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A Traveler’s Essential Guide to the Dragons of Quassa







Galontrian
Country of origin: Dreolia
Height: ~2.5 cows tall
Characteristics: Serrated claws. Very wide noses and muzzles. Short, thick tails. Horns go over their heads and curl towards it. Occasionally will have spikes on their necks. Can be any color.











Utemial
Country of origin: Bruatho
Height: ~2 cows tall
Characteristics: Narrow muzzle and wide wingspan. Very long tails. Small, stubby horns. Short claws. Spikes often cover their spines. Can be any color.











Eagle
Country of origin: Runkuok
Height: ~2.5 cows tall
Characteristics: Great eyesight. Feathered. Short tails, long wingspan. Eagles have spurs on the middle leading edge of either wing that emits a minor toxin. Long, sharp talons. Have beaks and long ears. No horns. Can be grey, brown, black, or white in any combination.











Aqua
Country of origin: Opo
Height: ~2 cows tall
Characteristics: Can breathe underwater and see in the dark. Much longer than any other type of dragon. Long tails. Small wingspan. Claws and the tip of their tails are webbed. Scales are smaller to allow for fast swimming. Usually various shades of blue or black. 











Severactal
Country of origin: Laqus
Height: ~0.5-1 cows tall
Characteristics: Long tails. Claws are short but extremely sharp. Horns resemble the antlers of a deer. Mane of feathers around neck. Severactals are hermaphrodites, with any member of the species able to lay eggs. Can be any color, but usually favor the colors of nature.

*While most dragons live in their ancestral country, a few may be residents of others to varying degrees of social acceptance.
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Chapter one







The World-Famous Disappearing Act 
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“The affene! What a magnificent creature!” 
Shocked gasps traveled across the long field, reaching Tez’s ears where he perched on a hill. Do these dragons ever leave their village? We passed three of those tusked beasts on the way here!
“Quit staring and get over here. The mayor’s guards are almost gone.”
Tez spun around at the sound of Sersa’s gruff voice. While the orange-scaled Utemial was a solid fighter, she was not someone he would want in charge of guarding a llama, let alone leading a mission. For some reason, however, Jaka trusted her with such tasks. He swallowed a retort and followed her to the rest of the group.
Once they were away from prying eyes, Sersa growled. “Were you trying to get us caught?” The words dripped with contempt, but Tez could hear the subtle notes of fear in them. Despite her stern demeanor, she clearly didn’t want to be captured by Dreolia again. It almost looked like her white horns shook as she spoke.
“Relax, Sersa. Tez knows what he’s doing.” Tasoss gestured to the parchment below him. “Let’s get back on task, shall we?”
Sersa gave Tez one last glare before following Tasoss’s eyes. She laid a claw at the top of the diagram of the mansion. “This is where we’ll enter. I know we spoke about going through the cellar, but Frago has a better idea. The hatch here will be the easiest to break open. Isn’t that right, Frago?”
Frago aggressively nodded her head. “Easy! Most dragons in Dreolia haven’t updated these kinds of locks in decades, considering they’re not widely used anymore. In fact, the first-”
“Thank you, Frago,” Sersa interrupted before she could delve into an unabridged history of locking mechanisms. She opened her mouth to speak but closed it when she spotted a flash of light from a bush next to the mansion. “That would be Varve’s signal. The guards are rotating.”
A small explosion from the circus caused the ground to tremor slightly. The audience roared in approval. The group of Utemials, using the distraction, flew onto the mansion’s roof. The grey stone contrasted nicely with the dark-brown walls but also made them stick out like a sore claw.
If anyone looks over now, we’re doomed. Tez glanced cautiously over the hill but couldn’t see the circus from the roof. He turned at the sound of metal striking metal.
“Got it!” Frago whispered. She slipped her tools back into her satchel and opened the hatch.
“In. Quickly.” Sersa jumped in first. The others followed closely behind.
Tez jumped in last, careful to land on the pads of his paws to avoid the louder clicking of his claws. He cringed when the house shook. Frago reared up on her hindlegs to pull the hatch shut.
Colorful tapestries decorated the interior hall. Intricate carvings of birds and other creatures covered the walls that weren’t covered with fabric. Tez looked at his reflection in a large mirror hanging between two blue tapestries. It was difficult to see much in the faint light, but his white scales managed to stand out. The streak of grey that went down his muzzle before covering his belly seemed darker than usual, while his stubby brown horns and spikes made him appear much younger than he actually was.
My height doesn’t exactly help in that department either.
Tez snorted softly and looked around again at the engravings. He could have stared for hours at the unique creations surrounding the mirror, but Sersa’s pragmatic tone shocked him out of his appreciation.
“This way. Hurry.”
The four Utemials emerged on a small balcony overlooking the mansion's foyer. The stone floor was replaced with a shaggy carpet. A staircase that began at the house's front entrance bisected the room below them. Voices coming from the first floor made them freeze.
Tez met Tasoss’s fearful green eyes. They backed towards the hatch carefully.
“I thought no one was supposed to be here!” Sersa hissed.
“There wasn’t.” Frago’s claws shook.
“So we improvise.” Tez tucked his wings close to his body and thought of the diagram. “The safe is past the balcony on this floor. How about one of us grabs it, and the others keep watch?”
“And if they come upstairs? It sounds like a party.” Sersa looked over Tez’s shoulder as if she expected guards to run up the stairs at any moment.
“Then the lookouts warn them, and we escape through the hatch. Split up and meet at the rendezvous point. Does that work for you?”
Sersa held Tez’s gaze for a moment. “Fine. Frago, you’re up.”
Frago? What?
Frago’s dark-blue scales absorbed the light from the bright braziers hanging on the walls while her thick grey horns reflected it. “On it.” The small dragoness made no sound as she darted through the balcony and past the stairs.
Tez opened his mouth to protest but stopped himself. When he made that plan, he was hoping he would be the one to go to the safe. Not because he wanted the glory for himself, but because he knew he wouldn’t screw it up. Tasoss probably wouldn’t mess up either, but Frago was a different story. I guess she is good at cracking locks..
“I got this way.” Tasoss watched the other direction from the balcony. His grey and white scales made him stick out in the minimal light.
Tez and Sersa made their way to the balcony. Tez chanced a look over, breathing a sigh of relief as he realized the party was further inside the house. He steadied his breathing to listen.
“-bird was shaking so much I thought it would die right there! Honestly!” Laughter followed. 
A female voice responded, “I can’t believe you did that!”
“You know me. Always up to my tricks.”
The din of voices rose again. Pawsteps echoed closer to the balcony. Tez shifted his head away just in time for two dragons to appear underneath.
“I’m so glad you ditched your dad. That circus is so lame.”
Lame? Jaka wouldn’t be happy to hear his pride and joy described as such. At least it’s not a group of guards, I suppose. Small victories.
“He thinks every little group that travels through our village does so specifically to please him. It’s like he forgets Flameshear is only a short flight away and that we are just coincidentally along the path.”
Silence followed the comment until the male scratched the ground slightly. “What do you say we get away from the party for a while?”
The female’s voice took a more sultry tone. “Oh? I think I know just the place.”
Tez peered over again to spot a dark-green and an indigo dragon padding to the stairs. He threw himself back and gave Sersa an anxious look. “They’re coming.”
Sersa looked down the hall where Frago should be appearing. “For the love of Skadi! I’m not in the mood for this.”
Tez got Tasoss’s attention and waved him over. He twitched his tail, noting the absence of his tailblade. These jobs never got out of paw enough to warrant bloodshed, but it wasn’t from lack of preparation. I hope that won’t come back to bite me in the-
The female gasped and let out a scream. The dark-green male pushed her back, growling a warning. “Stay back, thieves!”
The sounds of the party ground to a halt as several guards crashed through the door. They looked around frantically before spotting the cause of the mayor’s daughter’s distress. Some unfurled their wings to fly while others ran to the stairs.
“I’ll handle them.” Sersa crouched low.
“No. We need to get out of here!” Tasoss hissed.
Frago finally appeared down the hall as if they had willed it into being. The dark-blue dragoness took one look at the situation and began to sprint toward them. The guards were nearly on the balcony. If she didn’t hurry, they would cut off her escape.
Faster! The others around Tez backed up. Are they just going to leave Frago behind? We can’t! We have to help her! Tez’s breathing quickened. I have to do something! Tez forced himself to focus his mind and slow his breathing. He dug his paws into the shaggy carpet. Please work. Please.
The first armored Galontrian guard on the stairs put his forepaw on the balcony. In mere moments, they would intercept the small Utemial.
Please, Tyr. Tez’s anger at the thought of the others abandoning Frago disappeared. Little stars appeared in his vision as his mind sharpened. He manipulated the stars behind Frago before they could go away as they usually did, urging the wind just enough to give her an edge. It was never an easy challenge to control the wind. Fire came easier to him - if it even worked at all.
It was as if a window had opened during a storm. Frago was propelled forward. The intensity of the gale knocked the guards closest to the balcony back down the stairs. The change in pressure forced the guards in the air to land.
Tez was nearly breathless with relief - and exhaustion. It actually worked! Thank you, Tyr.
If anyone noticed his magic, they did not comment. Instead, the thieves ran back to the hatch. Frago tossed her satchel to Sersa and attempted to open it.
“It won’t budge! The hinge is busted!” She shook it to prove her point.
A nearby window allowed a bit of moonlight to seep into the hallway. Guards were already moving towards them, shouting orders for the interlopers to surrender.
“There! The window!” Tez shouted. Without waiting for the others, he tucked his wings tight to his body and ran shoulder-first into the glass. The mosaic shattered. 
Outside, guards were scrambling to the main entrance. Upon spotting the destruction, however, they turned and took off after them. Sersa and Tez split off from Tasoss and Frago. Galontrians were skillful flyers, but Utemials had them beat in speed. Below, the tiny houses of the village dotted the lush ground with brown and tan specks.
“What about Varve?” Tez asked.
“Varve can handle himself. Knowing him, he’s already back at the circus.”
The wind whipped past Tez’s ears. Already, the guards were far behind. The pair flew east until the guards were out of view. They then changed direction to fly north towards Flameshear. When Sersa was sure they were safe, they touched down by a lone palm tree. The sun was just beginning to rise.
“That was way too close,” Sersa grumbled.
“Was it worth it, at least?” Tez stared at the bag Frago had tossed to Sersa.
Sersa dumped the contents onto the grass and counted the coins. “Barely. Roughly fifty draves. That’s nearly how much Jaka makes from ticket sales alone.”
“That’s not too bad.” Tez stretched his aching wing muscles. “Last time, we only got a little more than that.”
Sersa snorted. “Last time, we also stole that painting that was worth double what we stole in draves.”
Two shapes appeared over the horizon - one white and grey, and the other dark-blue. Tasoss and Frago landed.
“We were looking everywhere for you two!” Frago flicked her long tail. “How much did we get? I grabbed as much as I could until I heard the commotion.”
“Fifty draves.”
Tasoss gasped. “All that work for just fifty?”
“It feels like we’re getting less and less with every job we take.” Sersa sighed.
“It’s getting more dangerous every time too. That was too risky for my liking,” Tasoss huffed, his ears twitching.
“Flameshear is next. That will be a big score, right?” Tez tried to sound optimistic, but he knew he was throwing rocks at a fire. The rest of the circus knew how little they were making. Soon, it wouldn’t be sustainable. It was barely sustainable the way it was now. The only thing keeping them employed was the circus - or entertaining distraction, as Jaka liked to call it - still being popular wherever they traveled.
He might need to start sending out two groups to rob during the circus if he wants to turn an actual profit, Tez thought. 
“I hope so.” Tasoss looked south. “Are we too close to the road?”
Sersa shook her head. “Close enough. We can rest here until the others make it.”
“Who will keep watch?” Tez asked.
Frago rolled her shoulders and jumped from paw to paw. “I can. They won’t be long. I’m already wide awake.”
“That’s an understatement,” Sersa mumbled.
Tez padded a few stones away and settled down. His long tail rested over his muzzle. He thought about the night’s events. It was risky using magic like that to save Frago, but he couldn’t just leave her behind. If anyone found out..
No. No one will find out. I just have to be more careful.
The aching of his wing muscles lulled him to sleep.




Chapter two







A Forgotten People
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The ground shook violently. Tez cowered beneath the cellar door with his head poking out to watch the inside of his kitchen. He didn’t want to be alone in the suffocating darkness. Screams and shouts rang from outside. 
“Tezyrnth! I told you to stay down there!”
“But mom! It’s scary down here!”
Her face softened. “I know, dear. I’ll be down in a moment. I just have to hide this-”
The front door of the house was smashed open. His mom slammed the cellar shut just as pawsteps entered the kitchen. Sounds of a small scuffle followed. She screamed.
“Let me go!”
The scuffle continued until Tez was sure they had moved into their living room. He poked his head out again. His white scales blended with the floor, so he hoped he wouldn’t draw any attention to himself.
Soldiers clad in leather and metal armor held his mother down in the living room. A giant Galontrian dragon stood in front of her. Bits of black and purple scales appeared beneath the expensive red silk covering him. He raised a paw and struck her across her muzzle.
“IS ANYONE ELSE HERE?” he growled.
She spat out blood. “No.. no one..”
He struck her again. “DON’T LIE TO ME!”
Tez tried to push the cellar door open to help his mother but found it stuck. Did she lock it? He choked back a scream he knew would be pointless. Tears dripped down his face. He could only watch as another paw shoved her to her stomach and struck her muzzle once more..
[image: image-placeholder]“Tez? TEZ!”
“Huh? What?” Tez shook his head to clear his vision. Tasoss was standing above him, concerned. His scales were white and grey in random splotches, as if someone splashed him with buckets of paint. A long, scarred tail swished behind him, kicking up dirt and grass. The frill along his muzzle was flattened.
“You were calling out in your sleep.”
“Was I? Sorry.” He pushed himself up and stretched his legs.
Tasoss’s eyes betrayed his pity. “Are you okay?”
“I’m fine.”
“Yeah, right. You’ve been calling out like that more and more. You act like I don’t sleep near you every night.”
“Don’t worry about me.” Tez forced a smile. “Just nightmares.”
Tasoss paused. “I know how hard the war has been for us Utemials. We’ve all seen it firstpaw.. Look, we could stop at a healer in Flameshear tomorrow. I’m sure they have-”
“I said I’m fine.” Tez’s tone held a finality to it that made Tasoss flinch.
“Okay. Sorry I asked.” Tasoss walked away. He looked back after a few steps and said, “You’re not the only one that’s suffered at the paws of Dreolia. Remember that.”
Tez immediately felt guilty about snapping at the older Utemial, but he didn’t want - need - others fretting over him. He made peace with his past a long time ago. At least, that was what he told himself. One of these days, I will get my revenge. I won’t miss another chance.
He still felt terrible. Most of the Utemials in the circus - himself included - had fled from Bruatho’s southernmost cities on Matacord several years ago after Dreolia annexed them, choosing to be treated as second-class citizens in their enemy’s country rather than dealing with the constant dread of war in the north. Tasoss probably went through many of the same things I went through. Still, he should know that I don’t need anyone’s help. I’ve made that abundantly clear over the past year, yet he still tries.
Tez followed Tasoss’s path to the main road, finding the rest of the circus in tow. Tens of oxen pulled carts containing various props and animals in cages for the show. It surprised Tez how empty the road was aside from them. The road was supposed to be the busiest trade route across Dreolia, but he hadn’t seen many other dragons since they started using it back in Summerguard.  He looked around for Tasoss.
“Tezyrnth! Just the dragon I was looking to see.” Jaka padded forward and slapped a paw on Tez’s shoulder. The large, brown Utemial was the ringleader of the circus and simultaneously handled all of the.. less legal jobs, as he liked to call them. “I heard the job went well, despite the minimal reward.”
“About as well as we could have hoped.” Tez wanted to complain to him that his intel was wrong but thought better of it. After all, Jaka was his employer - and prone to rash outbursts.
Jaka grinned. “I know I can always trust you. Every mission you’ve been a part of has been a success! I don’t know how you do it! It would be a mistake not sending you on these missions.”
“Thanks,” Tez murmured, cringing slightly. If I didn’t cheat using my magic half the time. The only thing that saved us - and the job - yesterday was my stupid, inconsistent magic. Would Frago still be alive if I didn’t get lucky last night?
Varve landed next to Jaka. His brown feathers glistened as if he spent the entire night preening them. The Eagle dragon nodded once at Tez before turning his attention to Jaka. “Our food supplies are running low.”
“How much do we have left?” Jaka padded away with Varve, leaving Tez alone to ponder his magic.
I need to practice. Yesterday was too close. But there’s no time or place where I won’t risk discovery. Tez gulped. He wasn’t sure what would happen to him if others discovered his supposedly mythical powers. He didn’t even understand how he could wield magic. It was just something that came naturally, like breathing - if it came at all.
Tez shook himself out of his reverie when he realized the caravan was far ahead. He took off, ignoring the soreness of his muscles from yesterday’s long flight. When he caught sight of Sersa walking along next to one of the wagons, he landed next to her. Surprised butterflies and bees flew away from the colorful banquet of flowers they had been enjoying before Tez ruined it.
“I was wondering when you would wake up.” Sersa didn’t look at Tez. “Could have used you this morning.” She gestured at several planks of wood on the wagon next to her.
“Tasoss woke me.”
Sersa rolled her eyes. “He’s too soft on you. Frago woke us up, but Tasoss didn’t let her wake you up.”
“He did that for me?”
Sersa looked intensely at Tez. “He treats you like you’re his son. You know that, right?”
That was news to him. He knew Tasoss had a soft spot for him, but he didn’t think his relationship with the dragon was anything more than an acquaintanceship, like the rest of the dragons in the circus. 
“Tasoss needs to get over his past just like the rest of us have. He thinks coddling will help us heal. It just makes us weaker.” Sersa’s eyes held a fire in them. “Soon, the opportunity for revenge will come. If we’re too weak to act on it, we won’t get the rest of Bruatho back.”
“Why don’t you join their cause then? The rest of our kind is still up there being subjugated. Bruatho’s still hanging on.” As the words left his mouth, doubts began to dot the back of his mind. Even after countless wars with the homeland of Galontrians, Tez couldn’t remember a time in Bruatho’s history when the situation was this dire.
Could this be it? Will Bruatho finally fall? And if it does, where will us Utemials go? It’s only a matter of time until we’re kicked out of our ancestral cities Dreolia's already annexed. How long will it be until the few downtrodden Utemials living here in Dreolia are ousted as well?
“You mistake my disdain for Dreolia and Galontrians as support for Bruatho. I want Bruatho back to its former glory like any other Utemial, but not with this weak government leading our people. They hide in our homeland, waiting to be conquered, while our kind is beaten and abused on Matacord. Our once glorious cities are now prisons for those of us that our leaders abandoned.”
Tez looked at the ground. Many Utemials in the south shared the sentiment - himself included - but it wasn’t usually said out loud. Had the King of Bruatho given up?
“Even if they weren’t forgotten, how should Bruatho respond? We - they don’t have an army that can match Dreolia. And no other country will dare to get involved against Dreolia.”
“They could have at least tried.” Sersa stopped to shrug. “Whoever killed the Queen of Dreolia last year had the right idea. Strike at the leadership, not the people.”
Tez cringed. He changed the subject to the animals’ welfare and the coming show in Dreolia’s capital.
“Where are we-” A call from behind cut Tez off.
“Tez! I could use your help over here!”
Behind Tez were Tasoss and another Utemial attempting to soothe an ox. He rolled his eyes. Tez wished Sersa well and helped Tasoss corral the animal back to the others.




Chapter three







Politics
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“That will be all, my lord.” 
King Atacinus nodded. “Your request will be taken into consideration, Lord Bero.”
Tasha suppressed a sigh of boredom as the grey Galontrian took his seat back in the council chamber. Almost every dragon on the council was the same: they only looked out for themselves. They had their prescribed duties like the Master of Coin or being lord of a piece of land around Flameshear, but most of their time was spent lobbying for more power or wealth.
The room was a bland collection of wooden seats in a semi-circle around the King, Queen, and Head of the Council. To Tasha, it simultaneously felt cramped and too open. Beautifully carved walls blended with colorful stained-glass windows that allowed the majority of the light in the chamber.
It’s like they wasted the entire decorating budget on those windows. They could have at least given us cushions, Tasha thought. It’s awkward as it is sitting on our sides and haunches like this instead of on our bellies like proper dragons.
King Atacinus was the epitome of imposing. His scales were purple and black. Some of his scales were grey where they were once scars from battles long past. A jagged metal crown adorned his head, while his long ebony horns poked through it to curve back over his neck. 
The King looked at the Head of the Council, Veneranda. He made no attempt to hide his displeasure of being at the meeting. “What’s next on the agenda?”
“Bruatho, sire. The annexed cities are getting restless, and then there’s the matter of-”
King Atacinus slammed his claws on the desk in front of him. “If the cities are restless, send more soldiers.”
“Our soldiers are already scattered thin, my lord.” General Pansi interjected. Her eyes showed her annoyance. “It would be foolish and leave our homeland vulnerable if we move troops to quell these disturbances.”
“What do you suggest, then?” For the most part, the King liked to manage as much as he could himself. There were few that Tasha knew he respected - General Pansi was one of them. The old Galontrian served in more battles than years Tasha was alive and was instrumental in the conquest of Bruatho’s southernmost island, Matacord. She was famous - infamous, rather - for her cruelty.
“Allow the local governments more autonomy. Determine the locations of rebellions and crush them.”
“And?”
“And move the rest of the army on Draylens.”
Several dragons objected right away. Many expressed fears of cost, food, and usefulness - all fears Tasha shared. If they conquered Draylens, it would be nearly impossible to hold. The closest city was Zeffari, which was the most recent city to be annexed by Dreolia. Ships would be spread too thin to protect supplies sailed in. That wasn’t even mentioning the potential loss of life. 
She had spoken out against the war in the first place six years ago - five years before she even joined the council - but very few Galontrians agreed with her. Over the many long years of war, she hoped more would start to see the verity in her words. The number of casualties on both sides alone should’ve been enough to stop it years ago had King Atacinus cared.
She had hoped Atacinus would be satiated with annexing the Bruathon cities on Matacord: Ardglass and Bellaneu. After Zeffari, Tasha knew it would only be a matter of time before the Dreolian King set his sights on Bruatho itself.
“They are weaker than ever!” General Pansi cried over the cacophony of voices. When they settled, the light-purple dragoness spoke again. “This is our best chance in hundreds of years, ignoring the disaster at Pirn a century ago.”
“Some of us are still alive to remember that failure,” an old dragon croaked. “What was it again? Twenty Utemials against two hundred of our finest soldiers, with thousands more on the way? And we couldn’t get past them? Who’s to say that won’t happen again?”
“We’ve learned from our mistakes,” Pansi began as the objections resumed. The general tried to restore order but couldn’t.
Tasha opened her mouth to contribute, but Arenor spoke first.
“Perhaps we should leave the rest of Bruatho alone.” Arenor’s voice cut through the chatter like a freshly sharpened sword. All eyes focused on him.
The King and General Pansi glared at Arenor. “Who are you, again?” the King asked.
“Arenor. I’m the Headmaster of the University.”
“I didn’t know scholars were allowed in these meetings.” Tasha looked for who had made the comment but couldn’t put the voice to a face. She wanted to argue on behalf of Arenor, but she knew the tan-scaled professor was more than capable. He was one of her first friends when she became a politician. If any dragon could successfully argue with the King, it would be him. 
While Arenor argued his point, Tasha observed the faces of the dragons present. To her surprise, many seemed to agree with the headmaster. The new Queen sitting next to Atacinus appeared calm on the outside, but her red eyes displayed a hint of anger. Her dark-green scales glimmered in the evening sun shining through the windows.
Atacinus, through gritted teeth, diplomatically said, “Thank you for your concerns, Arenor. We’ll send word to General Giso for his opinion. What’s next, Veneranda?”
“The Draco Clan.”
“That joke?” someone snorted.
Tasha knew of the clan by reputation only. “They wish to bring dragonkind back to our roots, your majesty.” Tasha neglected to add that the group believed Galontrians to be the superior race of dragons. That would garner more supporters than critics for them, knowing these dragons.
The King regarded Tasha for a moment before another voice said, “Maybe that’s a good thing!” It was a much older dragon.
“Please.” Marco, the Head of Trade, rolled his eyes. “If we went back to the old days, we’d still be killing each other over mates and food. They’re hardly a threat. If they want to reminisce about something they weren’t even alive to behold, I say let them.”
General Pansi watched the proceedings intently. When everyone quieted, she said, “It would be unwise to ignore the threat they pose, however minimal.”
King Atacinus shook his head. “Send some agents onto the streets to investigate any incidents they cause.”
“What?” Arenor glared at the council. “That’s it? They’re clearly a threat.”
“Yeah,” someone else agreed. “It’s bad enough that we allow some Utemials in our borders to work, let alone these fanatics!”
Tasha wasn’t sure that was the line of thinking Arenor was on, but Arenor ignored it.
“More needs to be done! We can-”
“Enough bloviating!” Atacinus roared. “My decision is final. We won’t do more unless they provoke it. End of discussion.”
“Dragons are dying!” Arenor shook himself. “Every day that we spend debating is more time for-”
“Utemials are dying,” Atacinus corrected with a snarl. “Galontrians are perfectly fine. Speak out of turn again, and you’ll be escorted out.”
Veneranda shuffled the papers on her desk. “Council members are reminded that either the King, Queen, or Head of the Council are in charge of facilitating issues and topics for discussion and review by the council. If you have more to add, you are welcome to follow official procedures and submit a request for review with me.”
With that, the meeting turned into a discussion of food provisions and zoning permits. Another dragon mentioned that part of the Blacksmith’s Guild was on strike. By the time it was over, the sun was about to set. Tasha looked for Arenor. She spotted him flying to the university. At this time? It’s almost night! She wanted to speak with him about the meeting but decided to wait until morning. 
Part of it was that she didn’t want to bother him. The other part was that she didn’t want to be seen speaking with him after he argued with the council - specifically the King. With Dreolia inching towards resuming the war with Bruatho and spies being rooted out, any sympathy for the enemy was met with suspicion. 
She doubled over, letting out a hacking cough. When she finished, she ran outside to the fountain and drank mouthfuls of the precious liquid. Water dripped from the dark-green and blue scales covering her muzzle as she fought for air. The cough had been persistent throughout her entire life, but recently it was starting to get worse. Some medicines helped but were expensive, even on a council member’s salary. The cheap stuff wasn’t cutting it anymore.
She flew home, stopping a few times to catch her breath. The sun had set, and she was panting heavily when she made it home. A black dragon was waiting at her front door.
“Hello?” Once she landed, she realized who it was. “Oh, Dreux. I didn’t recognize you at first.” She hadn’t spoken to Dreux much since breaking his heart, but she still considered him a friend.
Dreux’s slight smile quickly turned into a frown. “I thought the meeting ended a few hours ago.”
“It did. It’s getting harder for me to fly long distances.” In her younger years, the flight would have taken only thirty or so minutes. “I didn’t have any medicine with me to help.”
“Oh.” Dreux shifted anxiously from paw to paw. “Can we talk inside? I don’t want to risk prying ears.”
“Of course!” Tasha ushered the Galontrian inside. She moved to the kitchen to fetch drinks, but Dreux stopped her.
“It’s Arenor,” he began. “He’s dead.”




