fallen. A few old men and women shouted the name of Turman and begged out loud for the Skyfather to welcome him in the Hall of the Fallen.

The crowd circled the holes, forming a wheel around them in the clearing, all in complete silence. Old veterans, fathers of the dead soldiers, wrinkles and white hair marking their age stood ahead. The old commander Yurgan, one of Turman’s best friends advanced, pressing his serpent cane against the floor. Finally, the crowd gave way to groups young men, who carried long vaults of wood with them, and the ones after carried liters on their shoulders, like royal servants carrying kings and princes on their arms. Through them, Daniar could see the perfumed and embalmed bodies of the ones who had died in the last battle, all sitting cross legged like enlightened spirits. The young men marched, holding the liters on thick painted logs, and placed them ceremoniously in front of the hollows.

Then a voice broke the silence, throat singing a note, vibrant and full. It turned into a sad and solemn melody with coarse dual notes that dragged like knives on the skin. It was in the old Steppeblood tongue, and glimpses of its meaning slipped through in Daniar’s mind. It spoke of the Skyfather ruling the heavens, and calling his chosen sons back to the stars, to join him and drink horns of kumis with him forever. The crowd around them remained in solemn silence. Many struggled to keep it, and as the song went on, every last one of them broke down in silent tears, even Cansu.

The boys opened the vaults, revealing pieces of gold and weapons of war. Turman’s scimitar was removed solemnly, its carrier holding it from the handle and the tip, to deposit it in a separate hole. They proceeded to place the rest of his belongings to the tune of the song. The men who carried the liter were last, quietly depositing it in the center of the hole. Then, they fell to their knees and kissed the soil around it. The young men then repeated the process for the other three soldiers, placing their weapons on their final resting place, then depositing the liters with the seated bodies.

Then, it was the turn of the crowd. Each person stepped and advanced, falling to the ground and kissing the ground before pouring earth upon the liter. The process continued, and when they were done, Daniar stepped up on the center, cleared his throat and spoke to his people.

“Today we mourn the loss of a great leader, our beloved Turman, and three more valiant warriors who followed us to the end. Eremahn and Jamshad. They fought to defend you, and may they forever be blessed. Unfortunately, many more have fallen by the magic of our enemies. I have spoken to the families of the many who have died deep in the forest. We are soon to begin an expedition and retrieve their bodies, to give them a worthy grave and perform their rites. Trust, however, that they will join the Skyfather. Now let us hail our fallen three times, and may they live forever in the Halls in the Sky.”

“Hail, hail, hail,” they repeated in choir. Most of the voices were female.

Daniar continued his speech. “Our general Turman was the leader of our band of renegades. He was around since we joined together and escaped persecution. He guided us, and we followed his plan. Through him, we triumphed. Now, time has come to choose another leader from among ourselves, a warrior of proven excellence. Thus is the way it has been among the people of our common tongue. For that, I would like to propose our most excellent veteran, Yurgan. He served the Hanerkian Emperors for more than fifty years, and lead them in many battles and victories.”

“I am not fit to lead these people,” Yurgan’s rough voice interrupted him.

Daniar turned around, surprised. The eyes of the group fixed on the old man.

“I am old, and frankly, I do not think I can. If Turman could barely fight, I can even less. You are our Commander now. You are in charge for the Karedi.”

Daniar pursed his lips. He feared it would come to that. He knew he had responsibilities to fulfill in the group. Too many and all of them had come too soon. He had refused being a general for a reason. Rasdam was not the right man, but neither was he. He did not want it. Now he had eyes on him again. All eyes. Not only that, their faces would be on him, and if he did wrong, he would know.

“I am not a born leader,” Daniar muttered, too softly.

Yurgan spoke, and it seemed like Daniar had made him lose his patience. “I will say this out loud, so that all can hear.” He looked at Daniar. “You were the best of us. Turman knew it. You think different, Daniar. You are a master of strategy, a young, reckless master, but you’re the best we ever had. If you all hold me in any respect,” he now addressed the crowd. “I say we follow Commander Daniar as Chief of the Dragonsworn. You all have seen how he planned our defense, and how we triumphed. His only fault is not being in charge earlier. He let Rasdam, bless his soul, take the reins and it did not turn out to the best.”

“Yurgan,” Daniar said, lowering his eyes. “Don’t I have enough? Turman made me commander of defense, these Karedi made me chieftain, for the Skyfather’s sake. What am I to do? Even Turman wanted time for himself.”

“And I have had enough time. Can you give an old man some rest? I can advise you. Besides, what else will you do that I don’t? You don’t need my advice. And these people are one. One will. We’ve always been. What do ye say?” Yurgan stepped forward, his cane pressed against the floor. “I say we hail Daniar as Chieftain. He, and he alone will lead us to victory. He alone can restore the Empire to its former glory, and he alone can restore justice. I say we hail him.”

“Hail,” their voices echoed around him. They were genuine. Too genuine. Daniar lowered his head.

Daniar narrowed his eyes and cleared his throat.

“I am just but an apprentice of the great men of valor of our past,” he declared, raising his voice. “I respect and honor the likes of Turman and Yurgan. But I do not feel worthy.”

“Let me ask you,” Yurgan asked. “Is he worth it? He saved your bloody lives. No one is better suited here. Now raise up those hands, ladies, and call the name of your leader.”

Their voices echoed, confirming their determination.

Daniar pursed his lips. Cansu only looked at him coldly. He looked down.

More responsibilities, but bleed it all, what else could he do? He had been sworn to that cause, and if that’s what he had to do he would do it. That’s what he lived for. He abstained from spitting on the floor and raised his chin.

“So be it,” he finally shouted. The crowd around him grew silent. “I am not a man who seeks power, but I want things to be done the right way. I will get things done. This means you will work. No matter who you are, young, old, woman or child, you must. I will prepare you for a future of struggle and victory, and if you follow my lead, just like we triumphed here, we shall reclaim the Capital. And the Skyfather willing, dragons will ride the winds again. This is my pledge. For the blood and the Dragon.”
	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter XVI –  The Halfbreed
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Segir groaned in pain. New scratches covered his forearm and head. His ribs ached as if a tree trunk had pushed through them. He clenched his teeth and rolled on the floor, struggling to push himself to his feet. The trees towered above him like silent watchers and shielded the sun.

He gulped air and pushed with his chest until he managed to get up. Then, he limped with a hand forward to support himself. A glance around him in search of his flute gave no results, and he would not crouch down to search even if his life depended on it. He noticed there was something off with that part of the forest. His eyes had to accustom to the sight. Some of the stones were too regular, covered like the trees around him, in lichens and moss. Running his hands through them revealed even surfaces and even carvings. He leaned, peeling the moss with his fingers. Someone had been there, long ago, for sure, but someone had built all that. 

Segir narrowed his eyes and peeled off the green moss and the branches around one of the walls, trying to see the carvings. The carvings were not the usual Steppeblood incisions, making a beard and a mustache and two holes for eyes on a standing stone. It was the work of a master. Spirals and human shapes spread through the stone. He could see figures and strange animals that he was sure never existed in real life; lions with wings, birds with two heads. It was not real, but his feathers were so lifelike that the artist seemed to have carved every single one. But that was nothing like the figures standing next to spirals and rings. A closer look showed him the details in the work, there were men carved with lush hair, some with beards that seemed to flutter with powerful winds. The detail on the noses, foreheads and even embroidered clothes were so delicate that Segir thought the wall had to be conjured and not carved.

He limped on, exploring the wall. Part of it had been submerged in a mound of earth that hid its original form. He tried to dig it off, but after a while his fingers and palms were aching and part of his nails had broken. He gave up, but wondered who had built that. Probably not the Steppeblood, but he did not know the previous inhabitants, whoever they had conquered, had that kind of building. He had never heard of buildings like that existing anywhere, especially near the Western Border.

He soon caught a glimpse of more sections. That entire section of the forest might have been a building or sanctuary. Other figures, which at first had seemed like another species of tree, turned out to be torn pillars overgrown with moss. Old stones in the ground turned out to be pieces of said pillars and walls. They seemed to have been torn down, as if crushed by a devastating force.

He marched through the razed temples, with bewilderment in his eyes, and the more he entered the bushy ruins, the more the pillars stood with pride among the overgrown trees that surrounded them like vengeful forces of nature. There, he saw a figure. A dragon head, carved in white stone, hidden among bushes to clung to it and grew around its neck and head. A few flowers bloomed around its fangs. 

The head itself was as large as a door, if it was part of a whole statue and not just the head, the full statue would have been as all as a house.

Those people surely had venerated dragons. But who had they been? For sure it was not the Old Maranians, who by the time Hyrkanon came were Lightgivers and could not stand dragons in the least. That was a question for Annagul. She knew all about history and ancient peoples.

Segir kept exploring. But a strange feeling lingered in the back of his mind. For a moment, he swore he could hear something behind him. He could feel something, like eyes locking on back.

He turned back a few times and did not see anything but leafy bushes and tall trees. But the feeling lingered.

Then, a loud roar echoed behind his back, like a demon in the abyss. He turned around, in shock, and what he saw shot a shiver down his spine. A creature, yellow as the sun, eyes narrow, elegant nose and powerful paws. A lion, he thought, feeling his heart shoot right up into his neck. It crouched, showing his teeth like white knives ready to tear at his skin.

His heart pounced inside his chest. He stepped back, then turned around completely and running with all his strength. Suddenly, the pain was not as important as before.

“Varka!” he pleaded as he forced his legs to go faster, evading the pillars and trees. He instinctively looked back from the corner of his eye and saw the massive beast leaping over toward him, its yellow eyes brimming with fury. He had gained a bit of distance, and started to feel safer.

Segir kept running through the woods, until suddenly, he felt another blow to his forehead lost his footing and before he knew it, he fell on his back. His skull rattled against the ground. The feeling of being vulnerable, of being prey, washed over him like a tidal wave. He could hear the creature spans behind him, still leaping and trying to make him its dinner.

Segir grunted and pushed himself upward. A large tree stood before him, and before putting together a coherent thought, he leapt to its trunk and started climbing. The beast, was right beneath him. 

Segir’s arms and legs pushed him up, his eyes were still focused on the gargantuan best beneath. It rose on two legs, its size was massive, huge enough to stand halfway through the tree. It sprung up with claws like sharp razors. 

Almost reaching the top, Segir coiled his legs, and the cat’s claws sunk right beneath him, an inch below his feet. The beast then removed his claws, debris and pieces of crust collapsing to the ground. Segir did not need to be close to see how the tiger’s claws had thrashed through the bark.

And Segir’s legs kept pushing him up, a few branches broke on his way up, startling him, but finally he was safe, holding on to the cold tree. He stared down at the massive cat. Its head was much larger than Segir’s rib-cage. That big cat was no joke. 

But it was beautiful. Now, half safe in the tree, that sense of awe struck Segir, pushing back part of the fear and adrenaline. His heart still pounded fast and harder than a hammer and anvil clashing, but the tree retreated back. He had never seen a creature like that, and he would never wish to hurt it. He wished he could have peace with the beast.

Then, another surprise came, rushing steps from the hill above. Segir looked up.

“Segir,” Annagul’s voice echoed through the trees. She was standing, above a boulder, only a few feet above him, her hair unruly and wild. The smile faded from her face as soon as she looked beneath. Her skin turned almost as pale as his.

The cat lowered its face, in position, facing her, and leapt up toward the hill. Annagul, however, remained still, as if paralyzed with fear.

“Climb, Anna, climb the tree!” Segir shouted. The cat leapt forward with fury and hunger. Annagul reacted, turned around and clumsily climbed up the tree, just in time before the large cat leapt to catch her with his powerful claws. Soon, she was above bushes of leaves, her body pressed firmly against the tree, breathing heavily.

They exchanged glances, both at a distance, the branches and leaves shielding their bodies. But their eyes met, with both fright and relief. The cat growled beneath them, flashing fangs as large as daggers.

“We’re lucky,” Annagul hissed.

“The cat,” Segir whispered, starting to become aware of the pain in his rib-cage and the strength it took to hold on to the tree.

“It’s a liger,” Annagul muttered.

“A what?” Segir asked narrowing his eyes.

“A liger,” Annagul continued, sounding as if someone was compressing her lungs. “A crossbreed between a lion and a tiger. They’re bred for their skills in magic. It’s basically my favorite animal.”

Segir let out a half-muffled chuckled. Talking about favorite animals before said animals made them their dinner.

“I thought horses were your favorite animal,” Segir whispered.

“Almost, they’re third. Ligers are first, dragons are second.”

Segir cast another glance down, the liger was circling around the tree with fiery eyes on them. Segir stared. It was almost ten feet long. That was a true monster of a cat. He thought that it was capable of eating both and still have space for dessert.

“How did you even know they existed?” Segir said, pausing half way through the sentence to press his eyes and grunt.

“Books,” she answered before he could finish. She sounded tired. “But they’re rare. Very rare. I think there are lions in the south and tigers in the south, there might be both species in the deep forest. But by the Skyfather, who knows.”

“I’ve said he’s beautiful, but I sure want him to go away,” Segir muttered through his teeth.

Suddenly, a sound rumbled through the trees. Birds left their nests, flying away in fear, as a shadow rose up ahead, spreading black wings. The dragon advanced, drifting in the air like an overgrown kite, flapping and blocking the sun. Segir raised his head as it flew over him, its powerful legs pressing against her own body. Segir thought she would come and land nearby, but she continued her way, his eyes shifting as she glided to the side. Varka flew down and entered the thick forest ahead, like a bird in the river searching for fish, then, she emerged bursting through the treetops, flying low and heading toward them.

The liger turned around and leapt away from them, sliding into the deep forest and disappearing through the foliage. Varka, above them found a place large enough to land, clasped her wings close to her body and descended rapidly, supporting herself on her legs before coming down. Her claws held a yellow reindeer, piercing through its skin and staining the rich fur with threads of blood.

She landed and lowered her neck, depositing her prey upon the clearing.

“Varka?” Annagul asked, raising her voice.

“I have brought this for us three.”

“For us?” Segir asked. He looked down, sure that with the dragon around they were safe from the liger's jaws. He descended carefully, his legs still clasped to the trunk as he lowered himself through the branches.

He was not surprised to notice that Annagul had been much faster and agile when descending, and was already standing next to the dragon.

“Yes,” Varka said in her deep voice. “I share with you, humans, I see that you hunger. It is the least I can do after your kin has fed us for ages. I remember that much.”

“Varka, I’ve never been happier to see you in my life. Frankly I have never been so glad in my life. You just saved us.”

“You did, you came just in time,” Annagul said.

Segir scratched his head.

“And thanks for the...” Segir scratched his head, looking at the blooded deer now lying on the clearing. He felt like the dragon was doing too much to gain their forgiveness and respect. He knew animals did that, but he could not take such a powerful and sentient, and talking being as a mere animal. There was something too human about him.

“So,” Segir looked at the animal. It looked dead, the scars of Varka's fangs still fresh with red and purple blood, its eyes black but lacking in luster, its mouth open. “Let me tell you I don't eat much meat and... Less if it's raw.”

“What are you talking about?” Annagul asked, taking a step forward and drawing a sharp, fang shaped knife from her belt “We've just got to clean it up first. What part do you want, Varka?”

“I'll stick to the organs,” the dragon hissed. 

“Sure, anyway, the legs will be enough for us,” Annagul said. “Now, Segir, go fetch some wood, will ya?”

He blinked. 

“Sure,” he said without thinking. But with a liger around, he did not think it was a good idea.

Annagul jumped closer to the dragon. Her legs were still shaking, even though the smile on her face seemed to hide it. “Varka, we saw a liger. Can you believe it? He almost ate us. He was this close.”

“I saw that it was giving you trouble,” the dragon said.

“Yes, did you see him? If you hadn’t come on time he’d be eating us now,” she said, opening her eyes wide.

“I saw him too late,” Varka said. “But from now on, you need not fear, I can hear your footsteps, and I can hear the cat's heartbeat from here. I won’t let him get closer as long as I’m here.”

Segir nodded.

“Thank you, Varka,” Segir whispered.

“You need not thank me,” the dragon responded.

Segir bowed his head again, then turned his back, to stroll around and look for firewood.

That dragon surely had a sense of hospitality almost as big as Master Ozmir. He knew that cats usually presented dead animals to their owners, but that dragon had showed him a kind of kindness that only a few human beings had demonstrated, among them, Annagul's family. The dragon of course was rough, but seemed to care for them too well.

Segir strolled about, finding dry, fallen pieces of wood, piling them and carrying them back to the clearing amid the ancient ruins. Annagul had already peeled the animal's skin, her hands bathed in blood, and was now slicing its legs. Segir blinked, and looked away for an instant. Unlike his father, he had nothing against eating meat, and enjoyed it every once in a while, but he hated looking at people butchering animals on the street.

Varka helped by lightening up the pile of firewood, and after an instant it was burning powerful and fierce. Annagul pierced the meat with a sharp stick, running it through it, and then supporting it perpendicularly above the fire. Four deer legs were cooking, the aroma of their oils and fats spreading through the air. Varka had swallowed its entire torso after one bite, bit them farewell for a time and disappear into the sky. The fire burned bright, casting heat and light, as the sun began to sink behind the mountains and trees.

“I’m starving,” Segir said. “Do you think it’s done?”

“If you like it rare,” she said with a blink.

“I wouldn’t complain,’ he muttered under his breath.

“So what about that flute of yours, did you carry it with you?” she asked, eyes still on the fire.

The flute, he had forgotten about it. Segir felt his pockets, turning around and looking at where he had put it.

“I dropped it when I fell,” he said, getting up and looking at the floor around. There was no sign of it. He looked up, at the dark mountains, and the side from which he had tripped and fallen. It would not be easy to find. He sighed in disappointment.

“How long have you been playing?”

“A few years, but I’m not good,  learned by myself and I just figured out a few tunes by myself. It’s nothing too impressive. I learned a few tunes, you know, the ones they sing at New Year’s and the ones for Winterfeast. And I like to make new tunes,.”

“You really write music? That’s interesting. And you haven’t studied it, right? Anyway, next time you can get a new flute and show me.”

“I’d love to. But I don’ think I can afford a flute now. The last one was a gift.”

“A gift? Who gave it to you?”

“One of my aunts who used to come and bring gifts.”

“What kind of gifts?”

“Things for children. But there were lots of them at first. I remember my first wooden sword. And, have you seen those small horses on wheels children used to play with? They were popular back then. She even brought me a wooden dragon, but my father threw it in the river after the delegates started coming to Zikra. He thought it would be dangerous.”

“That’s sweet,” she said with a sweet half smile. “My uncles used to bring me rag-dolls for Winter Solstice, but I hated them, by the way. I received one and painted a mustache on her face,” she chuckled. “I would pretend that it was the First Emperor, and I’d attach a twig to her hand and say it was the Sword of Omens.”

“Oh, you liked to play war. Did you have anyone to play with?”

“Of course I did,” she said with a wide smile. “My brother Osmin. He made the wooden swords once I grew older. He also made an old chain-mail armor for me. We’d go run in the marshes and pretend we were conquering the East.” She giggled. “Those were the days. My mother hated when we did that, though. And now that I have to wash  my own trousers, I would have hated it too.”

Segir smiled.

Suddenly, Annagul’s eyes drifted to the side. Segir heard a sound, faint and familiar, like the purring of a cat, He turned around and found a dim light facing him from behind the trees. It moved slowly, and a sudden realization sent a shiver through Segir’s spine. The liger’s yellow eyes sparkled in the night. It crouched behind the branches leaves, its body pressed against the grass. He looked back, but Varka was long gone.
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Chapter XVII –  Inheritance
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Daniar organized and groups of miners and Karedi priests, prepared carriages loaded with shovels, mining equipment and weapons and ordered them to ride northward. Their sorcerers advanced, half in trance, and chanting unknown words in intonations that send shivers through Daniar’s spine. 

But now he had another duty, one much heavier and more painful. For that, he chose a few young men of his own group and a handful of Karedi mages. He had preferred not to bring the ones whose fathers had died in the first attack, but many did offer themselves. Daniar had assured them that what they were to see would not be easy to fathom, and much less to forget.

He marched well ahead of his men, until the sun started to set and they reached the rock from where he had glanced at the enemy encampment a few nights ago. Many trees had been felled in a rush by the Imperial forces, and cold ashes stood on a pile in the center. The place was near, so he turned around and faced them with a furrowed brow.

“Start do dig now. We all will do it. We do not need to take a step forward for now.”

“Why here?” asked Kuran, Rasdam’s son. His glance had not changed since the morning, and his father’s jeweled blade hung at his hip. “Is there no better place? Why can’t we bring them home.”

“I have warned you, Kuran,” Daniar said. “Carrying forty bodies is not easy if they’re already covered in worms. We may bury them here and honor them later.”

Kuran pursed his lips, but said no more. The faces of the other young men had grown pale at the mention of worms. The group started to disband, and even the magicians drew their shovels and started to dig into the black earth. 

Daniar remained silent and walked back to their pack horse. He slipped one of the knots and grasped the shaft of a large shovel. He recoiled at a sudden pain. His forearm ached again. Daniar gulped air and pulled the shovel free, not without pulling his sleeve and seeing how his wound was healing. Green lines, paler than gangrene kept spreading into his palm. He blinked in surprise and shock. It was no infection, he knew that for sure, but the creases on his skin were green like moss. He sniffed them, feeling the ever present smell of sulfur.

A young man’s voice echoed behind him, startling and making him pull his sleeve back. “How close are they?” the young boy said. Segir turned to see him holding the dirty shovel. Daniar remembered his name, Farid, just like his father. His father who’d died during the night of the first attack.

“I’m certain,” Daniar answered, sinking his shovel and lifting it with a handful of earth and chopped blades of grass. 

“Why did they have to die like this? Did they not fight like we did last time?...”

Daniar spoke sternly as he dug the shovel again. “We did not know what kind of enemy we were facing. It took us by surprise.”

The boy sighed.

“But why them? Why all of them? Isn’t the Skyfather supposed to be guiding us?”

Daniar took a deep breath. Once again. He felt their eyes on him, his guilt laid on his own shoulders. He had survived them hadn’t he? He could have made them fight better. He could have been their commander instead of foolish old Rasdam.

“I do not know,” Daniar said, wishing to sound compassionate, but he sounded grim. “But a death in battle is good, they say.”

“I don’t care,” the boy’s voice suddenly turned sour as he sunk the shovel in the ground. “I don’t care what type of death is better. Hell, I have never seen the gods. Are they even real? All I know is that my father is gone. We thought we’d have a better life. He said that to me. And now he’s gone.”

Daniar observed the boy’s heated reaction. He kept digging, and gave no immediate answer.

“We have faced many deaths,” he said. “Your father did lose many comrades back in the day. And so did I.”

“And it’s not fair. Is it worth even trying? Hiding all our lives.”

Daniar looked at him. “It’s not, but there’s nothing that can bring him back. And what do you think he’d say now that you’re questioning everything he lived for? Everything he died for.”

The boy’s mouth curled downward. His eyes moistened. He stopped digging.

Daniar continued. “But you can do what you can to keep his...”

“Stop it!” the boy snapped at him. “I don’t care if your mother died in your arms, I don’t care. You don’t know what it feels. You forgot. You think it is an everyday thing...”

“And what can you do?” Daniar also raised his voice. “Weep for life until the gods get tired of your wailing and silence you for good? Yes, you feel pain, I understand. You may feel it for the rest of your life, but no matter what you do, you won’t bring any of them back. Understand? Find your own way, find where to put your strength, but don’t try to bring down our own.”

Farid lifted the shovel, as if ready to throw it at Daniar. Then, he tossed it with a grunt. The glances of the others focused on him. He turned around and ran like a wild reindeer toward the woods.

Daniar rested on his shovel.

“Should I go get him?” Kuran asked.

“He’ll be fine,” Daniar answered. He looked at the hole. It sunk about four feet in depth, and although probably not enough to host forty bodies, he decided that they could start gathering the remains then and now.

“Fine,” he declared. “We have done enough with what we have. I am sorry that I may not conduct the burial they deserve, but nightfall is almost upon us. I need a few of you to follow me, while the others keep digging. Be ready.”

“Me,” Kuran said, raising his hand.

Other boys hesitated, but two of the strongest Karedi men raised their hands as well. Daniar nodded. 

“Let’s go.”

They marched again through the dark forest, between overgrown bushes and trees. Daniar barely remembered the path he had followed, but soon felt the stench of decaying flesh assaulting his nostrils. They were on the right path. Not even covering his nose with a headscarf eased its abrasiveness. The boys and men around it took it worse. Daniar stopped and turned around, his brow furrowed and hand firmly over his mouth. They continued to another slashed portion of the forest, where a gruesome vision sent shivers through their spines and made the faces of the boys pale with terror and grief.

A Karedi mages hurled a charged paper ball that exploded with green light. That was enough to chase the vultures away. After that, the process dragged for long hours. The boys were struck with disgust and fear, but they did the job without a word of complaint escaping their mouths. The rest of them worked to make the hole deeper, and lit torches for their work to continue. Their labors extended late into the night, with the stars and moon above like attendees to their funeral rites.

Then they rested away from the pit, drenched in sweat and with hunger rumbling in their bellies. They did not speak any more, and Daniar saw the tears dripping from the eyes of most of the boys.

Daniar got up and sat next to Kuran. The boy’s eyes were fixed on the ground ahead of him, and he had barely touched his food.

“How are you holding up?” Daniar asked sternly.

“I’m fine,” Kuran muttered, without looking up.

“I’m asking you directly because I want to help you,” Daniar continued. 

“I do not need your help. Commander,” he said.

“That is fine.”

Kuran looked down again.

“But I believe you,” Kuran lifted his eyes and looked at him. “They did that to him.” Kuran’s voice had poison in him. “They killed my father. They humiliated him. His body, his flesh. And I will bleed them for that.”

Kuran was panting.

Daniar placed a hand on Kuran’s shoulders.

“We will fight on,” Daniar said. “I am sure, if whatever those priests say is true. Your father must be proud. And he’ll believe in you. I am sure you can honor his name forever. We will fight that blooded Dragonstone, find those stinking lizards and fight by their side. A new order will come, a new dawn. Even those blooded Karedi priests are predicting it.”

The boy’s eyes glistened. He believed too.

“And I’m sure,” Daniar continued, that you’ll stand in the new empire as a leader. That would make your father proud. That would honor his name forever.”

“And I’ll kill those pigs. Those Imperials,” the boy hissed.

Daniar chuckled. He did not know himself why.

“I will teach you and prepare you,” Daniar said, this time, his voice was solemn. “I’m sure your father already made a formidable swordsman out of you. With more battles and experience, you can be a leader like him.”

Kuran was smiling.

“I’m sure he’d be proud of that,” the boy finally said, lifting his head high, as if his father was standing in front of him and Kuran was expecting his approval.

Suddenly, quick steps thumped in the forest. Their glances turned toward their direction. Daniar felt the hilt of his jeweled sword.

Farid stopped to catch his breath and panting as he supported his hands on his knees. Daniar stood up and rushed toward him. A race through the forest could mean that he had been chased by a wild beast. He did not expect them to live so close to them in the forest, but was glad the boy had escaped alive.

“You’re back,” Daniar said. “We were worried. Why were you running?”

“We’re not alone,” Farid hissed. “Somebody set up camp nearby. He was heading west.” The boy extended his hand. Daniar stepped forward and placed his hand beneath the boy’s. He dropped a piece of metal on his palm, round and smooth. Daniar examined it against the firelight. His eyes opened wide. A brooch of gold carved with a horse’s head. The icon of the Empire. 

“Where was this?”

“I found ashes and the bones of a dead boar,” he said. “It’s been there for at least two days. I found this among the bushes.”

“I need two volunteers,” Daniar said, turning back. “I’m going to track him. The rest of you, keep your eyes open and your weapons ready.”

The boys exchanged glances in fear.

“Trackers,” he pointed at one of the old, skinny men. “Have you felt anything?”

“No, my lord,” one of them responded, looking at his comrade. 

“Are you sure?”

“We... We did not feel any evil presence, but....”

“But what?” Daniar asked, snapping his fingers.

“With a spell, just like the one we used at the mountain, they can hide their presence.”

“Damned be us all if he already left,” Daniar scowled. “Enough. You, Kuran, come with me. And you,” he pointed at one of the mages.

The Karedi stood up, wiping the breadcrumbs off his jacket.

“Keep your eyes open,” Daniar said, fastening his belt, sword dangling on the side. He then lifted the automatic crossbow, its blooded, recycled bolts loaded on top. “Let’s go. How far is it?”

“Not too much,” Farid answered.

“Let’s go,” Daniar said, then directed another glance at the rest of them. “Keep your eyes open, wizards, keep tracking them.”

“Yes,” the mages said with a slight bow of their heads.

“You better,” Daniar said, turning his back and marched into the dark woods.

The two followed him. Kuran advanced with his father’s saber attached to his waist. Daniar stepped in through a natural path between a trail of trees, lantern in hand. Their guiding light cast shadows upon the tree-bark.

“Hey,” Kuran said. “Not that way.”

“We’re not going there,” Daniar answered.

“What do you mean?”

Daniar took the path up a sloped hill, the same point from where he had observed the encampment. It towered over the clearing, revealing the feint fires and the faces of their comrades. Daniar handed Kuran the lantern.

“Keep this out of sight.”

“What are we doing?” Kuran asked.

“It’s dangerous for the group to split, especially knowing that you guys have little experience. If he’s still in the forest, he knows where I am.”

“But... how would he find out?”

Daniar gave him a glance.

“They’re mages, aren’t they?”

“So,” Kuran leaned in, crouching down, and glancing at their comrades, now small in the distance. They had taken their weapons in hand, remaining close to the fire. 

“My Lord Commander,” the wizard’s voice creaked behind them. “Should I chant to protect you?”

“And make more noise? No need.”

“He's got a point,” Kuran said.

“Are we even sure that it works?” Daniar hissed.

“My Lord,” the Karedi mage said softly. “It worked perfectly when you used it to defend the city. It hid us who hid in the trenches.”

Daniar pursed his lips. Magic was complicated. Hard to understand. It sometimes seemed capable of anything and everything, and sometimes so limited, sometimes so easy to doubt.

“Say your rites,” Daniar hissed.

The mage nodded and took a step back, he knelt on the ground and drew a bronze dagger, its blade gleaming with the pale light of the lantern. He stabbed the ground and dragged it across, carving a circle around him, and added a few angles on each side. Then, he sat cross legged and started humming a strange chant in an arcane language. Daniar watched, his heart pounding fast. The syllables dragged on, mirroring themselves over and over, with minor alterations.

Daniar turned his back, looking at his comrades around the fire in the clearing beneath. He narrowed his eyes. Some of them were already resting their heads against the trees, struggling to keep their eyes open.

His heart was pounding fast. He had a feeling in the depths of his heart, something brimming on the edge.

Then, it happened. He heard heavy breaths in the dark. He turned around and found a hooded figure standing under the moon, hand raised forward. A green mantle covered his face, the carvings and sigils on its fabric gave it away. He was one of the Imperial Mages. Suddenly, green light gathered on the palm of his hand, like a whirlwind of fire, casting highlights and shadows on his bearded face.

Daniar leaned in, reaching for his crossbow. He shot rapidly, but it bounced off the air around the mage, like a rock striking a wall. Fear washed upon his soul once again, as the evil light jumped toward him. 
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Chapter XVIII –  News from the World
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Segir blinked, his heart pounced in his chest. His face remained motionless, but his eyes drifted toward Annagul. She was as pale as a ghost.

“Anna,” he hissed. “What should we do?”

The liger crouched, watching from a distance. He prepared, gnawing his teeth. Then, it raised its head, opened its jaws and let out a fierce roar, as deep as a pit. Segir stood up, startled. He darted his eyes upward. Where was that dragon when he needed her?

“Stay close to the fire,” Anna muttered, so softly he could barely hear her. Segir nodded swiftly and took a step back.

Suddenly, the liger jumped forward with a roar, landing a mere four yards away.

Segir felt as if panic took over his senses, he stepped back and pulled one of the reindeer legs out of the fire. The other two tumbled down, the branches that supported them crashing against the ashes, along with the other two legs, lifting up dust and sparks.

Segir held the hot flesh and threw it in front of the liger. The creature sniffed and lunged toward it, pawing it to secure it. It opened its jaw and gnawed it hungrily, pulling a large piece with his teeth. Segir stepped back.

“What did you just do?” Annagul’s voice rang, in shock.

Segir blinked, but found no words to speak.  His eyes focused on the liger, fiercely devouring the leg, placing his paws on top to assist him tearing it.

Segir sat once again, his legs and arms trembling.

In the meantime, Annagul had knelt to pick up the fallen branch and the grilled leg. She quickly shook of the pieces of ash and coal off from the meat and arranged them. Her eyes were following the liger.

“I can’t believe you did that,” Annagul scowled, not looking at Segir.

“Well,” Segir muttered, then moved even closer to the fire. “It seems like he’s enjoying it.”

Annagul sighed.

“Come on, eat a little, I think it’s ready,” Annagul said, her voice trembled. As if trying to divert her attention, and slicing a piece of leg with her knife. It was a slim fillet, neatly cut and with red in the middle. She then poked it with the blade and presented it to him with trembling hands.

“Now?” Segir muttered. “We’re about to be eaten, and the first thing you can think of is eating?”

“He’s not gonna eat you. Now you eat.” She seemed to be trying to calm him down, but she did not sound calm herself.

“Anna!” Segir said through his teeth.

“Come on, Segir. Cats are afraid of fire.”

“How do you know?” Segir asked, raising an eyebrow.

“Everybody knows that, dummy,” she said, faking a smile, but with her eyes nervously darting toward the liger. “People light fires to keep them away.”

“Well, it hasn’t kept him that far away, has it?” he said, moving even closer to the fire, feeling the burning tingling of the flame heating his forearms and its rough essence scratching his nostrils.

The liger finished the meat, then cracked the bones and licked the marrow. Then, it sat like a pup.

“Should we give him more?” Segir asked without looking at Annagul.

“More?” Annagul scowled. “We have only one leg for you, one for me, and one for our families. You should not waste food like that.”

“A leg, an entire leg for me? I’d be more than full with a slice. This is good enough for a family to eat for four days, Anna.”

Segir took a deep breath, casting a glance at the massive cat. It remained calm, paws on the ground, its bright yellow eyes focused on him, like a purring kitty expecting warm milk.

“It’s beautiful isn’t it?” he stuttered the words.

“Yes,” she whispered. “And we’ve had this conversation before.”

“Can you imagine being his friend.”

“It’s a wild animal, Segir. It is nice to admire from the distance, but it will try to eat you alive.”

“Sure,” Segir said, his eyes darting nervously. “I understand that.”

“Eat, Segir.”

“Yes,” he muttered, took the steak with one hand and chewed it. It was bland and bloody, but his hungry stomach welcomed it like a treat. The liger was still there.

“Give me my leg,” Segir whispered.

“Sure,” Annagul said, then carefully retrieved it from the flames and passed it to Segir. He took another bite and tossed it at the cat. It sprawled over it and started to eat.

“What are you doing, Segir?” Annagul sounded angry. “I prepared this for you and you just threw it at the cat?”

“Anna,” Segir said softly. “He’s hungry.”

“Yes, and he already ate. Besides, I made it for you!”

“I liked it Anna, but honestly, I don’t eat a lot of meat.”

She frowned.

“You can’t just be wasting food like that.”

“I’m not wasting it, he’s hungry too.”

“Yes, but it was for you, not for the cat! Don’t you have any manners?”

Segir opened his mouth as if to speak, but found nothing to say. He pursed his lips again, and looked at the cat. He realized he had been mean to Annagul, but it was impossible to make up for it again now. The cat was having the time of his life, devouring the meat.

“I am sorry,” Segir muttered.

But Anna’s frown prevailed. Her eyes were not focused on Segir anymore. Instead, she was tearing up meat from around the femur of the deer with her knife and chewing it slowly. 

“I am really sorry,” Segir said.

“Stop that,” she hissed. But her face told another story. A sense of worry crawled on Segir’s mind. She was mad at him.

“Really, Annagul. I should have thought about it.”

“Shut up, Segir, it’s fine. Now let me eat. Don’t make it worse.”

“Worse? You haven’t forgiven me. I am really sorry.”

“I understand, you’re sorry.”

“Really.”

“I got it. That’s enough.”

Segir blinked in surprise. Then swung his eyes away. He held himself from asking for forgiveness again. 

She was upset. Suddenly, he was feeling hungry again. The tiger had chewed the bones and licked the marrow off the deer’s leg, and was still standing like a hungry kitty, expecting more of that sweet meat.

Then, there was a noise, like a powerful wind that made the leaves shake under the stars, nightbirds flew away in fright, and the black dragon appeared in the heavens, shielding the moon and stars. Varka descended, a harsh wind blowing as he flapped, making the fire dance in frenzy. She landed softly and pressed her wings against her body.

Segir was so distracted that he did not notice the liger fleeing, leaving only the deer bones tossed against a tree.

“Varka,” Segir said with a wide smile. “Where were you?”

“I was flying,” Varka’s powerful voice echoed in the night..

“Just flying? What else did you do?”

“Chasing memories,” the dragon said.

“Chasing memories?” Segir scratched his head with a trembling hand.

“Can we fly back? While the meat is still warm?” Annagul asked.

“Hop up,” Varka hissed. 

Annagul wrapped the meat and prepared to jump climb Varka’s back. As though Segir was not there. He followed after her, climbing up. He stared at her, and for a moment, fearing that she would never speak to him again. But he did not want to upset her more. He looked down once more at the dark forest, and the fire that slowly and silently faded. 

Varka lowered her body, pressing it against the ground, then hopped and raised into the air. She flapped her black wings, and raised above the ground, above the treetops. Segir held tight, hands on the dragon’s spikes. He felt as if tension mired the air between him and Annagul.

Annagul’s face revealed a smile, but her eyes were up, on the stars above. 

The dragon’s wings spread wide as it raised and glided around the clouds. She flapped and gained altitude. The moon shone bright and beautiful above them, and Segir stared.

The trip seemed much shorter than the last time. Segir felt safe when riding the dragon, much safer than he felt at home. They continued their flight in near total silence, with occasional comments on shooting stars and the village from above. The dragon did not seem to notice. 

She then slid down and landed on the flat lands right outside the village.

Segir climbed down first, almost tripping to the ground. He extended his hand to offer Annagul help. She, however, just turned around and skillfully glided toward the ground, carrying the wrapped meat behind her back.

“Thank you Varka, it has been the experience of a lifetime,” she said curtly, a hand placed softly on the dragon’s neck.

“I am happy I could share this with you... humans...”

Varka said no more, she hopped again, spreading her wings wide, and flew toward her mountain.

“Fly safe,” Annagul said. 

“Let’s go home,” Segir muttered, looking at her and the small, dust covered trail that lead behind the mountain and toward the village. For an instant, a glimpse of fear seemed to whisper in his mind. He imagined that Kamur and his friends could be waiting behind the hill, ready to surprise them. Life had showed him many such coincidences. All the power and glory of befriending a dragon and a liger would mean nothing if those scoundrels appeared.

But as the path continued and they crossed the first houses on the outskirts, Segir felt much better. That would just not happen that night.

They walked with few words, more like neighbors or task colleagues than friends. Segir wondered if they could even call each other friends.

“Annagul, I apologize again,” he muttered.

“Stop, Segir, it’s alright.”

“Is it? I can feel that you’re still upset.”

“You’re making it weird.”

“Am I?”

“Yes.”

“Alright then... So what should we do now?”

“Now? About what? I am going to bed,” she said with a harsh tone.

“To protect Varka.”

Annagul sighed. There was sadness in that sigh.

“Let’s see about it later. I don’t think anything wrong’s going to happen to her.”

Segir narrowed his eyes, noticing a group of lights ahead. Flaming lanterns in the town square.

“Why is everyone out at this time?” he asked.

As they approached, they noticed that even the chieftain was among them. He seemed to be trying to calm the people down. Kamurkhan and others were there, arguing vigorously. Segir tried to side step and take another path, but Annagul started to run toward the group. Her father was there.

“Annagul, wait,” Segir said.

He did not want to act like a coward in front of her, especially after all that had transpired.

“Wait,” he said, and ran behind her.

Annagul’s father had turned his head toward her. A stone lantern sparkled in his hand. His face was pale and sweat brimmed on his forehead. There was no sign of a smile on his otherwise affable face. He looked grim.

“What are you doing here?” Segir heard him say to her.

“I brought food for the family,” she said with a wide smile.

“Go back home, it’s not safe.”

“What is wrong?” she asked.

“The dragon killed more cattle and burned a house. They are pushing to have it killed.”
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Chapter XIX -  Battlefront
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DANIAR CLENCHED HIS teeth. A blinding blaze of green advanced toward him. He stepped forward and stretched his arms before it. He was ready to lose them defending himself and the boys.

“Father!” a boy’s voice broke the silence, followed by a pained scream. Kuran’s body fell backward, as if pushed by a battering ram. The boy tumbled in silence before Daniar and the three who were with them. A wave of dread washed over Daniar.

The boy fell on his knees, teeth clenched and eyes squinted in pain. Blue light stained his chest. The boys around him, Farid and the other two stood with fright in their eyes and faces.

“Kuran, foolish boy!” Daniar he hissed, but quickly looked up. He stepped forward aiming the crossbow at the sorcerer. He shot once more, sure that this time, he would be able to strike the enemy on his tracks.

But another sound stunned him. A scream full of energy and rage. The enemy wizard’s eyes shot open, and the green light on his hand faded at once. But the lantern, still on the ground, revealed a curved blade piercing through the mage’s clothes, blood dripping from its sides. Kuran was standing next to him, hands firmly grasping his father’s scimitar. 

Kuran had entered from the side, while the mage was focusing his magical energy on Daniar.

He retrieved the blade, teeth clenched in rage. The man stumbled, falling on one knee. Dark blood stained his green robe. In that moment, Daniar tackled the mage, holding his wrists tight and pressing his knee against the man’s chest. The hood fell back, revealing a tanned face and a short beard, as well as magical sigils painted in green across his face.

“Who sent you?” Daniar hissed, getting his face as close as possible.

The man’s face of pain softly changed. He let out a breath and fixed his eyes on Daniar. His lips curved into a smile.

“There is no hope for you,” the man muttered, then attempted to laugh. “My comrade is far ahead, he will reach our Emperor.”

“What?” Daniar said, pressing harder on his knee. “Is there another one of you?”

“Yes,” the old man muttered, then coughed blood. “He’s started his path even before your struggle. He took our horses and rode East. They’ll soon be here, and they shall sweep this land of your pest.”

“Blooded fool! When did he leave!”

“Soon enough, we have bases around the forest. They will sweep this land clean.”

Daniar snatched the sword from Kuran’s arms and pushed it through the magician’s heart. The man’s eyes shot open, his mouth remained agape, his body still, unmovable.

Daniar stood up, fists clenched and gripping the sword tightly.

“Commander,” Kuran muttered behind him. Daniar leaned toward the boy.

“Hang on,” Daniar said. 

The boy took a deep breath, eyes shut, panting. He then clenched his teeth. Daniar grabbed his hand and held it tight.

“I’m going to see my father again,” the boy hmphed, a smile forming on his parted lips.

“Don’t be ridiculous, you’ll be fine.” He looked at Farid. “Go back there and bring the medicinal box.”

“Yes, sir,” Farid nodded and turned around.

“Commander,” the tracker stepped forward, kneeling next to him. He stuttered the words in his Northern accent. “I must say, I don’t think it would help him.”

“What are you talking about?” Daniar directed him a cold glance. 

“These spells cause a different kind of damage,” the magician said gingerly.

Daniar looked at the very scars on his arms. They were still fresh, they pained him every minute. Herbs and remedies had not helped him at all, and with the fading strength every day, the very deep fears of not being able to wield a sword again gripped his souls.

“Then? How can we heal him?”

“If we do not help him it will eat him soon,” the priest said. “And if it doesn’t kill him, the pain itself will.”

“Tell me, how can we heal him,” Daniar hissed. “Tell me, you blooded wizard, tell me now.”

“My Lord Commander, we must perform a ritual.”

“Do it,” Daniar barked. “Do it, we cannot let him pass away. Come on.”

The wounds he carried were heavy, he could not allow, once again, someone under his care to die in such a way. The priest finally nodded, and turned around to finally stretch forth both hands.

“Oh, light of the Light, oh Spirits of the Ether. Hand this man freedom from pain, relieve him from the power of light, and give him peace and rest.”

The man approached the boy, hands stretched. For an instant, Daniar thought of stopping him on his tracks, but decided to trust the mage. He started changing again, but this time, the voice were not in the common speech. The short vowels and long words, the hard rs revealed it as the ancient Karedi language. 

Then, Daniar’s eyes opened in astonishment. A blaze of light seemed to distill from the boy’s wounds, like the warm light of a candle.

“Son of Rasdam, hold on,” Daniar said with a stern voice, holding the boy’s hand tight in his. “You have been brave like few men in the world. Do not leave us now. We need you.”

The boy said nothing, his eyes were shut and his teeth clenched as if in deep pain.

Then, Daniar started feeling a strange raspiness in his own arms. He glanced down, eyes wide open. The light seemed to emanate from his own.  The strange feeling had started to turn into pain. 

Then, the light faded from the boy’s chest, like the quenching of a flame.

The priest stopped his chanting. 

Daniar’s eyes drifted downward. The boy had stopped breathing.

“What happened?” he yelled, then fell on his knees and pressed his ears against the boy’s chest. There was no movement, no sound. “What did you do?” he lunged at the priest, grasping his collar.

“My Lord Commander,” the priest pleaded. The two trackers jumped toward them, trying to separate Daniar from the men. “He refused to stay.”

“What do you mean?” Daniar scowled, staring right into the priest’s eyes. 

“He... He refused to go. He didn’t want to be healed.”

“How did you know? What? Are you saying you could get into his mind?”

“We... We can feel the whispers of souls. And... If someone doesn’t want to heal, he just can’t, my Lord Commander.”

“Oh, I see, that’s convenient,” Daniar hissed. “What is my soul whispering to you now?” Daniar said, drawing his blade. 

“Please,” the tracked pleaded for his comrade. “We are speaking the truth, he refused to go.”

The man’s eyes, however, were focused on something else. They did not look at Daniar’s eyes, but at his arms.

“What are you looking at?” Daniar grunted.

“My lord,” the priest muttered in fear.

“Tell me! Spit it out!” Daniar exclaimed.

“You have been struck by their curse,” the priest said.

Daniar let go of the poor man’s robe. He lowered them and stared at his own arms. He pulled his sleeves. He felt no pain anymore, but the green tint on the scars had all but faded. Lowering the arms revealed the puzzled glance on the priest’s eyes.

“What are you looking at?” Daniar asked. “What’s wrong with this.”

“Were you struck by their magic?”

“Is it not clear to see?” Daniar said. “I was, and these are my scars.”

“My Lord Commander...” The man's face had become pale.

“What is it? Spit it out. Why have you shut your mouth about it?”

“You have been poisoned, my lord. Their magic is now in your bones and eats you from inside.”

“Poisoned?” Daniar raised his sword, as if it could help against whoever was doing it. “What, does this mean that my days are counted?” His mind did not register it as a threat, and he almost laughed.

“My lord...” The priest kept avoiding answering directly. “Not necessarily. It can be so, if we do not treat you on time. How long ago did it happen?”

“About five days ago.”

“How has it felt?”

“The pain comes and goes, but it is not as pervasive as before. Tell me, how can I be healed?”

“My lord, please let me examine your arms.”

“You have just let my boy die. You let him die.”

“Trust us, our lord Commander,” the Mage now said with a bow.

Daniar looked at the young boy at his feet. He pursed his lips. Soon it would be time to deal with his own pain.

“Please check his well-being. By the Skyfather and all the gods, he needs your help more than me! Do something.”

“He’s gone, my Lord Commander,” the magician insisted. “We cannot bring back the dead. But for you, we can do something.”

Daniar gritted his teeth. He wanted to scream but held it inside him. Once again, he had failed. He had bloody failed.

“May the gods still grant hope for him,” he said again, looking at the boy. “Let us carry his body, present it to his mother, at least so that he can be honored in life and buried wherever she desires. And burn the body of this blooded wizard. Do not let anything remain, lest we have to deal with a pesky ghost.”

“Yes,” Farid and the others muttered, and they set to work.

“Now tell me,” Segir faced the magician. “How can I heal this wound?”

The Karedi mages nodded.

“We will cleanse you and heal you, our Lord Commander. We’ll do it in our caves.”

They slept before returning, Daniar with his eyes downcast. Another had fallen in his care. This time, it weighed on him even more. He sometimes thought he should have been the one to die in their place. But still, he had been preserved. All those lives hung on his back, each time becoming heavier and more painful.

The settlement greeted them with sad embraces. Their gaunt faces revealed that a tragedy had transpired. Kuran’s mother bathed his body in tears. The priests serviced them with great honors, and they buried the body on the eastern side.

The news of an escaped enemy caused uproar among the few warriors who remained. Daniar assured them that the best warrior among them would go out and track them.

He could not go. 

He gathered the greatest mages and healers of the settlement, and with fast heartbeats and fear in his mind, he sat with them amid the smoke of holy seeds and with throat singing mantras in the background. He extended his arms, and was showered with burning ointments. The magic was cast.

“My lord,” the head priest declared, face downcast. “The magic has faded. Your heart is not threatened anymore.”

Daniar smiled with a hint of sadness. He would be allowed to remain on the earth.

“Excellent,” he exclaimed. But the priest's face did not match his tone.

“The magic has been purged, and it shall not torture you anymore. But when they strike you and not kill you immediately, some of the poisons remain crystallized on the flesh, it is still spreading, slower, but still there.”

“Wait, so what have you done? Has this entire thing been in vain?”

“We purged the magic. The magic will not affect your heart, it will not kill you. We did what we could, but unfortunately it had already been embedded in your arms.”

“What about my arms?”

The priest cleared his throat.

“The poison is still there but not bound by magic. I’m afraid it cannot go at this point. It has turned into a mere physical.. illness. The pain will start tonight. It will rot your flesh slowly. Then we will have to saw off your arms.”
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Chapter XX –  More Secrets
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The light of dawn sparkled through the curtains, casting feint light upon his father, Annagul and master Ozmir. “We were there, and she did not tell us anything about flying over a farm and stealing cows.”

“Farmer Taras was the first to declare it,” Ozmir said. “Poor guy. He had only two cows and those are his only means of sustenance. He has no reason to lash against the dragons, nor to denounce against them. You remember the day of the debate very well. He stood by us.”

“But still, it is impossible,” Segir said. “He brought us a reindeer. He ate it half. Still, I...” Segir narrowed his eyes. He remembered how Varka had swallowed his goat whole. She was perfectly capable of doing it. She had done it in innocence. Her only way to detect cattle belonging to human beings were cowbells. “I don’t think we should blame her.”

“You should never have gone and see the dragon,” Yaros said to Segir, his arms crossed and brow furrowed. “You should not have meddled in this. I understand your concern, Segir, but this can put you in grave peril. It’s already bad enough with Kamur harassing you”

“I could not let them kill it, and still we cannot,” Segir declared. “Even if she did it. There is another way.”

“We can go talk to her,” Annagul said.

Ozmir looked at her. “To whom?”

“Well, Varka, of course,” Annagul declared.

Yaros lowered his face, as though he was holding himself from speaking to another man’s child.

“Yes,” Segir declared. “She is perfectly reasonable. And we’ve even had this conversation before. Remember, master Ozmir? Dragons are kind and honorable. They would never fail to their words.”

“Indeed!” Annagul said. “Father, you can ask the chieftain. We could even invite her to discuss. She can be talked to, and you yourself know that dragons are gentle inside.”

“We let you get away with too much,” Raxana, Annagul’s mother, cut in. “I told you Ozmir,” she said, casting her husband a freezing glance. Segir noticed that her eyes were becoming moist. “I do not want to lose another.”

Ozmir’s face became severe.

“And you, little girl, you won’t come any close to that mountain ever again..”

“But Father. You told me yourself. Dragons are good.”

“Yes, but not at the cost of my own daughter. We’ve already a lost child.”

“What can these people possibly do to us?” she asked.

“You just told us that Kamur wanted to kill it and threatened you,” Yaros cut in.

“No, no, no,” Ozmir said. “Why? The government will get involved. Do you remember those two men? Whenever they come back, they will issue a government mandate to get the dragon chased out or murdered. If you get in the way, you are perfectly aware what they are capable of doing?”

“What?” Anna asked defiantly.

“You know.” Ozmir pointed a finger at her. It was trembling. “Your brother, bless his soul. Your brother tried to get away with that, and look at what happened.”

“What are you talking about?” Annagul said, shaking her head.

Ozmir took a deep breath. Raxana placed a hand on her husband’s elbow. He lowered his face and whispered.

“Your brother did not drown in the creek,” he said.

“What?” Annagul leapt to her feet. “What? What are you saying?” she said, leaning her face forward and pressing her palms against the table.

Ozmir lowered his hand to signal her to quiet down, looking from side to side.

“Do not say this,” he looked at Yaros and Segir. 

“Ozmir, you don’t need to,” Raxana’s voice whispered from behind.

“My young Osmin did not die in an accident, he... He was involved in something...”

“What? What are you talking about?”

“He was speaking against the government. He, was not even in any rebel gang, that I know of. My boy... He spoke against the local government, and, I received a report, that he sang...”

“You don’t need to say this, Ozmir.” Raxana insisted, placing a hand on his forearm.

“No,” Ozmir cast her a severe glance. He paused, then found the right words. “Anna deserves to know the truth.”

Annagul’s eyes opened wide.

Yaros lowered his face, but Segir was too stunned to divert his gaze from the patriarch’s.

“Yes,” Ozmir said softly, eyes fixed on the table. “I went to the place where it happened. I heard it from those who witnessed it. Your brother did go and did a few months as a cadet, but he deserted. They found him at an old pub in the city of Malena, chanting anti-government slogans. The pub owner asked him to stop. Even if he had, it would not have been enough. One notorious general who served during the Great Purge was drinking kumis on the opposite side of the pub. He could hear him, and he could hear the pub owner’s pleas for your brother’s silence.”

Ozmir sighed, then continued.

“You knew Osmin very well. Your brother Osmin did not stop. He said he spat on Kamur, the Emperor Thief, and that he cursed his name and that of anyone who followed him.”

Her father paused. He lowered his gaze.

“The general snapped a finger, and two members of his guard got up and walked over to Osmin’s table. They both had poisoned scimitars and held them to his face. But Osmin did not stop. He blew smoke from his shishah in the face of the guards. Then, he proceeded to list every crime committed by Emperor Kurgan and his regime. Yes, starting with the revolt in the capital, the murder of dragons, the murder of Kurgan’s own family, including women and children, the crackdown and murder of the Karedi People...”

“Enough, Ozmir,” Raxana protested. “Enough. Do not say that out loud.”

“She has the right to know,” Ozmir declared softly. “But Anna, your brother, no matter how brave he was, is not here with us anymore. I took it upon myself to silence that. I am sorry I hid it from you, but it was for your own protection. I do not want...”

“What happened to him?” Annagul stuttered the words. There was a coldness to her tone. Her lips curled in distaste, and her eyes seemed to lose focus, as if they glanced beyond his father’s sturdy body, beyond the walls of her yurt, beyond the mountains around them and the green forest.

“That does not matter now,” Ozmir said.

“Does not matter? How can you say that? Tell me,” Annagul shouted, and her words sent a chill through Segir’s spine. Tears were already filling her eyes like clouds before a storm. “You hid it all from me, now tell it all.”

“Annagul,” her mother tried to intercede. “Your brother was a proud young man, but we do not want you to get in trouble like he did.”

“You did not want me to know,” Annagul interrupted her, with a voice that raised up as if in a crescendo. “You offended his legacy by hiding this from me. What do you think he thinks of you?” she said, tears now flowing freely from her eyes. “That’s why you never brought the body? He drowned? A treacherous lie. How? How can you call yourselves parents?”

“My little girl,” Ozmir said. “He was executed.”

Annagul slid hands through her own hair and pulled. Her face was aghast. She turned around and dashed out of the yurt, her arms covering dampened cheeks and weeping eyes. 

Yaros and Segir looked at each other.

“I am sorry,” Ozmir muttered.

“I guess we should get going,” Yaros declared. Then, he looked at Segir. “And you, young man, must be really careful. I’ve already seen you get hurt, and I won’t stand by it any longer.”

“We have to talk to Varka,” Segir insisted. “She will understand, and she could even help us.”

“Enough of this dragon talk,” Yaros said. “We’ll be staying at the physician’s home.”

“Really?” Segir asked. “When am I going to my real home?”

“When it’s safe.”

“And when will that be?”

Yaros sighed.

“Not yet, Segir, whenever all this is sorted out.” Then, Yaros turned to his host. “Well, master Ozmir, thank you for your time, I will be taking care of this boy.” He placed a hand on Segir’s shoulder.

They departed with timid words of farewell, then Segir and his father returned through the silent village path, now with the sun leaning timidly above the stone mountains.

“Father,” Segir muttered, looking down at the dusty floor as his father advanced by his side.

“What?”

“You defended the dragon earlier. Why won’t you do it anymore?”

“Who says that I won’t? I will defend it as I did before, but I do not want to get you involved. It is already too dangerous.”

“But what does this have to do with me? Father,” he looked at him in the eye. “We flew on the dragon’s back. Can you believe it? It was the most amazing experience I’ve ever had. Nothing beats it. And I know she is good. I mean, she is kinder than most humans. Varka might probably be the only one of her species left. We cannot let her get hurt. If it is better for her to leave, she may, even if I don’t like it... But we can’t let her get hurt.”

“Segir,” Yaros sighed. “What can I do? You will naturally be drawn to the dragons no matter what.”

“Why do you say that?” Segir asked, raising an eyebrow.

“Because that is just you. It’s in your blood. Now listen, leave Annagul alone. She does not deserve all this trouble. I... I should tell you something.”

“What, Father?”

Yaros pursed his lips. He seemed thoughtful.

“I think you should do whatever you find righteous in your life. I... I have kept you in a cage for too long. You are a strong young man, and I trust your judgment. But please be prudent in what you do. Do not go out looking for trouble. Trying to fight your way might seem brave, but it is not always the best path.”

“I understand, Father.”

“Be patient,” Yaros declared. “Some battles are not won by your fists, but with patience, intuition and planning.”

“That I understand,” Segir whispered. “But when it comes to the plan, I may fall short. Do you have a plan yourself? Or a suggestion.”

“If I said yes, I’d be the biggest liar in the world.”

Segir sighed with a hint of disappointment.

“But listen,” Yaros said. “I will do what I can at the village tribunal. And whatever you need, I’ll be here for you.”