Chapter four







Scholar’s Paradise
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Tez stood behind Jaka, who waited patiently as the guard returned with the paperwork. 
“You’re cleared. The paper also says this, but if you just travel up the main road and turn right before the palace, the university will be there. There’s a massive park for you to get situated on.”
“Right. Thank you.” Jaka folded the papers and gave them to Shese, a yellow Utemial. “We’ll head right there.”
The journey to Flameshear had taken all of the previous day plus some of the following morning. It should have been only a day trip on paw, but one of the wagon’s axles broke. It took Frago the entire afternoon to fix it. By then, no one was in any mood to travel anymore.
The streets of Flameshear were wide and segmented in a way that suggested the planners knew this would be a massive capital when they were building it. Many other cities in Dreolia and Bruatho had narrow and windy paths - a testament to their humble beginnings as small villages.
Dark wood and bricks made up the materials of the tall buildings around them. The wood had to be imported from places further south than even Stormgulch. Quassa had very little wood aside from Laqus, and they wouldn’t be exporting it anytime soon.
Beggars cried for spare coins. Shopkeepers advertised their prices and wares while simultaneously fighting some of the more daring thieves that robbed in the daytime. Tez sighed. He wasn’t as far removed from that life as he aspired to be. The streets were especially tough for the few Utemial beggars with no means - or will - of getting back to their more tolerant homeland of Bruatho. Jaka picked him off the streets in Thornfort at Tasoss’s behest just a year ago.
“How old are you, son?” Tasoss had asked him.
“Eleven.”
Tasoss reeled back. “Eleven? You’re three years an adult and still a head shorter than me!” His eyes trailed down Tez’s frail frame. “You’re a Utemial, right? Not a Galontrian? It’s hard to tell since you’re so..”
“Malnourished?” Tez snorted.
“That, and I can barely tell the difference between a young Galontrian and Utemial when you haven’t fully grown your tail or horns.” His narrow muzzle turned into a worried frown. “Are you looking for work?”
Tez eyed him with suspicion. It was almost impossible to get a job as a Utemial in Dreolia unless he wanted to spend eleven months a year whaling in the far north. “Depends on what kind of work.”
He looked around. “Wait here.”
After a few moments, Tasoss reappeared with a brown Utemial. “Here, Jaka.”
Jaka had offered him a job at the circus. At first, Tez didn’t realize the other side of Jaka’s business until Tasoss allowed him to come along on one of the “excursions” and watch after convincing Jaka. It took him a full year at the circus with proper nutrition before he grew into his adult body.
Tez shook his head as they reached Flameshear University. It was a massive complex of buildings surrounding one commanding temple. A park was situated in the middle of the complex that was so big that Tez couldn’t see the other end. Sand and grass mixed beneath his paws while palm trees dotted the expanse. Dragons walked around, enjoying the weather. The dull browns and greys of the buildings didn’t diminish the impressive architecture surrounding them.
Some dragons wore leather berets in the colors of nature on their heads, following a trend from Thornfort. I wonder how long that fad is going to last. It already seems to have lost its novelty.
Nearby, a group of guards was ushering some protesting Galontrians away. Some carried signs. Tez couldn’t hear what they were saying, but he did spot a symbol of three grooves that looked to be made by a dragon’s claws on one of the signs. The grooves were painted black, but the one in the middle was red.
While the circus began unloading, Tez padded over to a lone tree to escape the sun’s rays. He wasn’t expected to help much because they wanted him to be in good shape for their late-night heists.
“Those dragons never leave this city alone.”
Tez jumped and wheeled around to be face-to-face with a blue Galontrian. She was a head taller than him, longer, and had an angry sneer on her face. She wore a leather harness over her bulky frame that overflowed with books.
“Wh-who are they?” Tez shook himself, angry at being caught off guard. How did he not see her when he chose this tree?
Her sneer was replaced by a frown when she looked at him. “Some group of dragons that want nothing to do with society. Blinded by the propaganda they only further spread around to those that don’t know any better. Utemials bad, society bad, that sort of gist. You haven’t heard of them?”
“This is my first time in Flameshear in.. a while.” Hopefully, my last before I return for my revenge.
She seemed to just notice that he wasn’t a Galontrian. “Oh, I see now. Well, I’d avoid them if I were you, especially because you’re a Utemial. There’s been a couple of skirmishes between our kinds that they provoked.”
Tez knew well enough to keep his head down around Galontrians in general. The advice, however, wasn’t ignored. “I’ll keep that in mind.”
“Maybe someday we’ll all be able to get along.” She smiled wistfully and shrugged. “I’m just a student, though. I doubt I’ll be able to make much change.”
“Maybe.” Tez doubted anything would ever get back to normal. He couldn’t even define what normal would be since that was well before his time. All he knew was war and hatred. 
At least the future bodes well if there are dragons like her that look past our differences. Many Utemials liked to lump all Galontrians as bad and all Utemials as good. The reality wasn’t so simple.
The dragoness smiled awkwardly. “I’d better get moving. Class starts soon.” She took off, leaving Tez alone to think.
“It would do you well to heed that advice.” Jaka’s brown paw touched Tez’s shoulder as he watched the student fly to a building. “Our two species weren’t made to get along.”
“Was it always this way?” Tez asked, remembering Jaka’s age. “Galontrians and Utemials at each other's throats, I mean.”
Jaka sighed. “There were a few minor wars and skirmishes, but it wasn’t nearly as bad until King Atacinus rose to power. Galontrians think all of Quassa is their birthright because they were here first, which isn’t even true. By that logic, the Severactals would rule. Atacinus isn’t the first leader to act on their supposed destiny, and he definitely won’t be the last if history is anything to go off of.”
The sounds of affenes tooting, hammers pounding, and dragons talking permeated the afternoon's silence. Tez felt a drop of rain hit his shoulder despite the mostly clear sky.
“Come with me. We need to discuss the job for tonight.”
Tez followed the ringleader to the edge of the park, where the others were gathered. Frago, Tasoss, Varve, and Sersa were there, along with a cyan-scaled Galontrian. Tez was sure he saw her working in the circus but couldn’t remember her name. Her horns, like every other Galontrian, curved inwards towards her neck.
The Galontrian must have noticed Tez’s confusion because she said, “I’m Sigi. I’m the affene wrangler.”
“Tez.” He dipped his head in acknowledgment.
Jaka clasped his paws together. “There’s a bar nearby that allows all types of dragons. We’ll discuss everything there.”
Tez wasn’t sure why they had to go to a bar to discuss this, but he didn’t argue. He assumed it had something to do with Jaka’s drinking obsession.
While Jaka led the group back into the city’s streets, Tez fell into step beside Tasoss. Tasoss was the first to break the silence. “How are you?”
Tez hated how Tasoss could see right through him. It made him feel vulnerable. “I’m fine.”
“It’s the city, isn’t it?”
Tez sighed. Just walking around the capital reminded him of his failure like a claw to the muzzle. “It brings back too many memories.” 
“Sometimes you need to face your past to find closure.” Tasoss nudged him gently. “What’s done is done. We all need to remain in the present and prepare for the future. Don’t forget your past, but don’t let it.. consume you. Trust me.”
Tez looked at Tasoss in a different light. It occurred to him that he didn’t know anything about his past, just like Tasoss didn’t know anything about his. For all he knew, Tasoss could have had an even more traumatic history than him. He wouldn’t dare speak of such things, though.
 Vulnerability means death. The mantra Tez had followed religiously since Llyn echoed through his mind, sharpening his senses. Years spent meticulously plotting only to fail and flee Flameshear in disgrace had made him cautious of such risky connections. I won’t open myself up just to be betrayed.
A dragon nearby spat at Sersa. She let out a warning growl. The Galontrian sneered at her. She prepared to pounce, but Jaka’s well-placed paw on her shoulder persuaded her otherwise. A gentle threat. Do it, and I won’t protect you.
Rain was falling in earnest by the time the group made it to the bar. I don’t miss this. Spring storms made afternoons in this portion of Dreolia unbearable. He felt awful for Varve. The Eagle’s feathers were sticking together and looked uncomfortable. Nevertheless, the stoic dragon didn’t complain.
The bar was nearly empty. Once they were seated, a waitress came by and took orders. Everyone but Tez and Sersa ordered something. Tez wasn’t sure of Sersa’s reasoning, but he knew his. He promised himself he wouldn’t miss another opportunity for his revenge. Alcohol would make him lose focus on his one goal.
“So here’s the plan..”
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The sun had just set. Tez dug small grooves into the sandy dirt while waiting for the signal. The dragon they were stealing from wasn’t too far from the university, but they were told to wait in case she didn’t show up at the circus or something went wrong.
Frago was messing with some of her tools. Tasoss studied some of the fauna that grew along the edges of the cobblestone street. Everyone else waited patiently on the stone steps leading to one of the university’s buildings. After a few minutes, Sersa stood and walked over to Tez.
“Sometimes I think he does this on purpose.” She stared at the steady stream of dragons paying for tickets over fifty dragonlengths away.
“Anxious?”
Sersa rolled her eyes. “You’re asking me if I’m anxious? You’re practically digging a hole!”
Tez smiled slightly. “I guess I can’t hide mine very well.”
She sighed. “Truth is, everything makes me anxious these days. The jobs are fine, but I just can’t wait for the day I can just settle down.”
“I get that. At least the first part.” He wasn’t that much different from Sersa. She had her goals, and he had his. Tez couldn’t remember a time Sersa had been this open with anyone.
“Hey, I’m sorry I snapped at you at the last job. I just-”
“That’s the signal,” Varve interrupted, spotting the flashing light. He ruffled his feathers which were now dry, and let out a starling’s chirp to acknowledge the signal. “Down that road.”
Tez would have preferred to fly, but that would have drawn attention to themselves. As he began to follow them, he spotted some movement between two of the university’s buildings. A single brazier illuminated the alleyway. Someone cried out in pain.
What was that?
He stopped. The others didn’t notice. He took a step forward to continue after them, but another groan made him freeze. His mind felt torn - he was getting paid to do this job, but what if the dragon that screamed was hurt, or worse? Maybe he’d even get something out of them for helping. A few draves to thicken the pockets on his harness would be nice.
I’ll just catch up to them.
Decided, Tez made his way carefully down the alley. According to the signs on the buildings on either side of him, one was an administrative building, and the other was the economics school. He swallowed, flicking his ears in hopes of hearing something he might otherwise have not.
When he reached the back of the buildings, he saw a tan Galontrian on his side. Books and papers were scattered everywhere. A puddle of blood gradually filled from a gash down his neck. Tez didn’t need to be a healer to read the situation.
This dragon was dead.
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Scholar’s Tomb
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Tez looked around frantically, certain the attacker - or attackers - were still near. He felt for his harness to grab a small lantern before remembering he wasn’t wearing it. A glance around the alley provided no suitable light sources. Tez sighed as he realized what he had to do.  It’s worth a shot, I suppose. I need to see what’s wrong. He calmed and willed his mind into producing a small flame. As he expected, nothing happened.
Come on, he thought. 
He tried again, but it still wouldn’t appear. On his third attempt, he finally managed to summon a flame in his left paw. He lowered it to find the dragon’s wrist to determine if he was truly dead. If he was still alive, there was a chance Tez could find help.
The scales around his face were cracked in some places, which meant the dragon was pretty old. He wore a harness with a badge, but blood blocked whatever the badge said. Before he could check his vitals, someone shouted from behind him. He put out the flame and turned, expecting to see the others wondering what he was doing.
He was sorely mistaken.
Instead of five thieves, he spotted the opposite: twenty guards in the leathers of palace troops. And they weren’t happy.
“RIGHT THERE!” a male soldier screamed, pointing at Tez.
“YOU THERE! STOP!” a female’s voice shouted.
Tez did the sensible thing when faced with law enforcement and an inevitable accusation of something he didn’t do.
He ran.
He didn’t know how far he could make it. Galontrians were significantly faster on the ground than Utemials. Tez prayed for that not to be the case tonight.
Tez bounded around a corner. It turned sharply again. Instead of slowing down, he jumped onto the wall and pushed himself off it, giving him a slight boost.
The stampede of claws on stone was coming closer and closer. He darted around another bend with light emanating from the other side, sure it would be his way out and to freedom. He would open his wings without hitting the walls and fly aw-
Someone slammed into him from where they waited around the corner. He flew back onto the ground. Tez attempted to roll, but the dragoness was faster. She pinned his forelegs and stood over him with a snarl on her face.
“Not today, scum.”
The dragoness’s scales were purple and black where they weren’t covered by leather armor. A leather necklace showed her rank to be that of a captain. Now captains are chasing me. What’s next, a councildragon?
“Whatever you think I did,” he breathed, “I didn’t.”
Another dragon appeared. “We didn’t find any others, captain.”
“Look again,” she commanded.
Tez started shifting to throw the dragoness off, but she didn’t budge. He shook himself harder.
The new dragon smacked his muzzle. The world went black.
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The memories resurfaced. A dead dragon, guards chasing him, himself on the ground pinned by a captain..
Stupid, stupid. I should have just stayed with the others. I doubt that dragon would have given me even a few draves for helping him had he survived anyway.
He had been expecting a cell. The room around him, however, had no bars to speak of. It merely contained a desk and three chairs. A few empty bookshelves lined the walls. Tez thought about attempting to use magic to escape but doubted he would be able to get far. That would draw more attention to himself than he wanted - if he could even get it to work. Either way, he didn’t do anything wrong. 
Would a Galontrian see it that way?
The handle of the door jittered as the door swung open. Two Galontrians entered - a green male and the purple and black captain that had caught him in the alleyway. Both dragons took their seats and regarded him with serious expressions.
While they exchanged stares, Tez observed their differences. Besides their scale colors, the green’s black horns were much longer and more pronounced where they curled over his head. The captain couldn’t have been more than a few years older than him, while the green was easily a decade older. It wasn’t much of a difference, but it was a difference nonetheless. He also noted the length of their tails. The captain’s tail was significantly longer than the green’s. It was almost like a Utemial’s.
The green dragon broke the silence first. “Why’d you do it?”
“I didn’t do anything!” Tez held his forelegs up in annoyance.
The male slammed his paw on the table. “Don’t make this harder-”
“Togoe,” the captain said with a stern voice. “Relax.” The captain’s long ears flicked back. White horns stretched back over her neck before curling slightly at the end. Tez noticed for the first time the abundance of ridges on the sides of her neck. Several were flattened, but some stuck out, offering ample protection from attackers going for her throat if she wasn’t wearing armor.
Togoe leaned back into the chair. The swishing of his tail was the only sign of his irritation.
“Look, I think we got off on the wrong paw. I’m Captain Sarai, and this is Lieutenant Togoe.”
Tez narrowed his eyes but didn’t speak.
Sarai sighed. “We’re just trying to paint a picture of what happened.”
“I just found him like that.” Tez crossed his forelegs.
“Yeah, right. You’re just a filthy, no good Utem-” Togoe began.
“Shh,” Sarai hissed. To Tez, she said, “Do you know anything about the dragon that was killed?”
“I know nothing. I was.. on a night stroll. I heard a scream down the alley, so I decided to investigate.”
Sarai’s blue eyes met his. There was a surprising amount of depth and concern in them. Her eyes seemed familiar, but he couldn’t quite figure out why.
“Why did you run if you did nothing wrong?” Togoe’s tone was mocking.
Tez shrugged. “It looked bad. A Utemial standing over a dead Galontrian? I know how Flameshear guards are. They’d accuse me even if they watched a Galontrian do it. I didn’t want to be accused of something I didn’t do.”
“Running looks bad too. Worse, I’d argue,” Sarai said.
“Plus, you said it yourself,” Tez continued. “I’m just a filthy Utemial.” The comment stung, but Tez had heard worse. A lot worse.
Sarai glanced at Togoe and back at Tez. “Look, I want to believe you, but all the evidence points to you. We found no other dragons in the area.”
What? They couldn’t just lock him up because of that! “I didn’t! Even if I did, wouldn’t I have had more weapons on me? Why would I risk only using my claws?”
Togoe raised an eye ridge and glanced at Sarai. “That’s true. He had nothing on him.”
“Hmm. Maybe. Unless this was a spur-of-the-moment decision, that doesn’t make any sense,” Sarai reasoned, seeming to consider Tez’s point. “If this were premeditated, surely he would have-”
The door behind them opened. Another dragon entered and bowed his head. “Apologies, Captain Sarai. The coroner just finished his analysis of Arenor’s body.” He glanced at Tez. “If it’s all right with you to step out for a moment..”
Sarai looked back at Tez. “One moment, please.” She stepped out along with Togoe, leaving Tez alone.
Tez clicked his claws on the table anxiously. Of course, when it felt like they were starting to consider his counterpoints, they left. Not that he had any hope of them agreeing with him. If he were a Galontrian, he’d at least be able to plead his case in court. Would they give a Utemial such a trial?
After a few minutes, the two dragons re-entered the room. “Can you hold up your claws for us?” Sarai asked.
Tez, confused, did as he was asked.
Sarai nodded. “Just as I suspected.” She smiled. “You were telling the truth. Or at least part of it. You’re free to go.”
“What?” Togoe asked, shocked. “Just like that? What if the coroner was wrong?”
“You heard him. He said only a Galontrian's serrated claws would leave that kind of mark. If a Utemial had done it, it would have been cleaner. No weapons were found on or near the scene, so it had to have been done with claws or a serrated blade that the real attacker escaped with. I don’t think anyone makes serrated blades anyway.”
Togoe frowned. His brown eyes narrowed. Sarai unlocked the chain holding his hindleg to the floor.
“I don’t think we got your name.” Sarai stepped back when the chain dropped.
“It’s Tez.” He rubbed his wrist where the chain had been.
“Where are you from?”
“None of your business,” he growled.
Sarai and Togoe looked at each other. “Follow us. We’ll take you to see the commander for your expulsion.”
The walk to the commander’s office was short. Along the way, Tez saw several guards that glared at him as he passed. Only Sarai was wearing leather armor. Every guard, however, wore their customary leather necklace to display their rank. He realized then that they didn’t bring him to jail. They were at a guard station. 
The commander was an imposing purple Galontrian. His horns were massive and looked as if they weighed his head down. Somehow, his neck didn’t collapse from the pressure.
“Yes?” he asked, shuffling some papers out of the way.
“Just requesting permission to expunge the only witness of Arenor’s murder. He’s cleared.” Sarai dipped her head.
The commander turned and picked up another piece of paper. “Ah, the Utemial. I’ll file that away. Does he have a name?” He raised a questioning eye ridge at Tez.
“Tez,” he answered before Sarai or Togoe could. Togoe glared at him.
“Got it.” He scribbled something down and passed the paper to Togoe. “Could you get that to the secretary?”
Togoe nodded. “Yes, sir.”
“Excellent. I guess you’re free to go then, Tez.” The commander frowned. “One more thing, if you have a moment.”
Tez watched the commander warily. “Yes?”
“We’re still investigating this murder. I don’t know what you saw, but if you did see anything, please let us know. There’s a reward for any information that leads to the arrest of the murderers.”
A reward? Now he’s speaking my language. “How much of a reward?”
The commander laughed. “If the information is good, enough for you to live comfortably for the rest of your life. Maybe in a quiet town that doesn’t hate Utemials as much.” He winked at Tez.
Tez imagined the possibilities. If it was indeed such a large amount, he could use it to finally execute his plan. He couldn’t possibly fail again with so much money at his disposal. He could create an army and accomplish what he couldn’t all those months ago. “I wish I could remember something, but I can look into it.”
The commander leaned back, satisfied. “I’m glad to hear it. Maybe something will jog your memory in the next few days. If you come up with anything, just ask a guard to take you to Commander Lull.” He frowned again. “I’d be careful, though. Personally, I don’t have any problems with those that live here, but there have been more unprovoked attacks recently against Utemials that have lived here their entire lives. Just food for thought.” 
Tez followed Sarai out of the guard station. It was situated near the palace, just inside the gates. The sun was at its zenith. 
“Sorry about your muzzle. Togoe has trouble controlling himself.” She rolled her eyes. “There’s still a bit of dried blood on your nose.”
Tez snorted. “I can’t even feel anything.”
Sarai looked at his paws. “Were you serious? Are you going to investigate Arenor’s death?”
“For that kind of reward? Of course.” Thoughts of the circus briefly crossed his mind, but he repressed them. He couldn’t pass up such a unique opportunity.
Sarai frowned. “Only for the reward? Not for justice?”
“Justice?” Tez laughed. “This is the real world. There is no justice. If there was justice, Flameshear would be in ruins, conquered by Bruatho.” And King Atacinus would be dead..
She looked uncomfortable but didn’t argue. “Do you at least want some information about Arenor before you start?”
Tez perked up. “You knew him?”
“I knew of him. Mostly by reputation. He was on the council. As Headmaster of the University, it was his right to have a seat on the council. He was most known for his opposition of our war with Bruatho.”
Tez nodded. “Anything else?”
Sarai shook her head and ruffled her wings. “That’s all I can remember right now. If I find anything else, I’ll let you know.”
That surprised Tez. Why would she tell him? What did she have to gain by helping? “All right.”
“Where will you go first?” she asked as he began to pad away.
“The library, I guess, if Utemials aren’t banned from there yet. I now have my first lead.”
[image: image-placeholder]“You called, my Queen?”
Queen Roslyn rose from her bed of furs on the balcony. Her dark-green scales had a glossy finish as if she had just shined them before Togoe appeared. “Come out.”
Togoe stepped onto the balcony and closed the door behind him. “What can I do for you, your majesty?”
“You want Captain Sarai’s rank, right?”
Togoe jerked back in surprise. “Well, um-”
“You do.” Roslyn picked at her claws to clean off a speck of dirt. “Princesses don’t deserve such barbaric duties, don’t you think?”
“Um. She’s good at what she does, but..”
“Shh.” Roslyn raised a claw over his muzzle. “I need you to do something for me. If you succeed, I’ll ensure my husband’s daughter isn’t in the way of your long-deserved promotion.”
Togoe gulped. “What is it you need me to do?”
She smiled. “When Arenor was killed, who did you find?” The dragons that killed Arenor didn’t have magic - that she knew. What concerned her was what she felt after his death. It was a minor spell, but she still sensed it. I thought I caught all of the Descendants in Flameshear. Guess I wasn’t thorough enough.
“Th-there was only one dragon. A white Utemial with a grey stripe going over the middle of his muzzle down his body. But the coroner determined a Galontrian, or at least a dragon with a serrated weapon, killed him. So he was released.”
“Hmm. This dragon, what was his name?”
“Tez.”
“Tezzzz.” She let the name roll out of her mouth slowly. “Interesting.” She nodded her head, satisfied. “Is this.. Tez, still in the city?”
“I think so. The commander is offering a reward for information about Arenor’s death, so I think Tez plans on investigating.”
Roslyn nodded again. She would deal with the commander later and make sure he understood this was nothing more than a mugging gone wrong - no need to waste resources. “I want you to find this dragon and watch him closely for me. Report to me every night with anything you learn about him and what he finds out about Arenor’s death.”
“But, why-”
“Captain Togoe. It has a nice ring to it, don’t you think?”
Togoe took the hint. “As you wish, your majesty.”
As Togoe left her balcony, Roslyn laid back down. Everything is falling right into place. I just need to be careful. I’ll send word to Giso tomorrow. Underestimating a dragon was a surefire way to lose any advantage you had. While whoever used magic was still out there and probably wouldn’t be any trouble, it would be foolish to ignore the threat - however weak it may appear. If Tez was the magic user she had sensed..
Well, she would find out. One way or another. 




Chapter six







Change of Scenery
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Tez made his way down the street. By the looks of the sky, the customary afternoon rain would hold off for the day. He couldn’t remember the last time Flameshear had a cloudless afternoon. The hot sun pleasantly warmed his scales. 
A stray puddle under an awning allowed him to check his face for the blood Sarai had pointed out. Sure enough, a mark that would probably not go away soon marred his muzzle. Dry, crimson blood stained the grey scales down his nose and some of the white ones surrounding them. The water from a nearby fountain alleviated that problem.
Part of him wanted to take off and fly with joy. For the second time in his life, he had a purpose. He couldn’t care less about solving the murder. The money was what he was after. His mind flashed with endless possibilities of achieving his one goal since Llyn..
He shook his head. That was a long time ago. It didn’t - shouldn’t - matter anymore. Yet he was back in Flameshear, still seeking an opportunity for revenge. Here he was, biding his time in the circus, ashamed of his initial failure. If he solved this murder, he would have another chance. That insatiable appetite could finally be quelled.
Which led to a different problem: the circus. If he went through with this, he’d probably have to leave the circus. He felt a pang in his heart at the thought of leaving them behind because they all treated him well. It reminded him of home.
Why do I feel that way? He didn’t trust or even consider them friends, but he couldn’t deny that he had some sort of attachment to some of them. Especially Tasoss.
When he finally returned to the university’s park, he spotted the colorful circus tents still set up. Jaka had promised multiple showings for the thousands of dragons living in Flameshear. It wasn’t too often that they traveled to the capital to perform.
Someone growled behind him. He stopped, recognizing the growl. “Sersa.”
“What in Skadi’s name was that last night?” She studied him more closely and gasped. “Were you attacked?”
He ignored the second question. “I heard someone scream in the alley, and I investigated.”
Sersa rumbled again, unsatisfied. “Jaka isn’t happy. You’d better see him.”
Tez followed Sersa back to the circus. Along the way, he saw other dragons that were part of the circus. They returned his look with glares.
The rest of his crew were lying around in the main ring of the circus. Stands surrounded them. When they spotted him, they simply stared. He couldn’t discern any emotion from their gazes. Tasoss was the only one that looked concerned.
“Where have you been? Are you all right?” His eyes widened when he saw Tez’s muzzle. “Who did this to you?”
“It’s a long-”
“You insubordinate, stubborn..”
“Insubordinate?” Tez turned around to return Jaka’s anger. “What are you-”
“YES!” Jaka roared. “You ruined the job! Because of you, it wasn’t completed!”
“Jaka..” Tasoss began.
“Because of me? I’m only one dragon! They could have done it without-”
“No, because the plan was for all of you,” Jaka cut him off. “We didn’t account for one less dragon!”
Tez hoped someone would come to his defense. Sure, they were merely coworkers, but they could at least vouch for him! Frago and Sigi kept their heads down. He even spotted Qyne, a sandy-colored Galontrian, looking away. Varve stared while Tasoss attempted to argue in favor of him.
“Jaka, surely he had a good reason..”
“What could possibly be a good reason for insubordination?”
“I heard someone scream and found their corpse.”
Tez’s words silenced Jaka. He looked as if he was searching for a response. Finally, he asked, “A dead dragon?”
“No, a dead affene,” Tez mocked. “Yes, a dragon! Someone killed him, and the guards accused me.”
“Accused? Are you in trouble?” Tasoss looked around as if he expected guards to come flying in at that moment.
“No. Well, I was. They captured me and brought me in for interrogation, but they discovered a Galontrian did it because only serrated claws could leave a mark like that. They let me go.”
Tasoss sighed in relief. “Good to hear.”
Jaka pressed a claw against his forehead. “The jobs are what makes this profitable, Tez! You effectively sabotaged my profits!”
“It felt like a good idea at the time!” Tez growled. There were many times that he had seen Jaka scream at others, but this was his first time being on the receiving end. During those times, he had been anxious and had felt bad for the dragon getting yelled at. Now, he only felt anger.
“All I hear are excuses! Unless you can get five-hundred draves by tonight, I want you gone.”
“What?” Tez hissed. “That’s impossible!”
“Then you’re fired.”
“Fired?” Tasoss and Tez repeated incredulously.
“Yes! You had one job and couldn't accomplish it! You didn’t even leave the university!”
A fresh wave of rage rolled over Tez. After all I’ve done and all the compliments he’s given me? “Fine! I found a better job anyways!”
“Oh yeah?” Jaka sneered. “What could possibly be better than this?” He gestured to the tents and fenced animals surrounding them.
“I’m going to find out who killed that dragon. And they’ll pay me enough to live comfortably for the rest of my life.” Tez puffed out his chest in pride.
Jaka snorted. “Yeah, right. Trusting a Galontrian is like putting all your money on green during a game of Horns. Foolish unless you can cheat the dealer.”
The Galontrians in the vicinity that worked for Jaka glared at him but said nothing.
“They’ll pay up. The murdered dragon was very high profile.”
Jaka breathed slowly and shook his head. “Just grab your things and get out of my sight.”
Tez whipped away towards one of the carts, ignoring Tasoss’s protests. He heard Tasoss pleading with Jaka, but Tez knew he wouldn’t budge. Jaka wasn’t the type of dragon to go back on a promise - or a threat.
Tez dug through the cart to find his minimal possessions. It took him several minutes to find everything. There was a bag of coins that he had saved from working at the circus. It would be enough to keep him fed for a while. He also grabbed his harness and slipped it on to carry everything.
As he searched for his tailblade, he briefly wondered if he was making the right decision. If he didn’t learn who killed Arenor, he would have no way of earning draves. His saved coins would tide him over, but how long could he realistically search for the killer before he would have to give up?
I’ll deal with that when I have to. Hopefully, never. Ah, there it is.
His tailblade - the traditional weapon of Utemials due to their long tails - slid into one of the pockets on his harness. He also grabbed a little metallic dragon figurine that his mom had bought him long ago. The figure sat in his paw. Tears dripped from his eyes as he stared at it for another moment before putting it into his harness.
Tez blinked. Fury replaced the melancholy that the figurine brought. Am I seriously crying here? If the others see me, they’ll think I’m weak. He shook himself. Why do I care what they think? I’ll never see them again. I’ll just-
“Tezyrnth,” came Tasoss’s voice from behind.
Tez backed out of the cart and turned around. In front of him stood Frago, Sersa, Qyne, and Tasoss. “What do you want?”
Frago spoke first. “I want to help you.”
“We all do,” Qyne confirmed.
“Woah, speak for yourself, Qyne,” Sersa said.
“Help me?” He rolled over the merits in his head. It would be helpful to have more dragons investigating with him, but could he trust them to be thorough enough? What would happen if they got the reward? They’d undoubtedly have to split it. How much would he get out of it?
Despite the downsides, Tez had to admit that it would be beneficial to have some kind of help. Liabilities or not, they had yet to fail any missions Jaka sent them on. What was one more?
“Yes!” Frago said. “For the reward, of course.”
Tasoss nodded. “We talked about it after Jaka left. I’m not working for Jaka anymore if he’s kicking you out over something so small. No way I’m leaving you alone out there again.”
Tez felt the beginnings of a smile cross his muzzle. His heart warmed. Why would Tasoss care so much about him? No one ever cared like that without wanting something in return. What did Tasoss want from him?
“You all want to help?” Tez asked skeptically. 
“It’s a lot of money not to pass up,” Qyne said. “Though I’m a little wary of getting involved in the homicide of someone so prolific. It could be more than just a random murder.”
Tez shrugged. “If it were simple, I’d doubt they’d have such a high reward. Risks earn rewards.”
“In my experience, the risk doesn’t correlate with the reward at all.” Qyne nodded. His ever-present smirk that made it hard to tell when he was serious deepened. “If anything, the reward lessens as the risk increases with how I heard your last couple of heists went. Either way, I’m in. I could use a change in scenery.”
Frago and Tasoss both agreed.
Sersa looked reluctant. “I’d like to, but there’s no guarantee that you will even find out who killed them. I’m sorry, but I need a steady income. Good luck, though.”
“I understand, Sersa.” Tez watched Sersa walk away.
“Take care,” Sersa said over her shoulder.
To the others, Tez said, “If you’re all serious, meet me at the economics school in ten minutes. I need to check that I have everything.”
Tez watched them walk away. He noticed for the first time that Qyne was missing scales in several places on his sandy-colored, bulky body. Scales regrew over time, so those wounds had to be fresh. Did Qyne get injured during one of the circus acts? I don’t remember hearing about that. It even looked like one of his grey horns was chipped.
Once he made sure that he wasn’t missing anything, he flew toward the economics school. He took a deep breath. For the second time in his life, he felt like he had a foolproof plan. This time, it wouldn’t fail.
He couldn’t fail.




Chapter seven







Investigation
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Tasoss, Qyne, and Frago were lounging on the steps of the economic school when Tez touched down. A colorful group of students emerged from the building before flying off in different directions. Tez noted how indifferent the area was to what had transpired last night. If anyone noticed or cared, it wasn’t obvious. 
“So, what now?”
Tez jumped at Qyne’s voice. He shook himself. “I want to see the murder scene again.”
“What good will that do?” Frago asked. She stuffed the parchment she was doodling on in her satchel. One of her paws twitched as if she was eager to get moving again. “Wouldn’t the body be gone by now?”
“I’m looking for clues.”
“Clues as to the murder suspect? Good idea.” Tasoss raised an eye ridge. “Maybe there’s something the guards missed.”
Tez smiled. “Exactly. It’s worth a shot.”
Tez led them down the alleyway. It was much easier to navigate in the fading evening sun, but he knew they didn’t have much time before the sun surrendered its grip on the sky. He looked around and took his bearings, trying to remember as much as possible from the previous night.
“Right here.”
There were a few blockades to dissuade public entry that had been pushed aside. Blood still stained the ground, likely due to the lack of rain from the past afternoon. 
“That’s a lot of blood.” Qyne shivered.
While the others were entranced by the blood and scratches on the cobblestone ground, Tez observed the scene. There wasn’t much to look at besides the ground and the walls. Everything seemed normal. He spun to look at the other wall and spotted a drawing of a claw mark. Graffiti? Why here? The drawing had three slashes - two black, while the one in the middle was red. What does it mean?
Suddenly, it dawned on him. He had seen the same symbol with the protestors. According to the student he had met, she said that they didn’t like society or something. Tez wasn’t sure if it had anything to do with the murder. Regardless, it was the only thing out of the ordinary in the alleyway.
“What is that?” Qyne asked. 
The others followed Tez’s gaze to the graffiti. “There was a group protesting bearing that exact symbol,” he explained.
“Could they have done it?” Frago ruffled her wings. “I’ll copy it just in case we need it.” She pulled out a paper, laid it on the ground, and began to copy the symbol using her claws and a container of ink.
“I doubt it.” Tez swallowed as he thought. “This could mean anything. The graffiti could have been put here long before the murder.”
“The paint looks pretty fresh,” Tasoss commented. “Look, it’s not even ruined from the rain. It rained yesterday but not today, right?”
“You’re right.” Tez didn’t even think of that. If it had been drawn here before the murder, the near-daily afternoon rain would have washed it away or at least marred the design. “That puts the time of it getting painted here between when the murder happened and a few hours before now since the paint’s dry. They couldn’t have painted it right after the murder because I came right after Arenor was killed. Unless they can paint incredibly fast..”
“Yeah, that’s not possible.” Frago pulled out a glass jar of red paint from where she sat on the ground, looking up occasionally to get every detail. “The design is too clean for that. They weren’t hasty about it.”
“Question is, why would they draw it? Wouldn’t it draw attention to themselves?” Qyne’s eye ridges furrowed.
“Maybe they want attention?” Frago offered.
“Or they were framed.” Tez walked closer.
“Who are they? You said they were protesting, but over what?”
“I don’t know, Tasoss. I only know that they resent society.”
Frago frowned. “Why would they hate it? What is wrong with the way dragons live? Sure, Dreolia likes to conquer, but-”
“That could be it!” Qyne cut Frago off. “Maybe they killed him because they don’t like Dreolia’s war with Bruatho. Maybe a Utemial did it to get some revenge!”
Tez shook his head. “Then why would they kill someone actively trying to stop the war?”
Tasoss broke the silence that followed. “I think you’re going to have to tell us everything you know about this dragon, Tez.”
“I’ll fill you all in on the way to the library. We should go before it gets dark.”
“Wait.” Frago stood and walked to the symbol. “This uses a strange type of paint.”
“What? It’s just paint.”
Frago rolled her eyes at Qyne’s comment. “Some paint comes from different regions. For example, Opo paint is more viscous, and Runkuok paint is bumpier. I just wish I had more light..”
“You could come back in the morning,” Tez said. “It won’t rain again until the afternoon. Probably would be safer too.”
Frago nodded. “Sounds good to me. Where’s the library?”
[image: image-placeholder]“You’re saying that a captain told you all of this?” Qyne looked skeptical. Despite being a Galontrian himself, Tez knew he was born in Bruatho. While many had suffered (and still were suffering) during the war, Galontrians from Bruatho didn’t have to deal with the same problems Utemials had to in Dreolia. Even now, as they walked through the streets, Qyne received no dirty looks. The same couldn’t be said about the rest of the group.
Dragonets ran past, playing. One bumped into Tez and murmured an apology before scampering off. “Yeah. She gave me some useful information. Not a lot, but at least now we know who Arenor was.”
The library was a massive building near the palace. Marble columns held up a roof that spanned over the outside courtyard, allowing dragons to come and go from the library without getting drenched the second they stepped outside. Right now, it wasn’t very crowded. Tez knew from experience that the library never closed except for holidays. It was the one place he could go for some shelter during the afternoon rains when he was living on the streets. During his short stint in Thornfort, the library didn’t have such accommodations.
As they padded up to the entrance, Tez thought about the symbol. It seemed too easy to conclude that the protestors had something to do with the murder. He had a hard time buying that they would make it so obvious. There were a few reasons that he could think of. They could have put the symbol there after discovering the murder just to get credit. 
Another reason, which seemed equally likely - however strange - was that they did commit the murder, but they came back to the scene to make sure it was known that they did it. The third reason could be that someone else did it and painted the symbol to place blame on the protestors. Which, going off of what little they knew, was also probable.
Tez groaned inwardly. He should have thought about that before coming to the library! He could have interviewed around to see if anyone spotted anything peculiar. There’s still time, he thought. Maybe I can send Qyne over to ask around. Students and professors at the university would probably be more willing to answer a fellow Galontrian’s questions. Better safe than sorry.
“Holy..” Frago breathed as they stepped inside.
The inside of the library was equally as massive. Shelves reached for the roof everywhere they could. Balconies allowed over ten stories of room to store books and to read. Dragons flew around at every level. Some hovered near the higher shelves, likely looking for a particular novel to read or a book to study. Tez remembered it being way more crowded during the day, but it still had its fair share of dragons at night.
“Where do we even start?” Tasoss asked.
Tez frowned. He had some ideas but also didn’t want to waste time. If Commander Lull were truthful about offering such a large bounty for this information, surely others would know about it by now. That meant competition. They would have to be quick.
“Let’s look for history books. Modern history of the city and maybe all of Dreolia.”
“What good will that do?” Qyne snorted.
Tez glared at Qyne. “It would show us potential enemies that may benefit from this.”
“I’ll look into it,” Tasoss said.
“I want to look into this symbol more in-depth.” Frago held her drawing up. “I’ll go back to that symbol first thing tomorrow morning and check it out. I’ll also confirm the type of paint.”
“Okay. You can do that with Qyne.”
“What? Why me?”
“I need you to ask students and professors in the area to see if they saw anything weird. Maybe they saw something that we missed.”
Qyne flicked his short tail absentmindedly. “I can do that, I guess.”
Tez looked out the front door of the library. The sun was nearly gone from the sky. “I know a spot in the courtyard where we can sleep. They won’t kick us out. We could also sleep in the library if it looked like we were reading. They’ll assume we lost track of time and fell asleep studying.”
“What are you going to do, Tez?” Tasoss's eye ridges were furrowed in concern.
“I’m going to look into Arenor’s history. Council records. Many council meetings are transcribed in books and left here. I don’t think many dragons know about them. I’ve only heard of dragons reading them when a crime was committed, and they were looking for precedent.”
“Is this really the best way to go about this?” Qyne asked.
“Do you have a better idea?” Tez wanted to growl, but he calmed himself before letting it out. Qyne was an excellent asset on his side, but he could be more verbose than Frago at times if he wasn’t entirely sure of something. It was the main reason Jaka didn’t let him on missions despite his fighting prowess.
Qyne closed his muzzle.
Tasoss let out a big yawn. “I’m all for this plan until a better alternative comes up.”
“Or until we find some useful information.” Frago perked up.
“We should probably get some rest.” Tez dipped his head at Tasoss. “Wouldn’t want the old dragon to fall asleep on us now.”
Tasoss snorted. “I’ll remember that the next time I need to save your hide.”
Tez grinned. “I know just the spot for your old bones.”
“I’m not even that old,” Tasoss grumbled.
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Records
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Tez weaved through the clouds of his dream. The waning evening sun reflected off the bright blue water below. Several small islands dotted the coast of Bruatho. In the distance, he saw the silhouette of buildings from Pirn. He sighed in pleasure. Flying over the ocean like this was one of the few things in life he could enjoy. 
He darted up through another cloud and doubled back. He gasped as he emerged.
Below, sailing through the water, were hundreds of ships. Sails caught the wind and propelled the vessels forward. What shocked him the most was the material they were made with.
Metal.
How was that possible? Metal couldn’t float! All the ships he knew of in his life were made of wood. He angled himself for a closer look. A dragon’s skull with a crack on the top was painted on the sails.
A sound akin to the crack of a whip hit Tez’s ears. Something pierced his wing. He looked over his shoulder to find a hole in the thin membrane. Cursing, he tilted his tail and flapped into the sky. To his horror, he couldn’t gain any more height. He flapped his wings desperately to no avail. What weapon could do such a thing? He didn’t see any arrows!
More cracks sounded. Small objects peppered his body. Scales and blood fell from the sky as he slowly descended to his demise..
[image: image-placeholder]Tez rose from where he lay, panting. The others were still sleeping despite the sun being out. He tried to make sense of his dream. Whose ships were those? That dragon skull painted on the ships’ sails wasn’t the crest of any of the five countries of Quassa that he knew of. Were they pirates?
No, that wouldn’t make sense. Pirates don’t fly under any banner. But I guess none of this makes sense to begin with because ships aren’t made of metal. And what kind of weapon was that?
He shook his head and the rest of his body. If there was one thing he learned from all of his dreams, it was to ignore them. They were unhelpful at best and only served to bring up past regrets or pains. Or, in this case, some fantasy world with metal ships. Gently, he shook everyone awake.
“Is it morning already?” Tasoss stretched. “That was uncomfortable, Tez.”
Tez rolled his eyes. “No one else suggested anything.”
“We could have paid for an inn,” Frago said. “It’s not like we’re strapped for money or anything.”
Oh, yeah. That would have probably made more sense. “Next time, we’ll do just that. Do you all remember what I told you yesterday?”
Everyone nodded. Qyne seemed more energetic than usual. He jumped from one paw to the other as if psyching himself up.
“You all right, Qyne?” Tez asked.
“Just trying to get some feeling back into my paws. I think I slept wrong last night.”
“We all did,” Tasoss grumbled. “Why didn’t we just get a room at an inn?”
“Okay, I get it. I’m an awful realtor. Let’s figure this murder out, shall we?”
[image: image-placeholder]If the mystery novels Tez read as a dragonet were comparable to real life, then the first step to solving any murder was to know the victim. Who they were, their eating habits, their sleeping habits, their friends, their job, their mate..
The same principle applied to finding out who killed them. Knowledge of their background could help narrow down potential enemies.
Tez walked up to the librarian. She was a short, blue Galontrian with long, white horns. She had a metal earring in one ear. “Hi.”
The librarian looked up from the book she was reading. She narrowed her eyes. “Can I help you?”
So far, so good. Usually, the more educated the Galontrian was, the less likely they were to treat a Utemial like affene dung. Tez politely bowed his head to be on the safe side. “I was hoping to find the records of council members throughout history. Do you know where I should look?”
She smiled. “Section thirty-two B. Fifth story.” After a slight pause, she added, “Can I ask what you’re researching?”
“Err..” Tez stammered before saying, “I’m doing a report for my class on the.. evolution of the council and how it relates to times of peace.”
“Ooh. What an interesting report.” She bared her teeth in excitement. “If you need any help, just let me know. I’d be happy to assist.”
“Thank you,” Tez said.
“My pleasure. We have multiple copies of meeting transcriptions and membership records in that section, so it will be easy to find. Not many ask for it.”
Tez flew to the designated section once he figured out how it was organized. He scanned the fifth-story level, flapping his wings to maintain altitude until he found the membership records. Careful of his claws, he grabbed the spine and pulled it out. After finding a space on the balcony on the same level, he sat at a table and opened the book.
It wasn’t as old as he expected. The book could have been made within the past few years, considering this was a copy. Pages were added as new councils were elected. The first page showed its contents. It was organized in five-year cycles, where the councildragons without permanent positions were voted for by the general public.
He curled his long tail closer to his body and skipped to modern times. The book spanned almost five hundred years, meaning the record-keeping for council members started not long after the Great Sever.
Once he made it to the current cycle - which started this year, not long after Suri’s death - he began to page through for Arenor’s name. King Atacinus was first. Tez bit back a growl and flipped to the next page. Queen Roslyn was listed next. The following page had Veneranda, the Head of the Council. Along with her name and a portrait was her address and contact information. There was a short list of donors and her affiliated businesses and partners. By law, all of this information had to be public.
He flipped a few more pages until he realized that one of them was missing. In the book's spine, there were remnants of a torn page. He skimmed through the rest of the book and found similar missing pages. In all, he counted ten - no Arenor.
“What?” he breathed. A dragon walked past him to find a spot to sit. He ignored them and went back to the previous cycle. Arenor was pretty old and had been the Headmaster of the University for a while, so surely he would be listed in the other cycles, right? Tez thought. To his surprise, a similar amount of pages were ripped out. All of the past seven cycles had ripped and missing pages. The most recent edition of the council was missing the most pages.
Who did this? Was it some common vandal, or was it something more? He slipped the book into his harness and flew back to the section. He grabbed two more copies and flew back to his spot. Sure enough, they were missing the same pages.
This was coordinated. He tensed his shoulders and looked around anxiously. It was unnerving to sit at a table out in the open where prying eyes could observe his every motion. Once he was certain no one was watching him, he grasped all of the books in his claws - keeping the one still in his harness - and flew down to the librarian. She was conversing with another dragon, so he waited until it was his turn. He thought he recognized the green Galontrian but didn’t see his face to confirm it.
“Ah, back so soon?” She winked at him.
“These have been vandalized.” He handed her the books and showed her the damage.
“Wow. That’s pretty bad.” She skimmed through each of the books and looked back up. “Are they all like this?”
“Yes.” 
“Hmm.” She cocked her head. “The scribe that copied these could have done this. Sometimes they’ll rip pages out if they mess up when transcribing something and don’t want to start over. That usually only happens with one copy, not multiple.”
“Do you know anyone who had checked them out or asked for them?”
She frowned. “Not that I know of. But I’m not the only one that works here.”
Tez fought to keep calm and not snap at the librarian. It wasn’t her fault, but he didn’t have time for this! “Can you ask around for me? I’ll be here all day.”
“I can do that.”
While Tez hoped she would find out who did it for him, he knew it would be foolish to count on that. He still needed to get some bit of information about Arenor. Captain Sarai had told him all she knew, and it wasn’t much. If he tried asking others that may have known Arenor, he would just raise suspicion - even if he were a Galontrian and not a Utemial. “Do you have any records of the university’s professors?”
The blue librarian bit the inside of her cheek. “I think so. Follow me. I’ll show you. I’m unsure of the exact section, but I have an idea.”
It took her only a few minutes until she was able to find it. “Here it is! It’s the entire history of the university. Only one copy. If you leave, I’ll need your name so you can check it out.”
“I don’t plan on leaving with it.” He felt the vandalized council record book in his harness. Hopefully, she didn’t notice. “I just need to look at something quickly.”
“All right.” She handed the large book to him once they were on the ground again. “Thanks for telling me about those vandalized books. I swear they need to make dragons sign in or something.”
Tez found his place again at the wooden table on the fifth floor. He blew the dust off the cover. An Unabridged History of Flameshear University, it read. He began to read the university’s history. He skipped to the back that had the faculty records and descriptions. To his relief, he found Arenor’s name immediately. He pulled out paper and ink that he borrowed from Frago to copy his address. Below that was a small biography.
“Headmaster Arenor Blazes grew up in a small village on the outskirts of Flameshear. In his early years..”
He skipped a few lines.
“..the council. He is most known for his dissertation on the socioeconomic impacts of the Second Opo War and is a strong advocate for less military spending. Flameshear University is proud to..”
So, he doesn’t like war. That didn’t help much. Captain Sarai had told him the same thing. That meant she was telling the truth, at least. Did he have a mate? He skimmed the short biography again and found that the answer was yes. Maybe if he interviewed them, he could find out more.
“Tez?” someone panted.
Tez jumped out of his seat. He glared at the dragon, angry with himself for losing focus. He was surprised when he didn’t recognize them. “Yes?”
The brown Galontrian bowed as he caught his breath. “I carry a message for you. I was told you would be here, but it took me a while to find you.”
“I can tell,” Tez snorted.
The messenger laid a letter on the table. “Apologies for disturbing you.” He jumped off the balcony and glided away, leaving a mildly confused Tez in his wake.
What could this be? Tez grasped the letter in his claws. It bore the royal seal, meaning anyone in the council could have sent it with the King’s approval. What did the King want with him? Did they want him back for more questioning?
Carefully, he ripped it open. A piece of parchment fell out. He squinted at the fine handwriting.
Dear Tez,
I have more information about Arenor for you. Meet me at the fountain near the university tonight. Come alone.
-S