“Thanks Dad,” Segir smiled widely. However, deep in his mind, questions pressed into him like the claws of a tiger. He trusted in Varka, she was wise and powerful. There were two options. The ideal situation would have the dragon learning that it was not proper to eat the villager’s cattle, and that the villagers made peace with it. Only the pressure of certain sectors, plus that of the Imperial delegates could hinder that outcome. Rallying the villagers could help. The second option would be to alert Varka and advise her to find another place to settle. But that could probably mean never seeing her again. That could be the only option.

“I only have one question,” Segir said, looking at Yaros again.

“What is it, my boy?”

“Why did you stay here, in this place forsaken by the gods?” Segir questioned him. “I know that Karedi are usually not welcome in most of the Empire unless converted to the cult of the Lightgiver, but you could have found a nicer place. Does it have anything to do with my mother?”

Yaros kept silent for an instant, breathing deep. Segir looked at him. It seemed as though the question had disarmed him.

“Why is it so hard to say it?” Segir asked.

Yaros shook his head. He sighed again.

“Are you keeping secrets from me, Father? Why?”

“Segir,” Yaros was at a loss for words. 

“What did my mother say?”

“Your mother wanted you to be safe. It is not that easy anymore, and believe me, my boy, you will soon get the answers. But I cannot, I cannot do it. I am sorry but I cannot give them to you. Even if I try.”

Segir noticed, in the feint light of the street torches, that Yaros’ eyes were ready with tears. He thought that mentioning his mother tended to bring that reaction. It was hard for the old man. He had never overcome it, and Segir did not want to press his finger into Yaros’ wound.

“How can I know if not from you?” Segir said softly.

“I am too weak to do it. I pray the Spirits and the very blood in your veins guide you to what you will find to know. So far, they’ve guided you beyond what I had ever imagined. They are carving your path before your eyes, and I cannot interfere anymore.”
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Chapter XXI -  Bane
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Daniar had stood up and turned his back on the priests. They followed after him, calling him master, and shouting half-baked explanations he refused to hear. Boiling blood pumped through his veins, and he clenched his teeth in anger.

He had trusted them blindly. He had placed his faith on their blasphemies, thinking that a single exorcism would heal him. And now, they mocked him by saying he should lose his arms. Idiocy! How could they say that to him? Those hands that had defender their own people. Daniar could not imagine that. He remembered comrades who had lost limbs in battle. Not even Turman, condemned to limp for a life, had endured the ordeal of two missing arms. Two arms. Never to wield a sword or to shoot even from a crossbow.

He knew they were wrong. They had to be.

He strolled along the cavern hallways and dragged the curtain to his own. 

“How did it go?” Cansu muttered, lifting her torso from the bed.

“Fools, they are all fools,” he scowled. “Bleed their magic.”

She looked startled. “What did they say?”

Daniar breathed deeply, trying to subdue the anger in his soul.

The priests had done something, but he could not tell for sure what it was. 

The fever had disappeared, and the eerie feeling that had plagued his arms days prior had all but faded. 

“Daniar,” Cansu said, sitting next to him.

He gritted his teeth. Part of him did not even want to look at her. She, once again was trying to be helpful or comforting, but he found no joy in her presence. Nothing, not even his son could relieve him from that pain. 

They had to be wrong. It was not possible that they were right. How could he face his son as a cripple. A warrior? Many men had lost limbs in battle, and people showered them with devotion and honor, but at the cost at not being useful again.

He just lied down.

“Daniar, what happened?” Cansu insisted. “What did they tell you?”

Daniar finally pushed through his own fear.

“Those fools, I did all their rituals, I withstood their chants, and their ointments, just to hear that they want to saw off my arms.”

“To what?” Cansu asked, eyes wide open.

“You heard it.”

“But why? Poison? Is it infected?”

“I don't know what the hell it is.”

“Let me see,” Cansu leaned in and reached for his arms. Daniar yanked them away, gritting his teeth at her. 

“Come on, I know how to treat wounds,” she said. Daniar gritted his teeth, then, after an instant of soft realization, he decided to allow her to take another look at his wounds. She reached for her arm and he pulled his own sleeve.

“At least it doesn't look green anymore,” she muttered.

“Well, tell that to them,” he said.

“Listen, we have been treating you with normal ointments, nothing new,” she said. “And in the war we used marakia because it's good against magical wounds.”

“That's what I've been applying all this time, but, it didn’t do anything. It only got worse.”

“That is a problem,” she said. “The question is, how are you feeling?” she placed a flat hand on his forehead.

“I do feel better,” Daniar muttered. “At least I do not have a fever anymore.”

“Any pain?”

“Much better as well.”

“Then don't bother, let's wait and see how you do, then let's go back and look for another physician.”

Daniar stared square at her.

“You are right,” he said. A smile appeared on his lips. He wonder what he could do without her. Once again, he looked at his son and tapped on his head. 

“My little one,” he said, and grabbed the baby by his sides and cradled him in his arms. He smiled widely. A relief washed over his soul, or rather, he felt as if a wide shadow had abandoned him and allowed him to thrive once again.

“So?” Cansu said, a smile on her thin and pink lips.

“Hey,” Daniar looked at her eyes. It had been like years since he had not kissed her. Many times he had let himself become hard and even distant. He leaned in and planted a soft kiss on her lips.

That night was pleasant. But what awoke him in the morning was nothing of the sort. He arose with a scream, and pain as sharp as a hot iron ramming into his flesh. Daniar jumped to his feet and directed a quick glance at his own arms.

“Daniar?” his wife arose next to him. Mehmet started to cry, his screams only matching the ones of his father. 

“What is wrong?” she asked.

“It burns,” Daniar shrieked, tumbling a vase of water over his arms, only to find that it burnt even more. He clenched his teeth and smashed his elbows against the wall.

“Daniar?” 

He jumped to his feet and rushed out of his quarters, he strode, gulping deep breaths to shelter from the pain. It circled through his arms like the very moment when he was struck. He looked at it, there was no green, but his flesh was red as if he had just been sliced with blades.

He entered the priest’s section, pushing through the curtains.

“What have you done!" he shouted, to find an empty temple. There was no one there. He panted, wishing to draw his blade and stab at the curtains. But he refrained.

Someone stepped from behind. He turned to find an old man dressed in a silk robe. The head priest, whose name he did not remember. 

Daniar turned and lunged at the man like a tiger leaping on its prey. He grabbed him by the collar.

“What did you do to me?” he snarled, pressing his forehead against the old man. The mage’s eyes dilated.

“Lord Commander Daniar,” he muttered. “We told you the truth.”

“The truth? I don’t believe your truth. You Karedi are all the same.”

The man raised both hands. His palms were smeared in red ink, forming patterns and letters in a script he had never seen before. “Please calm down, and we shall explain, please do not...”

Daniar pushed the man forward. He was going over his own limits. He knew he had a short temper, but he did not encounter times where he lost control as often. Even in battle. The last couple of days had spiraled out of control.

Daniar’s eyes twitched, the pain in his arms numbed him.

“I will ease your pain,” the priest exclaimed, then turned around and walked over to a wooden coffer. It opened with a clang as the man looked through the items inside.

“What did you do?” Daniar’s trembling voice said.

“We purged the evil, it no longer lingers your body, but the physical poison remains on your arms.”

“What does that even mean?” Daniar hissed.

“Take this,” the priest presented him with a vial and a black liquid. Daniar snatched it away from his hand and took a quick glance. “It smells like a demon.” Damian covered his nose.

“Drink it fast. It will help, Lord Bloodspeaker.”

Daniar grunted. There was no other choice for him. He gulped on it, feeling it burn as it slid down his throat. He suppressed an urge to vomit and blinked as he finished the drink.

But to Daniar’s surprise, the pain subsided within minutes.

“What’s happening?” he asked, looking up.

“It will numb your pain. That is all. There is not much magic in it, my Lord Commander. Now.” The head priest bowed his head slightly, stepped back and brought a padded stool. “Please, Lord Commander, please sit. I must speak to you.”

Daniar nodded. “Now explain what's happening to me,” he said, dropping his weight on the stool. He abstained from addressing the priest as heathen, but it was on the tip of his tongue.

Daniar blinked, he noticed a buzz in his head, as if he had been drinking alcohol.

“The magic you absorbed was killing you from within. It we had let it linger any longer, it would have reached your heart, strike you with madness and then kill you in uncontrollable spasms.”

Daniar chuckled. His laughter grew louder until it echoed in the chamber.

“Oh, would it? How can you be sure?”

The priest turned around and extracted an old scroll. He presented it to him. There were miniature drawings upon the page, painted representation of disease. The priest’s finger was placed upon one of them: a green substance spreading on the legs of a crudely drawn man. In the next figure, he saw the same man with an open mouth and eyes curved in a pained expression. He read the clear text beneath them. 

The victim of the spell adopts violent attitudes, and loses consciousness of who he is. He loses speech, he loses the ability to reason. May even harm his family and friends. 

Daniar shook his head.

“It is good that you brought it to us,” the head priest said. “If it had been earlier, we would have healed you better.”

Daniar narrowed his eyes.

The priest took the scroll back and rolled it back reverently. He looked at Daniar. “The poison spreads slowly. Did you ever experience frenzied moments?”

“No,” Daniar simply said, thinking back to every moment of anger in the previous days.

“We have purged the magic in your wound,” the priest said. “That should not come again. But your arms are in danger now.”

“You keep repeating that,” Daniar muttered. “But what do you mean? What was in that thing?” he asked. “How does this spell work. What did they do to me?”

The priest took a deep breath.

“Low Magic is a mixture of three principles. You men of the steppe do not accept it, and so...”

“For a good reason. This is the most bloody frightening thing I've ever seen,” he looked down at his own forearms. “And what’s all this about Low Magic and High Magic. What’s the difference.”

The old priest cleared his throat.

“It’s like the difference between an unarmed fight and one with swords and spears. But High Magic is something else. It is the stuff of legends. I’ve never seen any of that.”

“I be blooded! If High Magic is the fight with weapons, I don’t want it to come near me at all. Nor the Low Magic for that matter. How does it work? Tell me, wizard.”

The priest continued, raising his voice. “To work Low Magic, you need three ingredients. There is the Mixture, the Specter, and the Will.”

“Wonderful,” Daniar faked a grin. “A science lesson.”

“Lord Commander Daniar, you have asked me for knowledge. I believe you want to understand what happened to you.”

Daniar took a deep breath.

“Fine, go on.”

“The Mixture,” the priest continued. “Is physical matter that is used to cast a spell. It can be a substance, a mixture of herbs, spices and minerals. Or something of worth.”

“Of worth?”

“For instance blood. That is one of the most powerful substances in the universe. Blood creates powerful magic, Lord Commander.”

Those words made the hair on his arms stand on end.

“I see,” he muttered. “So what's the mixture they used against me? I'm sure it wasn't sugar and spice and everything nice.”

“There are many uses of Mixtures. Many potions, including the one you have just drank, are comprised of medicinal plants and healthy minerals. But many other compounds are dangerous and as destructive as an army, and we Karedi have banned their use. One of those is the one the Maranian mages used against us. They call it Living Sulfur. It is the green substance you saw smeared on their hands and faces. It is hard to make. They condense them into substances they can smear on their skin, and make hand explosives with them. But just Living Sulfur itself is not enough to make it work.”

“So what are the next two things?” Daniar asked. “Specter? Is it a ghost?”

“The Specter lives in the mixture. It is the potency of the mixture. It is a contained power of expansion, waiting to be manifested. Once a destructive mixture is concocted, its specter lives within. It cannot be touched, it can only exist within itself, and only the purest magic can purge it. It lives in the Living Sulfur, waiting to destroy. Once it touches someone, it explodes the power contained. If it succeeds only partially, it attempts to wrack havoc slowly, but never yields.”

“You are losing me here.”

“The Specter lived in your wounds, killing you slowly. There was nothing that it willed more than to see you dead. And the Will, the third part, is what allows the magic to be channeled and work. It requires sacrifice, or something to feed the Specter. Each time a mage casts a spell of destruction through the Living Sulfur, he swears an oath that the blast will take a life.”

“I see,” Daniar said, feeling an urge to scrub his forearms. He should have done it much earlier. “So it is like a curse that's trying to rid of me either once and in a flashy way, or eat me inside.”

“You have understood,” the priest gave him a slight bow.

“Is there no way to heal myself of it without sacrificing my arms?”

“There is not.”

“You lectured me on chemistry when you could have said that my arm is infected and you have to cut it. How can this information help me in any way?”

“Because you must prepare to face the enemy. My pupils have told me you captured an enemy, and that there is another journeying back.”

Daniar clenched his teeth.

“Answer, priest.” This time, Daniar tried to be respectful. He owed them that much. Blood, if he had been made leader, he should have been respectful since the beginning. “Is there no way for me to retain my arms? I am a warrior. I need to work, and we must prepare and fight against them. Can I take this medicine every day?”

“You may keep drinking it, but you already have problems with mobility. It will only get worse, until you cannot use them.”

Daniar lowered his head. He felt tears stinging the corner of his eyes. He would pull them back into his eyes if he could.

He spoke, and his voice broke as he did. “That means it has to be done as soon as possible.” He gritted his teeth, but tried to keep his chin up. “So that I am recovered by then. Whatever that means.”

He contained his tears. A strong man like him had not shed tears even in the hardest moments of battle. The last time he remembered crying was when he was first imprisoned by the hand of the enemy. He looked at his hands once again, and remembered Turman’s leg.

“Master Mage,” he muttered in a solemn voice. Now he was really respectful. “Is there any artisan that can help me make something practical?”

The mage sighed.

“We are not expert blacksmiths, but our whittlers are among the best in the world. They can prepare something for you.”

Daniar’s eyes remained glued on his hands. He thought of his first lessons of sword-fighting, of losing arrows against grand bullseye in the great capital. Of his father patting his head, of the first time he tried soldier’s boots, dreaming of becoming a paladin in the service of the Empire. He remembered writing love letters to the lovers of his youth, and eventually, Cansu. He clenched his numb fists. They responded slowly, as if they had frozen with a cold that he could not feel.

Then, he raised his eyes and glanced at the mage.

“Let it be done now,” he muttered, resolute.
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Chapter XXII -  Fugitive
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Harsh wind struck Segir’s face, making him squint his eyes as he strode toward his mountain home. Each step ached with his scratches and wounds on his arms, legs, and especially his ribs. It pained him more as he grew tired, for he had to breath faster. His home stood at the foot of the hill, beige walls painted anew, the white calcite paint still shining fresh. The door had not been fixed entirely and lay rested against the frame. A faded curtain covered the entrance, fluttering in the harsh wind. Segir walked in. 

Father must have spent the previous days cleaning. The inner walls were painted, the ash and debris on the floor had been wiped and the torn pages and books had been arranged and placed around the corners of the house. Some, the least damaged, had been glued together or just re arranged, waiting for someone to fix them. Segir did not usually read. He cast a glance through the loose pages, skimming through colored drawings and diagrams, most about astrology, constellations and healing mixtures. A long book he had skimmed through as a child talked about exorcisms, with images of horned evil spirits that had haunted his dreams as a child. But there was another book, one he remembered vividly, and over all, that he had not been able to read because of a lock his father had set around it. A dragon adorned its leather bound cover, which had now been torn as if with a knife. The seal could no longer protect its content.

Segir lifted two books from on top of it and withdrew it from the counter. It had been torn and divided in two, but still preserved its all of its pages.

He opened the first page reading and read slowly, stumbling over each syllable as he did not practice reading often.

“The Imperial Manual of Dragon Husbandry

by Imperial Dragonkeeper Kemal Orzul,

Commissioned by His Majesty Shahrahr III”

The title itself made Segir’s heart leap inside his chest. A feeling washed over him, making him feel as if he had found buried treasure. Two inches beneath the title, there was a thick red seal with a dragon’s head. He had seen that in old heraldic frames in Kalegi’s office, it was the seal of the Hanerkian Dynasty. Bloody roots! Where did he find this? His father had come from the North, and that the imperial seat was in the far East. Father, there’s so much you didn’t tell me.

He skimmed through the next pages, careful not to tear the already loose pages. The first section spoke about the birthing habits of dragons. It stated that they were accustomed to breed only in the westernmost mountain range of the Empire. No matter if the dragons were raised in the East, or if they had served and lived all their lives in that part of the world, when they mated, they all went back to their home and laid their eggs in the midst of a fiery volcano. Segir had heard of it. The Fire Mountains.

And what a place it was. Dragons, the book said, laid their eggs on the system of volcanoes around that mountain range. There, in fire and flame, the dragon’s came to the world and soared out of a burning inferno.

Segir remembered that the Black Mountains had been annexed by the enemies of the Empire, the Barians, who hated dragons and expelled his father’s people, the Karedi. The book had to be more than fifty years old. He wondered how his father could have acquired it. Maybe his family were not only priests and astrologers. Yes, back before Emperor Kurgan took over and enforced the Lightgiver religion, maybe Yaros’ family had had a bit of prestige.

He scratched his chin, and skimmed through the rest of the book. There were intricate images depicting different breeds of dragons and their anatomy, and a section detailing their feeding habits. He learned of the Byrkanians, the largest and most powerful, with breath so hot it could turn earth into glass. Varka looked a bit like the dragon in the picture, but she was much smaller. Aside from Byrkanians, he read about Bahamut Dragons, who spent half their lives in the seas, and about Silverwinds and even about Wyverns. He sighed with sadness when he thought perhaps those breeds were no longer out there. He thought of Varka, and thought he had to protect her at all costs. If he had his way, he would help Varka find another one of her species to mate. Yes, he thought, there was nothing binding him to Zikra. He could even travel beyond the southern border.

He wondered if Varka was thinking of the same thing. Maybe she was flying the skies looking for a partner.

Segir kept skimming through the book, reading as quickly as his skill allowed him. Another page depicted a stone over a staff that glistened with a strange color; a mixture of pale green and blue. The book called it dragonstone, and stated that it allowed the wielder to communicate with dragons. Segir blinked, wishing to read further. He’d never had difficulties talking to Varka. In the next page, he learned that the communication it referred to, required no words. The text called it telepathic.

There were other scribbling on the side, more notes written on black ink, much harder to read and written in haste, as if the person who did them was just adding his observations.

Suddenly, Segir heard a horse galloping on the road around the house. He raised his head, startled, looking to where he could hide the book. As he was about to close it, he noticed smudged ink on the last page that hung loose. Another note in blue ink, written in haste.

He pulled it closer.

I thank you so much, Yaros, I know you will not fail me.

Segir raised an eyebrow.

But the hooves echoed closer, so instead of assembling the book together properly, he let it drop and jumped back. He ducked and hid behind a broken statue of a Karedi god.

The horse stopped. Segir’s heart started to pound hard inside his chest. He heard a single person climb down from the horse with the sound of heavy boots. He wondered if it could be an imperial delegate. He clenched his teeth, and scanned with his eyes for the machete his father kept next to the door. It was not there. Segir had to rely on remaining as quiet as possible. He pressed his teeth, trying to remain as silent as possible.

The boots echoed closer to the house. Segir pressed his back against a wall, struggling to breathe softly. A shadow crept over the home, and Segir recited a prayer to his father’s planetary gods, begging for protection, or a way to escape.

“Segir,” the voice that called for him was not at all unfamiliar. Segir turned, just to find Ogdai standing inside his home. It was obvious that he was wearing chain-mail under his robe. Dark circles gathered under his eyes, and his black hair was unruly.

“Ogdai?” Segir stepped forward. “What’s wrong?”

“Annagul has gone missing.”

Segir blinked in shock.

“What do you mean missing?”

“She’s not at home, her parents are looking for her everywhere.”

“What?” Segir asked, feeling a cold shiver cross through his spine.

“She ran away,” Ogdai said with a voice that almost broke in worry. “She took her horse and ran away from home.” He panted and looked straight at Segir. “We’ve got to find her.”

Segir stuttered, unable to speak. The worst crossed through his mind. Could Kamur and his gang really have done something to her? The thought made him clench his fists in rage. 

“Master Ozmir lent me one of their horses,” Ogdai said with an urgent tone. “Tell me where you saw her last.”

“I was there when she ran,” Segir explained. “But I did not think she would really go somewhere else. I did not know,” Segir said, looking down.

“Why would she do that?” Ogdai asked, narrowing his eyes and shaking his head. “What did you do to her?”

“Me?” Segir stepped back, startled. “I didn’t do anything. She was upset at her parents.”

“Tell me, Segir. We have looked everywhere. Her parents told me that they're sorry, but I did not dare ask what was wrong with them. I was hoping to find her here.”

“I haven't seen her since.”

“Tell me. What happened to her?”

Segir took a deep breath. “It's something personal between her parents and her, something to do with her brother.”

“The one who drowned?”

Segir pursed his lips. It was not wise to speak of something so personal, and that Anna's parents had worked so hard to conceal.

“Yes. Ogdai.” Segir's eyes darted from side to side. He had many things to do, and each of them were matters of life and death, first warn Varka, but it was not for sure that the villagers would gather against her so quickly. He wondered if he should join Ogdai. It seemed as though the whole thing had been too much to handle for Annagul. He could not possibly think where she would have gone. Perhaps toward Varka? What would she have done with the horse then? The other possibility, however, made Segir’s hair stand on end. “I think she might be in danger.”

“What do you mean, Segir?” Ogdai asked.

“Kamur. He might be vindictive from what we did the other day.”

Ogdai clenched his teeth. Segir saw him also clench his teeth until his knuckles turned white.

“I wouldn’t think he’d fall so low, but go figure,” Ogdai growled. “Where were you? Were you with her yesterday?”

“We were together,” Segir explained. “Varka offered to take us.”

“Wait,” Ogdai’s eyes opened wide and his jaw dropped. He knew what Segir was getting at. “Who offered you what?”

“The dragon,” Segir clarified. “We talked to her and she took us on her back.”

“Wait, what?” Ogdai’s face had flushed two shades paler.

“Yes, we rode on her back.”

It seemed to take Ogdai a second for that to sink in.

“How dare you do something like this?” Ogdai snapped. Segir had never seen him so pale, “That’s bloody insane. How could you even think of doing that? Did your parents know?”

“Yes,” Segir muttered. “We told them. Her parents knew.”

Ogdai had a hand on the wall and was breathing in, as if recovering from running a marathon.

“You two could have died!” his voice was no less strident. “Did she get hurt?”

“Of course not,” Segir said, shaking his head.

Ogdai shook his head and straightened his body, he strode toward the door, muttering curses under his breath.

“Bloody beans, what have you two gotten into.” He looked back at Segir for an instant and sighed, as though releasing all the tension in the air. “I must go now. Are you coming?”

Segir swallowed.

“I have something to do,” Segir said, darting his eyes away for an instant. He thought Ogdai might take him as if he didn’t care for her. But no, he had to do what he had to do. “I’ll join you later. Okay?”

“Fine,” Ogdai muttered through his teeth. “Find me if you find anything that can lead us to her.”

Ogdai turned around and ran back to his horse. Segir heard it gallop away in haste. He lowered his eyes, grimacing at the piercing thought of Annagul getting hurt. But he had things to do, and he could try and kill two birds with one stand.

Segir climbed the rocky path again, looking around and ensuring that no one was watching him. He crawled on the dry slopes and advanced toward the top.

“Varka!” he shouted, reaching the entrance of the cave. He stepped in undeterred. A warm vapor exuded from inside, heating the fresh air of the day. Segir rushed inside. As he stepped toward Varka, sweat dripped from his forehead and soaked his robe. “Varka?” Segir asked, walking through the curved tunnel, there, at the end of it, the dragon awaited, with tensed muscles and her head raised.
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Chapter XXIII -  Plans for War
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Daniar’s pain was more in the heart and soul than on his flesh. Even whilst biting a rope, with people holding on his body and the sight of sharp blades above him and pains numbed through medicinal concoctions,, even when the blade touched his flesh and tore at it. It took long, and he withstood it with eyes closed until the potions worked their magic and he slept. His mind drifted toward fear and uncertainty and strange dreams. For a moment, he saw a luminous forest with golden leaves and an ever present light that blazed more than the sun. As soon as he regained consciousness, he forced his eyes to look toward his arms and see what had been lost. He clenched his teeth and tears started drenching his face. He pressed his teeth and lips, ensuring that no scream would leak out.

“Master Daniar,” he heard a voice behind him. He knew full well who it belonged to. The head priest stood at the doorway. “The Captain of Lancers needs to talk to you.”

Daniar blinked through the pain and unease. They had just sawed his arms off and yet they gave him no rest. It was to be expected.

“I am not ready,” Daniar hissed. He tried to hide the nasality in his voice, but to no avail.

“He says it is urgent.”

Daniar raised his face. He could not allow Reth to see him crying. What kind of a man would he be in his eyes? He could not even let his wife look at him in the lowest moments of pain. He was now their Bloodspeaker, whatever that meant, and he lay crying like a toddler after getting scolded.

“Let him speak to me from the door,” Daniar muttered, but thought it seemed weak, even cowardly. Reth did not seem like a man to care much for that, but to Daniar it was.

“That I will do,” the priest said solemnly, then turned to exit. Boots echoed in the cavern halls. 

Reth did not make him wait long. His voice echoed in the cavern almost as soon as the priest had left. “Lord Bloodspeaker.”

“Speak, captain,” Daniar hissed.

“I regret to inform you that we could not catch up with the escaped mage.”

Daniar's heart sank, although he had expected to hear that..

“We need to determine our next move,” Reth continued. “It is still time to relocate, if I may suggest.”

Daniar clenched his teeth. He knew that the stone was still around those areas. He could move away to gain time, but the chance to find it could slip from his fingers. Finding the stone could be a game-changer. It would. He had to have faith in it.

“Reth,” Daniar said. “We may move, or we may move the women and children if you think it is wiser. But we must find that stone. We must find it.”

“And leave our loved ones exposed?” Reth said with an urgent tone. “They know our location. They could attack from any side, even from the south. We must move before it can happen. If you really want to excavate, Bloodspeaker, I say leave just a handful of men here.”

“That sounds reasonable,” Daniar said, lowering his face. “Reth. If we find the stone, it can change the entire game for us.”

Reth took a deep breath and released it slowly. “Lord Bloodspeaker, what if there are no more dragons to come to help you. Are you sure, even, that dragons will come and help you? How can you be sure.”

Daniar took a deep breath.

“There’s no way of knowing for sure,” he said, turning his face back involuntarily. It was too late, Reth had seen his tears, and there was no use hiding them. “But it is our only hope.”

“So,” Reth continued. “We may try, Bloodspeaker, but until when? When will we know it’s out there or not? And the Imperials are coming, probably more than before, and they won't fall for the same trick twice.”

“That is for sure,” Daniar muttered through his teeth. “Then, we must surprise them even more.”

He paused for an instant.

“Are there allies we can rely upon?” Daniar asked.

“Allies?” Reth said as if the notion was absurd. “Who can be our Allies? There is nothing around. The cities around the forest are aligned with the Emperor.”

“Allies, Reth. Are there other Karedi groups that you know of?”

Reth remained silent for a moment. Then, he broke his own silence with a muffled voice.

“There is a certain group who split off from us a decade ago.” Reth took a deep breath. “They are... Well, different. They call themselves the Clan of the Black Star. But they are not fighters, I doubt they even have hunters in their midst. They are of no use. Even involving them can be more a weight than an asset. I doubt they can be helpful at all.”

“What do you mean, different?” Daniar asked with narrowed eyes.

“I don’t think it’d interest you. They are strange, really. If it’s about numbers, they might not even help, they’re a few hundreds, they’re strict vegetarians. Doubt they will have any hunters with them.”

“What about magicians?”

“Their magic is... Different, I tell you. We don’t really deal with them. They’re like headless chickens, farting in the forest. That’s what the children say about them. They do not fight. I doubt they even have weapons.”

“I see,” Daniar grunted. “Well, aside from that. What do you know about these lands? Are there other peoples who oppose Kurgan?”

“You can find a few Skyfather worshipers who might have a bit of resentment against the Usurper, but very few of them oppose him like you do. Many of them are scared to raise their voices. We'd have to look very closely, and that is dangerous in of itself. What if one of our men gets caught and interrogated? It could put our people in great danger.”

Daniar pursed his lips.

“Well,” he said, then wiped his nose. He thought at least he would not sound like he had been crying by then. “Then, Captain, set up the trackers and whosoever is capable of digging. Make them dig until our shovels are all blunt. And after that, we shall plan our move, and will do it as soon as possible.

Reth sighed, as if disappointed. “I will, Master Daniar,” Reth declared. “I hope you recover soon, by the way. The boys send their regards.”

“Thank them for me,” Daniar said.

***
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CANSU AND MEHMET CALLED through the curtain. Daniar let them pass with mixed emotions. He did not want anyone to see him like that. He did not feel like himself, but a shell of what he was. Even with gallons of medicinal concoctions on his system, Daniar’s limbs ached with what he could only describe as phantom pain.

He greeted them softly, hiding his arms under a blanket. He did not want Cansu to see, and she did not insist. His mind went over all his worries for the land and for the people he was defending. Especially Cansu and Mehmet.

When they left, it was the blessed sound of solitude again. Left to wallow in his own thoughts, and feint prayers to the Skyfather, and just in case, to those Karedi gods he heard about once or twice. He asked, begged for the Stone to be found.

That piece of blue stone, which he had never seen with his mortal eyes, was the only thing on his mind. He even questioned why he looked for it. All he had heard and read was that it had been found in that valley. That pieces of it had fallen from the sky and had scattered. Not all of it could have been lost. It had to be out there, he knew it.

He took a deep breath and stood up. Even using his legs felt strange. Part of him was missing, never to come back. The thought hammered his soul. 

There were no windows in that room, but his beloved solitude was best enjoyed when outside. He pulled a coat with his teeth and struggled in vain to draw it over his shoulders. To no avail. He had to shout to get got a young acolyte who helped him get dressed.

He marched out into the bright forest. He had to think, and knew that as hurt as he might be, and although he had lost and that he, by any measure, needed to get some rest. For days on end, he had been wounded, but sitting inside a cave like a withering plant was not for him. He could not stand sitting in the dark, and he would not do it. He wandered into the forest.

Suddenly, he heard a whisper, as clear as day, right into his ear.

“Black star...”

He blinked in surprise and turned around, but there was no one near. He felt a chill run through his spine. He was sure he had heard it clearly, as if someone had been standing right behind him and wanted him to know a secret. That was strange.

He wandered for long minutes, pondering and looking through the bushes and trees, wondering who had said it. But no one else but Reth had even mentioned them before. The thought of a spirit whispering in his ears made the hair on his back stand on end. But it could mean something. What if whatever had said that to him wanted to give him a hint? He would not lose anything if he tried.

Then, as if summoned by his thoughts, Daniar caught a glimpse of boys marching into the forest with shovels hanging from their backs. Reth walked behind them, along with some of the local farmers. Reth looked back at him, he opened his eyes wide, surprised and whistled for the boys to stop their march.

Daniar advanced, the large overcoat shrouding his shoulders and concealing his bandages and wounds.

“Reth,” Daniar greeted him with a nod, and a smile. Reth was not wasting any time. “I’m glad you’re taking this seriously.” And he could not waste any more either.

“Please,” Reth narrowed his blue eyes. “It’s our people we’re talking about.”

“Now, Reth. I have thought of something else,” said. It still felt strange to bring it up so soon.

“What is it?” Reth seemed to fear whatever was coming out of Daniar’s mouth.

“I was thinking of our conversation,” Daniar spoke slowly.

“Well, tell me, Bloodspeaker. I wish to know and I’d love to help.”

Daniar cleared his throat. The idea still made him shudder. Bloody roots, he could swear a ghost had whispered it to him. “I want to journey and contact the other Karedi peoples you spoke about. The ones you mentioned. Those, Black Stars.”

Reth’s eyes dropped. He did not exactly look startled or scared, but the subject seemed to make him queasy. “The Clan of the Black Star?”

“That, exactly!” Daniar said with a surety.

“Bloodspeaker, they are at least three days away from our territories.” The captain sighed.” We do not know if we have enough time. And believe me, I do not think they can help.”

“Three days? Who can come with me?”

Reth looked from side to side.

“I would go, but I must also keep an eye on this place, you know, in case you know what happens. And we have not yet decided exactly when we are to depart. If you leave it to me, I may make the decision...”

“Then, let us just be more efficient, you will stay here. Set captains among the hunters, and let them march to the refuge.”

Reth shook his head. “So soon?”

“Reth...” Daniar said, following it with a deep breath. “I do not know much about magic, and gods, and spirits, and all that. And I don’t know if this is right, but something just happened to me. It might not be a big deal, but it really took me by surprise.”

Reth raised an eyebrow.

“I don’t know if it’s all the blood I lost but I just heard two words being whispered into my ears. Black. Star. I heard that, as if there was someone next to me, saying them out loud.”

“You heard the words Black Star.”

“I did. No doubt about it.”

Reth sighed, looking up.

Daniar stepped forward, he thought of placing an arm on Reth’s shoulders, but then he remembered he had just lost both.

“Well, if you say so, so be it,” Reth muttered. “I know of one man who can help you get there. May the gods help us, if that’s the case.”
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Chapter XXIV -  Riding Free
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Annagul braced on Hasav, her own core and legs ached, and sweat bathed her forehead and soaked her body. Hasav was already growing tired. A cloud of dust raised behind her gallops, and the sun barely filtered through the high canyons of stone that formed an alley before her eyes. She turned her head. The path was mostly blocked by high boulders and walls of stone. Zikra had faded from view.

“Easy,” she said, half panting, stroking the mane of her horse. She had ridden for hours, and a hint of guilt settled on her for forcing her horse. How long had she even been out? But her heart was still restless. Every time she stopped, the thought kept pouring into her mind like hot, liquefied iron. Her heart shrank as if constricted by hands, and every fiber of her soul yearned for justice.

Her brother Osmin’s smile glittered in her mind, with a donated chain-mail and a robe on top of it, a coffer of well packaged clothes and a letter of recruitment. They had sent him to his death. Damn the army, damn them. They had taken his brother. They had taken him and killed him for being himself. For standing for something. 

And for years, she had been fed lies. She had accepted him as gone, as taken by the Skyfather, too soon, but for a higher cause. She had accepted it, but to know that he was killed sunk into her heart like a sword. 

She had to find out more.

And whosoever was behind it had to pay.

She turned around and climbed off her horse’s back. It was not often that she journeyed that far. There was nobody in those barren lands, and at least, through those boulders, she could take a break from the sun.

She took Hasav by the bridle and pulled him graciously as she walked through the canyons, lost in thought. Nothing else mattered anymore. Her parents would be looking for her in fear and haste, she could not blame them, but she had something to do, and the rage in her heart pulled toward that goal. How would she start, she did not know, all she knew was that she had to make them pay. 

But for now, her throat simmered in dryness, and she knew that her horse also needed a good sip. A minor disappointment, the creek was a mile ahead, and beyond the canyons that so dutifully had protected her from the summer sun. 

“Don’t worry,” she said, petting Hasav. The horse advanced, ever loyal. “I’m sorry I had to make you go through this. I know you’d be enjoying a nice apple now, but I promise I will make up for it soon.”

She sighed. For a moment, her intentions seemed foolish. How could she face Imperial authorities? But no matter what, she had to. She guided the horse out from the narrow canyon. The wind blew harsh, and yet the sun cast its fire upon her face and she squinted her eyes, shielding them with her gauntleted hand. She let out a sigh, scanning the distance for the creek. The main path stretched away, and she could even see a bridge if she looked far enough, but the creek seemed dry. 

“Come on,” she said preparing to mount again. “We’ll have to trot a little more if we want to get there fast.” She grasped the horn of her saddle, placed a foot through the stirrup and climbed. The muscles of her back and core ached.

She dug her heels and Hasav reacted with his utmost effort, galloping forward. Annagul looked ahead, and as she rode closer to the creek, her hopes for a refreshing sip all but faded away. Her worst suspicions had turned out to be true: the once lush creek had dried up badly. The bridge merely towered over a few stones.

“Oh, blood,” she muttered through her breath. “Now what?”

She approached and jumped off the horse, there were few, scattered pockets of water beneath, and hints of mud. She fell to her knees and tried to grab water with both hands, lifting earth mushed on her hand, with dust that whirled in it like sugar on a teacup. She looked at it with narrow eyes, and a timid stench invaded her nostrils.

She drew it closer, drops of wet and soggy liquid slipping through her hands, and reached it with her tongue.

A mixture of earth and water entered her tongue. She spat it without thought, and jumped in disgust.

“Blood,” she hissed again, spitting softly to get the earthy texture away from her tongue. She rolled her eyes. Now, she felt even more thirsty.

She looked through one end of the creek to another, looking for a section with enough water to make it drinkable. She thought she should have ridden closer to the main river, but it would have been too easy for them to find her. Now, if she were to ride back, it would take her too many hours, not to mention that she would have to come to terms with her parents. It was not the time.

Or was it?

She suddenly felt stupid. What was she thinking? She had not even brought water, or anything to carry it with. 

Yes, she had big plans, but for now, she would have to retreat.

She climbed back to what would have been the surface of the creek. Hasav neighed as he saw her, face downcast, and blobs of white horse sweat foaming on his sides.

“Don't mention it,” she said to the horse, as if expecting an answer. The horse neighed. 

Annagul sighed and prepared to mount again. But a rumble caught her ear. Someone rode ahead in the distance. More than one rider, and they seemed to want to get somewhere fast. She narrowed her eyes. They were coming from the East, galloping hard.

There were no bandits in those regions, and she thought the speed could only mean there was an emergency, but two or three riders were too few for a call for conscription.

She grasped the iron horn and pulled herself up again, settling on the horse's back. She looked ahead. Beyond the creek, she could see a speck of green in the horizon: the Malenian Forest.

As the figures reached she realized what they were. A stream of anger washed all over her when she saw their clothes, purple silk robes with long sleeves and hoods. They were imperial delegates, and not one, but two, and religious ones. She spurred softly to get closer. The first two of them wore the purple grab of an Acolyte, a purple headrest, both ridiculous and frightening, as straight and narrow as a cone. His robe was long, of dark purple and black. A staff was bound to the back end of his saddle. Two imperial guards rode close to him, wearing plate armor and cone shaped helmets. They seldom came to Zikra, and children used to call them Coneheads, but their armor seemed much more ornate than the usual plate armor the ones in the capital used to carry. She could not tell the rank, as she was not very familiar. However, it seemed intricate and of high value. A long spear and leather bags weighed on their horses.

She took a deep breath. Those people represented the Empire. The same thing that had killed his brother. She did not know the names of those men, but for all she knew, they all thought the same. They looked down on people like his brother, who was kind and always stood up for good.

A man like that had ordered his death. A man like that had condemned him. A man like that had ordered the death of the dragons. A man like that had imposed his will to make the world worse for hundreds of people. For her.

She wonder if they knew about his brother. A scene played out in her mind, of her squeezing the information out of them like a lemon.

But she was just a lowly girl.

She had to go back home and plan better.

She pulled the reins around and spurred toward her home. She did not want to deal with trouble. Better go back and plan ahead. She would be lucky if she had Varka on her side. She daydreamed of riding on her back like the dragon rider she had always dreamed of becoming, and spitting fire on the enemy, then fly and glide through the air, and roll with maneuvers only an expert could. Now, she had someone to direct the fire toward.

Annagul decided to take the longest path. It did not take her long to be sure that they were riding toward Zikra, and would reach a bit after midday. She, however, would arrive perhaps an hour later, but would go through the sections most well-guarded by canyons and hills, and by definition, shade.

She rode faster, when out of the sudden, she heard a faint rumble toward her. She twisted her neck, and found that the riders had changed directions. The four were now galloping furiously toward her.

Why would they do that? She asked herself. She thought for a second, whether she should wait for them and pretend to be a normal girl, riding in the middle of the plains for no particular reason, or run away. 

She decided the later, she trusted in Hasav and her racing bloodline. The fatigue could only deter her up to a point.

“We’re going to have to ride much faster,” Annagul said to the horse, spurring harder and advancing toward what would have been a creek. She pulled and Hasav crossed the bridge, then climbed to the other shore, raising both clouds of dust and splutters of mud. She kept riding, noticing a small hill nearby. She was going to lose them like a bird flying away from a hunter’s arrow. She felt the wind strong in her face, as she reached closer, leaning her body forward like a racer as the horse’s hooves cluttered with strength. 

Suddenly, the gallop was heard no longer. She wondered why. Had she ridden so fast that her ears had exploded? She looked around, and suddenly, Hasav’s head twisted right and left, neighing in desperation, she felt as though she was climbing a hill. She then peeled her eyes open and let out a frightened scream. Hasav’s hooves were not even thudding against the ground, they were midair, flapping desperately but hitting nothing but wind and light. Annagul felt a shudder.

She blinked, trying to assimilate whatever was happening. And no matter how hard Hasav galloped against the air, it did not advance an inch. They both remained there, suspended midair, Annagul digging her heels in vain and the horse neighing and trotting in panic. She turned her face. The four riders loped on, the one in purple with his hand stretched forward, opening his mouth as if singing a song.
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Chapter XXV -  Oath of a Dragon
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“I’m glad I’ve found you here,” Segir muttered under his breath. He felt his lips pull toward a smile. The dragon’s gaze was solemn and pure, with no fear or doubt.

“Human,” Varka raised her head, her piercing purple eyes boring with their own glimmer, like the light of a cat’s pupil. 

“Varka,” Segir fell on his knees. “There’s trouble brewing.” He sighed. “You won’t even believe it. They’re saying that you stole somebody’s cattle and I think they’re really thinking of killing you. Please, Varka, talk to them, or, I hate to say it, but I think you might not be safe here. If you think it’s best, please fly away and find another place. Even in the forest. I think you’d be safe there, and we can come and visit you whenever we can.”

Varka’s gaze was still, unchanging. “What do I have to do with those humans?”

“They might want to hurt you,” Segir insisted. “Please, we can solve the issue. Tell them you won’t do it.”

“What do I have to do with them?” Varka hissed softly. “I do not deal with them. Does the mountain belong to them? This is the place that I was born in, and the place that has been chosen by me. This is my place.”

Segir narrowed his eyes.

“It’s just a cave. I’m sure there are more caves, beautiful, spacious caves where you can live happily, and where there are no hostile humans that hate you for no reason.”

The dragon sighed, warm vapor exuded from her nostrils. Segir took a step back.

“If it is cause of such worry for you, why don’t you speak to them on my behalf. You can speak for me, and tell them that I have no intention of hurting them, or taking what they hold dear or useful. I have done what you said, look for food away from this land.”

“Then it wasn’t you who did it.”

“What is that which I haven’t done?”

Segir sighed.

“Somebody reported lost cows, they said you did it. But it wasn’t you. What could that mean?”

“You may tell them I wish them no ill.”

Segir nodded. 

“But they won’t listen to me, Varka. I...  I am nothing to them, a boy that many people hate because of his heritage. I have nothing.”

“What do you lack that others have?”

“Money, for starters,” he said with a chuckle.

“Things that are worth nothing,” Varka said solemnly. “But human, I cannot move from here.”

“What’s so special about this place? You just said you were born here. Which is interesting. And yet, no, Varka. You have to do something about it. Go, maybe for some time. Until I speak to them and it’s safe again.”

“I have been drawn here, this is my home, and I cannot move,” she said defiantly.

“But why not?” Segir pleaded with the dragon. “I would move from my place if I had the chance. Especially when there is trouble about. I wish I could find a place where most people were nice to me.”

“This is my place,” Varka said.

Segir blinked in surprise. That creature was stubborn. She wouldn’t budge even in the face of death. He then realized that probably dragon thoughts were different. But going out and declaring something from the mouth of the dragon was nothing.

Segir lowered his face.

“I can try, or I can talk to other adults, but I don’t think they’d take me seriously. A few of them like me and take care of me, but they’re worried about me. I do not want my father to get in any more trouble because of this.”

“And what if you bring someone who they’d listen to.”

Segir lowered his glance and thought for a minute. He could not dare bring his friend’s family, not even Ozmir nor the chieftain. He could propose the idea to them, after all some of them had advocated for a greeting committee for the dragon. 

“I will try if that’s what you say, and... Another thing, I don’t really care, I know who you are and that you’d never do something that would hurt people. I think you may not have understood what’s happened. You haven’t eaten any cows around there, have you? Just to be sure.”

“I ate the body of the deer I hunted for you, but did not eat anything else that day.”

“That confirms my suspicions,” Segir scratched his chin. He shook his head. “It wasn’t you. Then who?” He scratched his head and changed the topic. “Can you just go away for some time? Especially if you see people with swords and crossbows coming through.”

“I go only when needed.”

“Is it not needed when people are coming to kill you?”

“Sure it is, but how do I know if they plan to kill me? Last time, they just fled and did not bother me. In human terms, let me tell you that this place is special to me. I won’t go. This is my home.”

“I will do as much as I can for you,” Segir said. “But please, be careful. They have ill will. I don’t know if they planned this cow thing against you, it would surprise me and... it’s frankly disappointing if that’s the reason why this whole thing has come out. Please be careful, I don’t get tired of saying it, because it’s so darn important.” 

Segir found that his own eyes were moistening. He could not stand watching a dragon, probably the last dragon in the world, be threatened like that. Standing for his existence could threaten his own life, but he knew that he must not recoil in fear of it.

“Take care, please,” Segir said, wishing to be able to change a dragon’s mind. He stretched his hand forward, almost foolishly. The dragon looked down, for an instant, she remained silent, as if perplexed. 

Then, she raised her claw softly and suspended it in the air, in front of Segir. It was as large as a horse's thigh, with powerful claws capable of tearing a human body in two. Serpentine, covered in scales and black nails that reflected the light in her eyes. Segir reached and placed his palm in its center. It felt strangely soft, as if only it’s hard, scaled surface shielded a soft, organic inside. Segir remained still, eyes fixed on the dragon's orbs.

“I have to go,” Segir said, lowering his hand. “Annagul has gone missing.”

“Is she?” the dragon asked, wonderingly. “How is she missing?”

Segir jumped to his feet and sighed. “She disappeared, she took the horse and rode off.”

“Rode off where?” the dragon asked.

“I don’t know. Maybe East,” Segir muttered, unsure.

“I can look for her, in your place.”

“Really?” Segir felt his own eyes light up. And it could help keep Varka away, at least for a time. “I can go with you.”

“If you would like to join me, you may. Let us go. Stand out from my cave, so that I can go outside too.”

Segir nodded, and quickly exited the cave. The sun, once again blazed on his face and eyes. The dragon rushed out like a hare. Segir sighed, thinking that Annagul should be with him, riding on the dragon's back instead of running away and worrying all the people who cared for her.

He got closer and, grasping the back spikes of Varka, pulled himself up.

“Ready?” Varka asked.

“I am,” Segir said. The dragon, this time, instead of hopping, stepped forward and jumped downward as soon as her feet touched the edge of the precipice. Segir held on to the spikes, as Varka spread her wings and exploded upward, raising up as she flapped.

The village spread ahead of him, and the road seemed smaller with each time Varka flapped her wings. Segir watched in awe, his eyes cast over the immensity of the land. Varka’s head rallied downward, moving slightly over the vast landscape.

They flew, passing the village, and hovering above the tall mountains, the path and the dry creek, and the low river above them.

“Any sign of her?” Segir asked. “Don’t you need to draw any closer?”

“I can see many things, many men and women, and women and girls.”

“Look for one riding a brown horse.”

“Girls riding horses, I see none.”

Segir looked forward. He saw the forest trail in the distance ahead, like a patch of moss on a rock, but his glance did not allow him to discern any human figures.

“Could you fly a little lower?”

The dragon did not answer verbally, but tilted his wings upward. They both descended softly, getting closer to the ground. From there, Segir’s eyes drifted through the vast landscape, but saw no human figure. The dragon kept gliding toward the creek. The deep forest where they had been drew itself upon the horizon.

There was not much upon the steppe, just a small group of horses and a tent.

“Look there,” Segir pointed. “Do you see Annagul?”

“I see four men, no sign of her. Their horses are white.”

Segir gritted his teeth.

“Where is she? Let’s go on.” Segir announced. The dragon flew over the green forest. Segir sighed in frustration, tracing the ground beneath with his eyes, but unable to find anything.
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Chapter XXVI -  The Captive
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Annagul’s screams echoed around herself. She tried, as much as she could, to pull the stake to which her wrists were bound. They wrapped around her like vermin on a dead cat, and her hands were showing shades of purple. She pulled her body, with the strength of her hips and her back, but could not move the stake even an inch.

“Let me go!” she shouted, sweat bathing her body. The cool morning breeze had all but disappeared and the air was now as hot as a clay oven. The tent covered her face from the striking sun, and the four men gathered beneath their canopy. A small fire burned just outside, beneath an iron base and a pot with boiling water, steam slowly bubbling on the rim.

The armed men looked at the fire as if he was their sworn enemy.

“We’d already be there, Acolyte,” one of the two soldiers said, the tall one with dark skin and a black beard. His shoulders were even bulkier than Ogdai’s, but his face and his profession made him as unattractive as a pig. “We’d be eating a real meal instead of this cheese bread.”

“Quiet, Bors,” said one of the old delegates. He had taken off his pointed hat, revealing a bald head and graying eyelashes. The Lightgiver’s braid hung from his side, gray and tied clumsily. It made Annagul think of a grandmother, were it not for the short, pointed beard covered his chin and a handlebar mustache curled toward his cheeks. She’d never seen facial hair like that. She would have laughed at him openly if she were not tied to the stake. “You’re quite impatient. I won’t imagine how you’d hold up when in real combat. I suppose guarding the Imperial Halls has you spoiled.”

The soldier blushed, but kept his grimace.

“What is this, Lazar? You’re pointing at me when you can’t wait to have your tea in town? You make us set the canopy for this? It’s the second time during the day. Can’t you wait until you get to town?”

“Tea is a necessity,” the mage said grimly, his green eyes sparkling with impatience while he covered the water with a black lid. “I will not miss my mid-day tea cup. I need it for energy. That village, we will reach soon. There you can have your lunch.”

He then cast a sober glance at Annagul.

“Now you,” his voice was creaky and condescending. At that moment, he was untying a brown bag and extracting a pouch with transparent silk. It was a teabag, and the inside was not only green with tea leaves, but with small dried flowers of orange and white. “Please be quiet, young girl. All that noise you’re making won’t help. If you start behaving we may consider letting you go.”

Annagul gritted her teeth, and once again, summoned all the strength on her legs and back to pull at the stake, but it did not move. She panted and turned her face.

“Who do you think you are to treat me like this?” she hissed.

“Who we are?” the soldier who leaned at the edge of the canopy said. “Are you blind as well as stupid? We’re the blooded Empire, that’s what we are. You owe us respect. It doesn’t matter if your daddy is the Duke of the Horseating Gang, we will not be disrespected.”

Annagul tried to summon the harshest tone she could. “When we get to Zikran and my father finds out how you’ve treated me, you’ll wish you were never born.”

The mustached priest scoffed, leaning forward and lifting the lid. The other soldiers sat away from the fire, sipping on what seemed to be yogurt.

“Girl, big deal,” Bors, tall soldier standing on the corner said. “We wouldn’t have tied you if you hadn’t tried to steal our swords. We just wanted to talk to you.”

“Well then let me go then,” she said as if she was the one giving the orders.

“Don’t listen to her,” the tea enthusiast said, pouring a bit into his cup. “She’s completely out of control. Whoever her father is should really be glad we caught the young rascal. When we get you back to town they’re going to give you a scolding. You must never treat your superiors like that.”

Annagul clenched her teeth. If she could, she would have tried to steal their swords again. But they were right, somehow. And so was she. She was riding, not harming anyone, when those wizards pulled up a trick on her. She’d had all the reasons in the world to be scared.

The other soldier had been sitting and drinking yogurt in silence at the moment. His face was pale and grin, his hair short and black as tar. He was much shorter, and something in his eyes made him less trustworthy. His comment made her shudder as soon as he spoke. “I think she looks big enough for some enjoyment. Look at that figure. And strong legs. I like them legs like that.”

“Do you fancy her?” Bors said, with a tone that Annagul could not interpret.

“She’s fine,” the pale soldier said, examining her from head to toes.

Annagul felt her heart stop for an instant. The meat from the previous night lurched and threatened to make way through her mouth.

“Oh, will you two stop that?” said the other priest. Annagul had not paid too much attention to him until then. He also sported the beard and the braid, but his hair was black and his face olive skinned. A glance of disgust marked in his face, this time, directed at his fellow travelers. “You two should be ashamed of himself. And you have no respect for me or my colleague Lazar.”

“What do you know, Kagus?” the pale soldier scoffed. “You bloody effeminate priests. Of course, you don’t even touch women. I wonder what gets your fancy.”

In that moment, Lazar, the priest with the handlebar mustache was finally pouring tea on a clay vase. Pale steam escaped from it, wafting sweet scents that even Annagul could smell. He lifted the vase, whirled it and sniffed it with close eyes. Then, his expression changed into disgust. Not toward the tea. He cast venomous glances at Bors and the other. “Don’t you think you’re gonna get away with something so uncouth and filthy. Not on my watch. I agree that we should discipline the young lady, and she deserves a good scolding, but her honor is not to be tarnished. And remember, you two, any act undeserving of our glorious faith is punishable with execution on the spot.”

The two soldiers grew silent.

“Hey,” Annagul said, changing her tone, as if out of the sudden she wanted to be their friend. “I am sorry.”

“So you just needed to get a good scare in order to behave, it seems,” Lazar said after sipping on his hot tea. Sweat sprinkled his brow. Then, he directed each of the soldiers a cold glance. “Even though what they said is not acceptable.”

She sighed. “Yes, I’m sorry. I swear I will behave. Please don’t tell my father what I tried to do. Oh, if he finds out he’s going to make me scrub floors for a week.”

Kagus, the black haired priest spoke next. “Anyway, young lady, what was your purpose here?”

She held her tongue. She was about to say none of your business but figured that it would not be the right response if she wanted to get them to untie her. 

She cleared her throat, trying to think clearly. She knew that if they ended up returning her home, not that it was a goal of hers, they would speak to her parents. That, she could not avoid.

“Alright, I’ll tell you what happened,” she said after a long sigh. She then cleared her throat and spoke: “I got upset at my father, took the horse and rode away.”

“And why did you get upset?” Lazar asked, fidgeting the curled ends of his mustache.

The truth, once again, would prove too dangerous.

“My father wants me to work for him,”she said softly. “But I hate getting jeered at on the street. He doesn’t understand, no matter how I tell him.”

“You should be proud of getting attention,” Bors grunted, fidgeting his belt buckle.

Annagul frowned.

She couldn’t help snapping at the man. “You don’t know what you’re talking about. So better stay quiet.” 

“Oh, would you look at that? This kitty bites,” chuckled the pale soldier.

“She does, Yakub,” the black haired priest said. “She definitely has some anger issues.”

Annagul took a deep breath.

“Anyway, that is the reason. I got carried away, that’s all.”

“But you shouldn’t run away like that,” Lazar said. “And if your father has you working at his business it is for a good reason. Do you have any siblings?”

The memory of her own brother sunk into her heart like a sharp blade. She clenched her fists.

“I don’t,” she simply said, but silent poison wafted from her eyes. She glared at the men, wondering if any of them had something to do with his brother’s death.

“So, you see,” Lazar made a comment, holding a vase in two hands slowly sipping on his tea. “You’re your father’s little girl. He won’t let anything happen to you.”

“Well, he trusts people too much. I would not count on it.”

“I see,” the man said, still drinking, then putting the cup down and offering his colleagues tea. All of them shook their heads.

“Hey,” she said, changing her tone. “I am sorry I acted like that. Would you promise you won’t tell my father? I’m sure he’s worried.”

“Why would we trust you?” Bors scowled. “You made an attempt on our lives. That in itself is a crime. If you weren’t the lovely young lady you are we’d take you to court and execute you.”

“I’m really sorry,” she said, making big puppy eyes for them to see and making her tone as repentant as she could. “I have a really bad character. Of course I wouldn’t have really tried hurt you. I was just scared. We don’t get a lot of magic in Zikra, and when you did that to my horse I thought I was losing my mind. Or that you’d do something to me.”

“Oh are you serious?” Bors said on a dismissive tone. “Of course you wouldn’t hurt us because you don’t have an idea how to use a knife,” the soldier said.

“Right,” she muttered, noticing that the soldier had not even acknowledged that she should be scared after seeing her horse floating above the ground.

The soldier scoffed.

“So,” Lazar said, pouring more tea with a wooden ladle. “You took your father’s horse and ran away. What was your plan? And why were you riding toward the Malena?”

Annagul felt her face flush pale. She cleared her throat. “I’ll tell you all.” She cleared her throat. “I wasn’t really riding toward Malena. I did not know where to ride, but I’ve seen that bridge and went there because I thought I’d find some water around there. I have been running away from my home for four hours under the sun, and I’m dying of thirst. Now you made even more thirsty.”

“Let the child relax a little,” Lazar said, looking at his comrades and now holding the vase in one hand.

“I tell you, she is not to be trusted,” Yakub, the pale soldier said, holding his spear in one hand.

“She’s just a girl. What can she do? I tell you,” Bors scowled. “She will act like a fool, try to get away with recklessness, and earn a good beating she will never forget.”

“Listen,” Annagul said after a sigh. “I am sorry, and I’m not going to do that again. I promise.” She opened her eyes wide.

“Come on,” Lazar said, lifting the vase away from his head. “Let her go, for a minute at least. The girl is indeed thirsty. Just look at those lips, lacerated by thirst. I won’t stand a minute longer seeing someone suffer like this.”

“You really love to talk, old man,” Bors scowled. “Well, I’ll let her out for an instant, mind you.” 

He then looked at Annagul with a smirk.

“And you, listen very carefully,” he pointed a gauntleted finger at her face. “If you try something funny, don’t think you’ll get away with it.”

The man drew his dagger and sliced through the bands around Annagul’s hands. She stretched them and fell on her knees, sighing as she did.

“Thank you,” she hissed, sinking her gaze into the man’s eyes.

“Come on, sit here and enjoy a drink of tea,” Lazar said, playing with one end of his mustache, with a smile of yellow teeth above his gray beard.

Annagul straightened her body and stretched her back.

“I’d be grateful,” she said, striding toward the campfire and sitting on a rug, by his side. “Is it not too hot to drink tea?”

“It’s never too hot for tea,” Lazar said, as if it was obvious. “Tea is a necessity.”

“I guess so.” She said with a fake smile. “Do you carry cold water, by any chance?”

The man took out a wineskin, from whence he had poured the water to boil. Water slid on its insides, and he passed it to Annagul. She opened the cap and drank a mouthful.

“Hey, don’t waste it,” Bors scowled at her.

“Leave her be, we’re not far from her town.” Lazar said. “Just a few hours and you’ll fill your bellies and bladder” The mage declared.