“Hmph.” Tez turned it over to make sure he wasn’t missing anything. He wasn’t sure what was more ominous: that he didn’t know who sent it or that they asked him to come alone. He had a strong prediction of who sent it judging by the initial, but he didn’t want to assume anything. Assuming was what caused him to fail the first time he executed his plan.
His stomach rumbled, reminding him of his skipped breakfast. I’d better grab some food and find the others.
Outside the library, the busy street offered plenty of vendors selling food. Tez settled on some roasted pollock. After eating, he flew back to the library and found Tasoss outside.
“Any luck?” Tez asked as he landed.
“I learned some things, but I doubt they’ll mean much. If Frago can figure out where that paint came from, I can narrow it down.”
Tez nodded. “Have you-”
“Tez! I was looking everywhere for you! I thought you were in the library!”
Tez smiled apologetically at Qyne. Frago was not far behind. “You must have just missed me. I only left around noon to get food.”
“Did you find anything out?” Qyne asked.
“I learned Arenor’s address but also found that his page was torn out in the membership records for the council. Others were as well.”
Qyne’s eyes widened. “Seriously? That’s unlucky.”
Tez nodded. “What about you?”
“Nothing.” Qyne deflated. “No one knew what I was talking about. The university is apparently dead at that time of night. Those that normally would have been there were at the circus.”
“What about you, Frago?”
“The paint is made of chalk, exclusively found in Haling Cove.”
Tez frowned. “Eagles?” He had a hard time believing an Eagle dragon did this. There would have at least been a stray feather left at the scene - unless the guards took it.
Maybe Captain Sarai will know.
“Runkuok is Dreolia’s closest ally. It’s plausible a Galontrian bought some and brought it over, or they could have bought it at a shop in the city.”
“That could be a lead! Frago, Qyne, could you both come up with any shops run by Eagles and find one that sells paint? Maybe they’ll have information.”
Qyne perked up at the same time as Frago. “We can do that.”
“I’ll look more closely into Runkuok’s history with Dreolia. I’ll see if they have any modern records of trade approved by the government.” Tasoss smiled determinedly. 
Tez nodded. He neglected to tell them about the letter. It would have probably been a good idea to let them know for safety reasons, but he didn’t want them to worry about him - specifically Tasoss. There was no way that the old dragon would let him go alone if he found out.
“Let’s meet back here at sundown.”




Chapter nine







The List
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Tasha rolled off her bed of moss and furs. She stood, letting out another hacking cough.  Why can’t I just get some sleep?
The past two nights since Arenor’s death had been sleepless ones. She didn’t leave her house on the first day. Unfortunately, there was another council meeting this evening. She couldn’t miss it.
I can’t hide forever, she thought.
Another string of coughs escaped her. No medicine was able to stop them. It frustrated her to no end. She often thought about visiting Yoin and begging him to create something to cure her, but she knew that the creepy dragon would be too busy with one of his experiments to pay her any mind.
After breakfast, she flew to the palace and began her paperwork. Usually, she worked on it the day after a council meeting and finished it the following morning. The council met every other day, so it worked out. She’d have to skip lunch to be able to finish in time for the meeting today.
She could barely focus as she read through the reports. Thoughts of Arenor’s demise played through her mind. Who killed him? Why? She had some ideas but couldn’t speak of them to anyone. She was willing to bet on the killer being someone from the council. They probably paid someone to do it because of his opposition to the war, she thought.
It still didn’t make sense. If they killed Arenor because he was a vocal opponent of the war, why not kill the others that also supported him? Sure, they weren’t nearly as vocal, but his murder would likely just bolster their convictions. Were they hoping to scare them? From what she heard, there would be even more talk about the war at this next meeting.
And why resort to murder? They could’ve paid off those who disagreed; she was sure that most of the council still favored resuming the war with Bruatho. Was Arenor that much of a threat?
By the time the afternoon rain subsided, it was almost time for the council meeting. Tasha had barely finished half of her paperwork. She put it back in her desk drawer with a sigh. If the main topic of the evening was war, she probably wouldn’t need any of it tonight.
Tasha locked her office door and began walking to the council chambers so she could be early. As soon as she turned, she bumped into a dragon wearing leather armor.
“Oomph! Sorry..” She backed up and gasped. “Pr- Captain Sarai! My apologies.” She bowed.
Sarai cocked her head. “You don’t have anything to apologize for. That was my fault.”
“What are you doing here, if you don’t mind me asking? Did they demote you to guarding these halls?”
“No,” Sarai laughed. “I came here to see you. I need your help with something.”
“What is it?”
Sarai looked around. Once she was sure no one was listening, she whispered, “I have.. an acquaintance investigating Arenor’s death. I’m meeting with them tonight. Could you come with me? You know more about him than I do.”
Tasha didn’t want to think, let alone talk, about Arenor at all. However, she'd do it if it meant finding out who killed him. “All right. Where?”
“Meet me outside of the council chambers. We’ll grab dinner so no one suspects anything and double back.”
“Okay. Who is this dragon, anyway? Why the secrecy?”
“You’ll see who it is when you meet him.” Sarai grimaced. “Commander Lull called off the investigation.”
“Already?” Tasha gasped a little too loudly.
“Shh. Yes. Apparently, he found out that it was a mugging that turned sour.”
“A mugging on university grounds?” Tasha rolled her eyes. “Like that would ever happen. They haven’t even had a litter infraction in months.”
“Exactly. There’s more to it. It would be out of character for Lull to end an investigation this quickly, even if the evidence was irrefutable. Someone must have strong-clawed him into doing it. Or paid him off.”
Tasha looked out the window to gauge the time. “I’d better get going. The meeting starts soon. I’ll meet you afterward.”
“Sounds like a plan.”
[image: image-placeholder]“I won’t stand for this!”
“Silence!” King Atacinus roared. The council quieted. “Headmaster Arenor’s death has been a shock to us all. There is support available for those of us that need it. We need to move on to more pressing matters. My Queen, if you may?”
Queen Roslyn rose from her seat next to the King. “Thank you, my love. Word has been sent to General Giso, who is currently stationed in Ardglass along with the majority of the army. He agrees with General Pansi’s idea to move in on Draylens and attack. We’ll be able-”
Whatever else she said was drowned out by the rest of the council.
“What?”
“Outrageous!”
“Waste of resources!”
“Enough!” Atacinus roared again, standing this time. His imposing purple and black form demanded attention. The ebony horns that curled over his head appeared to shake angrily. “As my mate was saying, we’ll have the troops moved by the end of the week.”
“Without a vote?” someone hissed through the silence.
Atacinus glared in their direction. “The royal family has this power in times of war.”
“We’re not in a wa-”
“The war with Bruatho has not officially ended. We’ve been in a tenuous peace for the past year since their cowardly assassination of the Queen, but the council has not voted to end it yet.” Queen Roslyn dipped her head at Atacinus. “Hel, we’ve occupied half of their cities for over seven years and are still treated like enemies there! Constant terrorism,” she snarled. “Any more comments?”
Tasha rolled her eyes. Probably because we are their enemies. She looked around, hoping for someone to make a stand. If Arenor were here, he’d say something. He would find some code in Dreolia’s laws to, at the very least, delay the deployment of the army. She looked at Dreux, but his face was unreadable.
No one said anything.
“Excellent.” Queen Roslyn sat down with her husband.
While the meeting droned on over less critical topics, Tasha observed the room. Since the last election many months ago, the chamber has felt less crowded. Several chairs were empty. She could have sworn they were full in the previous cycle.
There were also some faces that she didn’t recognize, but that kind of thing was typical in such a large group. One, in particular, she knew she didn’t recognize sat directly across from her. One of his horns was missing. She didn’t know any dragons with missing horns in the palace. The singular horn was also an unusual color: tan, a stark contrast to his light-red scales. His eyes held a fiery glare that rivaled the Queen’s.
I’ll talk with him after the meeting. He might have been brought in as a replacement, and I just wasn’t told. It was almost impossible for a dragon not part of the council to enter the chamber. Everyone who entered had to provide their name and sign off in front of a contingent of guards.
Chilled by the strange dragon’s angry eyes, Tasha’s thoughts switched to the imminent meeting with Sarai’s investigator. Would they learn who truly murdered Arenor? Or was it really just a mugging gone wrong?
“Tasha. Your report?”
“Huh?” Tasha shook her head. She cleared her throat. “Could you please repeat?”
Some dragons snickered. Tasha kept her eyes set firmly on Veneranda and ignored the heated glares of the King and Queen.
“Your report on the crime rate in the Central Market. Can you present your findings for us?”
“Oh.” Tasha growled inwardly. It was just her luck that they would ask for her report on the one day she wasn’t able to finish it. “I’ll have it for the next meeting. I tried to finish it today, but I couldn’t.”
“You’ve had this assignment for the past week.” Veneranda narrowed her eyes.
What is this? School? “Sorry. Arenor’s death shocked me. I planned on finishing it yesterday, but I spent the day coming to terms with his death instead.”
Veneranda looked at the King. “What-”
King Atacinus raised a paw to silence the Head of the Council. “I understand, Tasha. Have it ready by the next meeting. We’ll hear it first thing.”
Tasha shuddered at the strangely calm voice of the King. She was sure he was internally fuming. The Queen continued glaring. “As you wish, my lord.” She bowed.
“You look familiar. I’ve seen you before you joined this council. Is that correct?” His voice remained calm.
“Yes, sire. I served under Commander Vigor in the Queensguard.”
“Hel of a job you did with that,” King Atacinus snorted. “Meeting adjourned.”
With that, the meeting concluded. Tasha, swallowing a heated retort, was the first to leave. When she made it outside the double doors leading to the council chambers, she stepped aside and watched the others go.
What was I supposed to do? Tasha thought bitterly. It all happened so fast. I couldn’t save her - none of us could.
She shook her head to rid herself of the thought. Instead, she focused on looking for the one-horned dragon in the crowd. Once she spotted him, Tasha shouldered her way in his direction. She caught up when he stopped to adjust his harness.
“Hey!”
The dragon continued fixing his harness. He didn’t look up as he spoke. “Can I help you?” His voice was much higher-pitched than she would have guessed.
Unfazed, Tasha asked, “I don’t seem to remember you. Did you just join the council?” It wasn’t rare for the council to replace members mid-cycle, but everyone was usually notified beforepaw. Tasha moved closer to avoid a group of laughing council members walking by.
He tightened the knot at the top of his harness. Finished, he rose to his full height to be at eye level with Tasha. “I’ve been in the council since the last cycle. Don’t you remember?”
“Oh.” Once again, Tasha felt chilled to the bone just by staring into his eyes. It reminded her of a ghost. No matter how hard she racked her mind, she couldn’t remember seeing the dragon last year, let alone in the previous cycle. “Are you sure?”
The light-red Galontrian’s eyes narrowed. His claws flexed on the ground. “Check the records.” He shrugged. “If you’ll excuse me, I have places to be.”
Stunned, Tasha watched the dragon pad away. Tyr’s depths! I forgot to ask him for his name.
“Ready?”
Tasha spun around at Sarai’s voice. “Did you see all that?”
“What?” Sarai looked where Tasha pointed. “Oh, him. I saw you two talking, but I didn’t hear anything. What’s wrong?”
“I’ll explain on the way. What’s for dinner? I’m starving.” She winked.
[image: image-placeholder]Tez sat on his haunches against a nearby building as he waited for his mystery informant. His tail twitched. The blade tied to the end of it scraped the cobblestone ground absently, poised to strike at the slightest provocation.
When he met with the others earlier, they all decided they needed more time. After Tasoss picked an inn and they got settled for the night, Tez snuck out to the location the letter instructed. He made sure none of his companions woke up and followed him. I hope I’m not too late.
The few dragons that had been out when he arrived were gone. Just when he thought he got the location wrong, he saw two dragons land nearby. He emerged from the shadows.
“You said you had information?” Tez scrutinized the other Galontrian with Sarai. She was a dark-green dragon with patches of blue here and there. Her white horns were long even by Galontrian standards. Both were easily a head taller than him, though the new Galontrian was slightly bigger than Sarai. Sarai still wore her customary leather armor.
“A Utemial?” the new Galontrian asked, surprised.
“Were you expecting someone else?” His tailblade scraped the ground again as if to punctuate his words.
“Okay, calm down. Tez, this is Tasha. She’s on the council and is a friend of mine.”
Tez dipped his head rigidly but said nothing.
Sarai’s gaze drifted down to the end of Tez’s long tail. “Is that really necessary?”
Tez shrugged. “A precaution. You’re wearing armor. Is that really necessary?”
Sarai rolled her eyes. “Look. I brought Tasha here because she knows a lot about Arenor.”
“I do. He was a good friend.”
“I’ve already learned a fair amount from the library.” Tez crossed his forelegs. “I guess you might be able to help, though.”
“What do you know already?” Tasha asked.
Tez paused to think. “I know his address. I also know that he opposed the war and was the Headmaster at the University.”
“That’s it?”
He nodded.
“Did you learn anything else about the murder?” Sarai butted in.
“Only that there was a symbol there that was painted sometime after the murder.”
“A symbol?” Tasha narrowed her eyes. “What kind of symbol?”
“It was three claw grooves. Two were black, and the one in the center was red. I saw some dragons protesting bearing that symbol earlier that same day.”
“Draco Clan,” Tasha snarled. “I should have known.”
“Draco Clan? Who are they?” Tez asked.
“Only a group that despises the society dragons have built and want us to ‘return to our roots.’ Whatever that means.” Tasha’s voice dripped with hatred. She scratched the ground while her tail thrashed side to side. “I didn’t think they’d stoop so low as to begin killing council members. I thought they were focused on propagandizing poor Galontrians that don’t know any better.”
“We don’t have proof besides the symbol that they did it, though.” Tez bit the inside of his muzzle. “Does the clan support the war?”
Tasha’s anger changed to confusion. “I.. I don’t know.”
“Is that all you found out?” Sarai asked.
“I’m afraid so. The university’s records didn’t have much information about Arenor besides a short biography.”
“Did you check the council records?” Sarai asked. “They usually have more information.”
“I did.” He reached into his harness and pulled out the vandalized book. He handed it to Sarai. As she flipped through it, he said, “Arenor’s page was ripped out, along with several others.”
Tasha looked over Sarai’s shoulder as they flipped through the current cycle. “Wait. That was where my page was supposed to be. My page is missing!” She yanked the book from a startled Sarai and aggressively flipped through it. “Dreux is missing too.” She looked up, eyes wide. “Many of my friends are missing.”
Tez’s eye ridges furrowed. “I doubt they removed their pages because they were friends with you.”
“No. But we all supported Arenor when he went on his rants against the war.”
“Wait! I think I have a copy of this in my room in the palace.” When the other two dragons gave her confused looks, she smiled awkwardly. “What? I wanted to know all their names and history to impress my.. Nevermind. I’ll get it. There’s no way they vandalized mine.” She took off, leaving Tasha and Tez alone.
It shocked Tez to see the captain flip-flop from her usual prideful self to being embarrassed so quickly. She acted so sure of herself in the few times he interacted with her that it felt like, for a second, he had glimpsed an entirely different dragoness. Tasha didn’t seem fazed as she continued flipping through the previous council cycles. Her shoulders were tensed.
Tez shook his head. “Wait, did she say palace? She lives there?”
Tasha raised an eye ridge but didn’t remove her muzzle from the book.
Finally, Sarai landed with a book in her paws. It was in much better shape. She opened it and began to flip through the pages. “It’s an older version, so it doesn’t have the latest council cycle. I.. may have forgotten to return it to the library.”
Tasha and Sarai held the books together and compared the previous five-year cycle. “Yep. Oh. I remember him. He argued to cut funding to the army.” After several minutes of comparison, they closed the books with grim expressions.
“This doesn’t bode well,” Tasha said.
“Are all of the dragons with missing pages opponents of the war?” Tez asked.
“They are.” Tasha swallowed. “This can’t be a coincidence. It’s like they are trying to remove us from history..”
“They remove the pages, then Arenor dies.” Sarai looked at Tez, her blue eyes betraying her horror. “Is this just the beginning?”
Tasha’s jaw hung open.
Tez couldn’t believe it. Was it possible, or a mere coincidence? Would they kill everyone they removed from the book?
No one answered Sarai’s question. Tez was sure they all shared the same fear.
“I planned to go to Arenor’s address to speak with his mate tonight. I know it’s late, but we must know if he was planning something big. Maybe a protest? Why would they start with him first?” Tez looked at Tasha. “Maybe you could come with me. Were you friends with his mate?”
Tasha shook her head. “I was only friends with Arenor. He didn’t invite many dragons over. I don’t know how much help I would be. Besides, I have some paperwork I need to get done. They’re not happy with me as it is.”
“I’ll go with you.” Sarai puffed out her chest with resolve.
Tez held Sarai’s gaze for a long moment before he nodded. It was strange looking at her - just the structure of her face looked more Utemial than Galontrian; more inviting. And even.. He racked his brain for the word he was thinking of, but couldn’t find it. “All right.”
“This is bigger than we thought.” Sarai looked at Tasha. “Be careful.”
Tasha nodded. She doubled over and coughed. “I will try. You should be careful as well.” She gestured with her head at Tez.
Tez sighed. “We’re on the same side here, you know? I’m a Utemial, not a barbarian.”
Tasha ignored Tez’s snide comment. “You know where to go, right?”
“I have his address.”
“And do you know how to get to that street?”
“I-” Tez closed his mouth. “No.” He pulled out the paper the address was written on and handed it to Sarai.
“Relax, Tasha. He’s got me to protect him.”
“I don’t need protecting,” Tez protested.
“We’ll see about that. Take care, Tasha.”
[image: image-placeholder]Tasha watched the pair fly away. She waited a while before flying back to the palace to spend the night finishing her paperwork. She’d have to warn those missing from the records to be careful. One thought hadn’t left her mind since she learned of the missing pages.
Her page was missing too.
Was she next?




Chapter ten







The Bereaved
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Sarai tilted her head once and turned in that direction to land. 
Tez landed directly behind her. The street they were on had wooden homes on either side pressed against one another. The lack of alleyways made him feel trapped. There was always the option to fly, but losing enemies in the air was more challenging than disappearing into a dark road.
“This is it.” Sarai looked ahead. “His house should be about halfway down on the right.”
Tez had no choice but to believe her. He shifted uncomfortably on his paws at the thought. “Why are you helping me?”
Sarai stopped and shot Tez a confused look. “What do you mean?”
“In my experience, dragons don’t help other dragons unless they have something to gain.”
Sarai narrowed her eyes. “Sometimes dragons help others out of the kindness of their hearts.”
Yeah, right.
“But if you must know, Commander Lull halted our investigation. He says it was just a mugging.”
“There’s no way it would be that simple. Especially now that we know about the torn pages.”
“I know. But it’s not like I can resume the investigation without questioning his authority. Helping you out was the next best thing.”
I guess that sort of makes sense, he thought, still unconvinced.
They continued walking. On a wall, illuminated by a brazier, was graffiti. Tez’s mood immediately soured after he read it. Next to the hurtful words was the black and red symbol of the Draco Clan, if Tasha was to be believed.
Sarai sucked in a breath. “Wow.. I’m sorry..”
“Don’t be.” Tez sighed. “I’m used to it.”
The pair continued down the road. Tez pushed the thoughts of the anti-Utemial graffiti out of his mind and instead thought about Commander Lull. Would the commander still accept the results of his investigation if they figured it out? More importantly, was there still any money to be made?
Was there any incentive for him to continue?
“Wait.” Tez stopped. “If he stopped the search, will I still get paid?”
Sarai shifted nervously. “Err.. I’m sure-”
“I won’t.” Tez clawed the ground. “I should have known it was too good to be true.”
“Wait! Tez.” Sarai looked panicked. “I can find a way to get you the money.”
“How would you be able to do that?” Tez snarled. “You’re just a captain.”
“I’ll pay you myself.”
Tez snorted. “Yeah, I’m sure a captain’s salary will be enough to cover the original bounty.”
“Commander Lull could still pay you! Trust me. I’ll find a way. I can afford it because-” She stopped talking and perked her ears up. “Did you hear that?”
Tez furled his wings and looked back. Glass shattered. Someone cried out.
“That’s coming from Arenor’s home,” Sarai said.
Without another word, Sarai led Tez in a dead sprint to Arenor’s residence. 
Arenor’s home was like the others around it: a few windows, a single door, and two stories high. One of the front windows was shattered. Were they too late?
Sarai growled and jumped through the window without hesitation. Tez followed.
The interior would have felt homely if not for the glass shards and broken furniture. A balcony overlooked the small room they entered. There were sounds of a struggle upstairs. Together, they ran up the cramped staircase to find three dragons trying to force their way into a barricaded door down the hall. 
“In the name of Dreolia, I command you to surrender at once!”
Does she really think that will work?
All three Galontrian intruders stopped their assault on the door and turned at Sarai’s command. The closest one lunged right away.
Great.
Sarai was prepared. She dodged the first dragon, swept the second dragon off his paws, and began to fight the one behind him. Tez shook off his surprise at Sarai’s skill. He swung his tailblade at the first dragon while he was unbalanced.
The blue Galontrian dodged his attack and swiped his muzzle. Tez tried to move out of the way, but his back hit the railing of the loft. The intruder’s claws grazed his muzzle. Blood dripped onto the wooden floor. He attempted another swipe with the blade, but the dragon stomped on the base of his tail and kicked him in the stomach.
Tez fell to the ground, moaning in pain. He saw the second dragon getting back up to fight Sarai, who was fighting the third as if she had done this her entire life. Tez was willing to bet that she had.
Tez rolled out of the way just as claws came down to pierce his chest. He kicked out and managed to push the blue dragon back into the other. As he stood, he maneuvered his tail to collide with the back of the dragon's neck. Scales and blood flew into the air.
The first dragon that had been fighting Sarai was incapacitated. She turned to fight the other two. The second dragon fanned out his orange wings just as Tez was readying another swipe with his tailblade. Distracted, Tez didn’t notice the other intruder until he crashed into him. Tez flew off the balcony and landed on the first floor, splitting a table in half before hitting the ground. Wood fragments shot across the room.
Tez groaned as he fought to take in every breath. Above, Sarai battled two of the intruders alone. He was sure she was more than capable, but he couldn’t just let her fight alone. 
Or could he?
It wasn’t his fight. There wasn’t anything to gain from this investigation anymore. He could just leave through the broken window and forget this ever happened.
But what would his acquaintances say? They would be disappointed and probably angry that they quit the circus for nothing. Sarai was his only hope of escaping this mess with a profit. Without the money, he wouldn’t be able to fulfill his goal. He would be back at square one - jobless and without a plan.
Tez pushed himself up. Pain coursed through his back. He was sure he cracked a few scales and bruised a rib. A glance at the balcony above made him realize how dire the situation really was.
Sarai was in the middle of the small loft overlooking the living room. Both dragons surrounded her. She was keeping them both at bay but was quickly tiring. Sarai moved to intercept a hastily swung paw. Tez realized it was meant to be a distraction. The other dragon raised his serrated claws to seize the advantage. The third intruder was already beginning to stand up.
He had to do something, but what? He was too far! By the time he made it, Sarai would be dead. He couldn’t do anything.
Wait. I can. I can use magic. All he had to do was send a burst of fire to stop the dragon.
But what if she sees? She would tell others. Then my secret would be exposed. Would he ever be safe if the world knew who he was? His shoulders felt laden with anxiety.
He wouldn’t be safe if she were dead, either. These dragons were trained to kill and would come for him next. He wasn’t naive enough to think he would escape this alive without the guard captain’s help. Even if his magic didn't work, he had to at least try.
Sarai dodged the attack on her flank. The other dragon grazed her neck, drawing blood from the shallow wound.
That sealed his decision. Rage clouded his head. Despite his mind’s lack of focus, stars appeared in his vision. Imagining fire and emboldened by a foreign urge to protect, Tez launched a burst of fire at the blue dragon behind Sarai.
Horrible screaming enveloped the air. The smell of roasted affene hit Tez’s snout. The other two dragons, now standing, watched their companion burn. Sarai stepped aside, eyes wide.
The two intruders fled. Tez watched them leave through the shattered window as the last of the little stars faded from his vision. He saw what he thought was the tail of a green dragon disappear into the night in the adjacent window. He ran over to see who it was but saw nothing except darkness and the moon. I’m seeing things.
Tez steadied his breathing, surprised at the strength of the fire. That took almost no effort.. I can’t believe I did it on the first try!
Flames crackled and threatened to spread throughout the house. Tez focused, seeing little stars again, and attempted to summon water to put it out. Nothing happened. His breathing quickened as he watched the fire grow. Come on! Work!
Out of the corner of his eye, Tez watched Sarai drop from the balcony and grab a blanket from the couch. She flapped her wings twice and landed back on the broken balcony. She threw the blanket over the inferno and jumped on it to smother it.
Sarai’s actions made Tez lose his grasp on the stars in his vision. Stifling a snarl of annoyance, he reached into his harness pocket, pulled out his canteen, and threw the liquid onto the blanket above. The remaining flickers of fire died out, leaving only smoke behind.
“What in Skadi’s name was that?” Sarai breathed, standing.
“I.. Um..” Would she reveal to the world who he was? Now that his secret was out, all he could think about was how stupid he was. There was no one he could trust. She would tell-
“You know what? Nevermind. We’ll deal with that later.” Sarai walked to the barricaded door and gently knocked. “Hello? We’re friends of Arenor. It’s safe.”
Tez stared at the charred body and resisted the urge to vomit. He padded up the stairs to stand behind Sarai. Slowly, the door opened.
“You’re friends with Arenor?” a small male voice asked.
“Yes. We came to ask a few questions.”
[image: image-placeholder]“This is deeper than we thought. Why would they go after you as well?”
Tez listened to the two Galontrians speak in the living room. The soft cushion felt out of place after such a brutal start to the night. He couldn’t even think of sleeping after this, let alone being comfortable. The sound of water dripping from the balcony onto the first floor was the only constant he could find to ground himself in reality.
Arenor’s mate shrugged. “Arenor always spoke of trying to change the world, starting with the council. I don’t think he made it far.” He chuckled. “We both knew the risks. I didn’t think it would get out of paw so fast.”
“Was he planning anything big? Why wait until now if he was doing this sort of stuff for years?” Sarai scratched her muzzle in thought.
“He was planning a large protest with a good amount of council members, as far as I know. He told me he gathered enough to petition to delay the war. Said he read about it somewhere in the bylaws of the council’s constitution.”
“Someone must have ratted him out,” Tez said.
Sarai stared at Tez. “We’re going to figure this out together, and you’re not going to stop me.”
Tez was taken aback. Why was she acting so entitled all of a sudden? “I-”
“Yeah, yeah, your money. I’ll get you your money when-”
“Don’t worry about the money right now. We’ll figure this out first, and then we’ll talk about that.” While money was his goal, his face was now out there and in the minds of two dragons. They also knew he had magic. The city might not be safe for him anymore. Not that it was to begin with, being a Utemial. This investigation coming to an end as soon as possible with Sarai’s help would be the safest bet.
Arenor’s mate looked at the charred body of the intruder. “What should we do about that? How did that even happen, might I add?”
Sarai raised an eye ridge at Tez but didn’t answer his second question. “Leave it for now. I’ll take you back to the guard station to report the incident.” She glared at Tez. “Don’t even think, for a second, that you’re going anywhere else but the library. I’ll be meeting you there right away. We have some.. things to discuss.”
Tez gulped. He didn’t like the sound of that. It reminded him of his mother’s scolding. The thought brought back bittersweet memories. He followed them out the door with a sigh.
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“Shh. Calm down, Togoe.” Truthfully, Roslyn knew something had happened. The spell was strong and close, but it wasn’t as strong as it could have been. She’d sensed stronger spells before. “Can’t this wait until we get to my office?” The hallway Togoe stopped her in was only frequented by council members during the day. It wasn’t as busy as some others in the palace, but she didn’t want to risk anyone potentially hearing them - even this early in the morning.
“But, it’s magic-”
“Shh.” She placed a paw on his muzzle until he calmed.
Togoe took a deep breath. “Your highness, shall I inform the Commander?”
Roslyn shook her head and rolled her eyes. “No.”
“What should I-”
“You’ll keep watching him for me.” Togoe had been a good servant so far and told her everything Tez was doing in the library. If Tez wanted to waste his time combing through records, she’d allow him to. He wouldn’t be able to gather much of a case. “Let me know if anything else happens. Something that I wouldn’t.. expect.”
Togoe looked uncertain but bowed anyway. “As you wish. Should I report the dragons attacking Arenor’s-”
“No. Sarai will have already reported it. It would look.. odd if you were there as well. Now leave.” Roslyn shooed the green dragon away. He confirmed her suspicions wonderfully. While all her instincts told her to get rid of Tez immediately, she knew it best to let everything play out for now. Though, now that Sarai was helping him, there was a chance he could mess up her plan.
I’ll send someone to deal with them tomorrow. For now, she had more important things to worry about.
Once Bruatho’s out of the way, every race will be united. No more warmongering Utemials fighting for separation. Peace will reign.
Soon.
[image: image-placeholder]Tasha steadied her breathing as the Queen walked out of the hall. She kept her back pressed against the wall from around the corner. Tez has magic? What? Magic was a myth. A tale told to dragonets to make them fall asleep dreaming of fantasy. She’d be lying if she said she didn’t try to create fire or make an object float when she was younger. All dragonets did.
But Arenor’s home was attacked as well? She’d have to really be careful.
Tasha waited several moments before leaving the palace to fly home. The Queen never left her mind for the entire flight back, even during her frequent stops to catch her breath. Why was she sending Togoe to watch Tez? What did Tez do to gain the watchful eye of the Queen? The Queen knew he had magic since Togoe said so, but did she suspect that beforepaw? Or did his investigation cause her to spy on him? If Tez was in danger, Sarai would be too.
What is your game, Roslyn?