“Enough,” she said, feeling relieved with her now moist lips and throat She caught a glimpse of three dates on a bowl by Lazar’s side and snatched them away. “May I?” she asked, before sinking her teeth into the sweet flesh. They were sweet and delicious, obviously imported and preserved from more lush regions. 

“Hey,” Bors protested.

“Calm down,” the mage said to him with a smile. Then, he looked at Annagul. “Do not listen to them. What’s your name, young lady?”

“Anna.”

“Anna? A pretty name. You belong to the Steppeblood, do you not?”

“To the bone.”

“I can see that,” Lazar said with a grin. “A proud horsewoman, like no other. I would like to let you know, however, that there are many privileges that you are keeping yourself from having.”

“Hmm?” Anna mumbled, chewing on the date. She cast a glance around her. Their four white horses stood at the end of the canopy, with large sacks tied to the saddles, along with varnished crossbows with large packs of bolts, long spears and swords attached to the soldier’s belts. The black haired priest was at the moment indulging himself with dates, but the soldiers looked like they couldn’t wait to pull the encampment back and ride off. Lazar, in front of her, held a large leather back by his side, full of thick books with leather covers. He seemed to notice her staring and extracted a thin book bound in white leather. The image of a yellow sun and a pyramid had been carved in the center, with the sun’s rays painted gold.

“Have you seen this before?” he said, as if revealing her a secret.

She nodded.

“The classic of Pure Light,” the man said with a proud grin. “Are you part of our religion?”

Annagul shook her head.

“You should,” he said, like a salesman offering her something new. “If you were to join the Lightgivers, many opportunities would beset you. You could, for instance, marry a wealthier man, and be forever protected from hunger or scarcity by a network of, as you said, kind people who would be willing to help you.”

“We have a few in our village,” she said, with her mouth still full, chewing on the second date. “They are good and helpful, but we don’t know much about them. How does the religion work? Explain it to me.”

Lazar cleared his throat, as if what he was about to say was the most important thing in the world. His eyes glistened as if he was about to change Annagul’s life for the better.  

“We are a religion based on the love of the True Master. The Lightgiver. He revealed himself to our great Masters and clarified all the true doctrines, and the manner to live a happier life. There are many doctrines in the world, you see, but they come from other sources, many coming from deceitful devils, others by the mere imaginations of men. The pure truth is condensed in the Classic of Pure Light.”

“I see,” she cut him off. “But I’m wondering how can I join you guys.”

“It is simple,” the man leaned forward, all smiles. “In order to join the Cause of Truth, you must pass through a very special ceremony. After that, you will be called an initiate. You would have changed your life. We call that special rite The seven anointings.”

“Wow, that sounds interesting.” she looked down at the pot. “I... Well, I mean not to be disrespectful. May I ask for a little tea?”

“Oh, how can I deny it?” the man sunk the ladle in the pot and extracted a bit of amber colored water. He poured it in one another vase that lay by his side.

Annagul received it. Hot vapor caressed her face.

“So, tell me how you did that trick,” she said. “I had never seen anything like that in my entire life. I was dead scared.”

The priest chuckled, then cast a glance at his black haired colleague.

“Oh, it is an old secret. An old technique,” he said with a wink. “It is called the Twofold Triagram.”

“Interesting. Do you think I can learn that if I join you?”

“Oh,” the old man chuckled, as if her response revealed childlike innocence. “It takes decades of practice.”

“So, how do you do it? Can you do it now?”

“It needs a bit of a procedure,” the old man said, scratching his mustache. “We need to be in position, with my comrade, and execute the mudras and synchronize our breathing.”

“And you did it from your horse. Is that difficult?” she asked. She still had not even sipped the tea. It seemed to be boiling.

“Very much so,” Lazar said. “But we are very well trained. It took us years,” he said, almost boastful.

“So you say, you need two people to do it.”

“That is correct.”

“I see,” she said, looking down at her vase.

It was boiling hot.

She drew it closer to her mouth and sipped on it.

“It’s nice,” she said with a grin.

Suddenly, she tossed the liquid right at the old man’s face.

A shriek broke through the air. The mage howled like a banshee. And immediately, the soldiers lunged toward her like hungry lions. She sidestepped to the left, crouching like an acrobat, and snatching Bors’ dagger. She leapt toward the horses and sliced the rope that bound her horse. The black haired priest threw down his plate of dates. Annagul pulled the pot from the fire and hurled it at him. It scalded his arms and he jumped in pain. She clasped the blunt end of the blade with her teeth and climbed the saddle with a quick, acrobatic move, then dug her heels.

“Let’s go,” she called to Hasav, clasping the reins. Her horse galloped on in haste.

Behind her, one of the soldiers scrambled to mount his horse, and the priest’s agonizing screech echoed in the vast grassland.

“Come on, my boy,” she said, leaning forward as her horse raced into the barren land, dust raising as hooves clattered to the ground. She turned her head, watching as her enemy chased her with spears in hand.
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Chapter XXVII -  Black Star
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Daniar was sure that Cansu would not like it, and yet, he had to do it. There was no way she could change his mind, and that she knew as well. Before departing to the camp, Reth strode toward him accompanied by a short, heavy set men, with more belly than muscle. He had been in the defense of the settlement, had wavy, light hair and a square head. His eyes were brown and small, and a scar crossed his right eyebrow.

“Lord Bloodspeaker,” Reth said, bowing his head slightly. “This is Dakur.”

“Good to meet you personally,” Daniar said with a nod. 

“His brother is the guide of the Clan of the Black star,” Reth explained. “So he deals with them every once in a while. Don’t you, Dakur?”

“Eh...” the man’s expression was confused and his voice slurred.. He scratched his head, but kept his eyes up. “If they’re still where they were at. I haven’t seen them in a few months, Lord Bloodspeaker.” It took him a moment to add the honorific.

“Can you take me to them, Dakur?” Daniar asked with urgency in his tone.

“Well I can try,” Dakur slurred. “If they’re where they were last time, when I saw. Where they were. I... Will take you there, yes.” He took a deep breath, as if searching for something deep in his mind. “Lord...” He seemed to forget what he was about to say.

“That sounds good to me,” Daniar said, lifting his head. “If we leave now, how long is it going to take us?”

“Eh. Maybe a night. We may reach in the morning. Tomorrow, I mean. Maybe.”

“You two have provisions from the hunter’s guild,” Reth said. “And, I also arranged a few nurses to bring along and assist you.”

“A few what?” Daniar scowled. 

Reth cleared his throat. “To assist you, Lord Bloodspeaker.”

“All I need is some food in packages and my teeth. I don’t need nurses.”

Reth nodded. “As you wish, Lord Bloodspeaker.”

“Master Dakur,” Daniar said. “Are you ready to depart within one hour?”

Daniar took and two mules loaded with equipment and food and ventured into the woods. He mounted on one, with assistance from Reth and the young men, while Dakur advanced, pulling the bridle of the other. This time, there was no tracker, although his situation had not improved, he felt relieved for not having to deal with them. The path was west of the settlement, following a small creek with clear water. 

“Master Dakur,” Daniar said from his mule, looking down at the stout man. “Tell me about this Clan and about your brother.”

Dakur looked much more sober than before, but the stench of alcohol still wafted from feet away. took a deep breath.

“I believe some time ago, you all were part of the same community. Am I not correct?” Daniar asked. “They split off from our settlement.”

Dakur looked down, as if the topic at hand has a thing of shame. He held his thumbs through his belt loops,

“Yes,” the large man muttered.

“Do you still talk to him?” Daniar asked, fixing his glance on those shifty eyes.

Dakur finally looked up.

“It’s not possible to do talking with him. No, he won’t say much. He won’t answer what you ask.”

Daniar tilted his head back and narrowed an eyebrow. He was now worried that the man wouldn’t help.

“Are things between you two so bad?” Daniar ashed,

“My brother is mad,” Dakur declared, pressing a finger against his own skull. “His mind is not in the right place. I have tried, but... It is of no use.”

“Mad?” Daniar asked, shaking his head. “Reth told me he is their guide. Their leader. How can he be mad and lead a community?”

Dakur spat on the floor.

“It is hard to explain, even harder to believe.”

“Stop being so cryptic.” Daniar would have grabbed the man by his collar if he could. “This is serious, your people are at stake.”

“He was a drunk, that’s what he was,” Dakur blurted out. “And then, he changed up from morning to night. Became a priest, or something. Like any other, at first, he had trances, he meditated, he aspired holy smokes. You know, the things they usually do.” He took another deep breath. “Until one day, he was gone. His mind was gone.”

Daniar shook his head.

“Don’t tell me, he ate the wrong mushroom.”

“Eh, could be.” Dakur was scratching his head. “But he said someone had given him a treasure. A gift.”

That word echoed on Daniar’s mind. He had heard it before. In a dream.

“Something so precious,” Dakur said, “that it could not be seen. Then, he vanished in the forest. We figured it was him doing meditating, his days of fasting and learning, until they found him, wandering aimlessly. He was never the same again.”

“Tell me about that madness you talk about,” Daniar said with a scowl.

“His eyes, my friend.” Dakur pointed at his own. “They were off. He moved as if he was cold, as if his bones and muscles had stuck together. He always spoke in small words, like a little boy. He won’t look at you if you speak.  And always small words, as if speaking hurt his tongue. He repeats them for years, always the same words.”

“Like what? What does he say.”

Dakur gritted his teeth and made a face of disgust. Then, he spoke again: “Always small words, the first thing he said was. Pick up. Pick up. He repeated it like a madman. He never got better. He is mad.”

“Wait a minute,” Daniar shook his head. “Am I understanding it correctly? This happened before the split. He never got better and is still in charge of that Black Stone Company.”

“This is why the split happened.” 

“How?” Daniar asked him. “From what you’re telling me he is obviously sick.”

“You have to see it, Lord Bloodsayer,” Dakur said, raising both eyebrows. “They worship him as some kind of enlightened god man. He leads them, speaking small words like a child.”

Daniar pursed his lips.

“Why, though? There has to be a reason for a group of people to get behind a man with a speech disability.”

“Maybe take him as some kind of a lucky charm.” Dakur shrugged. “I do not know. Magic, powers, are real, but they never work how folk say they do, to them, it’s the same thing. He does seem to have some, you know, what they call, knack to see things that others don’t. That, I believe, but he’s not right in the head. He doesn’t remember me. He didn’t recognize his own mother. That, good sir, is the big problem.”

“I see,” Daniar said, narrowing his eyes. “What about the name... Black star?”

“That’s one of the things he used to say: I’m a blackstar, I’m a blackstar, shouting it like it was important.”

“Is that why they call it the Clan of the Black Star? What a solid reason.”

“I guess, I don’t really know. It could be.”

“Now, in all seriousness,” Daniar said, looking ahead at large gray boulders covered in moss that almost shielded their path. “I heard those words being whispered in my ear, just today. That’s why I called you. I don’t know if I’m going insane as well.”

“I hope in the Skyfather that you won’t Bloodspeaker. I hope you don’t.”

The hours passed slowly, their legs grew restless and the effect of the medicinal herbs waned on Daniar. The pain on his newly severed limbs increased.

“Dakur,” Daniar said, panting. “Time for some rest, don’t you think?”

“As you say, sire,” Dakur said, turning around. Grasping the mule’s reins, he proceeded to untie the bags of provisions and the wineskins on the sides.

Daniar had a hard time getting off the mule, pressing his biceps against the saddle and passing his leg over the horse’s back. When he did it, he sat with his back against a tree with a trunk as wide as a carriage.

“Would you pass me those bottles? The black ones,” Daniar said.

“Sure I will,” Dakur muttered, sliding his hand through the bag. He furrowed his brow, scanning through it.

The only thing that was missing was forgetting his medicine. That would have been Reth's mistake.

Daniar clenched his teeth, a feeling of disappointment and fear washed over him. 

“I don't see no black bottles,” Dakur said, peering into the pockets.

“Bloody roots,” Daniar muttered. Not again. He looked through the path they had followed, about six hours of slow riding. It was impossible to go back.

“What is it, Lord Bloodsprouter?” Dakur asked, raising his scarred eyebrow.

“My medicine, bleed it!” Daniar hissed, struggling to get on his feet. “I just had both my forearms sawed off, blast it.” He grunted in frustration.

Dakur took a deep breath.

“Well, like my old man used to say,” he scanned his own pockets. “Nothing drives the pain away like an old clear spirit.”

He extracted a small, half empty bottle. The liquid contained could have been clear water. But Dakur knew what it was.

Daniar blinked.

“It is just my humble gift,” Dakur said, bowing his head slightly but too shy to smile before the Bloodspeaker. “it's a bit of the old Raki.”

Daniar pressed his teeth and tilted his head back. “Master Dakur,” he said softly. “We soldiers of the old regime made an oath, you know that, don’t you?”

“Oath or no oath, this will help, Master Lord Bloodcrawler.”

“We do not touch Raki,” Daniar said, trying not to lose his patience. “Or any wine, or any strong drink.”

“What's wrong with the old raki?” Dakur pulled the bottle next to his body.

Daniar sighed. “It impairs the minds of warriors, and leaves us weak, prone to breaking our oaths, to speak more than is needed.”

“What's wrong with the old raki,” the man opened the bottle and took a sip. “Don't you even drink Kumis?” he asked.

Daniar took a deep breath.

“Kumis is different, it might, have a bit of a buzz, but not much.”

“Don't tell me you've never had raki,” Dakur was speaking like Daniar was no Bloodspeaker, but a village youth who could not hold his liquor.

“I had it once, at fifteen,” Daniar explained, his eyes now wandering toward the bright forest leaves. “The night before my initiation into the Elite Guard of the Imperial Office. I will always regret it.”

“What’s wrong with the old raki?” Dakur asked, as if what Daniar was saying was too hard to believe.

Daniar pressed his lips. He did not want to touch on the subject. It filled him with two fold shame. One, since people outside of his circle drank and prided themselves in holding their liquor, and he could not have any claims to it, and another, he had drunk while aspiring to the highest imperial honor, and become the opposite of what the Order expected. That night, as he had felt his faculties leaving him, he did not feel pleasure or excitement, but contempt for himself. His oath had become personal. Never would he touch strong spirits, and with kumis, he would stop before its effects were noticeable.

“I felt like my lips opened to more than mere talk,” Daniar said. “I do not like it, and as part of my Order, I will never do it.”

“Take it as medicine,” Dakur held the bottle forward. “If the pain is too much, I’ll share it with you, alright.”

“I’ll be alright,” Daniar mumbled. “Now, just pass me some of that yogurt.”

Dakur extended him the full wineskin, then, he recoiled.

“I’m sorry,” Dakur muttered. “Should I pour it for you?”

Daniar pursed his lips. There was no way to do it by himself. Now, he thought it would have been much better to bring along matrons and nurses to pour yogurt in his mouth.

“Sure thing,” Daniar muttered. “Bring me one of those bread rolls as well.”

Daniar chewed and drank as soon as possible. Dakur also sighed and sat under the shade with an exhausted sigh, taking another casual sip at his bottle of raki. Daniar leaned his head back against the tree, the numbing pain on his shoulders and arms was starting to surface. He took a deep breath, thinking about it only made the pain deeper.

“How far is it, again?” Daniar asked with a sigh.

“Twenty miles,” Dakur muttered under his breath, eyeing the glass bottle with a worried expression.

“That can be walked in one day,” Daniar said.

“Sure thing, but we’d have to quicken the pace, and no more rest.”

“We’ve got no other choice,” Daniar said, pushing his body forward to stand up, with a blind hopes that at least someone in that place had medicines for him.
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Chapter XXVIII -  Delegates


[image: image]


Segir and Varka flew over the plains, the forest and back toward the cave, with their eyes scanning the ground for any sign of Annagul and her horse. He did see Ogdai riding around the countryside like a tiny termite. He could not help but mutter oaths and biting the hand that was not clutching the dragon’s horn. When they reached their mountain home, he jumped off the dragon’s back and stumbled forward, barely missing falling on his face.

“I can’t believe we didn’t find her,” he hissed to himself, straightening his body.

“I will take another round later,” Varka said.

“It’s fine,” he said. “She must turn up sooner rand later. Or so I hope.” He sighed again. “Where the blood would she have gone?” He sighed, then looked up. “Anyway, I have to get going. My father should be back by now, and he’ll be worried.”

“Take care of yourself, young Segir.”

“I will, you too, Varka. Remember what I told you, things are not as safe as they were before. So please, take a round in the sky if you see Kamur and the others coming up. Don’t come back until it’s safe.”

“I’ll be fine, human,” Varka gave him a reassuring look. Segir wished he could understand the feelings before those purple eyes. They seemed too trusting and too brave, or perhaps, too naive.

Segir smiled, and rushed toward the dragon. He leaned in and wrapped his arms around Varka’s neck. The dragon seemed to recoil, as if in fear. Segir pressed his head against the scales, hearing a powerful thump, like a steady drum before Winterfest. The dragon’s heart. And it felt good to hold someone. His father was not very good at it. It felt awkward to talk about love and to embrace. But it felt good.

And he was holding a dragon. He chuckled to himself.

“See you soon,” he said to Varka, turned around and climbed down the mountain. His stomach growled for nourishment, and he felt that the wounds of the previous week were only becoming more unbearable. When he returned to his house, he found it empty. He had passed his father’s shrine, without finding any trace of him.

He sighed in frustration, scanning through the pantries, and finding only breadcrumbs in a small basket. Had father once again had breakfast in the physician’s house? He walked down the aisle and decided to walk to town. 

The trail was empty, but he climbed down and started to walk toward the village. It took him some time, but once he was close, he noticed a gathering of people in the town square. His stomach turned again, this time, overflowing him with anxiety. Last night’s drama had probably struck a nerve, and people would once again gather to decide the fate of the dragon. This time, she would not get off as easily.

He trotted onward. The masses were already gathering, and a few workers were setting up a canopy. Annagul’s father was there, hands on his hips, sweat drenching his forehead. Why was he there? He rushed toward him.

“Master Ozmir,” said. “Have you found her?”

“What are you doing here boy? Your father has been looking for you.”

“What are you doing here, Master Ozmir?” Segir asked. “Is Annagul fine?”

Ozmir looked around, then leaned forward and narrowed his eyes. His straight mustaches wiggled as he did.

“Ogdai and his uncles are searching for her. She hasn’t been seen.”

Segir pressed his teeth.

“I heard that from Ogdai,” Sagir said, concerned, looking straight at the old man’s eyes. “But you, weren’t you helping her?”

“Me?” the man said, placing his fingers through thick belt loops above a silk robe. “I wish I was, but now they’ve called me to attend this emergency meeting.”

“On the future of the dragon?” Segir said, already knowing the answer.

“Yes, boy, what else? The Imperial Magistrates are coming, they sent a pigeon to Kalegi, and they’ll be here soon.”

“Oh gods,” Segir said. He hissed. “Master Ozmir. You must not let them do that, you know that the dragon did not do it.”

“Segir, I have done what I could. Now, even if I appeal...”

“You can’t let that happen, even you yourself said it,” Segir found himself raising his voice at the man.

“Boy!” Ozmir whispered, looking around as if worried for who might have heard. “I am doing what I can, Segir, but the public opinion has changed a lot since you know what... happened.”

“Well, it doesn’t matter what the public’s opinion is, what matters is what’s right,” Segir said. “First off, she didn’t do it. She did not. Second, tan you even consider that she might be the last dragon on earth?”

“Segir,” the old man looked to the sides. “You should never have gotten involved, and gotten Annagul involved with this. I shouldn’t have let you get involved. It’s all my fault.” Ozmir placed a hand on his own head, as if thinking of slapping it.

Segir shook his head.

“I am sorry you think that, master Ozmir, but it’s not right for us to let Varka get hurt for something she didn’t do.”

“I’m just stating the facts, boy. You are young people. This involves a lot of contrived opinions, and very heavy things. The Emperor is already aware, and things can get very dangerous. So please, watch your mouth, especially here, you know how these people are.”

Segir gritted his teeth.

But he understood.

He had heard what really happened to Annagul’s brother. The old man was right. He was right at being worried. He imagined it himself, an imperial delegation declaring his own defense of the dragons as something illegal, being imprisoned, tortured and even murdered for that. He understood.

But he could not let Varka get hurt. 

He nodded, eyes boring into Ozmir’s, and took a step back. 

Then, Segir heard his father’s voice calling for him. “Segir, my son,” his father ran toward him. Segir expected a hug, but instead, the old man stood a few feet from him. “Where have you been? I was dead worried about you.”

Segir leaned in and embraced his father, he pressed his chest against the old man’s ribs. Father remained stiff, barely tapping on his back with his hand.

They remained silent for an instant.

“Segir.”

“Father, we must keep fighting,” Segir said, not letting go of his father’s body, nor opening his eyes.

“I know,” father whispered.

Then, there was silence among the crowd. Then, they made way, scrambling to get off the road. Horses trotted in the distance. Segir raised his head and glanced at the incoming riders. The hooves of their horses raised clouds of dust, like ominous sandstorms threatening to cast their darkness over Zikra.

A horn blew into the wind, a pathetic attempt at fanfare. The riders drew closer, one was one of those priests, this time, in a purple silk robe and a ridiculous pointed hat that started as a hood beneath his neck. It looked like he had a higher rank, and Segir could only wonder about the meaning of the sigils embroidered into the fabric. The man’s face, above a gray beard, was pale and drenched in sweat, with green eyes and a curved gray mustache almost as ridiculous as the hat. His companion was stout, and seemed heavy for the horse, with a conical steel helmet, chain mail that covered his chest and large metal plates that shielded his shoulders. A red cape hung from his back and hung over part of his saddle, next to an automatic crossbow. A scimitar hung from his waist, sheathed in leather and jewels.

The men dismounted and the crowd grew as silent as a tomb.

“We welcome you,” Major Kalegi stepped forward, bowing his head in meekness. “Messengers of the Empire.”

“Gentlemen,” the delegate in purple said in a pompous voice. “Is any of you the father of a young lady with black hair riding a brown horse?”

“My Anna,” Ozmir said, scrambling through the crowd. “Have you seen my little girl?” he pushed through his neighbors, his coat fluttering as he ran.

Kalegi was speechless, looking at the man in purple. The old priest played with the side of his moustache and pressed the sides of his horse with his heels. The horse trotted toward Ozmir.

“You should really be ashamed of that child,” the delegate said. “She stole our soldier’s dagger and rode off, before trying to kill us twice. She’s attacked imperial delegates, and that is not a simple crime.”

“I...” all color drained from Ozmir’s face. His eyelids twitched. “Please... She’s just a girl.”

“Do not worry,” the delegate said. “She’s been a rascall, but she’s just a young girl, a bit of guidance is what she needs. My men are after her, and will bring her back to you. I am in charge of this entire operation. Worry not, I pray that she will not be harmed, but we may bring her in chains, I warn you.”

Segir saw the fear in Ozmir’s face, but the latter words of the man seemed to comfort him a bit. Ozmir sighed, fixing his eyes on the stone floor.

“I will wait,” he muttered, almost depleted of breath.

“Who is the one in charge in here? Who is Firdavs Kalegi” the priest asked.

“It is me,” Kalegi exclaimed, advancing and bowing slightly in front of the man.

“Aha, so it is you. Is everything ready?” the asked, raising his bearded chin.

“Yes, my lord, the horn has been blown and, as you see, our people are gathering,” Kalegi pointed at the crowd. “Let me just summon order and you’ll be free to address these people, whenever you desire, my lord.”

“Call me Sir Magistrate, please. Not Lord.”

“Sir Magistrate,” Kalegi bowed so low that his hands touched the floor.

A magistrate? That was an upgrade. Segir remembered that much from his few months at school. He could not stand swearing loyalty to Kuran every morning so his father had made him quit. And so had most parents in Zikra. Magistrates... There were about three per province, and even though they were supposed to be mostly concerned with religious laws, nowadays, everything seemed to have something to do with religion. They probably had more power altogether than the Provincial Satrap himself.

The local militia posted themselves, carrying rusted helmets and spears, and Guren, the militia captain, blew his horn again. It took a few minutes and a couple of high pitched notes until the people scrambled to stand orderly. Segir had to fall in line along with the multitude, and stood next to his father. His stomach rumbled in anticipation. 

“Good men and women of Zikra,” Kalegi declared from the amplifying podium. “We have asked you all to come here to talk about something very important. Matters that may put in jeopardy the safety and order of our beloved town.”

Ozmir stood next to the major, but his face was still a few shades paler.

“Thank you, Mayor Kalegi, I will take on from here,” the old man, dismounting with a royal gesture. Then, he advanced to the center stage, the concrete canopy, as if he had grown up in Zikra and speaking at the stage was as natural as breathing.

“My name is Lazar Kahanari,” the man said, his voice echoing with the acoustics of the place. “I am part of the College of Acolytes of the Order of the Lightgivers in this Southwestern Province, Magistrate and Enforcer allocated to our Provincial Capital. For the ones who do not share my faith, I am responsible of matters both religious and profane in this area. Do not believe that I have come to impose my beliefs and decisions upon your peaceful, quiet village, since I am in office, I have not let that happen, and you might have seen it with the enforcers of mine who were here recently.”

Even the flies and bees seemed to start buzzing after he spoke. No one in the crowd spoke a word to each other. They all watched him, and he did not seem to pay mind.

“Recently,” he continued. “It has come to our attention that there have been sightings in this land. Sightings of a creature known in the holy scriptures of my religion, as Offspring of Chaos. You are well aware of what these creatures represent, and which command stands out in our most holy texts...”

It was hard for Segir to follow the magistrate’s words, but as he spoke, Segir’s stomach turned upside down in anxiety and fear. It was clear where the man was going.

“It is written, in The Classic of Pure Light, Chapter 74, Verse 12: You shall not suffer dragons to live, for they are the offspring of chaos. It is written clearly on our holy scriptures, and it is for a reason. Because these creatures do harm. The blood of millions of our ancestors are in their claws. Now, this very town has witnessed their evil.” 

Segir lowered his head. Part of him wanted to shout out and declare that it was not true. Should he? He had to object, but maybe it was not the time, maybe, there was still a way to make his voice known.

“I know of the fondness many of you, even, probably the majority of you feel toward these beasts. In particular, the ones of Hanerkian ancestry, and who do not belong to our religion. After all, it was in your history that people of your faith and ancestry triumphed by relying on these creatures. We understand, and respect that. We were willing to give you the benefit of doubt, hoping, perhaps, even in direct violation of the tenets of our faith, that the creature would leave you in peace, even depart to lands beyond our Empire and their peoples. We were sadly mistaken. This creature, as we know, has been known to steal and plunder from our dear farmer's possessions. I have heard of a family that lost their only goat, a source of sustenance, and two other families have come forth after losing a total of six heads of cattle. This cannot be left unanswered. We, as Imperial Delegates order that the dragon be killed immediately. It has been sanctioned by the Imperial Office, so, we require the unanimous cooperation of this town.”

The magistrate raised his hand.

“This is an imperial edict. Now, this venerable assembly, would you raise your hands for me, if you are in favor of upholding this government.”

The hands of the Lightgivers were the first to raise, and more, even Master Ozmir raised it. How could he? He knew that dragons were few and in danger. Was it because he was afraid?

Segir looked at his father, next to him. He was still.

“Cowards,” Segir shouted. His voice was coarse amid the silence. Every head in the assembly turned toward him, in shock. He stepped forward, not minding the pain on his body. The priest stared him down, he pushed his way and climbed the structure. One of Guren’s militiamen stepped forward, carrying halberd. Segir raised his arms, as if to show he was unarmed, and faced the multitude.

“Don't let them tell you what to do. The dragon ate my goat, but that was it. I asked her myself if she stole the cattle, but she didn't...”

“Get down, you silly boy,” an old man shouted.

Boos echoed around. 

“There is no evidence that he did,” Segir shouted, but at the same moment, the militiaman jumped at him and pushed him off the stage.

His father was staring at him from the multitude, rolling his eyes rapidly. 

“Don't mind him,” Kalegi said to the bearded priest. “He's just a silly boy.”

Segir understood he was in danger, he turned around and pushed through the multitude.

“Let him go,” he heard Kalegi whisper. That gave him a glimpse of hope, but did not stop his rushed steps. He knew he had something important to do. “Now.”

They stood aside to let him pass, seemingly frightened and taking the old man's words as an order. Segir ran, his hips and knees crashing in pain against the ground.

The magistrate cleared his throat, and even that echoed under the canopy. Then, he continued his talk.

“We have established a commission way before I arrived, and I have placed a man in charge of this. Kamur Kamurkhan, a young man well known and respected in this community, has appealed to lead the hunt. All the ones who participate, will be rewarded accordingly.”

Segir's steps cluttered, his heart hammered and his breath hastened. He looked up at the mountain and made way. He had to convince Varka to get out, and nothing would stop him.
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Chapter XXIX -  The Seven Realms
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Daniar’s every step was accompanied by a deep breath, and the strange sensation of attempting to clench fists that weren’t there. He dug his heals, using his knees to guide the horse around another large boulder covered in moss.

Every so often, Dakur would turn around and pull out his glass bottle, offering it to the grunting Daniar.

“No, my friend,” Daniar hissed. He lost count how many times he had to decline. That fat man was persistent.

The journey continued, as the sun started to drop Westward. They were well past noon, and time was still drawing slower with each step. The pain on Daniar’s arms fell powerful.

“You should have brought help,” Dakur said.

“How long.” Daniar grunted.

“At least two hours, if you don’t want to rest.”

“I have no other option,” Daniar growled. The path continued, and the mule started to fall behind. Dakur would pull at it, but it was slow and tired. That was the last drop. Daniar’s heart beat hard. If he had his arms, he would lash out and attack the creature. In that regard, lacking them seemed like a blessing.

He started to scream. Sweat drenched his forehead, from both heat and pain. Dakur kept walking, not turning around.

Those two hours passed like old snails climbing a tower wall, Daniar kept lashing out and yelling at the trees, and those sips of alcohol became more tempting with every step.

It was not long after that he saw a man standing over a grey rock. It seemed like a watchman, aside from the fact that he carried no visible weapons. A clear white robe hung from his shoulders. The man’s hair was yellow, and his face slightly tanned. His cheeks were painted with spirals of red ochre.

“Good day, stranger,” Dakur said to the man.

“We’ve been waiting for you,” the blond man said, and his green eyes drifted toward Daniar.

“Hey!” Daniar shouted, his voice had become rough, and he breathed shallowly as if that could ease the pain. “I need help down here.”   

The man slid a hand through his robe, extracting a small whistle. He brought it to his mouth and blew three times. The sound was high pitched, but strangely calming. He paused and he repeated it.

Four men emerged from the foliage, all wearing the same, clear white robes.

“It is you, Brother Dakur,” said one of the men.

“It is me,” the stout man answered.

The men in white walked forward and stood in front of Daniar. They looked at him from head to toe, as if he was a rare chimera that had just been discovered in the woods.

“Good day, to you, strangers,” Daniar muttered through his teeth, drawing his head backward. “I need your help, and I need to get in contact with your leader.”

One of the men, a young man with an eyepatch greeted him with a nod. He was a head taller than Daniar and had ash colored hair that fell down to his shoulders. 

“It is you,” the young man said softly, with a grin, and teeth too yellow for his age. “I'm glad you finally came. Well, by all means, come forth, the Doorman is waiting.”

Daniar nodded, and said no more. The group of white clad men advanced, side by side, and he followed after them. There were still a few yards of forest before coming to their settlement. The Clan of the Black Star lived in tents made seemingly of cotton and small cabins of wood and mud. A few little boys and girls played in the mud, their faces smeared and foul, along with friendly mutt dogs that flapped their tails at every comment. Most men wore white, and a few tilled the earth at that time. The wives wore their hair tightly braided, also dressed in white, clean for the most part.

“How have you been, master Dakur,” the one eyed man asked.

“It's been a wild time, Krano" Dakur answered. “All this war, all this madness, it's had me on the edge. And we don't know what's coming, it seems to be bad.”

“It seems like it,” Krasno said with a sigh, then looked at Dakur with a solemn smile. “But the Doorman has been wise. He’s preparing us.”

“How is he?” Dakur asked.

“He’s stoked for what’s to come,” Krasno raised his square chin. “It has been a difficult time, all this. But we have seen his light, and you won’t believe what he’s done. He has entreated us with many treasures of knowledge.”

“I'm sure he has,” Dakur said, taking another sip of his bottle.

“Excuse me,” Daniar stepped forward, addressing the one-eyed man. “I am in need of emergency treatment. I had an amputation and I’m in severe pain, I need medicine. I need it. Now.”

“Oh, understandable,” Krasno said. “Worry not. The Doorman will help you. He will have the answer for you.”

“I need medicine, my friend. Medicine.” Daniar emphasized the word. He was controlling himself not to yell at the man. But he was too slow. Too unconcerned.

“Indeed, good man, the best medicine will come from the Doorman.” Krasno said with a stupid smile.

Daniar took a deep breath, clenching his teeth.

“Don’t you have a physician?” he asked, shaking his head and willing to shake the ground if he could.

“Our physicians are the helpers from the Upper Worlds, they are the ones we rely on.”

Great. They had no medicine, just hocus pocus. Daniar grunted but stopped himself from screaming.

There was a circle in the center of the settlement, where gray stones stood like watchers, all of them with strange carvings and symbols, many spirals, others with human figures, circles and squares. A man sat in the center, his back straight, eyes peering into nothingness. His hair was raven black, his face white, darkened by a long unruly beard. He seemed familiar to Daniar, until the moment he recognized him. Then, a shudder crossed his spine. 

He stopped on his tracks, his jaw had dropped in surprise.

It was the man who spoke to him in his dream.

They guided Daniar toward him, within the circle of stone.

“Master Doorman, we have visitors,” Krano said.

The black haired man’s eyes were still, fixed ahead of him, and a strange smile carved itself on his lips.

“Top pick,” he muttered.

“This is brother Daniar,” Krano explained. “And your blood brother Dakur is here too.”

“Top pick,” the Doorman repeated.

Daniar was stunned. He could not speak, and the thoughts in his mind whirled like a typhoon. At first glance, the Doorman seemed to be sick, or to be lacking in intelligence, but there was something about his eyes. They rested on his face, like mirrors of calmness.

“Sir,” Daniar said. “I’ve come to ask for your help. I need your help, Master Doorman.” He repeated, as if unsure the man would understand at first.

The man stood up, back still and rigid, and turned his back on him and rushed into the forest.

Daniar glanced at Krano, eyes wide open and stunned. The one eyed man was smiling.

“Our Doorman will help you,” Krasno said with a wide green.

Daniar blinked in surprise. What was going on in that place?

The Doorman rushed into the forest, starting to trot, his back still straight, like an absolute madman.

Daniar blinked.

“What is happening?” Daniar asked Krasno. “Who is he? I... I’ve seen him before.”

“Our Doorman. He is the guide.”

Daniar shook his head.

“What do you mean Doorman? And why did you say you were waiting for me?”

“He has told us about you, Master Daniar.”

“I am Daniar, but... Yes. Did he tell you my name?” he asked, feeling a cold shiver and suddenly realizing that he had not told them his name.”

Krasno’s single eye was wide open. He looked crazier than his leader. “He has said that you have come from far away, and that you were in the Oppressor’s fields of wrath, but that you escaped. He has told us what you’re looking for. And he’s going to help you find it.”

Daniar felt a wave of emotion surge up his spine. A glimmer of hope, morphed his grimace of pain into a smile.

“He knows what I’m looking for? Does he know where it is? We’re talking about the same thing, aren’t we?”

“A stone as bright as day, with the power to summon the Guardians of the Sky.”

“Yes!” Daniar hissed. “Yes! That’s exactly it.”

The Doorman emerged from the forest, hands extended forward and full of a variety of herbs, nails dirty as if he had dug with them. His arms were straight and stiff.

Two men from the village advanced toward him and took the leaves. They rushed inside a small mudbrick house, painted in white, with a stream of vapour emerging from on top.

The Doorman braced, standing straight in front of Daniar, once again.

“Master Doorman,” Daniar said with a nod. “I have seen you in my dream.”

“Dream,” the Doorman muttered quietly.

“Yes, my dream.  I remember it clearly, I saw you next to a man in a blue robe, and you told me that you were waiting for me.”

“Dream,” the Doorman repeated.

“I... Assume you had seen me in your dreams as well.”

“Dream.” The doorman said for a third time. Daniar raised an eyebrow and looked at Krasno.

“Master Daniar,” Krasno clarified in his slow, tempered voice. ‘The Doorman is not big on words, but you will soon get used to his ways. You will learn of his wisdom.”

Daniar nodded, as the Doorman, once again, stood in front of him. The Doorman raised his rigid arm, pointing his earthy nails at him.

“Master Doorman,” Daniar said. “Do you know where the Dragonstone is?”

“Dragonstone is,” the Doorman answered.

Daniar cast Krasno a quick glance. Krasno had a wide smile on his lips.

Suddenly, the two men who had received the Doorman’s handful of leaves stepped out of their mudbrick house, carrying a small glass.

“This is for you,” Krasno said, receiving the vial with both hands. He offered it to Daniar.

“Oh,” Daniar said, blinking in bewilderment. Krasno reached him and placed the vial close to Daniar’s lips. Daniar drank the concoction, it was herbal, and slightly bitter. He had no idea what it was, but trusted the clear message of the Doorman.

He drank the entire content, then drew his head back. The men retrieved the glass and Daniar sighed.

“Sit with us, and eat, for it will soon be time to return,” Krasno said.

Daniar nodded.

The medicine worked after a few minutes. The pain on Daniar’s recovering wounds almost faded, although he did feel dizzy. The meal consisted of goat cheese and salad, as well as thick round bread. He was attended to by two healers. All that time, the Doorman remained silent, except for sudden bursts where he would point at him and say top pick.

There was no more time to rest, and Krasno, the Doorman and Dakur prepared. Daniar was given a donkey and assisted up, it was then tied to Dakur’s mount. Krasno rode a mare, and the Doorman was helped up a horse as well.

They had little rest, but what they had was enough. After a few minutes of riding, Krasno approached him on his horse. 

“How did you find our hospitality, Master Daniar?”

Daniar grinned. He was dizzy, but his heart pounded with hope. Finally.

Even the missing arms did not bother him as much. He felt there was something special going on. Something greater than himself. He was experiencing magic.

“You know,” he said after a sigh. “I, of course, believe in magic, but many aspects are hard to believe. Divination, prescience... They are not easy to explain, but what I have seen today... Did I tell you that your master spoke to me in a dream?”

“Oh, yes, the Doorman can travel between worlds, he can visit in dreams.”

Daniar turned his head, looking at the stiff man, inexpressive, except for a feint smile, riding on a scrawny white mare.

“I have many questions, Dakur.” Daniar leaned forward. “How do you understand what he says?”

“I have gotten used to it,” Krasno said. “He can’t say much, but he explains things in dreams as well.”

Daniar narrowed his eyes.

“So he can really do that at will, can’t he?”

“Oh, no doubt about it,” Dakur said. “The only problem is, I sometimes don’t remember all he said. You know, it is like any dream.”

Daniar stared at the grass as he rode, shaking his head like it would help him understand.

“How did he gain that ability?” he asked.

Daniar smiled.

“He has a secret. Someone gave him a gift.”

Daniar blinked in surprise. He remembered his dream. He remembered those words.

“And he told me about you,” Krasno said to Daniar. “He said he wants you to learn the ways of magic. He says that you are gifted.”

“Gifted? Me? No, I’m a soldier, nothing else, and I don’t know the slightest thing about magic. It is simply too much...”

“He said you’re a natural talent,” Krasno had a glitter on his single blue eye.

“Why?” Daniar shook his head. “He hasn’t even met me.”

“Well that’s what the Doorman has said, don’t ask me. He knows things, you know.”

“So has he been, like, following me in my thoughts?”

“No,” Krasno said with a gracious laugh. “But... It is not easy to explain.” The one eyed man leaned forward and whispered. “He can travel between realms”

“Realms?” Daniar raised an eyebrow.

“Haven’t you heard of the Seven Realms?”

“I might have,” Daniar said, shaking his head in bewilderment. “But only in a passing mention. Aren’t they like, mythology?”

Krasno raised his fate and shut his eyes, as if talking about such things required extra reverence. “Realms, there are seven. One is ours, six are the other.”

“But are they physical places? Or what?” Daniar asked, understanding less and less with every word Krasno spoke.

“Sometimes,” Krasno whispered. “To many, they’re just sources of power. This physical world is merely the third realm. The Third Realm has its own magic. It is gross, and it causes harm. But the others, they have other magics. The higher the realm, the closer to the true light, the lower, the darker.”

Daniar made a face. “Wait, but you said the Doorman can travel there.”

Krasno nodded. “Others can only connect to them, but only he can go. He waits there. He is here and there.”

“Wait, wait,” Daniar shook his head. “That’s too much to take. So you’re saying that his body is here and his soul is somewhere else.”

“Something like that,” Krasno said with a smile.

“That’s insane,” Daniar declared. “I’ve never heard anything like that.”

“You may not have. But do you believe it?”

“Well, lately, I think I can believe anything.” 

Daniar took a minute to take it in. The story Krasno told him about the Doorman receiving a gift reminded him of his own dream. That sounded dangerous, and he did not want to be involved in any of that. Was that his path in life? Too many strange things had happened in the last weeks. He was now the unwilling leader of a Karedi community. They called him Bloodspeaker and he did not even know what that meant. And now, a mystical mad men who could access other dimensions wanted to give him a gift? What kind of gift? Did that mean he would become like the Doorman? No thanks, he had a wife and child, no matter how much power he’d get, the last thing he wanted was people thinking he was a dimwit.

Suddenly, they heard a soft voice behind their backs.

“Stop,” said the Doorman. Krasno raised his hand and Daniar paused, thinking of how to make his donkey stop without any rains.

Then, Daniar heard a feint sound in the distance, like a bolt flying at high speed. He remembered it. It had been carved into his mind as if with iron and flame. It was a magic blast. The battle had begun, and his people were in danger again.
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Chapter XXX -  Child’s Game
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Segir rushed back toward the mountain, feeling the pain on his hips with every step he took. All the fear that had prevailed before, of being hurt, trampled on and humiliated, faded in light of the fact that he was defending innocent life.

He did not care what they’d do to him, he’d gone through a lot, and he didn’t mind going through it again. Segir began to climb the slopes and the path that lead to his home, and stopped with a gasp when he saw two horses tied to a fence close to the mountain. He had no idea who they belonged to, but they could be up to no good.

He passed through his house and climbed the next few meters of stone, beyond his father’s shrine. He climbed with hands and feet, pressing his body against the rock. Suddenly, he heard human voices overhead.

“Bloody roots,” he hissed to himself, and stopped mid way. He thought of dropping down to the floor. But if he could hear them, they probably could hear him.

He found himself panting, and held on to the stone, pressing his cheeks against the hard and cold surface. He narrowed his eyes and listened attentively, but he could not make out the words. Segir paid attention to the sounds, and deduced that they were walking forward through the path. He knew the way, and knew he had to get ahead. What if they were about to go into Varka's cave and attempt to kill her? What if they were already armed to the teeth. Segir waited until their steps were away, then he finally leapt up. Segir could see them from below. Kamur, of course, wasn't there, but two of his comrades were. One was the devout Lightgiver boy with the long braided hair, the other was one of his toughguy friends.

Segir strolled forward and hid behind a large rock. He noticed the two boys stop close to the clearing. Now, he could hear enough.

“Blasted rats, it's crazy how it's been happening, huh?” the braided boy muttered. “I knew that those beasts were bad, and good thing they haven't killed any human, but what they’re doing is horrible.”

“Yeah, whatever,” the tall, muscular boy said dismissively.

“Don't you think it might be dangerous? I mean, that thing spits fire. What if it's listening to us? I heard some wild things, that he can see things that are six miles away. What if he can hear the entire village?”

“You chill out,” the thug scowled at his friend.

“And how did they it was the dragon who ate the cows?” the Lightgiver kept asking, and Segir could feel the anger boiling up in the other boy.

“Stop asking stupid questions,” the tall boy snapped at his friend, pulling him by the collar.

Segir took a deep breath. That meant the Lightgiver boy didn't know what had happened, and had wrong ideas about dragons. Segir hoped he could educate him and explain how the things he was saying were off the mark. Before anything worse happened.

If only he could prove to them that they were wrong.

“Why don't you shut up once and for all? We're going to kill the blooded animal, and that's it.”

The Lightgiver boy looked at the cave up ahead. “But remember how it went last time.”

“This time we will do it,” the tough boy almost spat. “We will attack while he's not looking. Which means, as soon as possible.”

The Lightgiver took a deep breath.

“And why don't they help us?”

“Who?”

“The Magus and the militia. What about that man?”

“Shut up, if they were to help us we wouldn't be able to collect a reward. We'll sell the body.”

“Can't they...”

“Shut up.”

The two boys had sat at the foot of the mountain. Segir noticed that the short haired one had a flare in his hand. 

Segir advanced cautiously. He hoped that Varka was away, but he wasn’t sure, he did not see them. He decided to use the other path to the mountain and enter the cave before it was too late. He walked below, to the sides of the cliff, and advanced from beneath, stepping on a narrow strip of rock, preparing to cross to the other side and then leap upward and climb toward the cave. 

Suddenly, he felt a strange stillness, as if he was being watched. He looked upward, to find the two young men staring down at him.

“Well, well, well, well,” said the short haired one. “What do we have here?” 

“Hey,” Segir muttered, looking up and squinting his eyes.

“I know you, you're that dragon lover,” the Lightgiver said. “I can't believe you're still doing this.”

“I'm doing it,” Segir said, rising his face. “Because I know it's right.”

“What are you saying?” the Lightgiver shook his head. “You're defending a wild animal that's killing and stealing.”

“No, she's not. Whatever they say about her is not true, and I can prove it.”

“Oh, come on,” the short haired one blurted out. “You moron, stop making a fool out of yourself.”

“I'm telling the truth. And as a matter of fact,” he looked at the Lightgiver. “A dragon would never harm a human being of this empire.”

“Now you shut up,” the other boy answered for him. “Or we'll give you another beating.”

“You can try, but you're doing something terribly unfair. The dragon did nothing wrong! And if you gave her the chance to talk, you'd understand.”

“You're insane,” the Lightgiver said. “Let's go, Gharak.”

“No, no, no,” the short haired one said, staring down at Segir with eyes turning red in anger. “You just said you have proof. What's your proof?”

“Proof?” Segir said. There was something about the way he asked for it. Segir even noticed that his expression had changed when he mentioned it.

“When did the stealing take place?” Segir asked.

The short haired boy, Gharak, as the other had called him, had a confused expression. He shook his head. “Last night.”

“Last night, huh?” Segir placed his hands on his hips. “Interesting. At what time?”

“Sometime before midnight,” the boy stuttered.

“Well, then that's impossible,” Segir declared. 

“Come on, tell me. Why?” the boy said, stepping forward and flailing his shoulders as he walked.

“Because I was with the dragon the whole night,” Segir said. “And so were others. We have at least four witnesses that can declare before the mayor. And if it wasn’t her, they will investigate. They’ll investigate who made the accusation first.”

The boy's face had turned pale.

“When?” the boy gave a start. “Who was it? You... You're lying. We saw the dragon fly away.”

“Why are you so upset?” Segir asked, then opened his eyes wide. “Did you help take the cattle?”

“What? Who do you think you are?”

“Did you or Kamur do it? Because I’m sure the dragon didn’t do it? Why are you so nervous?”

“I’m not nervous, I’m just surprised because you... You’re accusing me.”

“I’m just asking a question,” Segir said, crossing his arms.

“You wait until Kamur and the boys come back with their guns, we’ll see how much you hold up in that hole.”

“You did it, didn’t you?” Segir shouted from the narrow section.

“Shut up,” the boy answered, gritting his teeth. He then knelt and grabbed a rock from the ground. He lifted it up above his head. Segir opened his eyes in shock, as the boy threw the rock. Segir crossed his arms above his head, pressing them against the wall not to lose balance and fall. His heart bumped fast, and looked beneath. If he stepped an inch away from the wall, he would fall to his death.

“Hey, Gharak, relax,” the Lightgiver said, but Gharak grabbed another rock, drew his arm back and hurled it right at Segir’s face.

This one struck Segir in the arm. Segir was stunned at how heavy it felt. He felt it tear through his skin, and made him lose balance.

“Stop, Gharak, you’re going to kill him,” the Lightgiver boy’s voice resounded above him. Another rock bruised Segir’s forearm, sending a shockwave that stunned him, and made his knees falter. He struggled to remain as close to the rocky wall as possible, keeping a hand wrapped around the stones.

“And I will,” Gharak replied. This time, he grabbed a large stone with two hands, and prepared to throw it down.

“Stop!” he heard another voice yell. Gharak looked behind and dropped the rock in fright, then he turned around and ran as if a liger was leaping toward him, exiting Segir’s range of vision. The Lightgiver also rushed behind them.

Somebody was after them, and seemed to have caught up with Gharak in a struggle that echoed above Segir’s head. He heard moans coming from Gharak’s mouth, slaps, and a pained grunt. 

“You can come up, Segir.” It was Ogdai’s voice.

Segir realized he was shaking. He leaned forward and started to climb, ignoring the pain on his forearms. He noticed that his skin had torn and a few drops of blood were descending from his arms. He climbed up, to see Ogdai pinnng Gharak to the ground.

“What were you doing here?” Ogdai asked Gharak. The boy’s face was drenched in sweat and as pale as death.

“He was accusing me,” Gharak said, pointing at Segir with a hand that could not move away from Ogdai’s grasp.

“Why did you try to kill him,” Ogdai said, leaning closer to Gharak’s face. The thug tried to turn his face away in vain.

“I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” Gharak said.

“Get the hell out of here” Ogdai jumped to his feet, letting go of the boy. Then, he pointed at the other boy, and stood up. “You too!”

Gharak nodded, turned around and ran a few paces away. Then, at a distance, he turned around and faced them.

“You two better get away,” Gharak shouted, raising the flare in his hand. “They are coming now, with horses and more weapons that you’ve ever seen, and we’ll do the dirty work.” He kept running, turning around and climbing down in haste.

Segir sighed again and looked at Ogdai. His hair was still unruly, and Segir had never seen him so angry. His black eyebrows furrowed in rage.

“Ogdai,” Segir panted. “You really saved my life.”

“What is wrong with him?” Ogdai’s tone was full of disgust.

Segir walked toward him.

“Ogdai,” he said with a sigh. “I’m not sure, but I think Kamur and Gharak stole the cattle.”

“What?” Ogdai shouted, narrowing his eyes. “What are you saying? Why do you think that?”

Segir straightened himself, staring at the blood on his clothes.

“Remember that Anna and I were with Varka that day... So I told that to Gharak, and asked him if Kamur did it, and he went mad. That’s what set him off.”

“I see,” Ogdai muttered. “So they are trying to kill the dragon and get the reward money. And now they’d have extra cows.”

“The money?” Segir asked with a raised eyebrow, and a hand on the rocks to support himself.

“Yes,” Ogdai said. “Remember that there’s a huge reward on killing a dragon.”

Segir clenched his fists.

“I have to talk to Varka.”

Ogdai swallowed. Only the mention of the dragon could make his angry brow raise and his face pale.

“Segir, be careful.”

“Ogdai. Can you help me with this? Come and talk to him. The council will believe you. I swear Varka had nothing to do with the stealing. And she won’t harm anyone.”

“Segir,” Ogdai said. “The oath of dragons. Listen to me. If you go in with the dragon, and the dragon doesn’t defend herself, you will be in danger. Tell her to go. A dragon won’t kill any citizen to defend himself. Only in defense of the innocent.”

“I told her, but she’s too stubborn.”

Ogdai rested a hand on Segir’s shoulders.

“Do what’s best.”

“Come with me, Ogdai. They’ll believe you.”

“I cannot,” Ogdai sighed. “I don’t want to see the dragon.”

“Are you afraid of her?”

Ogdai didn’t answer, just turned around, toward the mountain.

“You are, Ogdai.”

He took a deep breath.

“You take care of yourself. Annagul is also in danger.”

“I heard what happened to her,” Segir said.

“Then be careful. Please don’t do something stupid.”

“You know I won’t,” Segir said with a nod, then cast a quick glance at the peak of the mountain. “I have to go now, Ogdai, and please help me if you can, in any way.”

“Will do,” Ogdai said. His face was serious again. “I think I know what I can do.”

Segir turned back and climbed on. After cleaning the blood on his wounds he kept climbing higher and higher, walking through the flat sections until he reached the cavern.

“Varka, Varka,” he called, running into the cave, being enveloped by the dark and the heat. She was there.

“Segir,” the dragon’s solemn voice echoed in the dark.

“You’ve got to get out of here,” Segir said, leaning closer. “This time is serious. They’re preparing to come in and kill you.”

“I must not move from here.”

“Varka, this is serious. If you love the place so much, why don’t you just take a few days to fly away... Please... And if you fight back... I don’t want them to hunt you down.”

“I have to stay here.”

“Varka. Why can’t you understand how risky this is? Why is this place so important?”

Varka lowered her face, her deep purple whirlwind eyes were fixed on Segir.

“It is not because of myself.”

“Then? Who?”

“I am here to protect my own.”

Segir shook his head.

“What are you talking about?”

“My future ones are here with me. This is the place that was prepared for them.”

“Wait, Varka, what are you talking about? Can you explain it more clearly?”

“My offspring.”

“Offspring?” Segir blinked in surprise. He knew what the word meant, but had no idea what it had to do with that. “What?”

“I am guarding them, behind this black stones from the mountain. This is their place.”

“Varka.” Segir felt dizzy. “Do you mean...”

“I have laid eggs in this lair.”

Segir felt as if a bucket of freezing water had dropped on his head and soaked his entire body. An instant later, he reacted with a smile.

“Eggs? Well, that is wonderful...” he said absently.

“I have to guard them.” Varka’s tone was serious. “We have an oath to fulfill, but even in the oath of our kin, I will do as much as I can to protect them.”

“Varka, those are amazing news. How many are there?” Segir asked, eyes focused on nothing in particular, without being able to conceal his curiosity.

“Five.”

“Five,” Segir smiled, then sighed. “Varka, I have an idea. Yes, I’ve got it...” he said, snapping his fingers.

“What? And what for?”

“Let me take the eggs and hide them somewhere... Maybe at Ogdai’s place. Yes!”

“Who is Ogdai? I can take care of my own children.”

Segir sighed.

“Well, only if you think I can do it. Bloody roots. If I get to talk to him and ask him, I’m sure we can hide them away. They don’t know we’re here, and they’ve no idea that you are taking care of the eggs.”

Varka hissed.

“I can take care of them.” Varka insisted. She seemed to be losing her patience. She raised her face as if expecting something. Something that worried her.

“It’s just an idea...” Segir said, raising both arms in front of his head.

Suddenly, they heard human voices and metallic rumble behind them. Segir’s heart leapt inside his chest, and turned back.

“They’re coming,” Varka growled, raising her body with powerful paws.

“Let me help,” Segir said.

“Get out,” Varka’s growl echoed in his ears. Flames flared from her nostrils. Segir jumped back.

“I’m just trying to help,” he muttered.

“You will know how to help, but now... Do not get yourself in danger’s way.”

Segir blinked, unsure what to do, he looked around, as the voices drew closer. It was a gang, more than a dozen people perhaps. Segir clenched his teeth, and turned to face the entrance.
	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]
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“We must get back as fast as possible.” Daniar shouted, casting a glance at Dakur. “Is there yet another shortcut to the settlement?”

“Our way... Is the best way,” Darko muttered. His face had paled and his lips had curled into a fearful pout. He had even dropped the bottle from his hand.

“It might be in the way, between the enemy and us,” Daniar said. “I say we ride along, I’ll go ahead with you.” He looked at Krasno.

“Well, if you say so, Lord Bloodcricket,” Dakur said.

“Then,” Daniar spurred on the horse. “Let’s go before it is too late.”

Daniar clenched his teeth. He could not be that close to victory and then once again have to bury his people. The innocent ones, for so long, had been spared. He was sure not to let them get hurt, and he would fight bravely to defend them.

“Wait,” Dakur hissed. “My brother is gone.”

“What?” Daniar narrowed his eyes and turned around. The Doorman wasn’t on his horse.

“There he is!” Krasno said, pointing at the forest. Indeed, the man was running through the foliage, both arms stretched out, running like a complete madman.

“Go get him,” Daniar said.

“No,” Krasno shouted, raising a hand.

Daniar cast a freezing glance at him.

“Follow him,” Krasno pointed at the Doorman with a scrawny finger, his single eye was wide open. “He knows the way.”

He looked at Daniar, as if acknowledging his disbelief. “You have seen his power, master Daniar, you have seen his communications. Now follow his way if you want to live.”

“I know he has skills, but he’s going the opposite way. Doorman, I am telling you,” Daniar shouted. “You Dakur, go get your brother.”

“Sure thing,” Dakur said, eyes wide open, and spurred on his donkey. They advanced into the foliage, until he reached a group of high bushes. The donkey neighed and refused to take a step forward. The man dug his heels and shouted at his mount, but the donkey refused. After spouting half a dozen colorful oaths, Dakur dismounted, almost falling on his face and turned to face Daniar with a defeated look.

Daniar covered his own face and sighed. He then turned to Krasno with a furrowed brow. “How did the Doorman get off the horse?”

“I say you better follow him,” Krasno insisted, emphasizing the words.

Daniar grunted and dug his heals on the mare. Krasno made his horse turn around a group of trees, and spurred. Daniar’s horse followed. He felt foolish and incompetent. He had failed. Hadn’t he? So many times, so many had died under his watch. For an instant, he thought if only he had his arms he could do much better. But he had lost them. He was wounded, alone and with only a fat man and two mad zealots. The Doorman had magic. But was his magic enough? For all his power, Daniar couldn’t be sure he didn’t make mistakes. But in time of little hope, the least he could do was trust.

Their mounts trotted through the foliage, deep into the forest, following the man in white. 

“Where is he going?” Daniar asked again, raising his voice, while Krasno showed no sign of stopping.

They followed, turning through the forest, seemingly without direction. 

For an instant, Daniar thought he saw a feint light ahead of the Doorman. They continued their way, until the Doorman fell to his knees and crawled forward in the middle of a clearing, he sunk his hands into the earth and started digging with his fingers like a dog intending to bury his favorite toy.

Daniar opened his eyes wide. Could he have found the spot?

“Let’s get our shovels!” he shouted, turning his head back.

Krasno dismounted quietly and took out an old iron shovel from the donkey’s saddle. The Doorman stood up and made way for his comrade.

Daniar could not help grinning. He had no reason to doubt, maybe they were a few minutes away from witnessing a miracle. The return of the mighty guardians of the skies. And the return of order and righteousness to the Maranian Empire.