Chapter eleven







Dots
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Tez paced back and forth inside the library. The morning was right around the corner, and he hadn't had a wink of sleep. Why was he waiting here, anyway? He should be halfway to Misthold right now! He could find a cargo ship heading to Bruatho - if there was still any semblance of trade between the two warring nations - and sneak on board. Any minute now, guards would burst in and arrest him. Sarai was probably gathering soldiers right now. He felt hot and nauseous. 
I need to get out of this city. Now.
Tez took off his tailblade and slid it into his harness. It was cumbersome to fly with one, and the added weight could throw off the balance of even the most seasoned fighters. He’d fly to the inn where his acquaintances were staying and inform them of his plan.
No. They’d make me stay. I’ll just leave now and not tell them anything. Tez padded outside. The warm air of the covered courtyard practically begged him onwards. He ground to a halt when he ran muzzle-first into Sarai.
“What do you think you’re doing?”
Tez took a step back and scratched the back of his neck apprehensively. “Uh.. looking for you?”
“Yeah, right.” With a glare, she shoved him. “Back you go. We still haven’t talked.”
Tez, surprised at her assertiveness, backed up. She had a presence that commanded respect, like a teacher corralling misbehaving dragonets out of recess and into time-out.
“Why were you about to leave?” Sarai’s question was laced with a growl.
“I- I thought you were going to tell them.”
Sarai’s head shot back. “Tell them? No! At least.. not yet.”
Tez cringed and readied himself to fly. Getting around Sarai would be challenging, but it was his only option.
Sarai, noticing the change in his demeanor, backtracked. “What I’m saying is, I won’t tell them as long as you keep helping me with this investigation.” Her head suddenly turned. A dragon nearby buried his head in the book he was reading to hide his stare. “Let’s talk somewhere more private.”
[image: image-placeholder]“You’re blackmailing me?” Tez blurted once they reached the fifth story. The area was secluded and lacked dragons. It would likely remain that way until the sun came out. “I was expecting more of a thank you for saving me.”
“What? No! You’re lucky I didn’t smack you for almost burning me!” Sarai’s eyes trailed to the ground. “Look, I just need you to help me with this. No one else will help in the palace besides Tasha, but that would also draw suspicion to her.” 
“Oh.” Tez’s shoulders drooped. “Those assassins know about me, though.”
“That’s true. But I doubt they’ll inform the authorities. That would give them away as the intruders.” Her paw rested over his on the table in between them. “Your secret’s safe with me.”
Tez pulled his paws back. “Until I become useless to you. Don’t you have to work, you know, as a guard captain?”
Sarai frowned. “I’ve taken a few personal days.” Perking up, she asked, “How long have you had magic?”
“You don’t seem very surprised.”
“I had a long time to digest it since I saw you use it.” She crossed her forelegs over her armored chest. “You didn’t answer my question. How long?”
He sighed. “As long as I’ve been alive, I guess.”
“Does anyone else know about it?”
“No.” Not anyone alive, anyway. Besides those two criminals. “I keep it to myself and rarely use it. It’s not exactly legal.” Surely, as a captain of the guard, she knew of the old Dreolian law. While the other countries didn’t explicitly prohibit it, there were no reports of magic use that Tez knew of in the past two centuries. Every dragonet was taught the universal law, but most assumed it was some sort of joke, like the other stories of magic.
“That’s stupid. Magic should be celebrated and used!”
Tez grimaced. “Maybe you should petition your King to make it legal,” he spat. “Too obsessed with conquering Bruatho to care about the needs of his people.”
Sarai bit the inside of her muzzle in thought. “I could probably do that. I doubt he’d listen to me, though.” She paused, then smirked. “So, what should we do next, fireclaws?”
“Fireclaws? Don’t call me that.” Why is she so nonchalant about my magic? She acts like she didn't just meet me a few days ago.
“Why? It suits you.” She snorted. “If you have no suggestions, I think I know what we should do.”
“Where in Skadi’s name have you been?”
Tez jumped. As he peered over Sarai’s shoulder, he spotted Tasoss, Qyne, and Frago. He smiled sheepishly as they approached. “I was doing research with.. an acquaintance.”
“And you couldn’t have just let me know? Honestly, Tez! Do you know how worried I was when I woke up and you weren’t in the other nest?” Tasoss’s green eyes were wide. His body shook.
“Okay, maybe I should have said something. I just didn’t want to worry you.”
“Who is this?” Frago pointed at Sarai.
Before Tez could respond, Sarai answered, “Set. I’m helping with the investigation.”
Tez looked questioningly at Sarai. She shook her head. Later, she mouthed.
“What exactly did you do last night? Your scales are cracked everywhere!” Qyne said.
“There was a little fight.” Tez explained what had transpired last night. He neglected to tell them about his magic. It was bad enough that he had to trust Sarai with the knowledge.
Tasoss narrowed his eyes on Sarai. “You look familiar, but I can’t place your face to a name. You’re a captain?”
“Indeed.” Sarai adjusted her leather necklace, which denoted her ranking. “Recently promoted, in fact.”
“Why are you helping us and not working with the guards to investigate?” Tasoss asked.
Sarai gestured to the chairs around her. “I think we have a lot to talk about. Sit.”
[image: image-placeholder]After an hour of explaining and planning, Tez’s acquaintances left for other parts of the library to begin researching again. Tasoss took a position near the entrance to watch for suspicious dragons entering.
There hadn’t been much development since yesterday. Frago still hadn’t found the paint salesdragon. Tasoss managed to find trade records with Runkuok, but there were so many pages that he struggled to pinpoint anything useful. 
Tasoss was initially against continuing the investigation. “Maybe we should quit before we dip our claws too deep and can’t get out,” he had said. It took a few minutes of convincing before he relented and agreed to Sarai’s plans. He was still skeptical, but the promise of a reward was enough to silence the old Utemial’s doubts.
Tez and Sarai sat at the same desk, comparing her unblemished book with his vandalized copy of the membership records. As they flipped to the previous cycle, Sarai asked, “Are you really only doing this for the money?”
Tez sighed. “Yes.”
“What do you even need it for?” Sarai’s blue eyes narrowed as if she was still angry that he wanted payment.
“I..” Could he tell her? He couldn’t tell her the whole truth, but would even part of the truth make sense to her? Probably not, but I need to get along with her for now. He still didn’t trust her not to go back to the palace and tell everyone about his magic.
“I had a plan that I screwed up over a year ago. It was my fault. Had I planned better, it would have succeeded. I’m hoping the draves from this reward will give me a second shot at it.”
Sarai relaxed, her anger dissipating. “That makes sense. I assumed you wanted to become rich and famous.”
Tez’s heart dropped. “Anything but that! I’d rather disappear.”
Sarai smiled weakly. “I can relate to that. What kind of plan?”
If I told you that, you’d arrest me on the spot. “If we get through this alive, I’ll let you know.”
“All right, fireclaws.”
“I really do wish you’d stop calling me that.”
“Wait. Look here.” Sarai ignored Tez’s protest and pointed at a page in the council’s membership records. “I remember him. This dragon spoke with Tasha yesterday after the meeting.”
Tez examined the dragon’s portrait. Remi Terraneu was his name. The only strange thing about the Galontrian drawn on the page was his singular horn. “What about him?”
“Tasha told me she didn’t remember seeing him on the council before, but he insisted that he joined during the last five-year cycle. I should have looked for him last night, but I think we were too shocked by the missing pages to remember to check.”
“Well, it looks like he wasn’t lying.”
Sarai cocked her head thoughtfully. “Just for my sanity.. I wonder..” She flipped through her unvandalized copy to the list of the previous cycle’s members. After combing through it twice, she shook her head. “I can’t find him.”
“Are you sure?” Tez asked. He took the book from her and checked. Just as she said, Remi Terraneu was missing. “You’re right. I can’t find him anywhere.”
Sarai reached into her satchel and pulled out a piece of parchment and ink. Carefully, she wrote Remi’s name down. “Let’s compare books again and see if any other dragons were added to your vandalized copy.”
After an hour of thorough examination, they found five other dragons that had been added sometime after the book was published. The dragons appeared in both the previous and current cycles.
“Do they seriously think this would fool the council?” Tez asked.
“It fooled us. It’s working too since we know at least one of them is in the council now. We only noticed it because Tasha pointed that one-horned dragon out.”
Tez rubbed his forehead. The next move seemed obvious. “Let’s find Remi, then. We know he’s in the council. If we can capture him, we can interrogate him.”
“Good luck with that,” Sarai snorted. “It’s almost impossible to arrest a council member. Even with evidence, we’d have to first petition the Head of the Council. By then, he’d be long gone.”
“Who said anything about doing it the legal way?” Tez smirked. “We’ll just find him ourselves.”
Sarai shook her head. “Assuming his address here is real, I doubt he’d be unguarded. If we failed, we’d lose any advantage of surprise.”
“We can scope it out first.”
“Again. If we’re spotted, it’s over.”
Tez growled. “Well, what can we do then?”
“Hmm. We can’t just go and present our evidence to the King or Commander Lull yet. These dragons might even accuse us of forging my book.” She scratched one of her ears. “We’ll need to play our cards right.”
“What do you suggest?” He raised an eye ridge, impressed by how calm she was. Internally, he was freaking out. This discovery meant Flameshear, and possibly all of Dreolia, was in major trouble. What will this mean for the war? It might just get a whole lot worse for Bruatho. His heart thumped so hard that he thought she could hear it.
“We know several anti-war incumbent council members were removed from the previous and current cycles. One was Arenor, and he was killed. We also know that at least six others were added quietly after the elections. Someone added them in illegally. Someone - presumably those who killed Arenor - also tried to kill his husband. That’s all we know.”
“Sounds like enough to me.”
“Like I said. They’ll just accuse us of forgery. They’ll also say that whoever killed Arenor had a personal vendetta, as they also went after his mate. It’ll be our word against theirs.” She must have noticed his sour expression because she added, “Look, I’m just telling you how it is. This is the council we’re talking about. No other dragons know the laws - and how to exploit them to their own benefit - better than they do.”
Tez sighed, defeated. “Okay. What can we do?”
Sarai paused for a moment, thinking. Finally, she exclaimed, “That’s it!” She hopped out of her chair.
“What?”
“The census!”
“What about it?”
“I can look up their family members. If I can get them to testify that they didn’t join the council legally, we might actually have a case! It has records of every dragon in Dreolia. If they were born here, they’re in there. If they moved here legally, they’re in there as well.”
“Every dragon?” There were a lot of homeless dragons on the streets of Flameshear. Tez doubted they were all reported.
“Well, most. Pretty accurate, I’d say.” She tilted her head. “It’s harder to get records from smaller villages. The council sent auditors across the country to cross-reference our census with what they observed. They gathered birth records, obituaries, tax agreements - anything that proved residence. It cost taxpayers a lot, but King Atacinus thought it was worth it. It’s a big crime to forge or lie about births or deaths, so I’d like to think it’s accurate now.”
Tez wasn’t aware of any of that. He didn’t think a single Galontrian could be that meticulous about anything, let alone a whole group of them.
“I’ll go find it. There has to be a copy around here somewhere.”
While Sarai left to search, Tez looked around. A few dragons were on the same level as him, but no one paid him any mind. A dragon nearby was reading some treatise on music, while another was reading a math book. At least, that was what he could guess by the covers.
I need to clear my mind. Tez walked around to the other side of the circular balcony. He left the books behind. Two dragons were talking softly. A stack of books sat on the table between them. One cover caught Tez’s eye: Celestials, Magic, and Other Myths. 
“Hey, are you reading that?” Tez asked.
The Galontrian pushed his glasses back up his snout and shook his head. “Nah. It’s a bunch of stories for dragonets. You can have it if you want.”
Tez wanted to argue that they were barely out of dragonethood - much like himself - but decided against it. “Thanks.” He grabbed the book and slipped it into his harness.
One of them whispered loudly behind him, “I didn’t know Utemials could read.”
Once again, Tez held himself back. Years of practice made it easy, however annoying. There weren't many insults that he hadn’t already heard during his time on the streets.
They could at least get creative. Always the same lines.
When he returned to the table, Sarai was already there. Her tail twitched impatiently. “What’s with you and running off?”
“I was growing stiff just sitting here, reading.” Tez allowed himself to smile slightly. In some ways, Sarai reminded him of Sersa - and his mother. It was a strange combination. “Next time, I’ll chain myself down for you, captain.” He bowed ostentatiously.
Sarai snorted and changed the subject back to the investigation. “Here’s the census. They make only a few copies of it each year. This is the latest one.”
The book was huge. It looked relatively new yet had a layer of dust on it. Sarai brushed it off before opening it. As she searched the tome for Remi’s last name, she asked, “What’s your family’s name, Tez?”
Tez thought hard. He wasn’t sure Utemials had family names. “I don’t have one.”
“Hmph.” She continued flipping. “Galontrians are supposed to have one, but it’s rarely used outside of record-keeping like this. Do Utemials normally have them?”
“I don’t think so.” Tez watched the pages roll by until she slowed down in the T’s. 
“Let’s see.. Terr.. Terrae.. Terrau.. Wait..” Sarai moved her claw back up and read the list in her head again. “I don’t see it.”
“Let me.” Tez moved his head next to hers and scanned the page. “You’re right. I don’t see it. Maybe it wasn’t reported.”
“Check the other names I wrote down. They might be in it.”
Together, Sarai and Tez flipped through the census and found no trace of the other dragons that had been snuck in. Tez noticed Sarai’s breathing quicken.
“This can’t be.. Either they weren’t born in Dreolia, or they’re using fake names.”
Or the dragons administering the census aren't as infallible as you think. Tez grimaced. “Any other ideas?”
Sarai’s shoulders drooped. Her earlier bravado was gone. She sank into her chair. “We need evidence, but I don’t know how to get it! I could spy on him, but our case wouldn’t even be considered if we got caught. Who knows where else they’ve infiltrated if they’re already this deep in our government.”
“There are at least six council members there illegally. Possibly more.” Tez shook his head slowly. “This can’t be their entire plan. There has to be something more to this than just adding names and hoping no one asks questions. What exactly are they gaining from this?”
“Control of Dreolia.” Sarai shivered. “What they do with that control is the question of the hour, isn’t it?”
Tez let out a big yawn. He could tell Sarai was also exhausted from their lack of sleep the previous night, but she did an excellent job hiding it. “I-”
“Hey! Watch it!”
Tez turned and spotted the back of a green dragon jumping off the floor they were on. Another Galontrian was busy picking up her books and papers scattered over the floor.
Sarai was already at the edge looking everywhere for a sign of the dragon. Tez watched the disgruntled Galontrian pick up her dropped books, grumbling.
Sarai released an exasperated hiss and leaned down to help the short orange Galontrian pick up her books. “Who did this?”
“Pfft. Some green jerk from the guard that wasn’t paying attention. The library is the last place I’d expect a gua-” The dragon finally looked up and realized who she was speaking to. “..last place I’d expect a guard to.. fly away from!” She smiled apologetically.
“He fled?”
“That’s what it looked like. He was watching you two and bumped into me.”
Sarai shot Tez an anxious look. Tez shared the same fear - why was the dragon watching them? Was it someone that was connected to Arenor’s murder?
Was it the dragon that killed Arenor?
“I’ll let Tasoss and the others know what we found. And to be on the lookout.”
Sarai nodded. Her ears were flat against her skull.
Why couldn’t this have just been a simple mugging?
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Sanity’s Edge
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Tasha woke up gasping for air. She wheezed and rolled onto her side, trying to force out a cough that wouldn’t come. Just when she thought she would suffocate, she let out a string of coughs that freed her throat from whatever had been constricting it. 
After a few minutes spent recovering, she looked out the window. It was already noon, but it didn’t feel like she had gotten a wink of sleep. When she heard the Queen scheming with Lieutenant Togoe, she had flown straight home, promising to herself that she would mention something to Sarai when she got the chance.
I’ll have to tell her later. 
An image of a dragon seldom seen outside his laboratory crossed her mind. No, she thought. I won’t-
Another fit of coughs accosted Tasha. Once they subsided and she could breathe normally again, she sighed. “Okay. Maybe I’ll see what he can do.”
It wasn’t her best option, but it was her only realistic one. Nothing else worked. Medicine dragons were stunned and could offer no diagnosis or solution to her ailment besides medication to reduce the side effects. The medication no longer worked as effectively as it once did for the past month. There was a stronger cocktail of herbs that she planned on picking up at her local doctor down the road.
I need to get this fixed permanently. I’m living on borrowed time with these medications that barely work.
Tasha made it to the palace, only stopping twice for breaks. The extravagance of the complex never fazed her. Tourists gawked from outside the courtyard at the bronze rotundas and smooth, polished grey stone making up the King's residence. Tasha ignored them as she stepped inside. She had no work for the day - she finished her paperwork King Atacinus requested last night before overhearing the Queen - but she still wanted to get a head start on other work.
And now, visit Yoin.
She felt safer in the palace. At least no one could murder her without slipping past multiple guards. She tucked her wings closer to her body when she thought of Togoe and Roslyn speaking last night.
I hope.
Tasha passed several servants and some guards as she moved to the lower levels of the palace. There were noticeably fewer dragons on this level. It was used mainly by technicians to route pipes.
It was also the location of Yoin’s laboratory.
At the end of the dimly-lit hall was a small, unassuming set of doors. Tasha pushed them open without knocking. She never met the scientist, but she knew from palace gossip that he would get so engrossed in his experiments that he would shut everything else out.
The inside of the laboratory was so bright that Tasha had to close her eyes to allow them time to get used to the light. When she opened them, a vast, open room filled with bookshelves and tables greeted her. No table was empty - vials and various body parts from animals were strewn about. She thought she saw a dragon’s paw but wasn’t too sure.
Ahead of her, staring at a drawing of the anatomy of a dragon, was Yoin. The stories of his hideousness were not unfounded. While cross-pairings between Galontrians and Utemials were not unheard of - however frowned upon - pairings between Galontrians and Eagles were even less common. It was often subtle and unnoticeable if a dragon’s parents were a Galontrian and a Utemial.
Galontrian and Eagle pairings were uncommon for a good reason.
Yoin had black feathers in some places on his body, while grey scales made up the rest of it. It was as if both scale and feather were vying for control of his body with no clear victor. His claws were more similar to an Eagle’s long talons than a Galontrian’s serrated claws. Gangly wings that were wide and long meant he couldn’t fly fast or soar - another sign of his cursed ancestry.
Tasha cleared her throat, holding back another round of coughs that threatened to surface.
“Have you heard of nidheet?”
Before Tasha could open her mouth to respond to Yoin’s rough voice, he continued. “I thought not. It’s primarily used in Misthold and Summerguard. It’s a plant found on Bruatho’s southernmost island. Dragons there mainly use it as a contraceptive, though it has other benefits. A few Utemials brought it here to sell a decade ago. The curious thing about the plant is that it isn’t nearly as effective as advertised. Many users of nidheet still laid eggs. So I decided to experiment and learn why.
“At first, I thought they might be using it wrong. They may have taken it too early or too late. But no matter when they took it, fifty percent of the test subjects still bore an egg. So then I thought the Utemials were lying. They swore that it worked. They brought a few mated Utemial pairs they knew were living in Misthold at the time and allowed me to continue my experiments. True to their word, none of the females laid any eggs.
“That led to a different possibility: there had to be some sort of difference in the anatomy between a Galontrian and a Utemial aside from those that the naked eye could observe. And that was when I found this.” He pointed at the drawing. It was actually two drawings side by side: a Galontrian and a Utemial. “Here, Utemials have this organ connected to their stomach, while Galontrians don’t. I believe this organ helps them digest food more efficiently. I also think it helps extract whatever causes momentary infertility by eating nidheet. Galontrians don’t have this, so that could be why they aren’t getting the intended side effects.
“Now I think it has something to do with giving it more time to digest. I think it works only on some attempts with Galontrians because they haven’t had time to digest it fully. My next step is to test how long after eating the plant is the optimal time. I believe the organ helps Utemials digest food faster, which is probably why they don’t eat as much as Galontrians. I haven’t had the chance to experiment with that theory yet, though. Interesting, no?” He still didn’t turn.
Tasha thought for several moments about a response. “I- Yes, that is pretty interesting.” What else was she supposed to say? Did he want an intellectual discussion? She was a statistician, not a fertility doctor. I’m pretty sure they eat less because of their size difference and not because of an organ, but whatever. It worked for me when I used it. 
Finally, Yoin turned around. He scrutinized her for what felt like minutes, but it was only a few seconds. “Tasha. I recognize you.”
Tasha fought to maintain her composure. “I’ve never met you. How would you know me?”
He waved his claw-talons as if the question was frivolous. “Bah. I know everyone in the palace. You’d be surprised what a few draves can buy you information-wise. But alas, I don’t think you’re here because-”
Tasha couldn’t hold it back any longer. She turned to the side and coughed. It lasted a long time. By the time she finished and looked back up, Yoin hadn’t moved. His empty stare remained transfixed on her. 
“That’s the reason,” she panted.
“You come to me because of a cold?” he scoffed. “I am no common healer! Leave. The palace has healers for a reason. I am sure-”
“They can’t!” Tasha snarled. She tried to calm herself down. “I’ve had this for a while. It keeps getting worse. No one knows what it is. They’ve tried everything. Please! I don’t know who else to go to.”
Yoin studied her more closely. “I suppose I could figure something out..”
“Thank you!” Relief washed over her. Finally! It will be over!
“But I need something in return.”
Tasha’s relief was swept away by apprehension. “W- what do you need?”
Yoin walked around her, not answering. He picked up one of her wings to study it. It took all of Tasha’s willpower not to jerk it away from him. “Hmm. No signs of wingdecay. You said they tried all medicines?”
“Yes.”
“What else do you feel?”
“It’s hard to breathe, and I can’t fly for long without catching my breath unless I take a bunch of herbs. I guess achiness as well, but I usually can ignore that.”
“Hmm. Sounds like something has infected your lungs.”
“Wouldn’t the medicine have fixed that then if that were the case?” The medicine dragons assured her that wasn’t the cause.
“Most of the time. But there have been cases in the past that medicine couldn’t cure.”
“So it’s uncurable?”
“I didn’t say that.” Yoin stopped his pacing and stared at her. “I also dabble in potion-making here and there. The magical variety.”
Magic? An image of Togoe and the Queen appeared in her mind for the second time that day. “You have one that can fix me?”
“I have the recipe to make one that can heal you. But I have no capabilities of making it anymore.”
“So why tease me? If you can’t make it, why offer it?”
“I can make it, provided I have the right supplies.” Yoin smirked. “In the past, the old King was very.. generous with his donations. He wanted no magic users on the streets. I needed their blood. It was a win-win situation.”
There were magic users captured as early as a decade ago in Dreolia? Even I didn’t know that, and I was a guard at the time! How was that kept a secret? Tasha stifled another cough that threatened to rise up as the Eagle-Galontrian hybrid continued.
Yoin ruffled the few feathers on his body. “The blood has dried up. King Atacinus came to power and barred me from using their blood. The pathetic council nearly exiled me. Atacinus saw merit in my experiments but made me agree to the concessions of moving my lab down here and no longer using live subjects, effectively sabotaging all of my research that was nearly finished!” Yoin steadied his rough breathing. “Several years later, Queen Suri’s murdered, he marries the new Queen, and then the prisoners with magic disappear seemingly overnight.”
Yoin moved so that his muzzle was mere clawlengths from Tasha’s. His breath reeked of fish and something.. metallic. “Then my little ears inform me that magic has been seen again in the capital. I don’t know who this dragon is other than they’re a Utemial.”
Tasha breathed slowly, digesting the information Yoin had given her. When she realized he was waiting for her to speak, she asked, “So, what do you want me to do for you?”
Yoin grinned. “If you bring me this magic user, I’ll create a potion to cure your ailment.”
Capture Tez? Could she? She certainly had the skills in combat from her training as a guard of the Queen, but she hadn’t been tested in over a year. Now, with her condition worsening, she wasn’t sure if she was capable of such an act. “I can’t..”
“Then I’m afraid I can do nothing for you.” He began to walk back to the diagram.
She couldn’t let him go. This was her only chance of saving herself. There wasn’t any other way. 
“Wait!”
He stopped.
“I don’t know how much fighting I can do in this condition. I don’t know how I’d even capture them.”
Yoin chuckled, a grating sound that chilled Tasha to the bone. “I have just what you will need.”
[image: image-placeholder]Tasha tucked all of the supplies Yoin had given her into her satchel and began the arduous flight back home. Mentally, she was checked out. She didn’t want to think about what Yoin wanted her to do. She’d deal with it tomorrow. Even though it was early afternoon, she was exhausted. The customary rain was just beginning. It looked like a much stronger storm than usual, judging by the darkness of the clouds.
Only when she was halfway home did she realize she had forgotten to tell Sarai about the Queen.




Chapter thirteen







Bounties and Bloodshed
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Tez blinked the sleepiness from his eyes. It was only a little past noon, yet he felt ready to sleep for the rest of the day. Sarai’s muzzle was buried in another book. Her tail twitched anxiously. She showed no sign of tiredness despite also not getting any sleep from the previous night. 
Tasoss, Qyne, and Frago were now on high alert for any suspicious dragons. The whole fiasco with the green dragon had put everyone on edge. Frago had finally done what Tasoss couldn’t and found a trade document on what she thought could be the paint brought over from Runkuok. They planned to find out exactly what shop ordered it and see if they remembered what customers they had in the past week.
Tez was growing nervous sitting in the library. He thought about bursting through the council’s doors and outright accusing the one-horned dragon but knew it was a stupid idea. Tez hoped Sarai would find a way to get more evidence soon. The library was starting to feel like a prison.
His stomach rumbled. Sarai closed the book and looked up. “Hungry?” she huffed.
“A bit.” Truthfully, he was starving, but he could wait a little longer. He wasn’t sure if it would be safe to leave the library alone, no matter how much his stomach tempted him.
Sarai tapped her claws impatiently. “I should go tell Commander Lull. I should have when we first found out.”
“Now? What if they’re watching and waiting for us to make a move? You said it yourself that you don’t know where they’ve infiltrated. What happened to needing more evidence?”
“That’s what I thought originally. But if that dragon spying on us was in league with them, how much time do we have left? We’re just sitting here with information that could destroy the country!”
Tez hadn’t thought about it that way. Sure, it was important information that should be shared with the appropriate authorities, but they still hadn’t figured out who exactly killed Arenor. If they gave away what little they had now, would he still get his bounty? He still wasn’t sure Sarai could pay even half of what was promised. “It’s not safe.”
Sarai snorted. “I can defend myself. You, on the other paw, should stay here.”
“I can fight,” Tez argued.
“Dragonets, maybe. A trained guard? Doubtful.”
Tez bristled with indignation. Was she seriously judging him after seeing him fight only once? “You haven’t seen me at my best.”
“Just stay here.” She shrugged. “Or leave and get killed. I’ll be back soon.”
“What about the money?” Tez asked before she was out of earshot.
Sarai let out an annoyed snarl. “You’ll get your money when we figure this out.” She grumbled something under her breath and glided from the balcony.
Tez sighed. He had a hard time understanding the dragoness. He only knew her for a day or so, but it was usually easy to read a dragon. Dragons gave a lot away without realizing it. With Sarai, though, it was a challenge. At one moment, she’d be in a teasing mood, calling him fireclaws just to get a rise out of him, and in another moment, she’d be stoutly serious. 
Part of him wanted to go with her despite knowing she could defend herself. He hated that he felt even partially that way. She wasn’t annoying to be around like other dragons he knew. He found himself sort of enjoying her company, however annoying the teasing could get. He liked the lilting quality of her voice.
He shook his head. Tez reached into his harness and pulled out the book he had taken from the Galontrians earlier: Celestials, Magic, and Other Myths. The book was well-worn and had obviously been through numerous claws throughout the years. Surprisingly, the binding was still intact. He skimmed the pages until he found the first chapter: Celestials.
“Celestials are a mythological dragon most similar to a Utemial in appearance, though they have been described in some accounts to be bigger than even a Galontrian..”
Whatever, he thought, turning the page. It was just a bunch of descriptions of their powers and appearances.
“While the existence of Celestials is still widely debated by historians, there is another theory that Celestials would occasionally mix with the other races of dragons. The children of these pairings supposedly exhibited powers similar to that of a Celestial, though significantly weaker. As time passed and these children had children, the powers would disappear and reappear, manifesting in only some of the descendants. The colloquial term for these dragons was ‘Descendant,’ heirs to the power of the fabled Celestials.”
Tez raised an eye ridge. If this were true, that would make him a Descendant. Good thing this is all just a bunch of stories dragons created for fun. Many dragons didn’t believe in magic, and he didn’t blame them. He doubted he would believe in it if he was in their place. It wasn’t exactly something that could be proven just by asking around. Magic was real, but not because some magical dragon species mated with a few Galontrians and Utemials.
“Celestials lived in the Northeast portion of Quassa, which is today known as Laqus, by..”
He flipped through the rest of the book absentmindedly. There was something else later in the book about how the heart of a Celestial could give near-unlimited power to those who wielded it. It also mentioned how there was a map in Opo that could lead the reader to the Celestials’ lost city, but to activate the map, you needed the blood of a Celestial, which made no sense to Tez. If you had the blood of a Celestial, you could just ask them for directions instead of draining their blood.
Tez’s head began to droop lower and lower. He closed the book and slid it back into his harness. A quick nap will do me good, he thought, drifting into sleep.
[image: image-placeholder]“DON’T LIE TO ME!”
The dragon in the red robe smacked Tez’s mother again and shoved her to the floor. “Search the house!”
Tez shrank back into the cellar. The hatch closed behind him. Pawsteps echoed from above as the invading Galontrians inspected every inch of their small three-room house. Tez sat in the cold darkness and shivered. He crawled into a corner of the basement and watched the small beams of light that broke through the cracks of the door, expecting it to open at any moment. He sniffed. Tears streamed down his face.
“GAH!” the dragon roared. “You’ll pay for that, wench!”
The dream shifted. The darkness warped into a scene of the library’s entrance. Tasoss sat nearby with a book resting in his claws. To the casual eye, he was simply reading. Upon closer observation, however, a dragon could tell he was watching every dragon that walked through the door. 
Suddenly, a spear flew from the entrance and pierced the stone just above Tasoss’s head. He roared and stood, but another impaled his neck. He collapsed.
A dragon clad in a black hood stepped into the library. Dragons were roaring and scrambling past him as he grabbed his spears from Tasoss’s lifeless body. He took off towards the upper floors where Tez was sitting..
[image: image-placeholder]Someone screamed.
Tez shook himself awake. What was that dream? It felt so real.
A brown projectile appeared at the edge of his vision. He jumped out from the desk just as it went through the chair he had been sitting in. 
“Tez! Watch out!” Sarai shouted faintly from far below.
Yeah, could have used that a few seconds ago. He rolled along the stone floor to dodge a second spear. 
A dragon landed where the spear had impacted and yanked it from the floor. He turned his hooded gaze to Tez. Tez gasped. It’s the same dragon from my dream! Does that mean Tasoss-
He had no time to think about the old Utemial as the dragon charged at him. Tez scrambled out of the way. The assassin narrowly missed his first thrust with the spear. As if intending to miss, the black-hooded dragon stabbed straight forward for a second time. Tez leaped into the air and flapped his wings to gain altitude. It was enough to dodge the strike. His tail smacked the dragon’s muzzle, doing nothing more than disorienting him. He sorely missed his tailblade. The assassin’s hood flew back, revealing a crimson-scaled Galontrian beneath.
The assassin recovered quickly. He thrust upwards and sliced through the scales on Tez’s hindleg as Tez hovered over him. Tez gasped painfully and landed nearby. Pushed to the defensive, he backed up and dodged the assassin’s attacks. His eyes followed the tip of the spear as if his life depended on it. Dodge, move, dodge, move. One mistake would cost him his life.
He couldn’t think of anything to break the rhythm of the assassin’s offense. Anything he tried would give the trained killer the time to score a hit. His hindleg throbbed, threatening to slow him down. Tez realized that the assassin was pushing him to the balcony’s edge. It would only take a few more seconds until he would be forced to fan his wings to fly over the railing or stop. Both would give the assassin a perfect chance to finish him.
Just as Tez was steeling himself for a last-second gambit, Sarai and the others landed on the balcony. Distracted by the new adversaries, the assassin threw one of his spears toward Frago. The dark-blue dragoness dropped off the balcony to avoid the spear. She bumped into a bookcase by mistake, causing it to shake and several books to fall.
Sarai and Tasoss landed next to Tez and began to swipe their foreclaws at the assassin’s neck and chest, pushing him back. The crimson dragon moved with grace and precision as if he could see every strike in advance. He slid his tail under Tasoss, causing him to fall. Sarai ducked under one of his claws and slashed at his chest, missing by just a scale.
“Who sent you?” she hissed.
Tez, sensing his chance, charged the assassin. The assassin pulled a spear out of seemingly thin air and threw it at Tez. Tez had to cut his flight short to avoid the projectile. He landed with a thud on the ground. He gasped, trying to get more oxygen into his begging lungs.
“Where in Tyr’s name did he get a third?” Tez groaned. The act seemed straight out of Jaka’s circus. He grabbed his head to stop the world from spinning.
Yet another spear was swung in a wide arc towards Sarai, who jumped back just in the nick of time. Qyne appeared and landed on top of the surprised assassin. The assassin threw Qyne off as if he weighed nothing more than a parrot and ran shoulder-first into Sarai. Unprepared for the assault, the purple and black captain was thrown back into a table.
Tez was rising to his paws shakily when he realized the assassin was charging at him again. A spear was pointed directly at his chest. Frago and Sarai roared.
Suddenly, Tasoss cut the assassin off by ramming into him. His spear clanked onto the wooden floor. Tez, shaking off his stupor, ran and grabbed the spear. It felt clunky in his paws, but it at least prevented the assassin from using it against them again - unless he had another somewhere in his cloak.
The crimson dragon shoved Tasoss off of him and stood. Around him, in a semi-circle, were five angry dragons. While he tried not to show it, it was clear that he was tiring. Even with weapons and training, any dragon would struggle against such numbers.
His red glare drifted to Tez. “Count your days, Utemial. We know who you really are.” With that, he jumped off the balcony.
Sarai, without hesitation, jumped down after him.
“Tez!” 
Tez ignored Tasoss’s cry and followed Sarai. Rage clouded his judgment. I’ll kill that dragon!
Sarai grabbed the assassin’s tail and used his momentum to swing him into a bookcase. He plunged straight through it. The tower of books swayed and fell towards where Tez and Sarai hovered. The pair flew from the destruction. Dragons darted around them, heading for the exit in a mad panic like a disturbed hive of bees. 
Sarai looked at Tez as they hovered side by side. “The guards will be-”
Claws raked Tez’s back. Tez, reacting on instinct, thrust the spear he still held in his forepaws up and into his attacker’s shoulder. The assassin cried out, releasing his grip. His flight wavered. He flew for the entrance.
The fallen bookcase slammed into another, causing a domino effect. Paper and books fell through the air like a storm created by trees in an attempt to get revenge on dragons for chopping them down. Sarai moved to follow, but the chunks of wood falling forced her to cancel her pursuit.
She let out a frustrated roar. “I would have had him!”
“Look!” Qyne appeared with the others close behind them. “The guards are here!”
Sure enough, a group of guards had appeared at the entrance. It wouldn’t be long until they were spotted.
“I don’t know about you all, but I don’t feel like explaining ourselves to them.” Tasoss gestured to the roof. “We need to get out of here! There’s a fire escape hatch at the top. Come on!”
Tez followed them. Sarai gave the entrance one last longing look as if she expected to see the assassin there, gloating.
Tasoss kicked the hatch open. Together, the group of Utemials and Galontrians flew into the sky. Rain immediately accosted their scales, battering them from a warm afternoon storm. All around the library were hundreds of dragons and guards intermixed. Tez gave a silent word of thanks to Tyr for the dark and cloudy skies. It would be difficult to spot them in it.
“Where do we go now?” Frago asked, panting.
“We need to leave the city,” Tez said. “Whoever sent that assassin is still out there.”
“What? Where will we go?” Tasoss asked.
“He’s right.” To Tez’s surprise, Sarai agreed with him. “The city isn’t safe for us. We know too much. Our best option is to flee for now.”
“Okay. But where should we go?”
Tez opened his mouth to answer, but Sarai beat him to it. “Bruatho.”
“The closest cities in Bruatho are occupied by Dreolia right now!” Qyne said. “We might as well stay in Flameshear if that’s our only option!”
“They won’t be looking for us there. Think about it. We don’t have to stop there for long. Just enough to get supplies and make it to the safe parts of Bruatho. Dreolia is no longer safe.”
“Set might be right,” Tasoss said.
“Well, I think-” Tez started.
“Aren’t you a captain? Just go explain yourself to your commander-” Qyne began.
“NOWHERE IS SAFE!” Sarai snapped. “I can’t even trust my own commander. He didn’t believe me when I told him what I had found. Something bad is going to happen in Dreolia soon. Believe me, I want to stay and help my people, but whoever is after us will kill us before we can tell them anything.  At least in Bruatho we can use their network of spies to get the information to the right dragons without risking our lives.”
Everyone was silent. The rain pelting their scales and the flapping of wings were the only sounds over the roaring wind. Finally, Tasoss spoke. “Ardglass it is.”
No one argued.
[image: image-placeholder]“I have failed you, my Queen.”
Queen Roslyn rolled her eyes. Leave it to a non-Descendant to fail such a simple task. She should have sent a Descendant to guarantee the job would get done, but there were none currently in the capital or even nearby.
“One hundred draves. One hundred draves.. and all I have to show for it is a destroyed library and hundreds of angry scholars. Do you know how many words there are for hate?”
The crimson assassin shook his head.
“Me neither! But the count keeps increasing every time I talk with them about how we cut their funding. I swear they’re making some of them up! Now the library is a mess and will cost who knows how much to clean up.” She snarled suddenly, striking the wall. “Now I am back to square one. I have no idea where Tez went, and Sarai is missing too. I suppose Sarai being gone is helpful, but that was the least of my problems!”
“My Queen, I can try agai-”
The Queen roared again and held a paw out. Instantly, a stream of flames flew just above the dragon. “Leave me!” she growled.
He scampered out.
She had initially aimed her paw directly at him but decided against it at the last moment. The death would have been quick and painless - more than the weak assassin deserved - but she didn’t have time to draw out punishment. It wouldn’t look good to her superiors if she went around killing their dragons, however much she would have liked to.
These Draco Clan assassins are useless. She hoped Tez and Sarai were long gone. If they were, she could still finish her plans without difficulty. Tez’s survival was merely a minor setback in the grand scheme of things. The other Descendants would handle him when they deemed it fit if they ever crawled out of whatever hole their leader kept them in.
“Onwards and upwards,” she sighed.