Krasno sunk the shovel into the ground and started digging. Pieces of grass and black earth dropped to the side. Daniar looked with expectation.

Suddenly, he noticed a bright light partially visible in the ground. It shone like a lantern of cyan light, colored like the sky. Was that the legendary stone he had been searching during those long fifteen years.

“Stop right there,” they heard a rough voice echo behind them.

Daniar turned to see who it was, and in that moment, he felt as if his legs were going to be amputated too. Three men in green robes stood before them, spreading their green smeared palms, wearing high leather boots and staves in their hands.

Krasno dropped the shovel and shifted his foot forward, hiding the glowing blue light.

“Who are you all?” one of the mages asked, raising his painted hand, as if threatening to cast a spell. Daniar knew they were deadly.

“You...” Daniar hissed in a rough voice. Anger filled his heart. His instincts urged him to draw his sword and attack from his sides. If only he had a sword. If only he had arms to wiled one. He felt small and miserable, like an ant in a pool of water. He was nothing. He thought of slipping forward and calling to the Stone’s help, but even a step back could make them blow him to pieces.

“We are just miners from the Eastern Settlement,” Krasno said softly, raising skinny pale hands above his head.

“Explorers? And heathens,” the priest looked at his comrade, one with darker skin and a shaven face. “Do you think they’re from that sinkhole?”

“Could be,” the dark skinned man said, before spitting on the ground. “Blooded heathens. You’ll see what you deserve.”

“Explores, huh?” the first priest asked. “What are a handful of... Unarmed explorers doing here. Don’t you know there’s a battle going on?”

“Battle?” Krasno asked. He seemed genuinely confused.

“Explorers,” the Doorman muttered.

Daniar narrowed his eyes. Was the Doorman just mindlessly repeating what Krasno was saying, or was he indicating the group that deceiving the enemy was hid plan.

“We’re from the Eastern part. They call us Clan of the Black Stone,” Krasno said. “We’re pacifists.”

“Pacifists,” the second mage said with a chuckle. He looked back at his companion. “These seem good enough for the Offering.”

“Alright,” the first mage said. “Get off those stinking mules and get in line.”

Dakur did so, his countenance paler than ever.

“We have to get our friend down,” Krasno said, pointing at Daniar. “He lost both arms.”

“What?” the mage asked, raising an eyebrow and examining Daniar from head to toe. The man was dressed exactly like the one Daniar had killed days ago. What if his comrade, the one who escaped, was presently at their camp. If Daniar were to be recognized, anything left of the plan would come to ruin. Daniar turned to the Doorman, expecting a solution or another special trick. The black haired mystic, however, remained still, slightly slouching forward.

“How did you lose your arms?” the dark skinned priest asked, piercing him with gleaming brown eyes.

“I...” Daniar said, looking down. “Got bit by a bear, and they got infected.”

“Are there bears in this forest?” the mage asked his light haired comrade.

“I haven’t seen signs of any,” the other responded.

“Come on,” the tanned mage made signs. “Drag him down.”

Another mage stepped in and stretched his hand, trying to grab at Daniar's arms. He ended up grabbing his bruised biceps. Daniar gritted his teeth, not to let out a scream. The man pulled him down and Daniar fell on one knee.

“Get up, you vermin,” the tanned priest shouted.

Daniar pressed his lips. He looked at the Doorman, also being manhandled by men in green robes.

“What should we do with them then?” one of the lower rank mages asked, a hand under the Doorman’s shoulder. The mystic’s hair was now a mess with locks tossed above his head like part of a bird’s nest, but his expression had not changed. He even appeared to be smiling.

“Bring them to the front,” the mage in charge spat an order. “We may offer them in exchange for the leader in case we need. I don't think so, Korenlus has said that the Karedi vermin are dropping like flies.”

“Understood.” the subordinate answered.

“Now,” the dark skinned mage stared at Daniar, narrowing his brown eyes. “Have I seen you before?”

Daniar forced himself not to look him in the eye, instead, he closed his own.

“Well.” The mage stepped back. “We'll bring you to the main camp, then we'll see. But you smell like a rebel, let me tell you. Have you been in the East?”

“Me?” Daniar asked.

“I'm asking you, have you been in the East? In a prison.”

How could he tell? Daniar asked himself. 

“I...” Daniar was not good at lying.

The man pulled Daniar’s robe open and looked into his chest. Daniar wished he had a hand to use to defend himself. Now, he was more defenseless than he ever was as a young man. There it was, the branding on his chest, the circle of shame. 

“I knew it,” the priest said, his eyes blazing in hate. He turned and shouted at the others. “These are rebels.”

“I am a rebel,” Daniar raised his voice in defiance. “But they are not. I took refuge with them, decades ago.”

The mage narrowed his eyes, staring at him with poison in his pupils. “How did you escape?” 

“I...  did not escape.” Daniar lied. "I was released for good conduct.”

“And you joined the heathens,” the mage scowled. “That sounds like really good conduct. Now, you disgusting vermin, you’ll be send back to where you came from, never to exit.”

The priest leaned in and grabbed Daniar by the collar of his robe.

“Now you listen very carefully,” the mage hissed in his face. “I do not like people like you. I can smell your lies all over. I can sense something off with you all. People like you... We will bring you, and you will know our knives and our magic.”

Daniar gritted his teeth, he glanced at the Doorman, who still remained expressionless. 

Suddenly, the other mages brought a rope and tied it around his neck. Daniar pulled away, but was unable to escape. The black haired mage tied the Doorman's hands, and later did the same to Dakur and Krasno. They snooped through the donkeys and the horse, snatching away their items.

“Let's go,” the mage said, indicating their two assistants to march forward with them into the forest.

He pulled at Daniar's neck like a dog, and Daniar gritted his teeth. He looked back at the clearing, at the small mound of earth that had meant a fulfillment of hope only minutes ago.

They advanced, with the mages mounted and mercilessly pulling at their necks. Daniar could already feel it burning and bruising his skin. Dakur was pale and sweaty. Krasno glanced forward, as if in a dream, and the Doorman had the exact same expression.

“Are you with those people?” the head mage asked Daniar as he pulled. “That mountain cave rats, and their rebel friends. Were you with them?”

Daniar lowered his glance for an instant. Maybe all hope was lost for now. Maybe there was no other choice. He preferred to try whatever he could before being sent to the Slavefields again.

“Yes,” Daniar said. “We were the ones who killed you.”

The man bellowed a deep laugh. 

“Oh, what a fool you are. And you admit it.”

“But we will win, you'll see,” Daniar declared. “And a true Hanerkian will seat on the throne.”

The man turned back and slapped Daniar in the head.

“Maybe I should keep you alive. So you see how we kill those heathens and your rebels. And then bring you to the east. Would you like to go back to the pit? But you’ll be paraded through the streets, and the entire Capital will spit on your face.”

“Even if you kill me, we will win,” Daniar muttered. “There is no stopping.”

The mage spat on him and delivered a kick on his shin. It was not strong enough to really hurt him.

“Now, better keep quiet,” the mage scowled. “You'll see what we do with you and your gang of dogs.”

Daniar glared at him.

“So what were you doing here?” the mage asked, now smiling widely. “Now you scumbags must tell me what you're doing. Don't tell me you're one of those idiots that are trying to find the old Dragonstone? Don't make me laugh. That thing is as broken as an old mirror.”

“So you think.”

The mage turned back, whirling his cane, and smote it against Daniar's stomach.

This time, it hit right in. Daniar leaned forward in pain, falling to his knees, to then felt the harsh pulling of the rope.

“You worm,” he said. “Get moving on. Prepare to die... And all those little children in the cave, how they're gonna burn like.”

Daniar’s eyes peeled in horror. He could not believe what he was hearing.

“How can you speak like that. Don't you dare attempt to do that,” Daniar shouted.

“And those women,” the priest said it as though he was talking about a banquet.

“How can you...” Daniar barked at him. “How can you wear that stupid braid on your hair. Aren't you supposed to be religious and righteous? You're a blooded hypocrite.”

The man chuckled.

“You know nothing about us, don't you?”

Daniar narrowed his eyes.

“This is our divine right,” the mage tilted his head back and dug his heals. Daniar felt a harsh neck pull and cursed.

And the mage spoke words that made Daniar shiver. “This is our future, this is our past. Power unbridled, power to act.”

Daniar glanced. What was that? That was not a verse in the cannon of the Lightgiver that he heard. And those words cut the air like a mist. Like a black mist that poisoned the air. There was something behind it, like despair.

“Master,” one of the low rank mage had ridden up toward his leader.

“What do you want?” the tanned mage asked with a scowl.

“That man with the black beard is gone.”

“What do you mean, you moron?” the priest waved his cane at his man.

“He disappeared,” the low rank mage said meekly, bowing his head. “Only his rope is there.” The now empty rope dragged against the floor.

Daniar turned around. He could see Krasno smiling like a fool despite the rope around his neck.

Now what?

The mage was as confused. He looked around, he spread his arms wide.

“Stop,” he shouted. “Stop, stop” he yelled so much that it rang in Daniar’s ear.

The mages looked around, eyes narrowed, as if scanning for beasts hiding behind the bushes and high trees.

Suddenly, a shriek made Daniar quiver like jelly.

Daniar opened his eyes wide, the mages fell on their knees, and fire emerged as if from the ground beneath, setting their clothes on fire. Daniar stepped back, his heart leaping in fright. He looked around, but the three mages had collapsed to the ground.

“What in the blooded roots of the tree of the world?” Daniar asked himself, blinking, as their flesh and their silk robes consumed before his eyes. Smell of burnt hair and flesh emerged, until their bodies turned black as coal, and their clothes nothing but ashes.

Daniar looked around, still and quiet. 

He turned back, to see the Doorman advancing, hands stretched forth, holding a glimmering cyan stone.

“Top pick,” the Doorman muttered.

“Oh Skyfather,” Daniar shouted, rushing forward toward him and dropping to his knees. His first instinct was to raise his hand and touch the stone, but instead, there was nothing but phantom pain.

Daniar shook his head. Everything that he had seen in that day had been stranger than a dream. And what he was seeing could be the answer. He stepped forward, trying to remember what Turman said about how the stone used to work.

Daniar then stretched his hands.

“Oh, great dragons, oh guardians of the sky,” he shouted. “Come and assist your people.”

There was no sound, only the distant magic spells of the enemy and a few birds in the trees above. Daniar turned his head, looking around, looking up, and waited for what seemed like an eternity.
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Segir stood at the entrance of the cave, his legs shaking like a coward, but his chin was raised like that of an ancient statue. He waited, eyes fixed on the slope of the hill, where the sun cast its last blazes of the day as it hid behind the mountains. There, he saw eight men climbing up, carrying long spears and automatic, long knives and hatchets. Guran, the militia leader was among them, and so were Kamur and Gharak, hands on an automatic crossbow and thirst for blood in their eyes. Lazar, the Imperial delegate, accompanied them panting at the effort, with one hand behind his hip and the other caressing his curved mustache.

“There he is,” Gharak said to Kamur, glaring eyes fixed on Segir like an archer’s arrow on a rabbit.

The group advanced like a marching army, and when they were close to the entrance, Kamur stepped forward.

“You never learn, do you, you bloody heathen?” Kamur shouted. He spat on the floor.

“Kamur, stop it now,” Segir raised his voice. “You know she didn’t do it. Turn back.”

“Too late, you blooded heathen. You get out of our way. We’re doing a service to your town.”

“I will not move from here. You all,” Segir said, pointing at Kamur. “You are wrong. The dragon did not steal nor kill any cattle these days. She would never do that, and she could tell you that herself. She could talk to you all, if you lower your weapons and enter.”

“How dare you suggest we reason with a demon?” the mage posed, his eyes flashed in outrage. “Boy, you are meddling with Imperial Affairs.”

“I will stand here even if I have to die by your hands,” Segir said through gritted teeth. “Because I know that the dragon is innocent. I know if you only gave her a chance, you could understand...”

“Grab that child and move him out of the way,” the mage shouted.

Kamur elbowed his friend Gharak. 

“Go get him.” Kamur hissed.

Gharak advanced, aiming his crossbow at Segir and drawing the mechanism that kept it ready.

“Move, heathen, or I’ll stick this through your ribs,” Gharak said, poison distilling from his glance.

“I’m telling you,” Segir insisted. “You’re making a big mistake, you’re trying to kill someone who has done no wrong.”

“Stop spewing nonsense,” Kamur hissed.

Gharak stepped forward with the weapon trained on Segir. He looked like he really wanted to do it. Segir remained still, breathing forward and trying to keep his legs straight.

“I’m warning you,” Gharak said, gritting his teeth. “You heard the reverend priest, you’re meddling with the Empire.”

Gharak grabbed Segir’s arm and pulled at him. Segir tried to retain his position. Two other boys from the group stepped in and forced Segir’s arms back. He yanked and pulled, but he could not free himself from their grasp. Suddenly, he felt ropes binding around his wrists.

“She didn’t do it,” Segir said. “And I know someone must have done it.”

Suddenly, Gharak’s punch sank into his stomach, and collapsed forward with a gasp.

“You better shut up,” Gharak muttered.

Segir clenched his teeth, his face came in contact with the hard, dusty ground.

“Let’s go,” Kamur said, preparing his crossbow and holding it forward. 

“Varka,” Segir let out a scream so sharp that he felt it would tear his throat apart.

Kamur pulled the mechanism on his crossbow, swallowed and stepped forward, keeping it ready. The others followed suit, be it with crossbow or armor.

“In the name of Emperor Kurgan,” Kamur shouted, and stepped into the cave.

Suddenly, a light flared inside the cave, a blaze of flame that turned on the walls of the cave and emerged like a current of fire. It licked the walls and the entrance. Kamur leapt back like a scared cat, screaming ten pitches higher than his speaking voice, and his friends followed suit. A few of them let go of their spears and hid behind the rocks.

They dispersed, making way, as the fire spiraled out before fading, leaving charred black stone.

“Skyfather,” Kamur muttered, his face had flushed two shades paler. Kamur straightened himself up with quivering legs.

The trail the fire had left had turned pale stone black like coal.

Kamur crawled to the side of the cave, breathing fast. His group had stepped back, and were now standing, confused, trembling.

Only the mage stood straight with his arms crossed. 

Kamur moved forward, trying to resort to stealth, pressing his back against the walls and advancing low. He tried to step forward, but once again, a blaze of flames emerged from the cave and he jumped away from the range of fire, ending up crawling away from it for his life.

Kamur stood up and walked away. He looked at the mage.

“We cannot approach.”

“Oh, I thought you had it under control.”

Segir sighed in relief. He had probably overestimated the forces of Kamur. Yes, he knew Kamur was only a bully, and Varka was a powerful being, and he could reduce Zikra and its entire population to ashes if she wanted to. She was showing enormous restraint when defending her children.

But he did not know if the mage’s powers were superior.

“We need your help,” Kamur said, bending one knee.

“What would you have me do?”

“The magic, the power spheres. Have you brought them with you, Sire Magistrate?”

“I gave you two of them,” the mage’s look was severe.

“I forgot them at home,” Kamur sounded regretful for once. “I was nervous. Please, give me another one.”

“Give them back later, boy. Anyway, here it is.” The mage said softly, speaking only to Kamur.

The mage shut his eyes for an instant, then mage slid his hand inside his own robe. He extracted two small spheres, that seemed to have been formed with crumbled sheets of paper. Shiny green dust oozed from them, like a type of paint.

He lifted them up, then opened his mouth as if he were speaking to the spheres.

Segir looked closely. A strange chill breeze circled him, and a strange smell, like a mix of rotten eggs and burnt oil.

“Would anyone do the honors?” the mage said, raising to his feet. Kamur advanced, lowering his face as if in submission and respect. 

“How can I do it, Master Mage?” Kamur muttered with a reverent bow.

“They are ready,” the Magistrate said with a grin beneath the curved mustache. “Cast them inside. And they shall do their work and purify this earth.”

“Wait, wait!” Segir shouted.

Could that be it? Segir had never seen it, but he had heard of he powerful spells the Mages could perform, capable of breaking walls in two. For sure that had to be much more powerful than bolts from a crossbow. 

Kamur stepped forward, pulled his arm back like a man throwing a javelin, and launched it inside the cave. It rolled in like a ball.

“Step back,” the mage ordered.

Kamur did so.

An explosion blasted off, dust and smoke exploded inside, the sound of broken stones and shifting sands.

“No!” Segir shouted, trying, in vain, to get to his feet and run into the cave to see how the dragon was.

Kamur then cast the second ball inside, it rolled in and exploded. This time, it seemed to reach into the outer walls of the cave as well, as part of it exploded with a blast of dust and stone, revealing a hole through the side of the cavern.

The men stood in silence.

Segir gritted his teeth. Could that have happened? Was Varka, the last dragon really dead? The thought entered Segir’s mind.

“No, no, you monsters, what have you done?” Segir shrieked. Gharak responded by kicking his ribs. The pain of his not yet healed body made him groan in pain. 

“Shut up,” Gharak muttered. The eyes of the entire contingent were fixed on the cave. 

Kamur marched forward, peeking into the cave. He stepped in.

Suddenly, a blast of fire emerged from the cave. Kamur let out a scream and jumped away from its range. He stumbled and fell on his back, then turned around like a frightened mouse and leapt backward.

Segir raised his head, smiling.

The gang exchanged glances. Only the mage remained still, stoic and with his arms crossed. 

Kamur’s face was pale, and the fire out of the cavern did not stop. It emerged with power, like a river of flame threatening to engulf the world.

Gharak then pulled Segir’s body up, straightening him.

“I know what we have to do,” Gharak said. He kicked Segir forward and Segir stumbled again. 

“Up, you fool.” Gharak repeated and pulled Segir’s hair, forcing him to stand again.

Kamur and the group fixed their eyes on him.

“You say the demon is your friend, isn’t he?” Gharak hissed in his ears. “If that’s so, let’s see.”

“Hey, what are you doing?”

“Hey man,” Kamur said. “That’s too much.”

“Believe me, he’s got it coming,” Gharak replied.

“We don’t want him to fry like a lamb chop,” Kamur said. 

“If he fries up, he fries up. If the dragon wants to help him, there’s his chance.”

Kamur took a quick glance at the old mage, eyes wide open, as if in shock. But he remained silent. 

“Hey you, dragon, disgusting animal,” Gharak yelled. “I have your friend here, he wants to see you.” Gharak drew a knife and pressed it against Segir’s back. Segir shivered. “Now move, vermin.”

Gharak forced Segir to step forward. His heart was pounding fast. 

“Varka,” Segir let out a scream. “Do what you have to do, you know better.”

Segir shut his eyes, resigned to die by dragon’s fire. He was calmer, knowing that Varka could hold off and defend her offspring by herself. And as such, he was willing to die. He was willing to be killed by the dragon’s fire.

But he wished he could tell them the truth. He wished to make the truth known, that the dragon was defending life. But making it known would hurt much more.

Gharak pushed him forward to the entrance of the cave, shielding himself behind Segir.

“Here’s your friend, your friend Segir,” Gurkan shouted, facing the dark cave. “Here he is.”

Gharak stepped in, Kamur following behind, stealthily walking in. Their comrades, however, remained still behind them. Segir took a deep breath, and shut his eyes as the dark of the cavern enveloped them. It smelled of burnt coal. Segir could hear the deep rumble of Varka’s innards, as if her lungs were preparing to spit fire and turn them into ash.

But there was no fire, only silence. 

They stepped forward, turning at the cave. Varka was crouched like a tiger.

Suddenly, Kamur threw a magic ball at her. The dragon raised its head and immediately spat a trail of fire.

It light up the dark cavern and touched the ball mid air. A blaze of green and yellow flame erupted, sending Segir and Gharak back with the force of a mighty, hot wind.

Then, the dragon turned around as fast as a lizard, and whip its tail at Gharak, pushing him against the wall.

“You demon!" Kamur shouted, his voice echoing in the cavern, he pointed the crossbow and fired. The dragon's tail turned forward, missing Segir's body. 

The bolts flew against the dragon, entering her tail, her neck and chest. Varka's body flailed.

“No!" Segir shouted, feeling his vocal chords almost tear.

The bolts penetrated, and purple blood started to pour from the wounds, dripping down.

The dragon turned around, this time, flailing her tail against Kamur. He ducked, but too late, as it slammed his back like a mighty whip, sending him forward and making him collapse against the floor. The crossbow entered.

Gharak pulled the flare, whispered to it and hurled it at the cave. A firelight emerged, crashing against the wall.

The dragon crawled forward.

“Varka,” Segir shouted, trying, in vain, to get up his feet.

Rushed steps were heard inside the cavern, three men entered, their crossbows aimed up.

The dragon roared flames, its nostrils flared. It spat a single thread of fire, more as a warning than an attack.

But the men aimed their crossbows, and with a roar, shot to kill.

The dragon turned her tail defensively, but the bolts were impossible to stop. She turned again, leaping forward and pawing Segir out of the way. By then, more than a dozen crossbows had pierced into her skin. She turned out and spat fire, once again. The men turned to run, one stumbled forward.

The flame reached one, and a pained scream emerged from his mouth, as frightening as what the hell of traitors must have sounded like. The fire spread over his body and clothes, lighting him like a beacon. Segir, Gharak, Kamur and the others observed in paralyzing awe, the flames on the man's body casting dancing lights upon the cavern walls.

“You beast,” Gharak said, preparing to leap forward with his long dagger. The dragon glared at him, breathing smoke.

“Leave us alone,” Varka's deep voice echoed in the cavern. Gharak leapt in rage, but Varka's tail whipped fast, crashing against his stomach and sending him flying to the wall. Gharak's head smashed against the cavern walls, and he fell forward, unconscious.

Kamur straightened his body, shaky and in pain. He took a step back. The other three had departed. Segir noticed his heavy breathing.

Varka had become slower, she was crawling forward.

"Leave us alone,” Varka repeated. 

Kamur stepped back, facing forward, as if in defeat, he raised both hands.

Was he giving up? 

Varka's blue blood stained the floor, flowing down like a river. Segir had given up on trying to get up.

Kamur turned around, and kept walking toward the exit.

“We will leave you alone,” he whispered with a shaky voice.

Segir sighed.

Sweat drenched his body. He cast another glance at Varka.

The eggs were safe.

Varka was alright.

He would have to heal her.

“When you're dead,” Kamur hissed

Kamur said, turning around as fast as a whirlwind and throwing two paper spheres, one to the right one to the left, aiming it at Segir.

The dragon's fire reached one, the one aiming at Segir, the other, however, kept spiraling toward Varka, until it made contact with her skin. It burst with a loud roar and an explosion of blood and magic fire.

Segir's scream echoed in the cave, muted by the powerful blast. His eyes were glued to the Varka. Her head rattled, her neck twisted like a whip, her blood splattering the walls, her flesh torn and open.

Varka’s chin collapsed against the floor, still, frigid. An overwhelming silence ensued.

Could that be happening?

“No,” Segir shouted. Kamur and Gharak exchanged glances and shared the silence before jumping to the air in cheers and joy.

“Victory!” Kamur screamed.

Segir’s eyes moistened, and soon, his tears rolled down like a cascade.

“What did you do?” his shrieks materialized, ignored by Kamur’s gang, who entered, first dragging the body of their dead accomplice, then taking turns to take a closer look at the frightening creature. They gathered, and coordinated to drag Varka’s body out of the cave, staining the ground with her blue blood as they did. 

Segir’s screams fell on deaf ears. His heart pounded even faster, fearing that they would find what was hiding behind the dragon’s body. As they pulled the dragon away, his eyes were inevitably fixed on the area behind him. There, Segir caught a glimpse of pitch black stones huddled against the wall.

Kamur approached, kneeling and examining the rocks.

Segir narrowed his eyes, he held his breath, fearing the worst.

“Hey, Kamur, don’t miss out, let’s drink to our health, father’s bringing raki,” he heard one of his friends.

Kamur turned quickly.

“Hey, don’t start without me,” he shouted and ran back toward the exit. Varka’s lifeless body had already been dragged out of the cave, and soon, Segir was left with nothing but the bands on his wrists, a river of dragon blood and his own silence.
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Chapter XXXIII-  The Darkest Magic


[image: image]


Krasno assisted Dakur and Daniar to their horses, and rode once again, forward toward the settlement cave, but this time from the South. The roar of battle, screams of the fallen and the magic powers of the enemy echoed closer with every step.

“Krasno,” Daniar said, panting and digging his heels, turning to face the one-eyed man. “Krasno, listen to me.”

Krasno turned his face. He kept that serene expression and calmness in his single blue eye.

“Do they know we’re coming? Can they track us, Krasno?” Daniar asked urgently.

“The Doorman will take care of that,” Krasno said with a slight curving of his lips.

Segir narrowed his eyes, looking at the black haired man.

The Doorman rode behind them all, his horse swaying to one side or another like an inexperienced rider, clasping the Dragonstone with one hand and eyes focused in the distance.

“Top pick,” he repeated.

Daniar sighed, impatient for battle. But how could he face an enemy without his arms? The Doorman had saved them through his magic, but Daniar did not know how. He did not know the extent of his powers. Was he like Kurgan’s mages, capable of shooting magic fire and burning garrisons? Was he more powerful, and if so, how much more? Daniar wished he could just ask him and receive an answer.

And the Dragonstone glittered in his hand them. But it did not seem to work. Daniar remembered Turman’s account of how the old stone worked in the old days. The Keeper would hold it aloft, and everyone around him would hear the dragon’s thoughts, even if they were miles away. But he had not heard anything strange. Only his own thoughts like it was any other day. Did it have, perhaps, to be ritually consecrated or charged? A seed of disappointed had settled in his mind, but not strong enough to make him lose faith in his victory.

“Come this way,” said Dakur, taking a higher forest path that lead to a gray boulder, along the slopes of the forest valley, along with the sound of exploding stone and human screams. A few more strides from there, the mountain was finally within their range of vision. The battle was well on its way, and they were losing.

Reth had decided to use the exact same formation as before, with many posted on the sides of the mountain. But this time, the enemy had breached the side defenses, the barriers and the ditches, and were now at the very gates of the cave.

Daniar saw, the mountainside, and the enemy marching undeterred, already positioned at the feet of the mountain, while the Karedi and his own young Dragonsworn soldiers defended the last inches of terrain with their crossbows, and a handful of Karedi priests that were left raised magic barriers.

Suddenly, it happened again before his eyes, a magic blast that rolled like a rocket and crashed against the mountain, penetrating it like blunt stone against baked clay. He saw two hunters and a Karedi priest fall dead under its wrath.

“No!" Daniar shouted. It was happening again. He fell a wave of despair wash over him, like a dark cloud shielding the sun. A hundred images and voices pierced through his mind, his old comrade Larkan, the old Turman, Kuran. So many had died within the previous days, and he could not help blaming himself. After all, it was he who was in charge, who could have saved them. 

He shrieked like a man in pain, his arms flailed as if wishing to draw his blade, just to drop lower in agony when he remembered he had no arms to fight with.

Daniar took a deep breath, trying to control his emotions, he gritted his teeth and muttered an oath. 

He would not let any other person die under his watch.

“Ride on,” he shouted, spurring with his feet. Dakur and Krasno imitated him, trotting faster around the trees and shrubs, away from the main path.

Daniar remembered that passage, hidden between the trees and boulders. The large creek that shielded the mountain from the enemy continued along, except for a single spot, where the stones were much higher. A small wooden bridge had been erected there. Segir and Dakur trotted along, passing it quickly. The mountain seemed closer, and at its feet, Segir saw two young hunters, no older than fourteen, their faces pale and sweaty, with rusty iron spears on their sides and horns on their belts. Lucky ones, Reth must have ordered them to guard the flanks and raise alarms if the enemy attacked from there. They looked at them arrive, with eyes wide open, surprise and perhaps hope in their expressions.

“Lord Bloodspeaker?” one of them asked, leaning forward. “Please, please, captain's Reth defense has fallen, they're entering. The women and children are still inside.”

“What?” Daniar shouted, feeling a sting on his heart. “Already?” he said, gritting his teeth.

The boys nodded with shock and despair in their eyes. And pleading for him to help.

“You mean none of them moved to the refuge?” He asked in rage.

“No, Master Daniar. Too much has happened. The refuge was taken first, we managed to come back and keep them here, safer.”

“Oh, gods,” Daniar said, looking at the mountain and feeling anger burn in his heart and pump like boiling blood. “Where is Reth,” he barked.

To his surprise, the Doorman was already running toward the mountain.

“Wait,” Daniar shouted.

“You better follow him,” Krasno shouted from behind.

Daniar nodded in shock.

“Help me off this horse,” he told the boys. They assisted him, and Daniar leapt forward, following the black haired mystic into the dark. The sun was already setting behind the lush treetops and high lands ahead, casting purple and orange hues into the clouds.

Suddenly, Daniar heard the rumble of battle stop, and a shout emerge from ahead, in the other part of the mountain. He stopped short.

Could that be...

His eyes focused on the top of the mountain, there, he saw a white flag raise and flutter above the dusk of heaven.

“No!" he screamed.

He knew what they had done and hated it with all his heart. Those fools. They would sell their mothers, their women and children.

There were no negotiations with Kurgan’s men. He knew it well. If not immediate death, they would be sent off to the frozen prisons of Valaria, where they would languish and perish as slaves. 

He would not see his woman and child branded and confined to Kurgan's hell.

“No!" he shouted, following the Doorman one step ahead.

“Who is this?” he saw two soldiers stop the Doorman ahead of the back tunnel gate. A set of stairs had been constructed on the side. “What is this you carry, stranger?”