Chapter fourteen







Required Vacation
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“We’ll land on the coast up ahead.” 
Tez almost plummeted to the ground when Tasoss uttered those words. The group had been flying towards Ardglass all day and had finally made it to the coast of Bruatho’s southernmost island, Matacord. Most cartographers neglected to include island names on their maps as they could differ depending on which country a dragon was in.
He still felt irked from earlier. Everyone ignored him when Sarai explained her plan. Sure, it was a good plan, but why couldn’t they have at least heard him out as well? He had good ideas too.
The sand beneath his paws felt incredible. He collapsed as soon as he landed, soaking the sun’s residual warmth into his scales. It was nearly midnight. He and Sarai had no sleep from the previous night, so he hoped to fall asleep undisturbed. The others were talking nearby. He closed his eyes and started to tune them out..
“Tez! Stand up. You can sleep when we’re finished.” The frill under Tasoss’s muzzle quivered as he spoke.
“I also need to look at that leg,” Frago added.
Tez almost forgot about his leg. The assassin had managed to graze his scales with one of his spears. The bleeding and pain had mostly gone away, but it still throbbed occasionally. “I’m fine.”
“No, Frago’s right. You may think you are, but these types of injuries can get infected easily,” Tasoss chided.
Tez grumbled a few choice words and stuck out his hindleg for Frago to apply a salve to. He didn’t know she was experienced in healing. Not many dragons in the circus spoke about their past. He briefly wondered what her profession was before the war. She was pretty handy with tools, she could paint, and now she could heal? A dragon of all trades, he thought.
“What happened before the assassin attacked me?” Tez asked.
Sarai’s black and purple muzzle was a grim line. “I was returning from the barracks when I saw the hooded dragon walking to the library. It was lucky timing.”
“Yeah. Thank Skadi you showed up when you did. A spear was thrown just above my head. I’d have been a goner if it wasn’t for Set here. She showed up and fought him.” Tasoss shivered. “I can’t help but think about what would have happened if he didn’t miss..”
Tez shivered, causing Frago to drop some poultice on the ground. She glared at him. He steadied his leg for her. What Tasoss described sounded just like his dream, only without his death. Why would he dream of something before it occurred? It had to be a coincidence. What else could it be?
“Oh, about that.” Sarai smiled sheepishly. “My name is actually Sarai.”
“Ah, I thought I recognized you!” Tasoss grinned. “You’re Queen Suri and King Atacinus’s daughter!”
“I am.” Sarai raised her head and puffed out her chest. “Technically, it’s Princess Sarai, but just Sarai is fine.”
What? Tez’s heart dropped into his stomach as the others spoke in shocked voices. He felt nauseous. She doesn’t know, she doesn’t know.. he repeated in his mind.
“Wait,” Qyne began, cutting everyone off. “If you’re the princess, why did you come with us? Surely your father would have protected you.”
“He would have, but there’s always a chance they would still be able to get to me if they really wanted me dead. That assassin back there could have easily tried to kill Tasoss or me, but after he kicked me aside, he went straight for Tez.” She gestured with her head to Tez. “I have a feeling they know who he really is now.”
“What do you mean?” Tasoss asked.
Tez shook his head wildly. They didn’t know, and he wanted to keep it that way for as long as he could - just like everything else from his past. Considering Sarai was a princess, he would need to be extra careful.
Sarai regarded him for a moment cooly. “I guess he can tell you when he feels comfortable. Either way, you are the only dragons I can trust. In terms of not being in league with those trying to kill us, I mean.” She took a deep breath. “Is Bruatho safe? Will they allow me entry?”
“If you’re with us, they might. Just don’t tell them your true identity.” Frago looked at Tasoss. “I don’t think any of us have been that far north. All of us are from Matacord.”
“Okay. Hopefully, they can make use of the information we have. If they can help make the dragons of Dreolia aware of the frauds in the council or gather more evidence, their plans may get ruined.”
“That’s if they haven’t already succeeded,” Tasoss said. “If it means destabilizing the enemy, Bruatho will help. They’ll probably take anything they can get at this point.”
Tez yawned while the others discussed who would take the first watch. He was unsure of what to think about the assassin. Who was the “we” he was referring to, and what did they know about him? He had a guess of what it was they knew, but he refused to think about it. That would mean admitting to himself that he wasn’t safe anywhere.
There has to be at least one place that’s safe for me in Quassa. Right?
“Sarai, why didn’t the commander believe you?” Tez asked when there was a lull in the conversation.
Sarai rumbled angrily. “It was like he didn’t even care who I was! Ignored me like I was a guard fresh out of the academy reporting ghosts. I know I gave up any special treatment by becoming a captain, but he could have at least given me the benefit of the doubt!”
There was silence for a few moments. Waves crashed into the sand, and the wind blew the few palm trees side to side. Tasoss sighed. “Where will we go after Ardglass?”
Tez had been thinking about that during the flight when he wasn’t thinking about how comfortable a soft bed of feathers would feel. “We-”
“We’ll go to Draylens and find the leaders there. Tell them our plan and what we know. If they agree, perhaps we can go to the capital and hash out the details with the generals and the King of Bruatho.”
The others nodded and voiced their agreement. Tez huffed indignantly. Why wouldn’t they just listen to him? He was supposed to be the leader. They joined him, not Sarai! He could have easily come up with that plan himself!
As he laid his head in the coarse sand, he tried to think of what he knew about Bruatho. It was a pitiful amount. He knew the geography and the cities but nothing about the current government or any famous generals. What kind of a Utemial was he? Even though he was back on his home soil, it felt wrong. Their leadership let Llyn get razed to the ground and allowed Ardglass, Bellaneu, and Zeffari to get annexed with little to no resistance. 
He wanted Bruatho back to its former glory, but the current leadership allowed this to happen in the first place. Could he still be patriotic to his country and simultaneously despise its monarchs and generals?
At some point, while he was thinking, the others had gone asleep. Despite how tired he was, he felt the need to stretch his legs. As he stood, he noticed there were only three dragons around him. Where’s Sarai?
Tez heard wood splintering. When he walked towards the sound, he spotted Sarai standing amongst a small grove of palm trees. She appeared to be sparring with the trunks.
Do I ask her what’s wrong? She has to be exhausted like I am, right?
He jumped when she said, “Are you just going to stand over there and stare all night?”
Tez padded closer, still maintaining a reasonable distance. It was difficult to look her in the eyes, knowing who she really was. Would she look at him any differently if she knew the truth?
Of course she would. And I wouldn’t blame her.
“Did you take the first watch?” he asked.
She struck the trunk again. It had multiple grooves and was missing a good chunk of its bark. “What do you think?”
Taken aback by her gruffness, he watched her fight the tree for a minute. Finally, he asked, “Why are you fighting a tree?”
“I’m training,” Sarai hissed. “I should have killed that assassin. It’s my fault that he escaped.”
Tez’s eye ridges furrowed. What was she on about? If she hadn’t helped, Tasoss would have surely died. In his dream, Tasoss was killed. Did he see another reality where Sarai hadn’t come back in time?
No. I’m overthinking it. It was a dream. Just a coincidence.
Still, Tasoss did say that she saved him. “You saved Tasoss. If you didn’t-”
“Yes, I know!” she snarled. “But that assassin is still out there somewhere! I should have ended him. I wasn’t good enough then. But I can train so that I will be good enough next time.” She resumed her battle against the tree.
Tez was unsure how to comfort her. He wasn’t put into these types of situations often, and if he was, he quickly left them. No one came to him for emotional support. It wasn’t because he couldn’t offer any, but because all of the dragons he had surrounded himself with in the past year had similar traumatic experiences. They survived this long. What could he say to make the pain go away that they hadn’t already tried? 
He knew from experience that there was no true remedy. Either dragons ignored it and let it pile up in the back of their minds, or they drowned out the pain with something else. Drinking in Jaka’s case. Fighting a.. tree, in Sarai’s case. Revenge, in his case.
“You should get some sleep and let someone else take first watch. We both didn’t-”
“Just leave me alone!” she shouted. “You don’t underst.. Forget it. Go away.” As she spoke, the anger slowly dissipated into a meek murmur.
Tez walked back to the others and plopped himself down. There was no point in arguing or trying to comfort her. Why should he? She wouldn’t do the same for him. No one would unless there was something in it for them.
“That’s just how life is,” he whispered, yawning.
At least he didn’t have to worry about getting paid since she was royalty. But that meant she had to stay alive until he was paid.
I guess I’m stuck with you for now, princess.
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Scratching the Surface
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“We need food.” 
Tasoss eyed Qyne. “Ardglass isn’t much further. There’s an ocean right here if you can’t wait.”
Qyne looked at the ocean despairingly. “I can’t fish.”
“What kind of an islander are you?” Tasoss snorted.
“I can’t either,” Tez admitted. “I’m from Llyn. Not much ocean nearby. Or water, for that matter.”
Sarai landed a few moments later, stirring up a cloud of sand. “There’s no hunt nearby on land. I haven’t checked the sea yet.” She seemed back to her usual self. There was no trace of her anger from the previous night.
I’ve never seen a dragon so angry act completely normal the next day. I guess it makes sense. She seems like the type of dragon to hide her emotions to focus on more pragmatic matters.
Tez didn’t understand how she spoke so confidently all the time. There had to be some sort of secret to it. She seemed to always be in control, and her tone made it clear that she expected respect from others. Maybe if I start copying her..
“Are we done complaining? I could hear Qyne from the air!” Sarai flicked her tail. “It will only take a few hours to get to Ardglass from here. If you dragonets can’t wait, I suppose we can fish..”
“Let’s just go already,” Frago said. “It will be nice to see Bruathon Utemials again.”
“Tasoss, you know the area better than I do. You lead,” Sarai said.
Tez followed Tasoss’s similarly-colored white and grey form into the sky. It wasn’t long until small farms began to appear. Most meats came from the sea, but the wheat and vegetable farms that dominated Matacord added variety to the diets of those that called Bruatho home. Tez growled when he saw some of the farmland still charred from the war. The black mess was a stain on the beautiful, flat landscape.
The wind probably made it worse, Tez thought. That’s the only good thing about Dreolia. Less windy.
The outskirts of Ardglass were on the horizon after an hour. A dozen more flaps of their wings earned them the first glimpse of the city.
The port city wasn’t the pinnacle of beauty, but it was still an impressive sight to behold. The docks were especially impressive - the only city that rivaled that portion was Draylens. A vast network of wooden decks and piers stretched far into the shallow blue ocean. Tens of ships were tethered against the platforms, with many more out in the sea waiting to dock.
Tez hissed upon seeing the group of warships clustered along the edge of the docks. All bore the colors and flag of Dreolia: a green dragon with its wings outstretched. His claws itched to rid the city of its invaders, but what could he do alone versus an army? Would his magic be enough to even the odds and give the city a fighting chance?
Tez snorted as the thought crossed his mind. As if.
The rest of the city wasn’t tall. Thousands of buildings spread out over the flat landscape. Wooden and brick buildings made up the majority of the city, with a few stone buildings here and there. Tan and grey were the predominant colors, making the buildings stand out from the lush green landscape. 
A plume of smoke that Tez initially assumed was from a blacksmith shop grew bigger as they approached the city. Tez realized it was fire from a destroyed building. Soldiers flew around the wreckage in wide arcs as if searching for something.
What happened there?
“We should avoid that,” Sarai said, pointing at the destruction.
“Probably.” Tasoss angled his wings to the right, toward the bazaar.
“Don’t we have to go through the gate?” Tez asked as they flew over the small stone wall. He had no idea what it was supposed to defend the city from. It would stop affenes, maybe, if they were able to swim from Dreolia. There weren't any land animals that could challenge a dragon on Matacord. Some of the tiny bushcats certainly tried, though.
“We technically should, but they have more to worry about than a couple of unregistered dragons,” Tasoss said. “I did the same thing last time I was here. No one bothers you as long as you stay away from the Galontrian guards.”
The group touched down a few blocks away from the main market on a grassy street mixed with patches of sand. Instantly, Tez could see what Tasoss was talking about.
Galontrian soldiers clad in brown leather armor similar to what Sarai wore marched in a unit several dragonlengths away. The soldiers paid them no mind and continued down the road. Utemials around them openly glared at the soldiers as they marched past.
Tez couldn’t dream of living in such conditions. Enemy soldiers patrolling the streets was better than the alternative of total destruction, but it made the city feel more like a prison. Tez could almost imagine how peaceful the city could have been if not for its annexation. He wondered what it would have been like to raise a family here before the war.
Must have been nice. It’d be selfish to bring any dragonets into the world in this day and age. Now, Bruatho sits idly and lets its people suffer.
“Ooh.” Frago padded off to admire a mosaic painting on a shop’s brick walls, nearly bumping into a family walking past.
“Frago! Focus,” Qyne said.
Frago looked over her dark-blue shoulder. “You know that’s difficult for me!”
Qyne rolled his eyes. “Let’s at least come up with a plan first! Then we can look at art.”
“But it’s from the Ionian Period!”
“The market is this way,” Sarai said. “Qyne’s right. You can appreciate the architecture once we get what we came here for.”
Frago huffed. “Fine.”
As they grew closer to the market, the streets became more chaotic. The market was situated right next to the docks to allow for easy movement and sales of various commodities. Utemials walked around the colorful bazaar. It wasn’t as busy as Flameshear’s markets, but it was close. Tents were set across the courtyard in every color Tez could imagine. Cobblestones slowly replaced the ground beneath them.
Tez felt happiness seep into his heart, replacing the concern the fire from the city center brought. These were his people. It felt amazing to be around Utemials again, even if they no longer had autonomy over their city. At least their wings are still attached to their bodies, Tez thought. A couple of Galontrian guards were walking around and scrutinizing select Utemials, but it seemed relatively safe. As safe as a dragon could get in a market, anyway. Pickpockets were always a threat, no matter how many guards were employed.
Tasoss’s face betrayed similar emotions. Frago was more reserved, which was completely out of character for the normally hyper Utemial. Qyne was also grinning. 
Part of Tez’s happiness dissipated when he saw a black-scaled beggar sitting beneath a wall. Her wing lay limp at her side. It tugged at Tez’s heartstrings to see a Utemial having fallen under such misfortune. He knew what it was like to have to beg to survive. Tez pulled out a drave from his harness but stopped himself just before throwing it. He bit his lip in contemplation.
I need every drave I can muster. Once I fulfill my plan, life in these cities will be much better. She won’t have to beg anymore.
She needs the money now, though, his conscience argued. It isn’t her fault that she’s in this situation. Our leadership caused this. It’s just one drave. Besides, I’ll make the money back eventually from Sarai. Decided, he threw the drave to the beggar. Her murmur of thanks was lost in the roar of the crowd.
“Okay. We all have money, right?” Sarai asked, shooting Tez a quizzical look.
They all nodded.
“All right then. Let’s split up and purchase food and other supplies you think we may need. Meet back here right away. I don’t want to spend any more time here than we have to. Understood?”
Each dragon nodded and went their separate ways. No one commented on Sarai’s assumed leadership, much to Tez’s chagrin. Did they forget that they joined him in this quest, not Sarai?
Tez padded after Sarai until he was walking side by side with her. She wasn’t as tall as other Galontrians were, but she still had about a claw’s worth of height over him. He had been thinking about how she acted the previous night. Since he was guaranteed to spend more time with her, he wanted there to be no animosity between them. He hoped it would soften the blow if she learned the truth about him. “About yesterday..”
“Do you see them staring at us?” she whispered, ignoring the beginnings of his question.
Tez looked around and noticed some Galontrian guards giving Sarai perplexed looks. He wasn’t sure if it was because they recognized her as the princess or that she was a captain. No dragons in the library recognized her as royalty as far as he knew, so it was probably the latter. Tez frowned when he realized some Utemials were also giving him angry looks. That hurt more than when the assassin’s spear struck his hindleg.
“Probably because of your armor and rank?” Tez offered.
Sarai looked down at herself and sighed dramatically. “Ugh! I completely forgot that I still had this on!”
“Can’t you just take it off?”
Sarai gave Tez a look that said, ‘Are you stupid?’ “Do you see any other unarmored Galontrians?”
Now that she mentioned it, he didn’t see any Galontrians that weren’t guards. It was mainly a colorful collage of Utemials amongst the vibrant colors of the tents.
“Guess not.” He spotted a dried fish salesdragon. “Oh, look! There’s a food shop over here.”
The blue tent was relatively small compared to the others around it. Fish freshly caught from the Nasvua Sea hung from the roof. A multitude of dried fish were spread out across a wooden table. The green Utemial glared at them as they approached.
“How much for the jerky?” Sarai asked.
He huffed. “For you? One pound for one drave.”
“What?” Tez snorted. “I can get five pounds for half of that!”
“I’d give you the fair market rate. I don’t know what glory this Galontrian is after, dragging her prisoner around.”
“He’s not my prisoner,” Sarai said calmly. “Look, how about I give you a drave, and you give us eleven pounds of jerky.”
“Not happening.” The shop owner sat on his haunches and crossed his forelegs.
Tez began to speak, but Sarai cut him off. “Fine. There are plenty of shops selling fish jerky. I’ll find a better price.” She began to walk away, leaving Tez staring dumbfoundedly. 
“Wait!” the salesdragon shouted. “Tell her to wait,” he said to Tez.
Sarai stopped and turned her head around. Her body remained facing away. “Yes?”
“All right. Eleven pounds for a drave.” His tone made it obvious he wasn’t happy to concede in such a manner.
“Excellent!” Sarai came back and handed the Utemial one of the precious metal coins.
Tez watched the transaction take place, impressed. He would have never been able to haggle for less than market price. Why did it seem like she knew more about Bruatho than him? He should be the one haggling! They were only half a day’s flight away from the ruins of the city he grew up in!
Sarai tucked the bag of fish jerky into a large pocket on her armor. “It might be best if we remain separate for now. We’re drawing too much attention to ourselves. Besides, you might get better deals as a Utemial.”
I doubt that. “Okay.” Tez watched her disappear into the crowd. Surprisingly, she didn’t stick out much as a Galontrian amongst the marginally smaller Utemials. Tez was sure she’d blend in seamlessly if she wasn’t wearing armor. After a few seconds, he went in a different direction.
Tez tucked his wings close to his body and curled his long tail around his forelegs as Utemials walked past him on either side. He felt trapped by the number of dragons around him. Some nearly hit him as they passed. The hard cobblestone beneath his paws felt particularly uncomfortable and hot.
Tez slipped into a less crowded alley to catch his breath and ease his tension. The joy of being around Utemials was quickly fading and was being replaced by the growing anxiety of being trapped. Even the brick walls of this alley, while giving enough room for two adults to walk side-by-side in, felt compressed.
Tez covered his ears to drown out the crowd noise. Dragons sang inside the building he was pressed up against. It felt like the cellar all over again. He expected the door next to him to swing open and for Dreolian soldiers and mercenaries from Runkuok to pour out.
His racing heart finally calmed when he realized how ridiculous he was. This was his homeland! He shouldn’t be scared! As he adjusted his harness, he backed away from the building..
..and straight into a Galontrian soldier walking past.
“S-sorry,” Tez mumbled, moving back to the wall.
The soldier responded with a growl. His paw moved to his holster, hovering over the handle of a sword.
Two other soldiers with him cut off any means of escape. All three were dressed in brown leather armor. Their necklaces betrayed two of their rankings as mere soldiers, but Tez wasn’t foolish enough to think that made them less of a threat. The other dragon, a large grey Galontrian, was a captain.
“I don’t want any trouble,” Tez said, keeping his head low. It wouldn’t do him any good to get into a fight and possibly be captured now. He was so close to getting paid! He could already hear Tasoss’s chastising.
You shouldn’t have left Sarai.
An alleyway? Were you trying to find trouble?
One of the soldiers, a black and red Galontrian with black horns, shoved him back. “You Utemials just don’t know how to keep your grimy paws to yourselves.”
“You’ll learn this time,” the other soldier growled loudly. 
From over the purple dragon’s shoulders, Tez noticed that their altercation was drawing attention from the market. It was the opposite of Sarai’s plan to be inconspicuous.
She wouldn’t be happy.
The purple Galontrian swung his claws at his head in an attempt to end the fight before it started. Tez ducked just under them. The soldier anticipated his dodge and slammed his paw into his chest, causing him to reel over. He tried to swing his bladeless tail, but the black and red dragon kicked his back. Tez fell onto his side. Paws pummeled his stomach. The captain drew his sword.
Just as Tez thought he would have no choice but to use magic, another dragon roared from the other side of the alleyway.
“You’re a long way from your garrison, Captain Sindel.”
The dragon Tez had first bumped into sheathed his sword but kept his paw firmly on the handle. “Is that so?”
The new dragon bore a black cloak over her body with a hood that obscured her face. She was orange and yellow where the mantle failed to cover her scales. Her long tail snaked its way over her shoulder as if she were a scorpion. A tailblade was tied to the end, poised and ready to strike. Dozens of metal and leather bracelets adorned her uncovered forelegs. “I suggest you leave now while you still have the chance.”
Captain Sindel looked up. Tez followed his gaze. Several heads poked out on the roofs on either side of the alleyway with nocked arrows aimed directly at them.
The grey dragon snorted. “Whatever. Enjoy your freedom while it lasts.” The captain spat on the ground and retreated with his soldiers. The small crowd that had gathered at the alley's entrance parted to allow the Galontrians to take off.
“Are you all right?”
Tez pushed himself up and ruffled his wings. “Nothing’s broken. Thanks.” He studied the dragoness in front of him. Her cloak made it difficult to discern anything about her other than her scale color and adornments. That voice. She sounds familiar..
“Wait. It can’t..” She padded around him, examining his scales. “You look just like her..” She paused as she ended up in front of him, staring. “Are you.. Veormo’s dragonet?”
Tez froze. He had only heard that name a few times in his life - always from adults that spoke to his mother in front of him. “How do you know that name?” he whispered.
His savior pulled her hood back. “Tezyrnth?”
“Ytie?” Tez’s jaw dropped.
“Still no manners,” Ytie chided, pushing her glasses up on her snout. “You’ve grown. You’re an adult now! I thought-”
Whatever else she said was drowned out by Tasoss’s voice.
“Tez! Are you okay?” Behind Tasoss was the rest of his group.
“I’m fine. Just had a small run-in with some Galontrians.”
“Seriously? I leave you alone for five minutes, and you’re already running into trouble? Why did Sara-”
“Set!” Sarai cut Tasoss off with a pointed look. “And I left him because too many Utemials were suspicious of me.”
Above, the dragons’ bows were still drawn. Ytie glared at Sarai, her black eyes betraying her suspicion. “I thought I told your friends to leave!” 
“Wait!” Tez held out a claw.
Ytie didn’t turn her glare away from Sarai when she spoke to Tez. “Do you know this captain?”
“Yes. We.. know each other.” Tez stepped in between Ytie and Sarai. “She’s not an enemy. I promise.”
Ytie held Sarai’s stare for a few more moments before switching to Qyne. “And him?”
The sandy-colored Galontrian snorted. “As if I’d fight against my own country.”
“Ah.” Ytie relaxed, satisfied. “I know a Bruathon accent when I hear one. You sound like you’re from Bellaneu.” Her tone was noticeably more amiable.
“I am.” Qyne didn’t elaborate further.
Ytie waved a paw at the sky. The bows disappeared.
“Who exactly are you?” Tasoss asked.
“Apologies, but I can explain everything once we’re in a place with fewer ears.” She pointed her long, narrow snout at the crowd. It had diminished since Ytie showed up, but it didn’t go away yet. “Never know who’s listening. Everyone has their price. Even Utemials.”
Before Tez could ask what she meant by that, Qyne asked, “Hold on. How can we trust you?” 
Frago stepped up next to him, adjusting her satchel of tools. “Yeah. How can we?”
“You can trust her,” Tez said before Ytie could respond. 
Tasoss cocked his head questionably at Tez. He shrugged. “If Tez trusts her, I trust her.”
“Those Galontrians will be back with more. We must move quickly. Follow me.”
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Tez’s mind raced with thousands of questions to ask Ytie. How did you live? Did anyone else survive? Where did you go?
What was my mother like?
Even though his dreams were tortured with scenes from the painful, bloody night, he was losing his memories of her. No matter how hard he tried to remember, nothing came up except screams and fire. The thought of forgetting her entirely terrified him.
Behind Tez’s group ran the rest of Ytie’s band, bearing the same black cloaks as Ytie. They moved with purpose. Ytie may not have been born in Ardglass, but she moved like she grew up in these streets.
Ytie stopped at an unassuming cellar door. She opened the hatch and gestured to the others. “Down here.”
Tez gazed into the hole. Darkness consumed the entire path that slanted beneath the building. It reminded him too much of the cellar at his old dragonethood home. “I don’t know..”
“It’s okay. I’ll go first. Chirso will make sure it closes.” Ytie dropped down. The dark abyss swallowed her form.
Tasoss, noticing his hesitation, cooed comfortingly. “I’ll be right next to you.”
Tez grunted and looked at the others. They were all waiting on him to enter. Sarai cocked her head. I can’t let them see me as weak. I’m supposed to be their leader. He gritted his teeth and followed Ytie into the tunnel.
The dirt beneath his paws was damp and stuck to his scales. It was barely wide enough for Tasoss to fit behind him. The tunnel gradually widened as Tez moved through the darkness and followed the tip of Ytie’s yellow tail. Ytie rounded a corner. Light began to seep into the corridor. Tez fought the part of his mind that screamed to turn around and fly away.
The tunnel finally opened into a large chamber. Several doors lined the room. A few dragons lying around looked up as Ytie approached and dipped their heads respectfully. When Sarai entered, however, they shot up to all fours.
“Relax. They’re friends.” Ytie held out a foreleg to calm the dragons.
Tez looked around the room as the rest of the group filed in. Stone made up the walls and roof, but the floor was made of packed dirt. Tables lined the walls holding papers and tailblades. Dozens of wooden crates were scattered around, filled with weapons and other supplies. One box was overflowing with some type of black powder. There was another crate made of metal. A symbol of a dragon’s skull was stamped on the front. I wonder what country that came from. I don’t recognize that sigil.
Ytie’s band of dragons formed a semi-circle around Ytie while Tez’s group stood behind Sarai. The new dragons continually stole glances at Sarai and Qyne, the only two Galontrians in the chamber.
Frago shifted nervously beside Qyne. 
Tasoss’s eyes narrowed on Ytie. “So.. what exactly happened back there?”
“Sorry for dragging you all down here. It was for the best. I am Ytie. I’m the leader of the rebel cell in this portion of the city.”
“Rebels. That makes sense. I heard some were stirring up trouble,” Sarai said.
Ytie glared at Sarai again. To Tez, she said, “Are you sure we can trust her?”
“Umm..” Tez started. The only dragon that he had a semblance of trust for was Tasoss, and even that was tenuous at best. Blindly trusting other dragons was how dragons died.
“I’m against the war if that’s what you mean. So, I’m on your side.” Sarai snorted at Tez. “I thought he would at least vouch for me. We fought together for Tyr’s sake!”
Tez glanced at Sarai and was surprised to find that she looked hurt. Just because we have a mutual enemy and purpose doesn’t mean we’re friends. That was the way the world worked. She probably never left Flameshear in her entire life before yesterday. Coddled like a princess because she is a princess.
“How do you two know each other?” Tasoss asked.
“Ytie was my teacher back in Llyn,” Tez said, his voice low. “Before.. You know..”
“Yes. I taught hundreds of dragonets. But I was good friends with his mother, so-”
Tez cleared his throat, cutting Ytie off. “We can reminisce later.” The words came out more bitter than he intended.
The rebels beside Ytie moved for their weapons, but Ytie stopped them. “He’s right,” she sighed. “The war has been hard for everyone. We can speak of the past when the future is certain.”
“What’s going on here with the rebels? We saw fire when we came here. Did you have anything to do with that?” Sarai asked.
“Yeah. It was huge!” Frago said. “I wonder what-”
“It was an explosion,” Ytie explained. “We’re still not sure if rebels caused it or if it was just an accident. No rebel cell has claimed responsibility yet that I know of. The rebels of Ardglass aren’t supposed to use such attacks. We want to preserve the city, not destroy it!”
“Was it the soldiers, then?” Tez asked.
The rebels around Ytie chuckled. “Don’t let them hear you calling them that,” she said. “They call themselves peacemakers. They’ve been a consistent presence here since Ardglass was annexed, but recently their numbers increased tenfold. There used to be no patrols. Now there’s one almost everywhere you look.”
“It wasn’t the soldiers that caused the explosion, to answer your question,” a dragon next to Ytie said. “We have an idea, though.”
“Then who do you think did it?” Sarai questioned.
Ytie growled. “The garrison of soldiers here increased after a series of attacks that destroyed many buildings and killed a few dragons. The temple was the latest building destroyed. All thanks to the Draco Clan.”
Sarai let out a low hiss. Tez grimaced.
“I take it you’re familiar with them?” Ytie asked, noticing their reactions.
“They’ve been protesting in Flameshear,” Sarai said.
“Their symbol was also next to the murdered body of a council member,” Tez added.
“Oh! I still have it.” Frago reached into her satchel and pulled out a crumbled-up piece of parchment. She straightened it out and handed the paper to Ytie. “I sketched what we saw.”
“Yep, that’s it.” Ytie nodded and handed it back. “These attacks have been occurring more frequently, but we never see the clan. We only know it’s them because of their markings, like that one. I can only assume this last explosion was them as well.”
“Why are they doing it?” Sarai asked. “How are they benefitting from it?”
Ytie and some of the other rebels shrugged. “Beats us. If they wanted more military presence and increased tensions, they have accomplished that. They’ve been recruiting and polarizing dragons to support their cause. These dragons advertise their ideologies in the form of protests like you were saying.”
“That’s horrible,” Tasoss said.
Sarai nodded. “I wish we could help, but we need to get into a city controlled by Bruatho as soon as possible. We may be able to end the war.”
End it? That’s optimistic, Tez thought. Slow it down, perhaps. The others gave Sarai strange looks. All they really knew about was a single murder and the vandalized books. If someone else was killed since they left the city, then there may be enough evidence to get a rise out of the people.
“In that case, we won’t keep you waiting,” Ytie said.
“We came here for supplies. Do you know the best place to get some? The market wasn’t very cheap,” Tasoss added.
“We can help with that.” Ytie gestured to the dragon next to her: a muscular Utemial with brown scales. “This is Chirso. He’ll help you get whatever you need. We have much down here already.”
“Are you sure you can spare anything?” Sarai asked. “The situation here seems pretty dire.”
“For the five of you just to travel to Bruatho? You’ll hardly put a dent in our supplies. For now, rest your wings. It will be dark soon.”




Chapter sixteen







Warmakers
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Tez attempted to preen the mud from between his scales where he lay in a corner. The others slept on the other side of the room. Their gentle snores echoed around the underground chamber. Throughout the night - at least, he assumed it was night, judging by how tired he felt - dragons had shuffled in and out. The constant pawsteps kept him from falling asleep for more than an hour at a time. He gave up on sleeping the fourth time he was roused from his slumber and instead decided on cleaning. 
He stood and shook himself, growing bored. Sarai had made plans to leave right away after a short rest, but Ytie convinced her to stay at least until morning. She slept with the others with her leather armor still on.
Tez fumbled with his harness and slipped it over his body. After checking to ensure everything was still in it, he walked through one of the doors where he had seen the most dragons entering.
The new room was a little smaller than the previous one. Tables were set up meaningfully as if the room was used frequently for meetings. Shelves lined the stone-walled room loaded with blades and other weapons that Tez had never seen before. One looked like some kind of gadget designed to be strapped to a foreleg. He reached for it.
“Don’t touch that.”
Tez yelped and spun around. “Ytie. Hi.”
“That’s Miss Ytie, to you. Manners were never your specialty,” the orange-yellow dragoness laughed. “Even after every scolding, you still forgot.”
Tez’s face felt hot. “Yeah, sorry about that, Miss Ytie.”
“There you go.” Ytie smiled. 
Tez stared awkwardly at his old teacher for what felt like minutes before he cleared his throat. “So..”
“Yes?”
Will she remember? Or is that wound still open, like my own? “Do you remember my mother?”
“Of course I do. She was a good friend. We spent a lot of time together.”
“What was she like?”
Ytie frowned. “You don’t remember? You were six when.. well..”
“Yes and no.” Tez grabbed his head with his foreleg. “The good memories I had with her seem fuzzy when I try to recall them. I only remember her screams when.. everything, you know, happened.”
Ytie placed a comforting paw on Tez’s shoulder. Tez leaned into it, forcing himself not to cry. I don’t cry. I don’t look weak. 
“Your mother was a brave dragoness. She looked nearly identical to you. Marble-white scales, a grey belly, and small horns. She was kind. Not very big, but she had a strong heart that made everyone enjoy her company.”
Tez squeezed his eyes shut. I won’t.
“She always spoke to me of her troubles. She trusted me with a lot of things.” Ytie paused as if she was lost in a memory. “And I always had to tell her what a bad dragonet you were.”
The memories began to resurface. One was his mother yelling at him for trying to fly away during recess. Another memory of stealing a fellow dragonet’s lunch because he was hungry made him smile. The pain slowly faded. Tez chuckled softly. “Thanks.” He blinked furiously to stop the tears that threatened to leak down his face.
“Of course.”
Tez looked around the dark room again. Braziers flickered, giving the only light in the chamber. He noticed a few more metal crates with an odd sigil in one corner, just like the one in the other room. The sigil was a white dragon’s skull. It looked vaguely familiar, but he couldn’t place it in his mind.
“Where did you get that?” Tez pointed to the metal containers, changing the subject.
“Oh, that?” Ytie frowned once more. “One of our newest recruits brought it. He said he found them abandoned on the coast north of Zeffari. Probably some pirates that forgot their supplies. However, I’ve never seen a metal crate before. Only wooden ones.”
Tez stared at the crate. It was strange that it was made out of metal. I swear I’ve seen that symbol before. I just can’t remember where. After committing it to his memory, he looked back at Ytie. “Strange.”
“Indeed.” Ytie studied Tez’s face. She looked like she was grappling with something internally. Finally, she said, “Do you remember your father?”
Tez turned back to the crate. “Only that my mother refused to speak of him. Said he abandoned us as soon as I was born.” It was a sore topic, but he had his whole life to come to terms with it before the war happened. Sure, he was a little upset that he never knew his father, but he’d gotten over it.
“She told you nothing?” Ytie inched closer.
“Nothing.” What was her deal? Why was she so incessant about him?
“Have you noticed anything.. different about yourself?”
Now she was being really weird. Tez turned around and almost jumped back when he saw how close she was. “Different? How so?” Tez’s eyes narrowed. He could smell the fish she had for dinner on her breath.
“Do you know what a Descendant is, Tez?” Her stare was intense. 
Tez shifted back, but Ytie moved with him. “I guess?”
She glanced around the room anxiously before meeting his gaze again. “Magic, Tez. Do you have it? You would know if you do.”
What? How does she know? “Why do you ask?” Tez asked suspiciously.
“Because-”
A thunderous boom came from above. The ground shook beneath Tez’s paws. Ytie caught him before he collapsed, pushing him back up. Dirt and bits of stone peppered his scales from above.
“What was that?” Tez hissed.
“They’ve found us,” Ytie breathed.
Rebel dragons poured into the room. They ran past them and into the main chamber in an organized panic, fumbling with swords and tailblades as they passed.
“Who found us?” Tez swallowed.
“Dreolia.” Ytie looked around. “You and your friends need to leave. Now.”
“But-”
“Do as I say,” she growled. More patiently, she added, “Your time will come.” She pulled a tailblade seemingly out of nowhere and slipped it on with practiced ease.
“When will I see you again?” He couldn’t lose her now! She was his only connection to his mother. I have no one else. Please. He wanted to voice his thoughts, but the words wouldn’t come out.
Ytie pulled Tez into a hug. He resisted at first but eventually relented. “We’ll see each other again. I can’t promise when, but I know we will. We’ll talk about your father then.” She winked as she pulled away.
Tez’s heart felt simultaneously hollow and full. While being with Ytie was helpful for his mind and spirit, her words made Tez question what he knew about his past. Who was my father? Did Ytie know him?
“Tezyrnth?” Tasoss’s fearful voice echoed from the next room.
“Go to them. I’ll show you the secret way out.”
Tez waited for a few more rebels to shuffle through the door before following behind. The others were awake and shaking the sleep from their bodies. Tasoss ran over immediately.
“I was so worried!” He studied Tez all over.
“I’m fine, Tasoss.” Why is he always fawning over me?
“See? I told you,” Frago padded over with Qyne and Sarai. “You weren’t with us when we went on our missions during the circus. He can take care of himself. You know, this one time-”
“Yes, yes,” Qyne sighed. “You were right, Frago.”
“I assumed Fireclaws over here had something to do with it. He seems to have a knack for causing trouble.” Sarai’s eyes flashed mischievously.
Is she seriously teasing me now? This is serious!
“Fireclaws? Is that some kind of pet name?” Tasoss asked.
Tez rolled his eyes, sighing. “No. Don’t enc-”
The cave shook again. Dragons shouted from somewhere down the corridor they had entered earlier. Ytie appeared under the archway Tez had come from. “What are you all waiting for?”
“Ytie is going to show us the way out of here,” Tez explained, grateful for the distraction. Any chance not to talk about his magic was welcome.
“We’re not going to help?” Qyne asked, offended.
“I appreciate the offer,” Ytie yelled over the rumbling, “but you won’t be of much use unless you studied the tunnels all night instead of sleeping!”
“Fair point,” Qyne muttered.
Together, the group chased after Ytie. The sounds of fighting gradually subsided, replaced by an eerie silence occasionally broken by grunts and heavy breathing. Tez fought an internal battle to stop himself from turning back. He thought he saw red eyes staring at him from down another tunnel they passed. He swallowed nervously and continued after Ytie.
“Does this tunnel ever end?” Qyne moaned, breaking the tense silence.
“This is nothing,” Sarai huffed. “Wait. Aren’t you a Galontrian? This should be easy for you!”
“I’ve lived among Utemials my entire life. Maybe their small lungs have rubbed off on me,” he joked.
Tasoss snorted. “As if. I’m triple your age and a Utemial, and I’m not even panting yet.”
Qyne somehow managed to run and sulk simultaneously - an impressive feat, given the circumstances.
Just as Tez’s lungs began to burn, moonlight started trickling through the dimly lit tunnel ahead of them.
“Here.” Ytie began to push open the hatch leading to the city above. She suddenly froze and hissed when she heard pawsteps, leaving the hatch slightly ajar to not draw attention with any sudden movements.
“I swear, the entrance is here somewhere!” someone complained from above. “I have the tunnel map memorized completely!”
“If it’s not here, you’re not getting your payment.” The new voice was deeper and infinitely more frightening.
“I promise I’m not lying!”
Ytie’s eyes blazed with fury. Tez half expected them to turn as red as the lava from the volcanoes in the east.
Did someone betray them? Tez thought. It was the only thing that made sense at the moment. Unless a citizen saw them using the tunnels and decided to report them for a reward..
Everyone’s out for themselves. He repeated the mantra in his head. Trust no one, and you can never be hurt or betrayed. It’s just as Ytie said: everyone has their price. Even Utemials.
Ytie tensed when the voices stopped. The pawsteps sounded closer.
“What is that?” the deep voice asked.
Ytie jumped out of the hatch with a roar, startling the soldiers outside the entrance. When Tez surfaced, seven soldiers and a small Utemial stood baffled at the sudden intrusion. They emerged in a wide alleyway. Brick walls lined the sides and prevented easy escape.
“Go!”
“Like Skadi we’re doing that.” Sarai and Qyne dropped into low crouches, ready to pounce. The others formed a circle with them. 
Tez joined the circle. He flicked his tail and almost moaned out loud. Why do I keep forgetting my tailblade?!? It was in his harness, but he doubted he had the time to put it on. A loosely tied tailblade could mean the difference between life and death.
I’ll rely on my claws.
“They captured a captain!”
One of the Galontrians shook off his stupor and unsheathed his sword, swinging wildly. The weapon wasn’t very long, making it easy for Qyne to duck under it. He slammed his paw into the blue dragon’s face. The soldier collapsed. Qyne ducked his head to ram into another soldier with his curled horns.
Sarai pounced on another guard who didn’t expect her to be against them. She punched the Galontrian in the muzzle with the pad of her paw, knocking him out cold. Ytie was busy fighting two more of the soldiers.
Tez remembered to close his jaw while he watched the dragoness fight. She was my teacher, he reminded himself. Now she’s a rebel leader that can fight. Strange times. Tez swung his tail in a wide arc to stave off the other two soldiers. The gambit kept them back, as they likely expected a blade at the end. Even still, a well-aimed tail could send a dragon stumbling. While they were distracted, Sarai jumped on one of them. The attack sealed the other’s decision to retreat.
In less than a minute, five soldiers were knocked out cold. One was bleeding from her neck, though her chest rose and fell steadily. The leader of the group backed up along with the last soldier and the tiny Utemial. They turned and fled wordlessly.
“Leave now! Quickly! They’ll be back.” To Tez, she said, “Not everyone suffered the same fate in Llyn. There were more survivors than you think. There are those in Dreolia that sympathize with our plight, including Galontrians. Not all hope is lost.” Without waiting to see if they heard her, Ytie chased the fleeing soldiers.
“You heard her. Let’s go!” Taking a page out of Ytie’s book, Sarai flew away without looking to see if her words were heeded.
Qyne brushed some dirt off his shoulder and leaped into the sky after Frago and Tasoss. Tez gave one last longing look at Ytie’s retreating form and followed the others. He couldn’t wrap his head around her words. Once he was airborne, he realized how bad the situation was.
Hundreds of soldiers were hovering over the eastern portion of the city. Flames and smoke rose into the sky. Utemials in chains were ushered towards the docks and onto ships. Tez’s claws itched to intervene, but he knew his efforts would be futile. Even using magic, in this case, wouldn’t work. They’d take him down right away before he could accomplish anything.
Tez snarled at his inability to help. He missed a wing beat and dropped a few pawlengths before correcting himself. If my magic were stronger, I could help. I need to be able to control it first. But how? He could manipulate the elements individually to a modicum of success; the most control he had over it had been when they visited Arenor’s mate. It was always the easiest for him to manipulate fire. The stories, however, told of even more extraordinary feats achieved by those with magic.
Tez felt in his harness pocket for the outline of the book he had stolen from the library. For all of his life, he hid his magic. As a result, he never had a chance to test his true aptitude. What if he could alter Bruatho’s fate? Was his magic strong enough to make an impact? Could he be the catalyst that sparked the revolution and tipped the scales in their favor for the first time in known history? 
Tez shook his head. I can’t be depended on like that with my magic the way it is. Even if I could use magic easily, I don’t want to carry that burden. Despite feeling that way, a part of him still wanted to help Bruatho and make Dreolia pay for their transgressions. It was a motivation shared by nearly every Utemial with a pulse. If he wanted to help, however, he needed to be beneficial to their cause and not just useless cannon fodder.
Perhaps, then, I should start practicing. The only times he trained his magic had been in short bursts during his time in the circus, far away from others. Those chances, however, were few and far between. Besides, he still had to finish his current mission. Once he got the money, he would get his revenge. After I get my revenge, I’ll start practicing, he decided. Then, maybe I can help Bruatho in some fashion.
“I’m going to need help. But who can I trust to help me?” Tez asked from his place behind the others, catching a draft to soar. Magic was his being, yet he couldn’t grasp its capabilities.
The wind roared in reply.
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Laid Bare
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Tasha sat at her customary position in the council chambers. She clicked her claws anxiously on the wooden desk in front of her. The chatter around her drowned out the sound. Dragons continued to pour in even though the meeting was about to start. She flipped through her report for the fifth time since she arrived. The words had lost their meaning. All she could think about was Roslyn. 
The Queen sat on her chair in the middle of the semi-circle of council members. The King was busy speaking with Veneranda, the Galontrian that led the council. The Queen’s dark-green scales glittered from the light that filtered through the stained-glass windows. Tasha wanted to snarl and ask what she was really up to when she spoke with Togoe the other night, but she knew it was a ridiculous notion to have. Accusing the Queen - in front of the council, no less - was just asking for trouble. She wasn’t suicidal.
What would she even accuse her of? Spying? As far as Tasha was aware, there weren’t any actual crimes committed.
Yet.
She looked around again, placing her report back on the table. The chamber’s seats felt fuller than usual. Usually, there was plenty of space between each council member. Now, it felt like they were almost sitting shoulder to shoulder. There were many faces she didn’t recognize. The one-horned dragon was seated across from her again. She searched for Dreux but couldn’t spot the black-scaled Galontrian in the assembly.
An image of Sarai appeared in her mind. Her body felt cold. She had spent the morning searching for the black and purple dragoness but couldn’t find her anywhere. Tasha glared at Roslyn again. To her surprise, the Queen returned her glare. Tasha quickly averted her gaze back down to her report.
The King and Veneranda looked at Tasha while they whispered to each other. With a nod, the King returned to his position next to the Queen.
“Let us begin!” King Atacinus roared.
Collectively, the dragons of the council took their seats and stopped talking. All eyes were glued onto Veneranda.
I wonder what they were talking about? Tasha thought.
“Our original plan was to begin with your report on the crime rate in the Central Market, Tasha, but something important has been brought to our attention that requires our immediate focus.”
“As you wish.” Tasha bowed, sneaking a furtive glance at Roslyn. The Queen’s face was unreadable, though her eyes betrayed a hint of annoyance. Tasha wasn't sure whether it was directed at her or something else.
“General Pansi, you may take the floor.” Veneranda gestured to the central podium.
“Thank you.” The old general moved with the grace of a much younger dragoness to the middle of the assembled council. “My friends! Word has reached us regarding the cities that recently joined our cause!”
That’s one way to put it, Tasha thought. Joining or being destroyed isn’t exactly a choice.
“The attacks have been increasing, just as we have been warned. Cowardly terrorists continue their assault against our people. The Draco Clan, fueled by Bruatho’s coffers, has committed dozens of atrocities in every city!”
Dragons murmured around the room. Pansi ignored them as she continued. “We may have agreed to move the troops north to Draylens, but we mustn’t forget the cities we are leaving behind. We must shut down these rebels and the clan once and for all!”
“And how will we accomplish this?” someone asked.
“We have information from several informants on their locations,” Pansi explained.
“How many soldiers will die to accomplish this?” Marco asked.
“Less than how many will die if we continue to ignore this threat,” Queen Roslyn inserted, standing.
“Fewer,” Tasha murmured under her breath.
“For every minute we sit here debating, more of our brave soldiers die to these cowardly attacks! The Draco Clan continues to attack us even on our home soil! The crime rate in our commerce areas has increased tenfold!”
That isn’t true, Tasha thought, her eye ridges furrowing. Why lie? Her report told the opposite, at least for the Central Market.
“I, for one, am terrified of losing any more dragons to these cowards!” The dragon who spoke was one of the Galontrians Tasha had never seen before in the council. He spoke with such confidence that Tasha doubted she was right on that assessment. Maybe he has been here, and I just haven’t noticed until now.
“Queen Roslyn is right. We can’t waste time debating while soldiers die. I motion to transfer total power to our monarchs until the Bruathon War is over.”
“I agree!” someone shouted.
“Order!” Veneranda roared. “The motion must be approved by both the King and the Queen for it to be put to a vote.”
Is no one going to argue? We’ve never considered such an action before! “Wait!” Tasha said. All eyes turned to her. She took a deep breath, gulping to stop a cough, and did her best impression of Arenor. “My report on the crime rate in the Central Market says otherwise. My statistics indicate it has gone down in the past month. Significantly.”
Queen Roslyn’s eyes seemed to glare right into Tasha’s soul. “Is that so?” she hissed. “My report was done by trusted Galontrians yesterday. Perhaps yours is too old. Wasn’t it supposed to be given a few days ago?”
The dragons in the chamber murmured apprehensively as if no one knew who to believe. Tasha cleared her throat to prevent another cough from escaping. “My report could be incorrect, your majesty,” she said, backtracking. How did Arenor do this on the daily? “It is only for the Central Market. It has not taken into account the other commercial districts in the city.”
“Well, I’m glad that was sorted out. Back to the motion. I accept this motion and put it to a vote immediately,” Queen Roslyn said.
“I agree with my wife,” the King added. “I will do everything in my power to prevent needless deaths, mark my words.”
Needless deaths of Galontrians, you mean. Not every dragon. Tasha relaxed her claws when she realized she had dug them into the wooden desk. She was internally fuming while the vote was formally held.
“All those in favor, raise a foreleg now.”
Almost every dragon in the council raised their paw. Many of the dragons that agreed were dragons Tasha had never seen before tonight. She held back a hiss. Why isn’t anyone arguing? Where are those that supported Arenor?
“Those opposed?”
Tasha raised her foreleg. Only five others did so as well. Queen Roslyn met each dissident's stare like she was making a list. Maybe she is.
“Motion passed.” Veneranda stood. “The council is adjourned until further notice.”
That’s it? Why did they resort to disbanding the council? Did the internal matters of Dreolia not matter during times of war? Who would manage and vote on their domestic affairs?
Tasha followed the others out of the council chambers. Multiple dragons glared at her as she passed them. What will I do until the council resumes? War could take years. The Bruathon War had been off and on for almost the entirety of recorded history. Did she even have that much time left to live with her condition causing her such strife?
Tasha walked down the stairs and into the hall. It was the usual route she took to her office. When she reached the door, it suddenly swung open. Before Tasha could react, she was yanked inside the dark room.
Whoever had grabbed her wasn’t trained because she instantly slid out of their grip. She swung her tail under where she assumed their legs were. Her tail found its mark. When she heard a muffled oomph, she pounced and held a claw to their throat.
“Tasha? It’s me,” the dragon below her croaked.
“Dreux?” She stared at the dragon beneath her. Slowly, her eyes adjusted to the minimal light. The outline of Dreux’s black muzzle appeared. Her face was a clawlength from his. She released him, thankful the darkness hid her blush. She grabbed flint and steel off the table near the door and lit the braziers before slamming the door shut. “What in Skadi’s name was that?”
Dreux shook himself. “Listen to me.”
“I guess-” A cough interrupted her. “I guess I have no choice now.”
“I’m sorry.”
“You should be! Grabbing me like that.” Her glare turned into a bemused stare. “Where were you? The council meeting just ended.”
“They tried to kill me.” Dreux grimaced and lifted his wing. Beneath it was a nasty cut that oozed blood.
Tasha sucked in through her teeth. “That’s terrible.”
“I barely managed to fight the assassin off. He fled. I would have been a goner had he not tripped over a book.”
Tasha chuckled despite the situation. She had often teased Dreux for how untidy his home was during her frequent visits. “I guess you’re still not going to clean now, no matter how much I ask.” Tasha stared into his eyes, a familiar feeling of longing resurfacing in her heart. I did what I had to do as much as it upset me. But I’m no longer a guard. Being a council member isn’t as deadly.
At least, it wasn’t until now.
He smiled sadly. “I don’t know why they came after me.”
It was Tasha’s turn to grimace. “I think I do. Let me get some poultice for that wound. I have some in my desk.” As she applied the paste, she explained everything Sarai had found. She decided not to mention Tez. The image of the Utemial in her mind made her remember the mission Yoin had given her.
All I have to do is capture Tez and bring him back. Then I’ll be healed. Things can go back to how they were before I joined the council. No one’s heart will be broken.
“That’s.. wow..”
“I was a bit doubtful, but with you getting attacked now, that has to be the reason we were removed. I also heard Roslyn scheming with Togoe. She sent him to spy on Sarai’s investigation.”
Dreux took a deep breath. “Is Flameshear safe for us anymore?”
Tasha avoided Dreux’s gaze. Flameshear was all she had ever known. Now, her old boyfriend was almost murdered, and Sarai and Tez had disappeared. Where could she go? “It’s not,” she admitted, unsure if she was convincing Dreux or herself.
“Come with me,” Dreux blurted.
“What?” Tasha asked incredulously.
“Come with me,” Dreux repeated. “Let’s leave this city and go somewhere else.”
“Where, Dreux? I doubt anywhere in Dreolia will be safe for us.”
“I don’t know. But we can’t stay here!” Dreux dropped to his belly, pushing Tasha away from under his wing. “Please.” His wide grey eyes displayed his fear. “I don’t want to go alone. You’re the only dragon I trust.”
Tasha breathed slowly as she stared into Dreux’s pleading eyes. The longing returned. I don’t want to love him if this condition is just going to kill me. Wait! What if he helps me capture Tez? Then Yoin can heal me. Possible futures surfaced in her mind. One future dominated the others: Dreux and her living together in a small home on the coast of Dreolia. There were dragonets. Dreux tended to the fields on their small farm.
It was everything she had ever wanted. Ever since she became an adult ten years ago, she dreamed of it. When she joined the guard, that fantasy had disappeared. Dreux brought the longing back, but she refused to break the dragon’s heart again. She wouldn’t give him dragonets just to die guarding the Queen the very next year. She wanted to grow old and pass peacefully next to her mate, not leave him to raise a family alone.
“Okay. I will.” She coughed. “I’m going to need your help, though.”
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Recreational Activities
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As the coast of Matacord faded into the distance and the sun’s first rays touched the archipelago of Quassa, magic was the central focus of Tez’s mind. He smiled as he remembered the first time he discovered his powers. 
The tingling in his claws began when he was only four. He had been sitting in his room, doodling on parchment that his mother had brought home from work. The lone candle lighting his room flickered out. He felt a burst of laziness and exasperation. Do I really have to get up and relight it? It’s sooo far! he had thought.
He leaned back in his chair. Little lights akin to the stars in the sky appeared in his vision as he thought of the monumental effort it would take to relight the candle on the other side of his tiny room. He flicked his claws at the candle in spite.
Tez looked down at his parchment, surprised that he could see the paper clearly. He turned around, stunned. The candle was not only lit with a much brighter flame, but the tip of his tail was also glowing. He jumped out of his chair and fell promptly onto his back, trying to escape his tail. As if properly chastised by his efforts, his tail ceased glowing.
Why did it feel so much easier back then? Magic took no effort. Now it’s almost as if I have to fight to use magic.
“Tezyrnth?”
Tasoss’s voice shook Tez out of the pleasant memory. He regarded the white and grey Utemial with annoyance. “What?”
“Hey. No need for attitude.”
Tez sighed dramatically. “Yes, master?”
The older dragon rolled his eyes and flapped his wings to maintain altitude with Tez. “I was wondering about what Sarai said earlier. She said that they know who you really are now. What did she mean by that?”
“Um..” Tez wasn’t sure how to respond to that. He couldn’t reveal who he was to anyone. If he had to choose, though, Tasoss would probably be the first one he would tell when he was ready to. The fewer dragons that knew who he was, the better. 
“Is something bothering you, Tez? You can tell me anything, you know.”
Tez cracked a smile. It had taken him a few months to get used to Tasoss’s good nature and realize that he didn’t have any ulterior motives. “Thanks, but I can’t tell you right now. You’ll be the first to know as soon as I'm ready.”
Tasoss didn’t respond for a moment. “Okay. If that’s what you wish, I won’t push you more.” He flew ahead to the others, likely sensing Tez’s need to be alone.
“We’ll soon land on one of the smaller islands for a break!” Sarai shouted over the wind.
Tez glared at Sarai as she led the group onwards, his mood souring. She was a good asset to have on his side, but why weren’t the others following him instead? He was the one who gathered them for this mission in the first place. If it weren’t for him, they wouldn’t be flying to Bruatho.
I need to take more initiative. They’ll listen to me if I start giving orders! Tez opened his mouth to point out the island they would land on.
“Here!” Sarai spoke before Tez could utter a single syllable. She angled her wings for a lazy descent towards the green island below. Palm trees and other colorful fauna dotted the uninhabited island. It was so small that Tez was sure he could run from one end to the other in under a minute. Still, it would be good enough for a rest. A lonely stream filtered through the middle of the island and poured into the blue ocean surrounding it.
I hope that’s freshwater. An evil thought in the back of his mind hoped it wasn’t, just so the others would be angry at Sarai. He pushed it down. What am I thinking? I’m thirsty too!
As soon as the group of dragons touched down, they ran to the stream. It was bigger than Tez expected - big enough to bathe in. A bath sounds great. I can finally get all of this mud out from in between my scales.
The cold water felt incredible on his tongue. Within minutes, his belly was full. The water sloshed around in his stomach as he moved to the shade of a tree. Frago sat a dragonlength away, fiddling with her tools. Tasoss was busy organizing their supplies. Qyne and Sarai still stood by the stream.
“Sarai, are you still up for that spar session we talked about?” Qyne asked.
“Of course. I’d love to see what a Galontrian trained in Bruatho can offer.” She smirked as she scraped her claws against the bark of a nearby tree.
The two Galontrians sparred next to the stream. Surprisingly, Qyne held his own, but it quickly grew evident that Sarai was the more seasoned fighter. Something stirred inside Tez as he watched the pair fight. It wasn’t exactly anger, but it was close to it. He glared at the warriors. When Sarai laughed at something Qyne said, Tez turned away to sulk.
“Oh, I know what this is,” Tasoss said teasingly as he approached Tez. Qyne jumped over Sarai at that moment, but Sarai countered by twisting out of the way with a grunt.
“What do you mean?”
“Don’t pretend like you don’t know what I’m talking about.”
“I don’t!” 
Tasoss grinned widely. “Young dragons are always so obvious. You’re jealous that Sarai’s sparring with Qyne and not you.”
Jealousy? Was that what he was feeling? “You’re wrong. Why would I be jealous of two Galontrians sparring?”
“You’ve been glaring at Qyne the entire time we’ve been traveling.”
At Qyne? Did Tasoss think his glares were meant for him? He was mad at Sarai because she was leading when he should be! It was unfair. He wasn’t jealous!
Ah, he thought, the realization coming to his mind. I guess I am jealous of Sarai leading. “I mean, I guess I am a little.”
“I knew it. If you need advice on talking with females, I got your back.” He winked.
What? I’m not jealous in that way! Tez continued to watch the two spar. Sarai and Qyne both laughed when Qyne tripped over a stray root. Why didn’t Tasoss understand? It had nothing to do with trying to talk to her. He could do that just fine. It had everything to do with how everyone listened to her plans and not his! Sure, her voice was pleasant to listen to when she wasn’t giving commands, but he did not need advice on how to interact with her.
He shook his head to regain focus. The dragon that caused him such pain and trauma was still out there. It felt like an insult to his mother’s memory to think positively of Sarai. Her father restarted the war in the first place. She couldn’t be trusted! She could always tell the others who he really was. And hadn’t she blackmailed him back in Flameshear to get him to help her?
She’s using me. But I’m doing the same thing to her, right? What was stopping her from abandoning them and going straight to Bruatho to tell them what they found? It wasn’t like anyone in their group had any new information. He told her everything he knew. It didn’t make sense. She didn’t gain anything beyond mutual protection by staying with the group. If anything, she had more to lose by staying since she had to pay him still.
He looked at Sarai again, this time in a different light. Was it possible she was staying with them to honor her deal with him? Every dragon Tez had dealt with over the years would take any chance to break a promise if it meant saving a few draves. Sarai seemed different. He felt a similar vibe from Tasoss.
If my life depended on it, I could probably trust Tasoss. The others, including Sarai, were still a toss-up whether or not he could trust them. They had been through a lot together in less than a week, but trust was meant to be built over time. Putting faith in a dragon based on minimal experiences with them was asking for trouble. There was only one dragon Tez knew he could always rely on and trust.
Himself.
I need to regain control of this group. Tez stood, puffing out his chest in his best imitation of Sarai. “We should all fill the canteens Ytie gave us. There’s no guarantee that we’ll find freshwater again before we make it to Draylens.”
“Good idea,” Sarai said. Her tone turned somber at the reminder of Ardglass. Tez tried to meet her gaze, but she looked at Qyne instead. “We should bathe as well. That tunnel was too muddy.”
“Agreed,” Frago said. “This sun needs to go away before I melt.”
“You better watch out, Tez. I saw you lapping up that water earlier. If you drink any more water, you’ll explode!” Qyne joked. When no one laughed, he said, “What? At least I’m trying. It’s either laugh or mope. I prefer the former, thank you very much.”
Tez slipped off his harness and sunk into the water. It was cool and refreshing in the heat of the boiling sun. He watched Sarai take off her leather armor. Beneath the mundane brown armor were black scales with splotches of purple in seemingly random spots. It was a unique color combination and pattern that made his jaw drop. He quickly closed it and submerged himself in the water to drown his embarrassment, hoping no one saw.
Sarai stepped out of the water almost as soon as she had stepped in. She shook the water off her scales before laying down in the sun to dry next to her armor. The companionable silence was broken when she asked, “Why didn’t you vouch for me when Ytie asked, Tez?” The question carried no hint of emotion.
The simple question threw Tez off. He gave her a bemused look. “I.. um..”
Sarai let out a disgusted grunt. “You don’t trust me.”
“Well.. um..” Tez racked his mind for a good answer.
Sarai stood and grabbed her armor. “I thought not.” She began to walk away.
“Wait!” Tez shouted. The other dragons in the water watched the events unfold silently. “I blanked, okay?”
The captain-princess froze.
“I’m.. sorry.” The words took a lot of effort to come out, but he realized that he did mean it when they did. “I think I was wrong about you.”
Sarai started to walk back to the stream. Her face was unreadable. 
Tez glanced at Tasoss, who looked surprised. “You could have left us to fly to Bruatho yourself. It would have avoided paying me, but you stayed. It just occurred to me that you didn’t have to stay.”
“You thought, after everything we’ve been through as a group, I was just going to abandon you all?” Sarai snorted. “Is he usually like this?” she asked the others.
“I know next to nothing about him,” Tasoss said. “Yet I’m the one who speaks with him the most. I think he’s just naturally untrusting.”
Tez looked around, hoping someone would defend him. Instead, nods met him as everyone agreed with Tasoss’s assessment. “I’m not untrusting.”
“And fish can fly.” Frago rolled her eyes.
“Tasoss? I’m trustworthy, right?”
Tasoss shifted uncomfortably on the shore. “I trust you, Tezyrnth, despite knowing next to nothing about you. I only know that you came from Llyn. That’s it. I don’t think you trust me.”
Cold indignation coursed through Tez’s veins. He felt the sudden need to defend himself. “So what if I’m untrusting? Dragons are naturally dishonest and out for themselves. The second you open yourself up to trust others, you’re just asking for betrayal.”
Tasoss flinched.
“Is that seriously how you think?” Sarai asked incredulously. “Not every dragon is like that!”
“I see that now! You and Tasoss probably aren’t like that. But most are!”
“What about us?” Qyne asked, offended. “I’m not out to get you!”
“Neither am I,” Frago scoffed from her place by the stream.
“Tezyrnth..” Tasoss tried to comfort him, but Tez swam away. It wasn’t really swimming as much as walking on the shallow stream’s bed, but it did the job.
What am I doing? Why did I say anything? How are they supposed to respect me as their leader now that they know I don’t trust them? As he swam, he could hear Qyne speaking.
“Maybe we should leave him.”
Tez blinked rapidly to stop any tears from falling. I made it five years by myself before joining the circus last year. I can manage that way again.
But you still need the money. The simple fact bounced around in his mind. It was enough to make him realize how stupid he was. Will they still accept me as their leader, or even as just one of them? He turned to swim back, feeling guilty.
“What is this?”
Tez stopped swimming. He craned his neck to see what Sarai was talking about. His eyes widened when he realized she had been digging through his harness and was now holding a small dragon figurine that his mother had given him.
“Little phoenix?”
“PUT THAT DOWN!” he roared, swimming as fast as he could. I knew I couldn’t trust her! I was right to trust no one!
Tasoss intercepted Tez just before he could pounce on Sarai. He held a foreleg out to stop him. “Tezyrnth, calm down!”
“I SAID PUT IT DOWN!” He tried to push Tasoss away, but the strength of the old dragon surprised him. Qyne appeared on his other side to hold him back. When he realized his efforts were futile, he deflated and collapsed onto the wet soil. Water began to drip from his eyes. He wasn’t sure if it was tears or water from the stream. He sniffed.
“My mother gave me that. It’s.. all I have left of her. She would always call me her little phoenix.” He squeezed his eyes shut to stop any tears from flowing. Slowly, he blinked them open.
Sarai carefully placed the figurine back in the harness. “Wow, Tez. I’m sorry. I had no idea.”
You’re showing weakness, he reminded himself. He let out a deep sigh as he stood on shaky legs. “You wouldn’t understand. None of you would.” He stormed away.
“We all lost something, Tez!” Tasoss shouted. “The war didn’t only hurt you, you know!”
Tez stopped in his tracks. His heart froze. How could he have been so selfish? Of course, the war hurt the others! They wouldn’t have stooped so low as to join a roaming bandit-circus if it hadn’t. Sarai had lost her mother as well. She would understand as much, if not more than he did.
Tez walked back to the others. His eyes remained firmly locked on his harness. He grabbed it and slipped it on. “Sorry,” he mumbled. “I was only thinking of myself.” He began to pad away again. His head hung low.
Tasoss stopped him with a gentle paw on the shoulder. “We understand, Tez. I forgive you.”
“Yeah,” Qyne added. “I was like that for a while after Bellaneu was captured. I was bitter toward everyone I met because I thought I was the only that had lost something. I couldn’t have been more wrong.” He sighed. “When we make it to Draylens with our information, maybe we can make a difference. Our families and friends didn’t die for us to sit around and cry about the past.”
Frago nodded. “As Tasoss said, we understand.”
Tez deflated even more. He was acting like an overgrown dragonet. They wouldn’t respect or listen to him now. No point in trying. I’ll just go to Draylens, give the information to a general, get my money, and figure it out from there. How long would it take for him to get his money? Sarai would probably wait a while before returning to Flameshear for safety reasons. A few moons of waiting wouldn't be the end of the world, but he couldn’t wait much longer.
Sarai looked at the sun. “Why don’t we rest for another hour and then continue? Frago, can I borrow your paint?”
“Sure. What do you need it for?”
She held up her leather armor in her left paw. “I want to paint this, so it looks less like Dreolian armor. I still want to wear it for protection, but I also want to fly into Draylens without being assaulted by Utemial guards.”
“Fair enough. Try not to use it all, please. I’m still using it for other things.”
Tasoss followed Tez to a low-hanging palm tree. He sat next to the younger dragon and ran a paw down his back to comfort him. “When we get to Draylens and give them the information we know, can you promise me something?”
Tez raised an eye ridge but didn’t say anything.
“Promise me that we’ll talk about our pasts and be open with one another. I want to see you be successful in life and help you to achieve that, but I can’t if I don’t know what pains you.”
“You sound like my mother,” Tez laughed, his tension slowly dissipating for the first time since his outburst.
Tasoss looked thoughtful. He opened his mouth as if he was going to say something, but he instead shook his head and murmured to himself, “Not now.” He ruffled his wings. “Promise?”
“I promise, Tasoss.” He didn’t say when. Only after this at some point. I’ll finish my job first and disappear. The idea of completing his mission and ghosting the others - especially Tasoss - seemed less appealing than it did one week ago. His heart ached as he thought about it. Okay, maybe I’ll come back and say goodbye first. 
The ache remained.