“Top pick,” the Doorman told them.

“Let him go,” Daniar said.

“Master Bloodspeaker,” the two hunters stared at him in surprise. They said nothing, but lowered their weapons. The Doorman was already rushing upward, holding the Stone forward.

Daniar ran along with him, climbing the mountainside from the sides.

Then it dawned on him.

The Doorman was not saying top pick.

His Karedi accent got in the way.

Top pick. On top of the peak. Daniar looked at him approach the upper slopes, along the tunnel windows. He crawled forward, leaving the stairs carved into the mountain, where he now had to climb. The Doorman had thrown the stone above and climbed with his hands. Daniar stopped before the last walled section before reaching the top.

Then, the Doorman stared at Daniar, presented his arms, grabbed him under the armpit and pulled at him with superhuman strength. There, at the peak, the wind blew through his hair, and Daniar stepped on to observe the battlefield beneath.

From there, he could see Reth kneeling, the Karedi hunters and members of the Dragonsworn group marching and dropping their weapons on a pile. The enemy was advancing freely, the mages in green and purple robes, as well as spearmen and men in plate armor with crossbows in hand. Daniar grimaced as groups of them were being sent inside the cavern, where the women and children were.

Behind him, the Doorman held the jewel aloft. Its light shone brightly in the dusk, almost blinding. Much more than it had before.

Then, Daniar heard a whisper in the wind or in his mind. He stepped forward toward the stone, as if in a trance.

“Are you of the blood?” Echoing over and over again, in different timbers and accents, all noble but eerie.

“Have you returned?” Said a creaky voice.

“I cannot leave, I’d die here,” another of the voices sounded female.

“Who are you?” he heard a voice, deep and coarse as the bellows of the earth.

“Who am I,” Daniar asked instinctively.

“Are you of the blood?” 

“Am I of the blood?” Daniar thought. “Blood, no, I’m not of the blood.”

He blinked, realizing what was happening.

“Come to us, help us, can you find us?” He forced his thoughts to say.

“You’re not of the blood.” Said another voice.

“You let us die.” He heard another.

Bit by bit, he heard their whispers abandon him. Until there was only one voice left. Deep and coarse, but noble and melodious.

“Who are you?” Said that voice.

“Your people need you!” Daniar shouted, feeling as if his throat was about to tear in two. “Don’t let them be taken!”

Daniar blinked, and the mind whispers seemed to stop.

A human shriek pierced the air, he turned around, to look back at the foot of the mountain. The enemy was already setting flaming torches in the ground, burning like suns. He noticed one of the mages had a bucket of purple paint, and was waving a brush across the grass, drawing a large circle, with strange parallel symbols and letters in an ancient language. They gave Daniar the chills. What in the world would that man be doing? What kind of a ritual. And for what? They had already defeated them.

“What is that?” he asked the Doorman.

“Top pick,” he answered.

Then, Daniar saw a trail of women and children emerge from the cave, forced by men with spears. Many women carrying their babies in arms, and their oldest toddlers clinging to their legs. Fear and tears clung to their faces. Daniar could see Cansu among them, and Yada, and many others. He also saw the old Yurgen, his face as stoic as a stone.

“What are they doing?” Daniar said, shaking his head, eyes blood shot in rage.

“The darkest magic,” the Doorman's words surprised him.

And Daniar felt a cold shiver up his spine, and a thread of darkness over his heart.

He suddenly felt sadder than he ever had.

And he glanced at how they forced the women and children to kneel around the circle, and the armed men, including Reth, to stand on the side. Cansu was there. Cansu was among them, and so was his only son.

Then, what Daniar saw made him shiver.

One of the priests extracted a long scimitar, as thin as a snake’s body. It glimmered before the flame and the setting sun. He advanced, holding it up, and opening his mouth as if chanting. Daniar could not hear, but he was sure he was reciting an evil spell.

Daniar turned violently. He would have grabbed the Doorman by the collar if he had hands.

“Help them,” Daniar shouted at him. “Help them, you cannot let this happen.”

“Help them,” the Doorman repeated softly.

Daniar growled.

Then, Daniar watched helplessly as the priest drew the blade near the neck of one of the women, a Karedi with honey colored hair, with a baby in arms. She shut her eyes in silent agony.

“No!” Daniar shouted again. “Blood damned it, do something, blooded Doorman!”

And he heard a shriek in the sky.

And the light of the sun was shrouded for a second. He looked up, to see what sort of cloud was crossing the sky at such speed.

What he saw above shocked and frightened him. A black creature loped on the horizon, its wings spread open like a bat, a long tail like an arrow being dragged upside down across the sky. The eyes of the prisoners and Imperial forces focused on it. The priest lowered his blade. The Imperial mages exchanged bewildered glances. The Karedi and his people looked on in confusion.

The creature circled in the sky, like a vulture at flight, then loped on, and descended like a high speed chariot on the sky.

It loped on toward the circle, like a hunting eagle, spread a claw and grabbed the head priest with one stroke. The dragon was here.

The women, children and all had ducked in fright, but the dragon’s claw had clung only to his prey, raised it above the ground, above the mountains and tree tops. The mage’s screams echoed in the dark, his arms flailed and dropped to the ground, crashing against the stones.

Then, again, Daniar heard the Doorman’s voice, whispering an unintelligible mantra. And the rain of magic continued, blasting from the mages toward the dragon.

And the Doorman spread his hand, and it was as if a harsh wind had emerged from it, with a blaze of light brighter and faster that lightning, spreading from the mountain to the woods. And the enemy’s magic blasts crashed against the air, as though a barrier was shielding the creature. The dragon loped downward once again, whirling in the sky and opening its fanged mouth. This time, to Segir’s shock, he saw a yellow light form on the dragon’s mouth. A blaze of fire emerged, brighter than the sun, casting orange light around him and loping on a trail of war mages.

And dragons will not kill the people of this Land, except in defense of the innocent.

And the robes of the mages burst in flames, and they wailed and ran like human torches. Few raised their magic shields in time, few were spared from the flames. A trail of flame raised up to the sky, while the prisoners scrambled back to their caves.

“Time’s up,” the Doorman placed a hand on his shoulder, shocking him.

“Time’s up?” Daniar repeated, raising an eyebrow.

“Time’s up.”

Daniar nodded.

“Let’s go down,” Daniar said to himself.

The dragon landed, immune to the magician’s spells. Daniar, this time, climbed down from the front, reached the white flag and tore it down with a kick.

“Bloodspeaker,” a young hunter said, recognizing him.

“Time’s up,” Daniar repeated.

“I beg your pardon?” the hunter asked.

“Speak to Daniar, say I’m here and order the remaining mages to surrender, or the dragon will fry them to dust. Tell them... That the magic we have is much more powerful than theirs.”

“Yes, Lord Bloodspeaker,” the young man said in shock and with a bow, turned around and ran downhill.

It was Daniar’s turn.

When he reached the bottom, the priests were all gathered in one spot. The dragon stood on the side, magnificent and proud, taller than the forest trees, with black and purple scales and bony spikes across his spine, with four horns spreading from his long head, and large, purple eyes that shone with their own light.

“Lord Bloodspeaker,” a familiar voice pulled Daniar’s mind from the dragon. Reth ran toward Daniar, bewildered, fearful but filled with gratitude and awe. “Lord Bloodspeaker,” Reth said, falling to his knees. He looked down, as if at a loss for words.

“We have made it, Reth,” Daniar said.

“Yes,” Reth said with a sincere smile, one Daniar had never seen before. He held the beads of his necklace in hand, and a green emerald for one of his gods. 

Daniar then turned, feeling a chill through his spine. The dragon was awaiting, still as a statue. He was waiting for him. Daniar stared at his deep eyes, and felt something in his mind, as if the dragon understood him.

Daniar turned around walked toward the prisoners, where Karedi hunters and mages had huddled the remainder of them together, and were not binding their souls. The Doorman stood nearby, reciting strange spells. His already white face seemed paler, as if he had been sick with fever.

Daniar said one of the mages tare at him with contempt under bushy white eyebrows. His silk robe had been smeared and partly charred, while dust and moot now mixed with the green smears on his skin.

“Are you the leader of these men?” he asked Daniar as if he were the captor and Daniar the prisoner.

“I am,” Daniar motioned closer to him and raising his chin. “And I hope you heard our warnings.”

The mage chuckled, grinning with yellow teeth.

“Even if you kill us,” the mage said. “You shall never triumph. A talking snake and magic tricks are not enough to beat us.”

Daniar stepped forward and stared at the mage, he wished to grab him at his collar, but that was a pleasure he would never have again in his life.

“Kurgan is stronger than ever,” the mage said softly. “It is just a matter of time when all your blood has been spilled. All of your blood.” He meant his tribe, his people.

Daniar kicked the man in the teeth. One or two of them flew out, and the man’s lips bathed in blood. Daniar raised his chin and summoned to two hunters. They came, grabbed at the mage and dragged him to a corner, holding him by under his elbows, with spearblades to his neck.

“Listen,” Segir hissed, staring him down. “Do you think anyone would surrender when you did what you were doing? Now, you tell us... What you’ll do, either you die slowly, or you will swear you’ll leave us alone, go to Kurgan with your tail between your legs and tell him dragons are back to get him. Either of the two, you swear it and I’ll see that you are true to that. Or else, you will wish you never wore this stupid green silk.”

If the mage wished to leave, Daniar hoped he had enough time to move them all. Move the Karedi. Even outside the Empire for a season, as long as he gathered enough strength and planned. But with the dragon.

And he had heard more. There had to be more.

But the mage laughed, his mouth splattering with blood.

“Never,” the old man said through blooded teeth. “Better kill us. Let the dragon fry us, if he wills.”

“Oh, yes, but that’s the beautiful ending we have prepared for you. Now, tell me what the devil is that, what you were doing? With the knives. That’s no Lightgiver sacrament that’s for sure.”

The man laughed.

Daniar kicked the man again.

“That is magic, pure and simple.”

“Does it have anything to do with the Seven Realms?” Daniar asked.

“But all magic does,” the man whispered, irony on his face. “Low magic is just the grossest of them all, the magic of the Third Realm. You don’t know much about it do you.”

“Listen, you imperial trash, I don’t like what you do. So this is your last chance, we have powerful wizards in our midst, now tell me what you know. What’s this trash, this, power to act thing, this is not the usual religious jabber, is it?.”

Suddenly, the man’s eyes opened wide. Daniar saw him light up like a beacon, first, his eyes lightened up and burst in flames, a scream emerged from his open mouth as fire blazed on his entire body. Daniar stepped back in fright.

Had it been the Doorman? A quick glance toward the bound mages showed him one spreading his hand, making a sign with it. That was interesting. He would have to make them talk, and after that, spend the last few crossbow bolts in the settlement to finish the job and avenge all the deaths among his people.

Today, he would make a few questions about magic.
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Chapter XXXIV-  Dragon Keeper
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The light of the sun entered faintly through the cavern. Segir’s eyes were drenched in tears, when finally, he heard muted, metallic steps advancing through the hill. Hunger followed him around, piercing into his limbs. His throat was as dry as a sun dried plum, and his mind had drowned for hours in feelings of guilt. He could not believe Varka had chosen to defend him, and in spite of mortal danger, she had respected the lives of the boys who wanted her dead. The boys who had slaughtered her like a wild animal.

And she had given her life for him.

But it was not for free.

She had decided to trust him. He could not leave her will undone.

Now, he had a mission to fulfill. No one else in the entire world knew that truth.

He heard boots along the corners of the cavern, felt boots. Segir took a deep breath, thinking it made no difference who it was. The figure strode on, tall and reverent.

“Segir, is that you?” it was Ogdai’s voice, echoing in the deep cavern. “Segir, Segir.”

Segir’s face remained pressed against the stones, he did not even try to lift himself. His hands and feet were bound tight, and he was tired of struggling.

Ogdai ran toward him, dropping to his knees. “What have they done to you, buddy. Are you okay?”

Segir didn’t answer. Ogdai leaned in, drawing a knife from his belt. 

“These ropes will come out, alright.” Ogdai said reassuringly. “And you won’t believe what happened. Come on, buddy, say something.”

“They did it, Ogdai,” Segir wept.

“Yes, but we did it too,” he said, with a hint of triumph in his voice.

Segir did not look at him, his eyes were too busy fixed in the distance, beyond the cavern walls, beyond the village.

“I remembered what you told me,” Ogdai continued. “And I went to the Mayor with my father, presenting your accusations. They agreed to check Kamurkhan’s property. Of course, they refused, but had no time to hide the facts. My cousin Guren came right after the dragon was killed, while Kamur was busy getting wasted with raki. Segir. We found the missing cattle. Some of it had been stolen, and the older one had been slaughtered and was currently being grilled. They could not hide the branded cattle. They’re going to prison, or at worst get more than a dozen exquisite lashes.”

“They killed her,” Segir whispered, oblivious to the rest.

Ogdai shook his head while grinning, and finally tore the binds around Segir’s wrists and ankles. He stretched his arms, and managed to sit. His head spun, but he forced himself to stand up.

“They’re getting what they deserved,” Ogdai said. “Segir?”

Segir stumbled forward, facing the dark end of the cavern, but got back on his feet and reached the end.

“What are you doing, Segir?”

“They must be somewhere here,” Segir said, panting and reaching for the rocks at the end.

Ogdai walked toward him, wooden lantern in hand. It cast its light upon the pitch black stones at the end.

“What in the world?” Ogdai muttered, looking around him, as if he had never been in a cave before.

“Help me out,” Segir said, pulling one of the stones. It felt a bit hollow, and somehow, warmer than the area around it. He dropped it behind himself, and lifted another one. An entire layer of black stone covered the edge of the cavern.

“What’s going on, Segir?” Ogdai asked.

“Help me,” Segir simply said.

“Sure,” Ogdai muttered, leaning in and pulling a handful of rocks and dropping them behind. There, the pale light of his lantern revealed something distinct. A strange sphere, or rather, an oval, larger than a southern melon.

Segir leaned in and lifted it with a hand. The light revealed its gradients, part of it was black softly turning red, and then orange and light green at the bottom. Its surface was even, but slightly rough.

“By the Skyfather,” Ogdai hissed, falling to his knees in front of it.

Segir smiled. They were safe. They were there for them to keep and guard.

Together, they removed the stones carefully, and revealed five dragon eggs, all of different shapes and colors.

“Skyfather above,” Ogdai said, eyes wide open. “Did you know about this.”

“She told me yesterday, just before they came and killed her,” Segir revealed, feeling tears stinging the corners of his eyes.

“This is incredible,” Ogdai said, smiling. “What should we do?”

“We’ve got to hide them, keep them safe,” Segir said. “Then, take care of them.”

“Take care of them?”

“There’s a book,” Segir whispered. “My father has it as his cabin. Someone gave it to him, I don’t know how long ago. But I think he’s not telling us something important.”

“Your father?” Ogdai said, raising an eyebrow.

Segir sighed and looked forward, recalling what he had read.

“There was a message for him at the end of the book, scribbled quickly. It’s not a scribe’s handwriting.”

“Your father was in contact with dragons?” Ogdai said, shaking his head.

“I’m not sure what he had to do with Varka, but I’m sure something’s up.”

“You’re good at this,” Ogdai said. “I think you should be a detective. What you said about Kamur turned out to be right.”

“Well, it was obvious.”

“Hey,” Ogdai placed a hand on Segir’s shoulder. “You should really start training.”

Segir giggled, then it turned into a grunt as it made his ribs ache.

“Why are you so concerned about me training wrestling,” he said in a breathy voice.

“You need it. And honestly, it’s the best thing that’s ever happened to me. I’d like to share it with you.”

“I guess I might need it,” Segir said. “Now. I think...We should put them back...”

“I think it’s better if we don’t take our eyes off them until they’re in a safe place. I can carry them in my wagon. Besides, all of Kamur’s gang is in the dungeon right now.”

“Great idea,” Segir said. “Let’s pass by my house, get the book and go see father.”

“Yes. And have breakfast, I need me some goat cheese salad right now,” Ogdai said with a sigh.

***
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THE SUN ROSE BEHIND the yellow mountains, the sky was cyan and the clouds orange and red. Ogdai’s wagon rolled in front of Ozmir’s land, where a wooden box now shielded seven dragon eggs.

Yaros emerged from Ozmir’s main yurt, sunctuous clothes hung in the wind, and the stables were silent. He was expecting them, and ran toward them with concern in his eyes.

Segir carefully got off the wagon, carrying the book under his arm.

Yaros opened the wooden fence and ran to wrap Segir in his arms. For the first time in years. Segir contained the pain on his ribs, and wrapped his arms around his father again.

“My boy Segir, you’re alright,” Yaros said, pressing his chin against his son’s head.

“I am, father,” Segir whispered.

“You’ve been a hero, I could not have done more than you have.” Yaros pulled himself back and looked at Segir in the eyes.

Segir sighed, looking down.

“Father,” Segir muttered, then fixed his eyes on his. “I have to ask you something.”

Yaros caught a glimpse of the book.

He took a deep breath.

“Segir.”

“Varka was protecting something in the cave.”

“I know...” Yaros said, his voice shaky. Segir noticed his eyes were moist. 

“And I also found this.” Segir opened the book on the last page.

Yaros sighed, leaning forward, both hands on Segir’s shoulders.

“Segir.”

“What have you been doing all these years, father?”

“I cannot... Oh...” Yaros took a deep breath. “I cannot hide this from you, I knew it, I knew it the moment you went to see the dragon. I can’t take you away from your destiny.”

“Who are you?” Segir asked with a slight shaking of his head.

“Come here,” Yaros said, looking at Ogdai behind him. Yaros lead Segir forward into the field, arm shyly rested on his left shoulder. “Fifteen years ago, a woman came to Zikra. I had known her from before. She was running away, hiding.”

“I’m guessing she’s the one who gave you the book. You helped her. How?”

“She wa carrying something, she brought her own wagon, an old decrepit wagon covered in stashes of hay. She came to me, and told me what she really wanted. She had stones, black stones, and seven eggs.”

“Seven?”

“Yes,” Yaros’ voice was soft, as if it pained him to speak. “And someone else.”

“Who?”

Yaros wiped his eyes.

“You.”

“What?”

“You were so tiny. She begged me to take you. She was crying. She was scared and could not do it anymore, the hiding and the not dying.”

“What are you talking about?” Segir shook his head. Did he mean that he was not his father? The thought felt like a stab in Segir’s eye.

“She’s your mother. She brought you, she could not hide any longer, so she asked me to protect you, and the eggs. I had to go, bring the stones to the mountain, and lie the eggs beneath them.”

“Eggs? So those eggs have been there...”

“No, these eggs hatched.”

“What?” Segir asked, peeling his eyes like plates.

“They fled when they were hatchlings, to explore the world, and, god knows what else. That part of my deal was done.”

“How can this...”

Segir blinked. He felt drained of himself. Who was him, Segir of Zikra then, if not the son of Yaros the priest.

“Your dragon returned to lie eggs, I figured,” Yaros said. “But the others are away.”

“Wait, father... Who... Who am I? Who’s my mother? You’re my father, Yaros. You’re my father, right?”

Yaros took a deep breath.

“Your mother was Caria Orzul, Dragon Rider of Marania. Your father, her husband, was Tarkan Orzul. Imperial Zoologist, Dragonkeeper of the Maranian Empire.”
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Chapter XXXV-  The Gift
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The black dragon towered over three dozen settlers. The threat of the Imperial office was long gone, but what remained startled deep emotions. They strode forward, hesitantly. Daniar Lukani was ahead, a mere few paces in front of the great beast. He dropped on one knee and leaned his face toward the ground. His heart pounded, confused but thankful.

The dragon’s voice was deep, rough but human and melodious. As soon as he spoke, the men and women around them made silence. “I have heard your voice. It is you that called me,” the dragon said with gleaming eyes fixed on Daniar.

“Yes, master Dragon.” Daniar fell on one knee. “I owe you my life, and that of so many.”

“You are not of the blood. How did you find it? How did you call?”

Daniar gasped, then cleared his throat. “I found another stone and summoned you to help.”

“You are not of the blood,” the dragon repeated.

“The blood has fallen,” Daniar said through gritted teeth, bowing his head. “But we want to rebuild what was lost.”

“I have answered my call,” the dragon turned his back, his long spiked tail flailing. “There is not much for me, but the pain of what was. The pain that does not go away.”

“Wait,” Daniar said. “We really need to talk. We really need to tell you things, as you know, the world is not the same as before. Please, stay,” Daniar pleaded. “We need you.”

The dragon purred like a thousand bumblebees.

“We thank you, as Karedi and as Servants of Marania, of the Blood of Hyrkanon” Daniar shouted. “What is your name, Dragon? We wish to know the name of our savior, to keep our loyalty in our memory, and swear to you, that each one of us will not falter in your service.”

“Humans...” the dragon hissed, its voice cold and raspy like a chilling wind in the cliffs. “I am Urno.”

“Urno, we shall be eternally loyal to you,” Daniar looked down. “And our people wish to offer you gifts and tributes.” He looked back. “Our cattle is not much, but we shall give the best of it, if you accept.”

“I accept,” Urno hissed.

“We,” Daniar continued. “Are eternally in your service. And I,” he looked back. “I must, if it does not offend you, speak to you. Many things must I discuss, and inquire of you, to serve our causes better.”

“Speak? What do you wish to speak of, human?”

Daniar looked down.

“We fight for the same thing,” Daniar said. “We are intent on restoring the Empire, and restoring the Dragons to its heart. A common struggle.”

“Common struggle?” the dragon hissed. Daniar heard the murmurings of the women and children suddenly quieten behind him. 

The dragon’s nostrils flared like furnaces. He spoke, his voice deep and sharp as a knife. “We have fought by your side for centuries, we swore our oaths, and yet your race surrendered our homes. Gave it to our enemy. We honor your call, but there is no common cause to unite us.”

Daniar felt uncertainty weigh on him.

“We should have never sworn it,” the dragon’s words were as ice. “My kin died by your causes, and your battles. Your last Emperor failed us.”

Daniar looked at the people behind them. The crowd had gathered, curious and in awe, and now their faces had become pale in the moon. 

He faced forward and straightened himself from the floor.

“Urno,” Daniar said. “Losing the Fire Mountains was a mistake. Many things the Empire did were mistakes. But one things binds you and me, and the people behind him. One, honor. Aren’t you dragons supposed to uphold your oaths notwithstanding the costs? Never compromise? I hear something else from you. The men and women behind you, the Karedi among us, shared your first home. They come from the Fire Mountains. They lost their homes, their families were massacred. Men fail, but the enemy is one.”

The dragon breathed out a cloud of smoke, and leaned in, weighing his chest against the grass and making the earth creak like wood on the brink of breaking.

“Oh I was there.” The dragon seemed angry. His nose and mouth blazing. Daniar stepped back. “I was there when it all happened. You make me remember, human.”

“Then you know full well what we’re up against. Your oath speaks of defending the innocent. That is what we are doing. We expect you not only to honor this, but to help us.” Daniar continued. “With your help we can recover all our lands, yours and the ones of this people. And make things better than they ever were.”

“I see what you say,” the dragon muttered, red embers sparkling in his nostrils. “And your hope reminds me of someone. Someone from long ago who hoped like you did.”

“I expect your help,” Daniar said. “For the Oath. For the defense of the innocent.”

“Innocent.” The dragon made the word trail. “We dragons don’t have much hope left.” The dragon said, a trail of smoke blazing from his mouth. “But we are bound. You are not to the blood, but nothing in the oath says I cannot be with you. I will come to see you soon, human, and see what your plan is. These long years have been of pain. But now I must go. I heard others on your stone. Some were calling, some were hurt, many... many things did I hear on your stone.”

“I understand,” Daniar muttered, nodding and narrowing his eyes.

“Set your tribute apart,” Urno said. “I shall come and take it as mine three days from here.”

“We shall honor our promise,” Daniar said with a slight nod.

The dragon turned his back on Daniar and the settlers. It spread its gargantuan wings and hopped like a bird. A chilling gust of wind spread, piercing to the bones. The dragon raised above the treetops, the moon and stars casting their light, faintly reflected on bright black scales. It flew up, casting cold wind with every flap of his wings, and raised toward the moon, as if heading toward it, until it disappeared between the clouds.

Behind Daniar, there was silence and awe. He remained still, his body accosted by pain, but his mind at ease, at least for the moment. Soft voices started to echo behind him, tender accent, the rumble of people embracing each other, of tears of joy. Daniar gasped.

He turned, and saw who he expected to see. Cansu stood among the multitude, eyes fixed on him, wide open and moist. Mehmet was on her arms, his chubby face sticky with tears and grime, but now, calm and curious at the world around him.

Daniar strode toward them, tears blurring his vision.

“My wife,” he said, tenderness bursting on his chest. But he stopped a pace from her. 

“Daniar,” she said softly.

“I’m glad you’re fine,” Daniar leaned in. He wanted to spread his arms, but there were no arms to spread. He remained still, painfully distant.

“Where have you been?”

Daniar sighed.

“I had to... Why are you asking me that, Cansu? We’re alive, we’re alive. I...” Daniar pursed his lips. “I had to.”

“I know,” she said softly, with tenderness in her green eyes, even joy and gratitude. “I understand you are doing your best for all of us. You have done well... But I need you, Daniar, more than ever. You don’t know what it is to be this terribly alone. Please be with us.”

“I...”

“You promised, Daniar, you did...”

Daniar looked down. He did not want to argue. She was right, but it weighed on him. It was painful to look. Daniar looked away and rolled his eyes. She was right, but it pained on him so much. He had just had a dragon tell him that his promises were of no worth.

He felt tears brimming on the edges of his eyes. He clenched his teeth and wiped them with his shoulders.

“Those strange men you brought with you,” she said to him, narrowing her eyes and looking the other way, toward the multitude.

“The Doorman and Krasno?”

“They spoke to me,” she said. “That they must speak to you soon. They have something to give you. Something about a gift.”

Daniar felt a chill run through his spine. He had heard that before. A dream of many nights past echoed in his mind, with those very words. He had seen the Doorman speak to him, in a forest of golden lights. But the man next to him was another. What was that gift? Was he what had transformed the Doorman?

Daniar nodded, and searched them in the multitude. Krasno was standing tall, his ashen hair greasy and his single eye gleaming with a strange light and staring straight at him. Waiting for him.

Daniar swallowed.

“I’ll be right back,” he said, moving toward Krasno. Whatever they had, terrified him, but he also knew that without their help, his people and the Karedi would be dead. Or worse. He knew that if he had a chance of making things better, it was through them.

“Krasno,” Daniar said with a solemn nod. “Were you looking for me?”

“Yes, Master Daniar,” Krasno said. “Come with us.”

“Now?” Daniar said.

“The time is right,” Krasno muttered.

“What is it about?”

“A gift to you, my friend,” Krasno declared.

Those words were chilling in Daniar’s ears. He nodded reluctantly.

“Come with us, to the forest,” Krasno said. “The Doorman is waiting for you.”

Daniar advanced cautiously, his stomach in turmoil, more so than he had ever been regarding any battle. The shadows glistened and the murmurs of the settlers left them as they advanced into the meadows. The Doorman was waiting in the middle of a clearing, the moon glistening on his white cloak.

“Please sit here,” Krasno pointed at a large stone that reached to Daniar’s knees.

Daniar let his weight drop on the stone and sighed.

He looked up, now both Krasno and the Doorman towered above him, with only the full moon as light, facing directly toward him.

“Today, you must receive this gift,” Krasno announced solemnly.

Daniar took a deep breath.

“I have heard much about this gift, if it is what I think it is, is there a risk that it might go wrong?”

Krasno looked at the Doorman.

“It is a journey that you must take, Master Daniar.”

Daniar chuckled, but it did not help with the fear.

“So, is it about mushrooms? I’ve taken them back in the day, I did not like it.”

Krasno laughed.

“It is a journey for you,” Krasno said softly. “For your people and for yourself. Of your mind, Master Daniar. It is a journey of the soul.”

“What’s the difference?”

“You shall see.”

“Wait,” the obvious realization made his heart pound. “You mean, like the Doorman? You said he made a journey, right?”

He did not want to end up like him. What would Cansu say?

“But...” he looked at the strange, pale man. He had something special, something powerful in him. What were the chances?

“Worry not, we have all gone through it.” Krasno said with a grin.

“Through it,” the Doorman muttered softly.

“Are you ready?” Krasno asked.

Daniar blinked.

“I guess I am.”

Krasno looked at the Doorman and nodded softly.

The Doorman slid his hand through the collar of his tunic. He retrieved a large ring, as wide as a crown. A black, but glistening jewel was attached to its end. He raised it with one hand as he approached Daniar.

He placed it over Daniar’s greasy hair, sliding it down like a crown, and leaving it halfway through his forehead, then, the Doorman stepped. Daniar’s eyes darted around him, wondering what was going on, whether it was some kind of ritual, and what it meant. 

Then, he felt something at the tip of his toes. A tingling, like legs going numb after sitting cross legged for too long, but not as unpleasant. It felt calm, strangely soothing. He cast a glance down, and what he saw made him shriek in fright. 

There was no sign of his boots. His feet were gone, and so were his ankles. The long grass and the rocks on the ground seemed to have swallowed them. He tried moving them. It felt like he did, but they were nowhere to be seen.

“What’s happening?” he shouted, trying vainly to get on his feet, but his legs were also gone. He looked down, feeling his stomach lurch in hear as his knees were swallowed by the night. “What are you doing to me?”

His eyes swung upward, toward the two men standing before him and the glowing moon.
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