Chapter nineteen







The Razing of Llyn
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The remaining hours of sunlight were spent in flight. No one spoke. Tez kept further back than usual. Occasionally, someone would look back to check if he was still there, but that was the fullest extent of his interaction with the others. 
I guess I deserve it.
“There’s an island ahead that’s just big enough for all of us,” Sarai called.
A quick descent later, Tez was lying beneath a palm tree. His eyes threatened to close for the night. Sarai was busy assigning watches. To Tez’s annoyance, he wasn’t given one. It should have been a relief, as it meant more sleep, but it was probably because they didn’t trust him. With a huff, he turned his head to face away from them and shut his eyes.
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“What in Tyr’s name was that?”
“There’s another dragon here!”
Tez dropped the hatch when the other soldiers spotted him. The cellar was again swallowed by darkness. His heart beat painfully against his chest and his throat constricted. Any moment now, the hatch would swing open, and..
“It’s stuck!”
“Well, get it open!” the leader snarled.
Wait. There’s a stairwell in here somewhere that leads to the outside entrance. Tez looked around frantically but couldn’t spot it in the darkness. WHERE IS IT? He began to weep. They would kill him too. He could already picture himself lying on the ground, bawling his eyes out, screaming for mercy..
Light. Please, I need light.
Suddenly, his tail glowed. He almost tried to run away from it before remembering that it wouldn’t hurt him. Instead, he twirled his long tail around the room. The stairwell was just to his left.
Wood splintered from above. Light poured into the dark expanse. “We got it!”
“After him!”
“It’s just a dragonet, sir!”
“I don’t care! Kill it if you have to!”
Tez was breathing heavily. He sprinted up the stairs without a second look back. Upon reaching the top, he bashed his shoulder upwards against the wooden entrance. Nothing happened. After a second try, it opened.
Pawsteps and grunts came from behind him. He jumped out and ran down the street. Fires spread down a nearby alley, engulfing the homes around it. Smoke blocked out the moonlight like a second layer of clouds. Screams of rage and despair hit his ears. Someone let out a gut-wrenching cry. He rounded a corner and stopped to heave. His stomach wanted to vomit after what he had just witnessed in his home, but he couldn’t. There wasn’t anything in there to bring up.
Ahead, more soldiers ransacked the city. Utemials were dragged kicking and screaming out of their homes. Dragonets watched as their parents were beaten before their eyes, their cries drowned out by their screams. One male tried to fight back and was immediately impaled by a sword.
Tez spun on the pads of his paws to run down another road. He jumped past a group of Utemials wielding weapons charging in the opposite direction. He ignored their concerned and shocked looks. Tez fanned his wings and pivoted his tail to glide around another bend, narrowly missing a Utemial and Galontrian locked in combat.
A stone building next to him that was once a shop he and his mother would frequent exploded. Debris landed around him. His still-glowing tail rested over his muzzle as he curled into a trembling ball. It ceased glowing.
“Dirty Utemial!”
Someone kicked his side. He moaned, trying to roll out of reach of the kicks, but they kept coming.
The soldier that had been fighting the Utemial had evidently won, judging by his claws that were stained red. He picked up Tez and threw him towards the burning wreckage. Tez landed painfully onto a piece of charred rock. The ridges on his spine bent the wrong way.
The Galontrian soldier laughed manically. “We should have eradicated you long ago!”
Utemials flew above just under the haze of smoke. Galontrian soldiers darted through the smoke as if it didn’t affect them. No dragon around Tez would help him. He would die here, just like his mother. He could only hope it would be less painful than hers was.
A dragon slammed into the soldier, killing him instantly. More Utemials appeared wielding tailblades and swords. They ran past him, pushing the soldiers back. An orange and yellow dragoness offered a paw to help Tez to stand.
“Miss Ytie?”
“Oh, now you remember your manners?” One of the lenses on his teacher’s glasses was shattered. She pulled him into a hug. “I’m so sorry, Tezyrnth. So, so sorry,” she wept.
Tez began to cry as well. “My mother..”
“Shh.” She cooed softly. “I know, child. I know.”
Roars shook the ground. Ytie reluctantly released Tez from her embrace. She dropped her head to the dragonet’s level. “Listen to me, dear. You need to fly south to Dreolia.”
Tez sniffed. “Dreolia? Why?”
The sounds of fighting grew closer. The dragons Ytie had arrived with ran to join the fray. “Trust me. They won’t hurt you if you’re already there. The war is only happening in the north.”
Another building exploded, much louder than the first. More debris scattered into the sky. One piece of wood pierced a Utemial’s wing causing him to cry out.
“GO!” Ytie turned to join the others fighting.
Tez’s muzzle quivered. Tears threatened to spill over even more. When he saw another Utemial perish at a Galontrian’s paws, he made his decision. He took to the air to stay just below the roofs of homes.
Suddenly, a dragon grabbed his hindleg and dragged him to the ground. On instinct, he threw his right foreleg back. The world seemed to slow down. For a moment, tiny lights distorted Tez’s vision. A stream of fire shot from his paw. The Galontrian screamed in agony and released him. He plummeted to the ground, battering his face in an effort to put out the flames.
Tez continued flying out of the city, staying low. Other dragons flew below and around him, but if they spotted him, they didn’t act on it.
He swerved to the side just in time to dodge a plume of fire that shot up from a blacksmith’s shop as it exploded. Soon, the smoke began to clear. Homes appeared less frequently. The roars of fighting faded in the distance. When he was far enough away that he doubted any dragon would spot him, Tez flew as high as he could manage.
Smoke and fire were all that remained of Llyn. Utemials tried to fly through the smog that gathered above the city only to be ambushed by patrolling Galontrians. Their efforts appeared to be concentrated above the fog. Some Utemials attempted to escape the same way he did, but soldiers fought them to the ground.
How did I make it out alive and not them? he thought. Tez roared into the sky, releasing all his pain and anger. Those dragons should have escaped too! They did the same thing as me and failed!
“WHY ME? WHY AM I STILL ALIVE?” he screamed, sobbing. “ANSWER ME!” 
The gods ignored him. If they wouldn’t answer the pleas of the people of Llyn, why would they respond to him?
He landed next to a lone tree. He attacked the brown bark, ripping it to shreds until the tree eventually collapsed. When he was finished, he keeled over to catch his breath. He eventually collapsed completely and broke down into sobs.
“You’ll pay for this..” he growled, spitting dirt and grass from his mouth. “I’ll make you pay.” He thought of the dragon that tortured his mother so horribly before ultimately killing her. His face was burned into his mind.
“I’ve seen your face. You can’t hide. And I know exactly who you are.”
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Tez grunted and rolled over. “Give me a few more minutes.”
“We’re leaving.” Tasoss cocked his head. “You’re not considering abandoning us, right?”
Tez let out a deep sigh. “No.” He stood and shook himself, noting everyone staring at him. “You were waiting for me?”
“Tasoss insisted on letting you sleep. He said you were twitching all night.” Sarai rolled her eyes. “Whatever. Not like we have information that could end the war or anything.”
“Potentially,” Qyne corrected. “There are no guarantees it will change anything.”
“I guess not.” Sarai absently scratched the ground. “Still, it’s better than nothing. Let’s fly. My paws ache.”
“And my wings ache,” Qyne moaned.
“Do you ever stop complaining?” Frago asked, nudging him with her shoulder. “You’re a Galontrian. Long-distance flying is sort of your thing.”
Qyne ducked his head to hide his blush, but Tez didn’t miss it. “I just miss the bed at the inn, that’s all.”
“You should be used to this sort of travel. You were in the circus about the same length of time as me,” Tasoss said.
“That’s such an unfair comparison! I-”
“Okay, okay,” Sarai interrupted. “We can talk in the sky.”
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Tez squinted into the distance. He could barely see the peak of the volcano Draylens was built on. He could, however, see the armada of ships anchored just a few miles out of its harbor.
Tez growled. These were no Bruathon ships. Every single one bore the symbol of Dreolia: a green dragon with outstretched wings. All the vessels were about the same size and big enough to house fifty dragons easily. Cannons lined the hulls of each ship - a deadly conformity. One massive wooden ship was situated in the center. It was double the size of the ones around it and was painted black and grey. The command ship, Tez thought with an internal snarl. A few dragons flew to and from the boats, but their attention was set firmly on the city in front of them.
“Those are Dreolian ships,” Sarai noted needlessly.
“They’re going to move on Draylens,” Qyne observed. “Is it safe to fly over them?”
Sarai stopped to hover. Everyone followed suit. “It might be best to go around.”
Tez looked into the horizon on either side of them. The line of ships seemed to never end. He squinted. In the distance was a big island that interjected itself between the army of ships. Tez pointed it out with a claw. “If we fly to that island, we can sneak across it under the trees. I doubt they’ll have any dragons on land there.”
“Good eye,” Sarai said, impressed. “They’re not in attack formation yet, so the battle hasn’t begun. Knowing my brother, he’ll either posture to induce a surrender or attack out of the blue. There’s no in-between.”
“Your brother?” Frago asked. “What do you mean?”
Sarai frowned. “That’s my brother’s command ship, the Obsidian Claw. He wouldn’t let anyone else use it, so he must be on board.”
“Why aren’t they fighting?” Tez asked.
“I don’t know.” Sarai shrugged. “I think they’re just posturing. For all we know, they could be discussing the terms of surrender in the city as we speak.”
Tez flapped his wings faster to maintain the same altitude as the others. This can't be good. They were flying straight into a city that was either about to be under siege or already surrendering. Would Draylens be able to withstand such power? He was pretty confident that they could if Bruatho’s entire army was there. This was a fraction - a large one, but a fraction nonetheless - of Dreolia’s total forces. It would be the perfect chance to weaken their enemy.
“If we enter the city, we’ll probably have to fight,” Tez concluded.
Sarai’s frown deepened. “Maybe. We could just explain what we know and see if they’ll help us.”
“Yeah, Tez. There’s no guarantee we’ll be fighting,” Qyne said. “What if they send us to the capital to give our information directly to the King?”
“I don’t know,” Tez said, suddenly unsure. “I guess there is a chance we won’t. Look at all these ships, though. I don’t think Dreolia brought them to show off their fleet.” Another thought hit Tez at that moment. If they did have to fight, who would Sarai side with? Her loyalties were clearly with them at the moment since she fought off their attackers in Ardglass, but where would they lie after they finished their mission? Especially with family on the other side? At the end of the day, she was still the princess of Dreolia – Bruatho's enemy.
Sarai could be a liability. I’ll have to watch her closely. He couldn’t live with himself if she hurt anyone in his group. It was a weird thought, but he knew he meant it. He did at least somewhat care for the others, despite distrusting them.
“We should at least finish the mission first,” Frago said. “What are the chances they attack while we’re there?”
“Agreed. We’ve made it this far already. Follow me.” Sarai dropped to glide just above the ocean. The waves crested so high that the spray hit Tez’s scales. Soon, the soft sand of the island was beneath his paws.
No one spoke as they moved through the dense undergrowth. At times, the trees cleared enough for Tez to see the wooden hulls of the ships. The ships were close enough to rain fire on them and destroy the island. Tez briefly wondered if they would attack if they spotted them. Sarai cut a group of branches down with her claws when they grew too close together to pass through. Moss and lichen grew on almost every trunk. Birds chirped in the canopy above them, while hidden frogs croaked near their paws.
“Ow!” Qyne moaned, rubbing his forepaw. He smiled apologetically when everyone glared at him. “Sharp rock.”
It felt like they had been on the island for hours, but it was only five minutes. When they emerged on the beach on the other side, the ships no longer surrounded them. Instead, a sprawling city rose before them into the sky.
“Welcome to Draylens,” Tasoss breathed.




Chapter twenty







Mount Arborcana
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The massive city of Draylens rose into the sky across the ocean in front of the five dragons, built on the steep incline of the long-dormant volcano Arborcana. Fertile terraces carved into the mountain’s sides and fishing produced the majority of the city’s wealth. Wooden walkways surrounded the volcano with dozens of levels leading from the top all the way to the rugged ocean below. A good portion of the city was carved into the volcano’s thick walls, with thousands of houses and shops built on the outside walkways. 
Tez gawked at the docks. He had learned a lot from his classes on Bruathon geography, but it was nothing compared to seeing it for himself. Wooden docks went out thousands of pawlengths into the water from the volcano's base. With no flat areas of land to speak of close to the coast, the docks were extended to surround where the volcano met the sea. There, massive pulley systems were used to pull cargo and other supplies up to different levels. When Tez was younger, he thought there was only one central pulley system. To his utter shock, there were actually over thirty.
Around the base of the volcano, further inland, were acres upon acres of green farms that expanded into Bruatho itself. Homes and plentiful trees were scattered amongst the hilly farms. Tez wondered why they didn’t just build the city out there. Probably to preserve as much land for farming as possible, he reasoned.
If the ships' presence outside the city was noticed, it wasn’t obvious. Some dragons flew around that were clearly soldiers. Many of these dragons dispersed weapons to the workers on the docks. The weapons were then stored nearby so the fisherdragons could return to their daily routines. Tez looked around for Bruatho’s army but couldn’t spot it anywhere. They’re probably hiding on the other side, he thought with a hint of pride. They won’t make the same mistake they made last time in Matacord, surely.
Interestingly, the docks were nearly empty of ships.
“Where do we go?” Sarai asked.
“The top is where the council resides,” Tasoss explained.
“Are those weapons for the dock workers?” Sarai asked as they flew to the top of the series of platforms.
“I think so. Who else would they be for?” Tez thought it was wise to keep weapons nearby for the workers just in case Dreolia decided to attack. At least then, they wouldn’t have to rely solely on their claws.
The top of the platforms was just below the peak of the rocky volcano. There, it spread out much further to accommodate more buildings and heavier traffic. Dragons flew around, stopping at various shops and restaurants. The wooden path looked like any typical city’s main road if you ignored the sheer drop on one side.
Their group was largely ignored when they landed in the busy square. Nearby, pulleys dragged crates of supplies that were then offloaded into wagons. At first, Tez thought they either didn’t see the army of ships or were just ignoring them. However, Tez noticed that almost every dragon walked with some type of weapon on them.
“They’re all armed to fight,” Tez observed.
Sarai made a face. “They’re just average citizens. Where is the army?”
Tez’s hope of an army hiding somewhere began to fade. “I don’t see any dragonets either.” Is that why there aren’t any ships here? Did they take the young with them?
“This doesn’t bode well,” Tasoss said. “No dragonets. They’re preparing for a siege.”
“As they should,” Qyne said. “There’s an army outside their city. What are they supposed to do? Ask them nicely to go away?”
“Isn’t that the point of negotiations? Actually, in one war-”
“Let’s just go to the council,” Tez decided, cutting Frago off. “We’ll tell them everything and find out what’s going on.” He felt a rush of excitement when everyone, including Sarai, agreed. This is how it should be.
Claws clicked on wood as they made their way through the densely packed paths. Tez marveled at how the platform managed to hold all this weight. Utemial engineers are the best in the business, he thought. The top three levels of the city were the commercial district. The few dragons who lived this high were either government officials or rich.
It’s remarkable how often those two descriptions coincide, Tez thought with a snort.
Business seemed to still be thriving despite the threat. While the streets could get narrow in places, they didn’t feel compressed. Dragons managed to give one another plenty of space to maneuver. They passed a floral shop. Next to that was a bank with a few guards watching the crowd with acute interest. A two-story restaurant served mid-day meals for those willing to spend the money. Tez had never eaten at a restaurant. His mother always said they were for rich dragons only. Inns were more of his type. Cheap and simple fare could easily fill his belly. Food didn’t need to have a thousand spices and be ornately plated just to go right into his stomach.
The bright woods darkened as they neared the council’s chambers. Buildings began to cater more to the rich; a glassblower shop was the first example Tez spotted. The street opened into a circular courtyard. On one side was the volcano itself. A building was partially built into the stone with a massive set of brown-metal doors. Next to it was a dark-red building. Wagons overflowing with weapons entered a small alleyway near the building.
Sarai pointed to the building with the large doors. Above the doors, inscribed in the black stone, were the words ‘Fly in spacious skies’, a Bruathon saying. “Is that it?”
“Indeed.” Tasoss nodded. “All council meetings begin and end with that saying.”
Outside of the doors were two guards. One carried a sword in his scabbard, while the other wore a tailblade. Both sat lazily on their haunches.
Tez inhaled slowly. This is it. After they told the council what they knew, they would help decide the best course of action. Would they send dragons down right away? No, they’ll likely use their spies. A few days later, Sarai would be able to go back home safely. Then, he would get his money.
“I’ll do the talking.” Sarai ruffled her wings anxiously before straightening herself. She padded up to the guards with the others hot on her paws. The guards watched their approach with mild interest. She stood in front of them one dragonlength away. She wasn’t much taller. Qyne was easily a head taller than the pair, but Sarai’s eyes barely looked over their heads.
“Excuse me,” Sarai began. “We need to speak with the council immediately. It’s urgent.”
Tez examined the metal gate. The doors weren’t closed completely, which meant they couldn’t be locked at the moment. They opened towards the inside as well, judging by the hinges. He thought he could see the light from a brazier seeping out through a crack.
The green Utemial looked at the bronze-colored one. He then looked Sarai up and down with furrowed eye ridges, seeming to notice her armor. Luckily, she had the sense to tuck her captain’s necklace beneath it. “The council is aware of the situation. They aren’t seeing anyone right now.”
“But-”
“They aren’t seeing anyone right now.” The guard bared his teeth.
Sarai opened her mouth to argue, but Tez beat her to it. “Okay. Sorry for bothering you.” Tez began to walk away, smothering the rage building inside of him with all of his might. These Utemials didn’t care. He had dealt with these types of dragons before, especially in Dreolia. Even if they gave them a valid reason, they still wouldn’t let them inside. There was only one way that they would be able to get in.
The others watched him leave, confused. Tasoss hesitantly took a step forward. “Tezyrnth?”
Suddenly, Tez spun and sprinted at the gate. The wide-eyed guards and Tez’s companions jumped out of the way. He hoped his initial assessment of the door was correct. Tez turned shoulder-first and rammed into the metal. Thankfully, the doors swung open. His shoulder stung, but he ignored the pain.
The inside consisted of one large room with many chairs in a small circle. Braziers burned on every side of the room, casting the room in a soft orange glow. In the middle was a table. Six dragons stood over it, reading a map. When he landed on the wooden floor with a loud crack, they looked up. One of the dragons gasped.
“What the?”
“Where are the guards?”
“Who is this?”
The words came out all at once. Tez could barely make sense of them. He rose on shaky legs before promptly getting tackled by the guards. “Omph!” he cried as he landed on his stomach for the second time.
“We caught the intruder!” the green dragon exclaimed.
More guards poured into the room alongside Tez’s group. They watched Tez’s group with rapt suspicion, their claws twitching as if they expected to get attacked at any moment. No one made any move to arrest them.
“How did he get into the building in the first place?” one of the dragons asked, bewildered. He pressed a claw to his head. “Nevermind, we’ll discuss it later. Guards, take him to-”
“Wait!” Sarai cried.
The guards moved on Sarai, but one of the dragons at the table raised a claw. Tez assumed he was a council member. “Let the Galontrian speak. She made it this far. Might as well hear her out.”
“Are you serious, Tyddrym? We’re in the middle of-”
“It’s all right, Fokis,” Tyddrym calmed the smaller dragoness. “This won’t take long at all.”
Sarai gave him a grateful look. “We have information that could potentially turn the war in your favor.”
The silver dragon called Tyddrym raised an eye ridge. “Oh? Do continue.”
Sarai explained what she and Tez had found while researching in the capital of Dreolia. She smartly left out a few points - namely Tez burning an assassin to death - but did a good job explaining everything.
“Basically, I think they’re trying to take over the council or completely collapse our political system.”
“Our? Are you from Dreolia?” Fokis’s voice grew shrill as she spoke. “Are you a spy? Is this some kind of trick?”
“Fokis!” another female yelled. Her scales were the color of forest leaves before they fell: a rich, dark orange. A scar ran down the side of her muzzle. “We don’t accuse dragons simply because of what type they are. Is that a common occurrence in Draylens?”
“She just said our, though. That implies-”
“I am from Dreolia. But I’m against the war. So what does that make me?” Sarai said, a hint of a growl laced in the words.
The council members shifted, waiting for someone to respond.
Tez cringed from his position beneath the guard. The green Utemial hadn’t moved - likely proud of his prize. “I can attest that she is not a spy.”
Fokis, a small yellow-scaled dragoness, looked at Tez as if noticing him for the first time. She looked back at Tyddrym. “Are you seriously considering this?”
“No.”
“No?” Sarai’s voice cracked. “But it could end-”
“It won’t help us here.” Tyddrym kept his voice impressively calm. “In case you haven’t noticed, we’re currently surrounded by one hundred and sixty-two vessels, all armed to the teeth with cannons. I just cannot invest any time into this venture at the moment. Come back in two weeks: if the city’s still standing, then we’ll talk.”
“What about the capital?” Tasoss asked, speaking for the first time. “Couldn’t they do something with it? There are spies in Dreolia they could utilize, right?”
The dark-orange dragoness shook her head. “I’m afraid not. Our network of spies has mostly been found out. The few remaining have been instructed not to contact us under any circumstances.”
“How would you know?” Sarai growled.
“I am General Shykin. I report directly to King Xalrig. I am the first dragon to learn of such things.” She smirked at Sarai. “I suggest you choose your next words carefully.”
Sarai’s muzzle curled into a snarl, but no sound was made.
Tez was surprised the dragoness in front of them was a general. She seemed young compared to the older dragons around the table.
“Let the dragon stand, please,” General Shykin commanded the green guard holding Tez down. He obliged.
Tez shook himself and brushed the dust from his scales. “Thank you.”
Shykin snorted. “No thanks needed. We have no time to deal with prisoners right now.”
“Please escort these dragons out from our chambers at once. Battle plans don’t create themselves,” Tyddrym said.
Battle plans? Tez looked over the shoulder of the guard that was pushing them out. “You’re going to fight them? With what army?”
Fokis growled. “None of your-”
“We have a small army spared from the capital,” Shykin informed Tez. She ignored Fokis’s glare. “The city was evacuated yesterday. Those that want to fight have stayed.”
“It doesn’t feel empty, except for the old and the dragonets being gone,” Tez said.
“Then maybe we’ll stand a chance,” Shykin said, pride evident in her voice.
“Where is the rest of the army?” Tez forced himself not to roar.
“Wait.” The guards stopped corralling them out at Shykin’s command. She met Tez’s eyes. “You want to know where the rest of the army currently is?”
“Yes.”
“It’s scattered thin. Erast, Veldor, and Pirn require protection as well. We can’t risk losing another shipyard like in Zeffari. Thank Tyr that Pirn could repurpose its old docks to build ships again. Otherwise, we’d have been conquered long before now. If we move all of our forces down here, they’ll just attack another city.”
“Maybe our forces would be bigger if you defended Llyn and the other southern cities.” Tez failed to hide the bitterness in his voice.
“Tezyrnth..” Tasoss began. He had an edge to his voice that screamed this is not the time.
“Watch your tongue, dragon. Our army did everything they could during that war,” Shykin said.
“That war hasn’t ended yet. And at this rate, with our leadership, Bruatho will turn into what Matacord has become! Puppets to DREOLIA!” His voice rose in a crescendo until he roared the last word.
“GET THEM OUT!” Fokis snarled. “I’ve heard enough! Don’t come back unless you have an army!”
The guards half pushed, half gently guided them out of the council’s chambers. The doors slammed shut behind them. Twice as many guards now stood in front, glaring at them as if they expected them to try to break in again.
“It was like they didn’t even care!” Sarai fumed.
“Shykin sort of cared,” Tasoss murmured. His eyes looked downcast.
“They didn’t even consider it!”
Tez was sure he saw smoke come out of Sarai’s nostrils. His tail twitched angrily, but not at the council’s inaction. “We can go to the capital and plead our case. Who cares what they think?”
“What if they already took over the council by then? We’re running out of time!” She clawed at the wooden planks. Remarkably, they remained intact. “King Xalrig will probably want our government destabilized without understanding that this will just make the war worse! We should go back to Flameshear.”
“Are you crazy?” Qyne growled. “Whoever sent that assassin is still out there! I’d rather keep my head attached to my body, thank you!”
“Let’s just calm down,” Tasoss intervened. “We can talk this through.”
“Maybe Sarai is right,” Tez admitted. “At least then I can get my money.”
“That’s all this is to you? Gah, I knew it,” Sarai snarled. “No morals. Only helping to benefit yourself.”
Tez frowned. He never hid that fact from her. “I need the money to finish my plan,” he stated matter-of-factly.
Now everyone was looking at him with confusion. Qyne’s eye ridges furrowed. “I thought the money was for all of us!”
“It is!” Tez backtracked, shifting his weight to hold up his forelegs. “I’m talking about my portion!”
“Sure. That’s why you haven’t got close to any of us to trust us, too. Probably going to run off with the money.” Qyne drew himself higher, which was unnecessary, considering he was facing a Utemial as a Galontrian.
Tez instinctively backed up. His breathing quickened. “That’s not the reason!” Small glowing dots appeared in his vision.
“Oh yeah, what is it then?” Qyne hissed.
“Qyne, relax,” Frago said.
Tasoss raised a paw, ready to intervene at a moment’s notice. “Leave him alone, Qyne.”
“You would defend him!” Qyne glanced at Frago, then looked back at Tez. He slowly deflated. He took a few deep breaths to calm himself. “Sorry. I got a little carried away, I guess.”
Tez tried to calm his racing heart as the stars dissipated. “I took this job so I could get enough money to guarantee that my plan wouldn’t fail again. We would have all made plenty of money. But we can’t now unless we go back to Flameshear.” To Sarai, he said, “If this could somehow end the war at the same time, I’m all for it. But that wasn’t even a thought in my mind when I first took this job. Mostly because it wasn’t even a possibility until we found the fake council members in the records.”
Sarai relaxed. “I guess that makes sense. I never thought of it that way.”
“I don’t think it’s a good idea to go back to Flameshear this instant,” Tasoss said. “I say we sleep on it. I still think it’s a good idea to go to Erast and speak to the King directly. I’m sure we can convince him.”
“But if what Shykin said is true, it will be pointless.” Tez heaved his shoulders in a great sigh. The idea of going to the capital was suddenly unappealing. Why couldn’t this just be as simple as they had planned?
“We should meet back here in the morning and decide then,” Sarai said, interrupting a bout of awkward silence. “There’s still plenty of daylight. We can rest and eat. It should be safe at least until tomorrow morning.”
“Not in that order, I hope,” Qyne said, grinning. “My stomach is angry with me. It keeps growling!”
“Always food with you,” Frago laughed, batting him gently with a paw. “Come on, let’s go find you something to eat.”
Tasoss looked like he wanted to follow. He glanced at Tez as if he was torn about whether to stay with him or find food.
“You can go with them if you want,” Tez said. “I’ll be fine for a few hours without you.”
“What about-”
“Tasoss. We’re in Bruatho. I’ll be fine,” he repeated sternly. “Those ships have been there for a while now, considering they managed to evacuate the young and the elderly. What are the odds that they will attack between now and tomorrow morning? If anything goes wrong, we’ll meet back here. Okay?”
Tasoss stared into Tez’s eyes with such intensity he thought he could read his soul. “All right. But if I come back and you have so much as one mark on you..”
“Just go get your food.” Tez rolled his eyes.
Tasoss ran to catch up to Qyne and Frago, who were already pretty far down the street. It was a little more crowded than earlier. There was a palpable tension in the air that Tez hadn’t felt before. It was like every dragon knew what was coming but didn’t fear it - a quiet resolve.
A mirror of his mind, only more tranquil.




Chapter twenty-one







Blacksmith
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Tez walked down the main road in the other direction. He didn’t look back to see if Sarai followed. Instead, he thought about the coming battle. He hoped they would be long gone before it began. Since General Shykin and the other council members were actively planning for a fight, it would be inevitable. 
Was it a mistake to stay here? He looked up at the mid-afternoon sun. What am I thinking? They won’t attack now, and they surely won’t attack at night since they don’t have the benefit of surprise. If they’re not waiting for surrender, what are they waiting for?
Only when Sarai spoke did he realize she was next to him.
“So, what is your plan anyway?”
Tez ignored her. She was the absolute last dragon he would tell.
“Okay, sorry I asked, fireclaws.”
That drew a response from him. “Stop calling me that.”
She smirked. “It’s cute how you squirm every time I say it.”
“Cute? I am not cute.” Tez frowned. His face felt hot. The only dragon that called him cute was his mother. On occasion, Ytie would, if she was feeling extra nice. The word annoyed him then, and it especially irked him now coming from Sarai’s mouth.
“Normally, you’re not,” she laughed. “Only when I call you fireclaws.”
Tez sighed and shook his head. Did she forgive him? Were they now back on amicable terms? How long would that last? I can’t read this dragoness.
He read each shop sign as they passed them. A pottery shop, tailblade shop, juice shop - wait, a tailblade shop? Tez ran back to the front of the store. Sarai scrambled to keep up. He looked through the windows at the various blades. I wonder if there are more inside? He pushed open the doors and stepped into the shop.
The interior was neatly organized into rows of tables with tailblades laid atop them. They were organized by size, metal type, and length. Some were even different colors, which confused him. I’ve never seen anyone wear a purple tailblade before. It must be some kind of fashion trend. No one would take you seriously if you slid that on before a fight.
“Can you at least tell me where you’re going next time before you barrel through a random door?” Sarai grumbled as she entered.
“Nope.” Tez grinned sheepishly. “We didn’t have a tailblade shop in Llyn. Only blacksmiths that did a bit of everything. No specialists.”
Towards the back, a cloud of smoke drifted from an open door. “Must be where they make ‘em,” Tez said, gesturing to it.
“Clearly,” Sarai said, unimpressed. “I don’t know how you Utemials fight with these things.” She poked one of the blades on the tables and watched it wobble.
Tez shifted his long tail to lay on the table Sarai was looking at. “Long tails. Way stronger than a Galontrian’s too.”
“I understand why. It’s the how. I’d trip over my own tail before I could-”
“What can I do for you two?” A dragon covered in soot stepped out from the back room. It was impossible to tell what color his scales were beneath the mess. Goggles covered his eyes. “I take requests as well. I can make adjustments if any of these blades don’t fit or you want a different weight.”
“I’m just looking. This Galontrian here doesn’t understand how we fight with them.” Tez smirked when Sarai reeled back, offended.
“I did not-”
The blacksmith laughed, pushing his goggles up to his forehead. It showed the actual color of his scales: white. “All Galontrians ask that until they fight one of us wielding it.” He winked at Tez. “Are you even a Utemial if you don’t fight with a tailblade?”
“Exactly!”
“Whatever,” Sarai grunted. She moved to the other side to look at some of the more colorful tailblades offered.
“Well, just holler if you need anything.”
Just then, Tez remembered his tailblade. “Wait!”
The blacksmith looked back. “Yes?”
Tez fished in his harness for his tailblade. “Do you do repairs?”
“Certainly. What’s wrong with it?”
“I’ve been using this for years. Thankfully, I didn’t fight much with it, but hitting wooden dummies takes its toll. It still works as it should.” Tez shrugged, holding the weapon up. “Just could use sharpening. It also has a few dings in it.”
The soot-covered dragon took the blade from Tez and examined it. “Remarkable..” he muttered, stroking the metal.
“What?”
“Your blade is made of oide!” His tail twitched excitedly.
“Oh, yeah.” The dark-silver metal glistened in the light of the bright braziers. It was an expensive and strong metal, but Tez didn’t see what was causing the blacksmith such excitement. “It was a gift from an.. acquaintance many years ago.”
“That makes sense. Do you have any idea how rare it is now compared to back then? We lost control of the mines not too long ago. Every time we send a dragon to investigate, they don’t return. Probably cursed or something.”
“We lost control?” That was news to Tez. The metal was only found north of Watadore at the very tip of the Scraps, as far as he knew.
“Yeah. When the usual ships arrived to pick up the metal, there were no dragons anywhere. It was like they abandoned it. No signs of a struggle either. We can’t spare any soldiers to go over there with the war going on.”
Tez shivered. What could have made dragons flee so quickly and not return to Bruatho to tell their tale?
“Anyway, I can buff out some of the scuffs and small dings, but I can’t do anything for this big chunk missing here. I don’t have any oide in the back. No one in Draylens does anymore. I could substitute a weaker material, but it wouldn’t last nearly as long as oide would. It would likely hurt the blade in the long term. Up to you.”
“I guess just fix the small issues for now.” Tez watched the blacksmith walk away. He wished the smith had the metal necessary to fix the blade completely, but he didn’t have any oide on him. Unless..
Tez bit his lip. It was precious to him, but a fully-repaired tailblade could mean the difference between life and death. Before he reached the door, Tez said, “Wait! I do have oide.” His mind screamed no, but he needed his tailblade to be fully functioning and at its best.
But were all sacrifices necessary?
“Perfect. I’ll be able to completely fix it, then.”
Tez grimaced as he pulled out the small figurine his mother had given him. He rolled it around in his paw, pausing to read the inscription on the bottom. “To my little phoenix. I love you.”
He wiped a tear from his eye with a claw. He was vaguely aware of Sarai watching him. It felt like he was holding the last of his mother’s memory. After all the fuss I made about it..
Tez squeezed his eyes shut. She’s gone. This figurine won’t bring her back or avenge her. A tailblade could. When I get my revenge, she’ll finally be at peace.
Decided, Tez handed the figurine to the blacksmith. He smiled sadly. “Try to save what you can. It means a lot to me.”
The smith read the bottom. He gave Tez a reverent look and bowed deeply. “I’ll use only what I need.”
“Thank you.”
Sarai must have sensed his mood as she smartly kept away from him. Tez looked at more of the tailblades for the next hour. His mood lightened as he laughed at the quality of some of them.
“This one doesn’t even look like it’s made of metal!”
Sarai looked over his shoulder from behind him. “You’re right. It looks like wood.”
“That’s because it’s a training tailblade.” The blacksmith appeared at the door, his claws holding a wrapped piece of metal. “It’s finished.”
Tez took the tailblade from the smith. He gaped when he stared at the finished product. It looked brand new. There were no dings or scratches. It practically sparkled. He grabbed the leather binding meant to wrap around his tail and tugged it. It was sturdy. The blacksmith had also replaced the frayed leather.
“It’s rare to be able to work with such material. It molds so effortlessly like it was made to be smelted by a dragon’s paw.” The smith smiled and pushed his goggles up to his forehead. “Look at the other side. I assumed that inscription meant a lot to you, so I tried to keep it intact as best I could.”
Tez turned it again. His jaw dropped even lower. The blacksmith had incorporated the bottom of the figurine with his mother’s writing as part of the tailblade itself! It was seamlessly smelted into the metal around it. His paws shook. “How.. I..”
“Simpler than it looks.” The muscular smith shrugged nonchalantly.
“I can’t even begin to thank you. How much do I owe you?”
“Ah, a drave will suffice.”
“One drave? That’s too little. Let me give you at least three.”
“One. Seriously. Working with oide again was payment enough.”
What else does he want? No one does something like this for cheap. Tez handed him the drave, noticing his stash of coins was getting lower. This job can’t end soon enough. “What is your name?” He felt bad that he hadn’t asked - an alien feeling to him.
“Julbyr. And you?”
“I’m Tez. This is-”
“Set,” Sarai finished for him, using her fake name.
“Well, nice to meet you. It’s a rarity to see Galontrians this far north nowadays. Ones that aren’t attacking us, anyway,” he added on.
“How long have they been out there?” Tez asked after a minor lapse of silence.
“A few days, now.”
“What are they waiting for?” It was a question that Tez was sure was on the mind of every citizen in Draylens.
Julbyr shrugged. “A sign from Skadi herself? Who knows? I couldn’t tell ya’.”
“Are they trying to intimidate you into surrender?” Sarai butted in.
“We haven’t made any contact with them as far as I know. They stick to the ocean, and we stick to the city. No shots have been fired,” he said, referring to the cannons that outfitted each ship.
“Hmm.” Sarai ruffled her wings in contemplation.
“The dragons I’ve seen seem ready to fight,” Tez said.
The blacksmith smiled sadly. “Utemials know hardship and war better than any of the other races. Peace is a foreign term to most young adults.”
Tez nodded solemnly. “Well, it was nice meeting you, Julbyr.”
“And you as well, Tez. I’ll see you again. I’ll either be back here in my shop or slamming a tailblade into the muzzle of a soldier from Dreolia. I still can’t decide which would be more fun.”
Tez chuckled. He sounds like Qyne. Maybe there are more genuine dragons in the world besides Tasoss. He was surprised Julbyr didn’t request anything more of him. Any other dragon would have. “Clear skies to you.”
“Clear skies!”
Sarai followed Tez out of the shop. The sun was about to set. He hadn’t realized how long they had spent in the shop.
“What now?” Sarai asked.
Tez had an idea of what he wanted to do now, but he didn’t know of any place that would be safe enough to do it. I could use an alley, but there aren’t many of those in this city. They need every bit of space they can muster up here. “I need a place to practice my magic.”
“Ooh. Exciting.” Sarai began to bound around, looking for a suitable location. Her antics drew a few annoyed looks their way. “I don’t know if there are any good places here.”
Tez raised an eye ridge. He had never seen her excited about anything. “I’ll fly around.” Tez took off. He and Sarai flew around the vicinity of the densely-packed city but found no good places that were cut off from the rest of the world. Finally, he settled on a small outlook on the top level with no dragons nearby. Tez guessed it was a landing platform, but it was likely not being used due to the lack of dragons in the city at the moment.
“So, what does practice exactly entail?” Sarai asked as she sat nearby. Her tail curled around her body.
“I don’t know. I never really practice.” Why is she still following me? Doesn’t she have something better to do? As much as he wanted to deny it, a minuscule part of him enjoyed the company. The strange feeling put him on edge.
“WHAT?” Sarai’s eyes widened. “How did you.. you know..”
“Shoot fire from my claws and incinerate a dragon?”
She cringed. “I was going to say use magic, but I guess that too.”
“It just happens naturally. How do you breathe?”
Sarai thought hard for a moment, biting the inside of her cheek. “Uh.. I inhale?”
“How do you do that?”
“Um..” She cocked her head, then sighed when she realized what he was getting at. “Oh. Rhetorical question. I think I get it.”
“Point is, it just happens. I can control it to a certain extent, but I mostly just use it instinctually. I’d like to have better control of it, but I have no idea how.”
“So, you’re going to practice to try to do that?”
“Precisely. Calming my mind works best. Now, be quiet so I can concentrate.”
To her credit, Sarai remained silent. Tez tried to summon flames in his claws, but all he could manage were sparks. He panted heavily, focusing until stars began to appear in his vision. Tez reached out mentally to grasp them. He then weaved them into a large flame to shoot into the sky.
At least, he tried.
All he managed to do was create a small fire in his right forepaw, just like the one he made when he found Arenor’s body less than a week ago. It flickered out immediately. He tried to focus again, but no matter how hard he tried, the stars wouldn’t reappear. “Gah!” He put out the fire and looked around for something to attack. There wasn’t anything nearby. He huffed, scratching at the wooden platform.
My mind is clear! Why isn’t this working? He punched the wooden platform. A couple of stars dotted his vision. Encouraged by their appearance, he attempted to focus his mind again. As soon as he calmed his mind, they disappeared. He punched the ground again with a growl.
“Are you all right? Don’t be angry.”
“You’re one to talk,” Tez growled. “Weren’t you fighting a tree a couple of days ago?”
Sarai stood with a snarl. “That’s none of your business!”
“Then keep your thoughts to yourself.”
Tez thought that would be enough to shut the ignorant dragoness up, but he was sorely mistaken. Sarai snarled again and slid her tail under Tez. Before he could react, she had pinned him to the ground. Tez squirmed, but Sarai’s hold remained firm.
“I’ll say what I want! I don’t know what your problem is, but you need to figure it out. Being around you is tiring with how cynical you are, and I’ve only known you for less than a week. I get you’ve had your own share of trauma in the past, but you need to understand that all of us have, including ME!” She pressed harder. Stars finally appeared in Tez’s vision again. He wasn’t sure if it was from magic or lack of oxygen.
“Get over yourself! I don’t care how you don’t trust anyone. It’s hurtful, especially after I’ve saved your sorry hide twice already, but at least TRY to see things from other people’s perspectives for once.” She released him.
Tez gasped for breath. The stars dissipated. The rage he felt as she yelled at him slowly faded, replaced by dejectedness. “That.. was unnecessary,” he breathed.
“I don’t think so.” She looked at her claws absently. “You seem like the kind of dragon that doesn’t learn until he’s forced to.”
“It doesn’t help that you keep calling me names.”
“Aw. Poor thing. You don’t like the name fireclaws?”
“No,” Tez said bashfully.
“I try to joke and tease you because that’s who I truly am.” Sarai shrugged. “I’ve had to be serious for my entire life. When I met you, and we began investigating together, it felt like I could finally act my age. You were easy to talk to because you didn’t know who I really was. I felt at ease. And now, ever since we left Flameshear, you’ve been tense and watching everyone like you expect them to jump you at any point.”
Had he really been acting like that? He couldn’t remember ever doing that, but with how the others reacted yesterday when they realized that he didn’t trust them, maybe he was wrong. Perhaps he should start trusting them. After all, what have they done to lose his trust? They’ve fought together multiple times, for Tyr’s sake.
No, he thought. They’ll betray me eventually. Everyone does. I can’t open myself up to that. “I’m just being cautious.”
“And you’ll just end up being lonely for the rest of your life. Think about what I told you. I’m trying to help you. These dragons like you, Tez. And you’re starting to rub off on me too. But if you don’t start reciprocating their trust, you’ll lose them. Friends are hard to come by. Good friends are even harder.” She held his gaze for a few more moments before flying back to the city center.
Lonely? I’m not lonely. Tez padded to the edge of the landing pad. The sun was just beginning to set over the horizon on his right. Directly in front of him, to the south, was the armada of Dreolian ships, waiting.
His tail flapped in the wind as it hung over the side. Was Sarai right? Did Frago, Qyne, and Tasoss actually like him? Sure, when he was a dragonet, he had a few friends, but they all drifted away from him just before the war came to Llyn. Ever since the battle where his mother died, he hadn’t even thought of relationships. He only wanted revenge.
Had he been so consumed by his plan of revenge that he failed to see what was happening around him? He knew Tasoss liked him, but he never considered him a friend. He was merely a co-worker that thought favorably of him. Now that he examined it, though, Tasoss did act in every way a good friend would. He looked out for Tez and wanted what was best for him.
And so did Qyne and Frago, to an extent. They all worked together with Jaka. More recently, they fought together - Sarai even more so. He didn’t know her long, but she had defended him multiple times. Was it enough to earn his trust?
The more he thought about it, the more confused he became until his mind couldn’t focus on anything. Instead, he looked out into the endless sea of wooden ships floating outside Draylens’ harbor.
“What are you waiting for?” Tez whispered. He yawned and laid his head down on the hard wood. The bustle of the city behind him was a gentle lull as he drifted into an uncomfortable sleep.
[image: image-placeholder]Tez stood on the deck of a ship. His claws clicked on the metal floor beneath him. Dragons that looked like Galontrians ran past him in a mad rush as if he wasn’t there at all. It was a bright, sunny day without a cloud in sight. What could possibly have these dragons rushing around like this?
Tez walked to the side of the vessel. It instantly lurched to the side in a hard turn. He dropped to the deck, waiting until the ship corrected itself before walking again. Over the edge, he spotted another metal ship in the water. It bore the same dragon skull sigil, but the vessel seemed to be chasing the ship he was on.
What’s going on?
“Is he mad?” a brown dragon snarled in a heavy accent. He banged on the door on the stern of the ship. Another dragon tried to pry it open to no avail. “ASIER! OPEN THIS DOOR THIS INSTANT!”
“I warned you of this!” a smaller, black and yellow dragon said.
A stout red dragon grabbed what looked to be a long metal stick. He put something in the back of it and aimed it at the door. “Asier?” His paws were shaking. “It doesn’t have to be this way. Just open up the door, and you’ll have a fair trial. No one will get hurt.”
Silence. The ship picked up speed. It should have been impossible - the wind wasn’t nearly strong enough to propel the vessel forward at this velocity.
But it did.
“I’ve had enough of this.” The dragon that had initially been pummeling the door began to drag a cannon over. Another dragon helped. Eventually, it was positioned right in front of the door. It was loaded.
“You have until the count of three, Asier!”
The linstock was lit.
“One!”
A rammer was shoved down the front to ensure the ball was deep enough.
“Two!”
Dragons backed up.
“Three!”
Suddenly, the entire ship shook. The cannon slid down the deck as the ship tilted. The sharp movement caused Tez to fall and slam his head onto the wood. Blackness swallowed the dream.
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After a few failed attempts, he was able to stand up. The moon was at its peak in the sky. The wood beneath him shuddered and groaned. He looked at Mount Arborcana.
Smoke was rising from its peak.
He looked back at the lights of the armada. Dragons flew in and out of view. He thought he sensed something out there on one of the boats. It was the same feeling he felt when he used magic, but instead, it emanated from the sea. He rubbed his claws together uncomfortably.
I think I know what they were waiting for.
Mount Arborcana rumbled once more.




Chapter twenty-two







The Burning of Draylens
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The problem with cities made of wood would be their susceptibility to being on fire. Unfortunately, this problem is exacerbated when it's built on a volcano. 
Tez took off to the city center, where he promised to meet the others. His mind raced. How did Mount Arborcana erupt? Was that what they were waiting for? How could they have known? Unless..
Tez didn’t want to believe it, but there was no other logical explanation. Someone on one of those ships had caused it to erupt with magic. It had to be. How could they control their magic to that caliber? If I get out of this alive, I’m reading that damn book.
Below, dragons armed themselves for battle. Others flew to meet the army over the sea. Dragons fought over the water, but the action had yet to reach the city itself. Draylens shook every time the volcano rumbled but remained intact. Whoever built and engineered the city’s vast network of paths knew what they were doing. He could only hope it would last. Tez wasn’t sure the engineers planned for the long-dormant volcano to suddenly erupt.
Tez touched down in the city center, where the guards had kicked them out of the council’s chambers. Dragons scrambled around the circular courtyard. Some were equipping tailblades and other weapons, while others were busy preparing defenses. A large Utemial wearing brown leather armor emerged from an alley pushing a cart full of swords and tailblades. Instantly, weaponless dragons swarmed it. The chaos reminded him too much of Llyn.
This isn’t Llyn, though. We have a chance to fight back. Tez tried to push the memory out of his mind, but no matter how hard he tried, it continued to resurface wherever he looked. Tasoss’s words gave him enough of a distraction.
“Tezyrnth! Thank Skadi, you’re okay.” Tasoss ran over, pushing past some Utemials. The others were close behind him, bearing fearful expressions.
Qyne grunted as the city shook again. Tez had to fan his wings to maintain his balance. Frago fell over, but Qyne helped her up.
“What do we do?” Frago asked, shivering. She huddled closer to Qyne.
The actions of the Utemials around Tez bolstered his conviction of wanting to help Bruatho despite how much it reminded him of his trauma. “We fight.” It was the obvious answer. The council of Draylens didn’t care what they knew. Tez doubted the King would care either if the reactions here were anything to judge Bruatho’s leadership by. Being around so many dragons willing to fight for their city and country gave Tez a sense of belonging he hadn’t realized he had been missing. If they could stop Dreolia here, the war would turn in their favor.
But what about my plan? I want to help these dragons, but if something happens to me, who will avenge my mother? He scratched his head as the others argued amongst themselves. I can’t abandon these dragons without at least trying to help, mother. I’m not much of a fighter, but I’ll use my magic only if I have no other choice - if I can even get control of it. You’d understand, right? Once this is over, I’ll finish my plan once and for all.  I promise.
“If we die, no one else knows what’s happening in Dreolia.” Sarai grabbed her head with her forepaws. “There has to be another way to help!”
“I’m not running away,” Tez growled, sealing his decision. “I ran away from Llyn. We ran away from Ardglass too. I couldn’t help in those places, but I can at least try to help here.”
“There won’t be anything to save or help here!” Tasoss argued. “As soon as lava starts spewing from the volcano, the city will be lost! The dragons here made the decision to stay and fight.”
“That was before they knew the volcano was going to erupt!” Tez ruffled his wings. The more he thought about it, the less confident he became in his initial conviction. Tasoss was right. There wasn’t anything they would be able to save besides the people once the volcano fully erupted. The volcano wasn’t oozing magma yet, but Tez knew it would at any moment. “We can at least aid in their retreat in some way.”
“I’ll fight if he fights,” Qyne said. “I’m sick of these Dreolian dogs walking all over us. If I can take out a couple of them before I go down, that’s good enough for me. It’s only a matter of time before they get to all of us.”
“Qyne!” Frago chastised.
“What? It’s inevitable! They have the numbers. How did they know that the volcano was going to erupt?”
“They didn’t. They caused it to erupt,” Tez stated.
“Caused it? What do you mean?” Tasoss asked, bewildered.
“They used magic,” Tez growled.
“Magic?” Qyne started to laugh. When he realized no one else was laughing, he frowned. “Oh. You’re serious.”
“How else would it erupt? It’s been dormant for centuries!”
“That makes sense,” Tasoss murmured, “I guess.”
“Okay. Let’s say that it’s true that they’re causing the volcano to erupt. They have numbers and magic on their side. What do we have?” Qyne said.
“Brains,” Sarai butted in. “We just need to outsmart them.”
“You have an idea.” Tez noticed her ears twitch while she had been silent. She did something similar when they were in the library and she found something out.
“If we’re serious about this, I have a plan. It’s risky, but if it works, they won’t have to retreat. Listen closely.”
[image: image-placeholder]“Unless you want to go back to your original plan of dying, I suggest you stay quiet,” Sarai hissed at Qyne.
“Sheesh, sorry. I was just-”
“Shh!”
They were back on the island they had used to sneak past Dreolia’s army the day prior. Despite the battle, they were able to fly low enough to make it there without getting spotted. Had they waited longer to leave, it would have been impossible. Dreolia was slowly advancing on the city. The volcano’s rumbles grew louder with each passing minute. Tez could feel the vibration even on the island.
It won’t be long until it actually erupts, Tez mused.
Their path through the trees and dense undergrowth yesterday was still wide enough to accommodate their passing. When Sarai had first told them her plan, Qyne had been a vocal opponent. Despite that, he still went along. Even Tez agreed with the plan, which surprised him. His freshly-sharpened tailblade scraped against a rock. It felt heavier than usual.
The group emerged on the other side of the island. Luckily, the fighting was happening closer to the opposite side now, so Tez doubted they would be spotted. Still, they remained beneath the palm trees to err on the side of caution. 
Next to the island was the massive command ship. Carvings of dragons and other sea creatures decorated its hull. Tez noticed lyngbaks poking their heads out of the water. The scaled predators were attracted to the vibrations ships made.
And apparently, the vibrations volcanoes made.
A lyngbak poked its elongated head out before sinking back into the water near one of the boats. Its snout was nearly double the length of a Galontrian’s muzzle and opened in a wide “V” shape to chomp down on unsuspecting prey. The back of its body was similar to the dolphins of the south, only with much larger fins and a tougher hide. Rows of sharp teeth made it easy to crack through a dragon’s scales. It was one of the only creatures dragons feared - unless you were an Aqua dragon, of course.
“Okay. Remember the plan. My brother’s fiercely intelligent, but his pride can sometimes get in the way of common sense. If we fly to the stern side, we should be able to sneak onto the deck without getting spotted. Tasoss, Frago. Are you ready to distract?”
“I was born ready.” Tasoss smirked. “I’ve never met a Galontrian that could best a Utemial in flight.”
While everyone was getting their weapons ready, Tez walked over to Qyne and whispered, “Can we really trust Sarai right now?”
Qyne snorted. “Like I’m going to take advice on who to trust from you.”
“Listen. Sarai’s brother is in there. I’m not saying she’s leading us into a trap, but what will happen if a confrontation arises? Whose side will she take?”
Qyne looked away, unsure. “I.. We’ll deal with that when it happens. For now, I trust Sarai. I suggest you look inside yourself and do the same.”
Before Tez could ponder his doubts, Tasoss and Frago voiced their readiness.
“All right. Take off and stay low. Wait a few minutes, and then pull the distraction.”
“Not too low,” Tez cautioned. “I spotted some lyngbaks in the water.”
Tasoss looked out into the sea. “A lyngbak? That’s a bad omen.” With a sigh, he and Frago took off. Their wings kicked up sand. Tez spat out a bit that got in his mouth.
Sarai didn’t say anything else. She merely nodded to Qyne and Tez, ran, and took off to soar just over the water. Tez and Qyne did the same. 
The moonlight was reflected brilliantly over the blue ocean. It almost calmed Tez’s nerves. The occasional surfacing of a lyngbak forced him to keep his tail as high as possible without altering his flight. It was already difficult with the tailblade attached to it. His flight wouldn’t earn him any awards in a contest, that was for sure - unless it was a contest of drunks.
The black and grey command ship grew bigger as they approached. Tez twisted to angle his belly to the ship, following the Galontrian captain’s plan. His wings flapped hard as he gently gripped the wooden stern of the vessel with his claws. He slid a few clawlengths before his claws dug in and found purchase. A glance below him found that Sarai and Qyne managed the awkward landing as well.
Now we wait.
Tez’s eyes darted around him. He expected shouting to break out and soldiers to surround them at any point, but that wasn’t the case. Either they were too distracted with the battle to the north, or he was nearly invisible against the ship’s dark hull.
Unless my scales suddenly turned black, it’s probably the former.
He hung for what felt like hours. His claws burned from supporting his weight. The wood creaked on occasion, threatening to crack and splinter. They were supposed to wait for Tasoss and Frago’s distraction and signal, but why was it taking so long? Were they captured?
The sounds of battle gradually grew closer. Dragons roared as claw and sword met scale. The ocean lapped below them, rough and choppy from the volcano’s convulsions. Misty spray hit Tez’s scales. Tez swore he saw the outline of a lyngbak just below them, but it never surfaced to prove his suspicion. The volcano was rumbling non-stop. It continued to get louder as time went by. Tez was sure Draylens must have been shaking, but he couldn’t see the city from their place on the ship.
The water splashed ten dragonlengths away as a dragon fell into it. Tez couldn’t see whose side they were on, but it wasn’t the lyngbaks’. The unfortunate soul quickly became meat for the hungry creatures of the deep.
I guess the battle is closer than we thought. A lot closer. Part of him was proud of his people’s tenacity, having not retreated yet, but they would have to decide soon if they wanted as many dragons to survive as possible. As much as it pained him to admit, the city was a lost cause.
After a few long minutes, Tez began to get impatient. His tail flicked against the wood. Sarai glared at him from below. He returned the glare. If they were captured, we’re never going to get a distraction. I’ll do this myself. Sarai will just have to fly around to convince her brother while I distract them. He couldn’t trust Tasoss and Frago to stick to the plan any longer.
Without a second thought, Tez fanned his wings. He ignored Sarai’s hiss of protest. With one great flap, he released his claws and flew to the top of the vessel on the stern side. 
The deck was the epitome of controlled chaos. Dragons sprinted back and forth while others fought just in front of the ship in the sky. Rigging and cannonballs were thrown around as the ship angled itself to fire on the city. Smoke rose in thick black clouds over Draylens, pulled to the east by the wind.
Tez couldn’t see Tasoss or Frago anywhere. If they were captured, they must have been on a different ship or below deck. He spotted a prisoner tied up on the port side in the middle of the deck, but she seemed out of it. Her white-scaled head waved side to side as if she was locked in a trance.
Tez took three steps forward and roared.
Instantly, the soldiers on deck turned to him. Their surprise changed into anger as they dropped nets and other tools to unsheath their weapons.
“Intruder!”
“We’ve been boarded!”
The thumps of dragons landing on wood sounded behind him. He chanced a look back. Qyne and Sarai had joined him. Neither looked pleased. As the crowd of soldiers in front of them began to increase and get closer, Tez realized his mistake. Maybe I should have waited for Sarai to alter the plan. But what if she didn’t do it in time?
Sarai stepped in front of Tez and shoved him backward with a snarl. To the soldiers, she roared, “I am Princess Sarai! I demand to speak to General Giso at once!”
The soldiers looked around in confusion. She clearly bore the necklace of a captain, but her armor looked like she stole it from the swamps of Runkuok. Despite not dressing for the part, her commanding presence made up for it. Tez could see how she was respected as a captain.
“Go get the general,” a larger Galontrian growled, hitting a young soldier in the shoulder.
“No need.”
Tez froze. The eerie calmness of the voice sent shivers down his muscles.
An ebony-scaled dragon stepped forward through the crowd of soldiers. The dragons gave him a wide berth. His purple eyes - a rare color for a dragon - almost glowed in the night. Great, grey horns curled over his neck. The ship’s lanterns made him seem much bigger than the soldiers around him. He regarded Sarai with an impassive countenance.
“Dear sister, I’m working right now. Can’t this wait?”
“I was sent by father.”
“What ever happened to your armor? Did you fall into a bucket of paint?” He looked at Tez and Qyne as if noticing them for the first time. “Father sent you along with two Utemial escorts? Excuse me, one Utemial and a Galontrian escort.”
“Father sent me to inform you that there has been a change in plans. The council has voted to suspend the siege of Draylens until further notice.”
“I was not informed of such a vote taking place,” Giso breathed. His tone remained breathy and neutral. Tez shivered again. He wouldn’t want to play Giso in a game of cards. The general had the most unreadable expression he had ever seen on a dragon.
“It occurred after you had left. Father gave me the mission to inform you, but it seems I made it here too late.”
“Make no mistake, Sarai. My troops are well-trained. They will retreat as soon as I give the order.” He didn’t move.
Tez’s heart raced. Could it be this easy? He shared a hopeful look with Qyne.
“So give the order,” Sarai commanded.
“The interesting thing, sister, is that the council was disbanded two days ago. So it would be impossible for such a vote to take place.” His gaze and voice were still impassive, betraying nothing. “Why would father send a captain of the guard out to the heart of the war to give such a message and not the countless other messengers in our employ?”
Tez shifted his tail to be ready to strike. Qyne fidgeted beside him.
“I-” Sarai began.
“Did these dragons put you up to this? Are you their prisoner?” His face became soft and caring, though it seemed forced and foreign to him. “Come to me, sister. I’ll protect you. We’ll capture these rebels and give them the trial they deserve.” He extended a foreleg.
The battle that had been raging above had shifted much closer to the city while they were speaking. It would only be minutes before they reached Draylens. While the ships were angled to fire on Draylens, none of them shot. Why aren’t they firing?
Sarai looked torn. Giso offered her a way out: an easy offer to get away from the battle and guarantee her safety. All she had to do was sacrifice Qyne and Tez. Every dragon Tez had known would jump at this kind of opportunity. It was why he vowed never to get close enough to a dragon for that to be a possibility. Yet here he was now, in the exact situation he dreaded. Any moment now, Sarai would-
“No.”
Tez and Giso both reeled back in shock. Giso’s movement was much more controlled. “No?”
"This isn't right. We need-"
“DUCK!” Tasoss screamed.
Sarai, Qyne, and Tez dropped to their bellies just as Tasoss and Frago flew over their heads. Several Galontrians were hot on their tails. The soldiers surrounding Giso were forced to jump out of the way as the dragons skimmed over the deck. Giso was the only one that didn’t duck. He simply stepped out of the way.
Tez didn’t miss a beat. If Giso wouldn’t surrender through trickery, Tez would have to force him to the old-fashioned way. He launched himself across the deck while the soldiers were still coming to their senses.
Giso watched him approach, unmoving. Just when Tez was going to pounce, another soldier rammed into him. Tez grappled with the behemoth of a Galontrian, watching Giso out of the corner of his eye, padding away as if he had something better to do.
“Keep Princess Sarai alive. The others, do as you wish,” he said without looking back.
Tez strained to keep the Galontrian’s claws away from his throat. He snaked his long tail around and whipped the blade into his back. The soldier roared, briefly releasing Tez. It was enough for him to roll out of the way. 
Five more soldiers surrounded him, keeping their distance to avoid his deadly tail. Qyne and Sarai were in similar situations, though the soldiers were less eager to fight Sarai. Frago and Tasoss darted through the night sky like shooting stars, but their pace was not sustainable. Sooner or later, they’d tire out.
Suddenly, the volcano rumbled so loudly that the dragons aboard the ship had to cover their ears. A loud snap accosted their eardrums. Lava erupted from the peak of Mount Arborcana and sprayed into the air. Rivers of glowing red began flowing down the rocky slope and into the wooden city of Draylens.




Chapter twenty-three







The Fireclaws of Llyn
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So that’s why they aren’t firing. Why waste resources when nature will do it for you? 
Dragons flooded from the ships to reinforce the soldiers in the air. A slightly smaller number of dragons met them from Draylens. The city was no longer a refuge.
It was a fiery tomb.
The soldiers, recovering their wits, cautiously advanced. Tez fought to keep each one in his vision. One twisted and bent their hindleg at him. A rope was shot from an attachment on his leg. It tangled around Tez’s legs before he could react. Emboldened by the rope, they charged.
Tez dodged the first attack, but another paw slammed into his muzzle. Dazed, he twisted his body to block another strike. The rope tightened around his legs. He nearly tripped, barely managing to stay on all fours as the ship crested over a huge wave. Claws raked his back. He held back a yowl and swung his head to put his small horns between him and his adversaries. 
Briefly, he spotted Sarai and Qyne struggling as well. It would only be moments before they faltered and were killed. He would meet his mother.. and tell her how he failed her.
No. I won’t let them die.
Another paw struck just below his eye. The impact was like a splash of cold water in the morning. Anger bubbled inside of him. Stars appeared. He inhaled, reached back, and swung his paw in a wide arc. He had to close his eyes to not get blinded. Screams and crackling pierced through the volcano’s incessant growling.
When he opened his eyes, the middle of the deck was engulfed in flames. A few dragons on fire jumped overboard to douse the flames covering their bodies. The fire traveled up one of the side masts that held the aerial defense fabric. With a loud snap, the fabric shot out in flaming threads onto the bow of the ship, where the remaining soldiers were attempting to put out the flames with buckets. The threads forced them to flee.
He felt exhausted. Whenever he used magic, he didn’t cast anything nearly as powerful. It felt like he had flown the Runkuok Marathon - twice.
Why did it work now and not last evening?? Tez fought to tune out the screams as the fire spread. Just like Llyn..
Sarai and Qyne ran up to him. Their appearance pulled him out of his mind.
“Sarai, I-”
“Don’t even speak to me right now. I’ll deal with you later,” she snarled. “We need to leave. Now.”
“You don’t have to tell me twice.” Qyne’s forehead was steadily oozing blood. If it hurt him, he showed no sign of it.
I feel like I’m forgetting something. Instantly, he remembered. There was a dragoness tied up in the middle of the ship.. that he burned! He looked around frantically. Thankfully, he spotted her just ahead of the flames. She was wobbling away from the fire, miraculously still alive.
“Tez! HELLO?” Sarai screamed, trying to get his attention.
Pieces of wood from the ship’s mast dropped from the sky in flaming balls around the white dragoness. It would be easy to fly away with Sarai and Qyne, but something drew him to the dragoness. It felt important for him to help her.
The ship’s mast creaked before collapsing towards the front of the boat. It crashed through the deck. The mainstay was ripped into two. The ship lurched beneath his paws.
Tez cut through the ropes tangled around his legs. He leaped towards the struggling dragoness, ignoring Sarai’s protest. With a slash of his claws, he severed the rope binding her paws and placed her wing over his back.
“Come on. I got you,” he panted. The world spun. He still wasn’t sure why he was risking his life to save someone he didn’t know, but something in his head kept urging him on.
“TEZ!” Qyne and Sarai screamed simultaneously just as a large Galontrian knocked him away from the dragoness. He rolled across the deck towards the fire. His claws dug into the wood to stop sliding. It was barely enough to prevent him from becoming a roasted dragon. The lyngbaks would have to do their own cooking if they were craving freshly-cooked meat.
Three soldiers surrounded the white dragoness. Ropes were tied around her before the soldiers lifted her off the ship. The red-scaled dragon that had shoved Tez landed on top of him before he could get back up. He dug his claws into his back. Tez moaned in pain.
“So you’re a Descendant too, eh?” The claws dug deeper. “Giso will be pleased.”
Tez cried out. It was Llyn all over again. Only this time, he wouldn’t escape with his life.
I’m sorry, mother.
Before Sarai and Qyne could make it over, Tasoss swooped in. The older Utemial raked his claws down the Galontrian’s exposed back with a yowl. The Galontrian screamed and swung a foreleg at the sky. It bought enough time for Qyne to bash the soldier’s muzzle. The red dragon growled and released Tez. He retreated, wiping blood from his nose.
Tasoss landed and, with Qyne’s help, pulled Tez up. “We need to get off this ship!” Tasoss hissed.
Tez looked around for any sign of the dragoness but couldn’t see her anywhere. She was gone.
“Where’s Frago?” Qyne asked, his voice full of concern. His shoulders drooped in relief when he watched her land just behind Tasoss.
“There were SO many soldiers! I hit-”
“There are still many soldiers,” Sarai growled, cutting her off.
Tez glanced over the edge, noticing the water was much closer than before. The Galontrian soldiers were flying in erratic paths around the vessel, probably wondering how their command ship suddenly burst into flames. “What should-”
“Come on, fly! While they’re still confused!” Sarai leaped into the sky, followed closely by the others.
They stayed low and skimmed just over the trees of the nearby island. The soldiers that were closest to them were too occupied trying to salvage what they could from the sinking ship. Ahead, towards Draylens, the battle still raged. Lava poured from the top of the volcano and spilled into the city like an overflowing mug. The top level was currently a raging inferno. Huge waves accosted Dreolia’s fleet, forcing some of the closer ships to turn around.
“What in Baldr’s name happened back there?” Tasoss hissed over the wind. “I saw fire coming from Tez and then complete chaos.”
Sarai looked over her shoulder at Tez. “We’ll wait until it’s safe to discuss that.” Her glare reminded him of her residual anger at him for not following the plan.
I did what I thought was right, Tez thought with a huff. With how Giso reacted to her lies, her plan wouldn’t have worked anyway.
Across the city, small fights raged in the waning moonlight. For some reason, there was a large concentration of Bruathon soldiers - not citizens, like the majority of the dragons fighting were - on the east side, keeping Dreolia away. They seemed to be barely holding out against the onslaught. Tez wasn’t sure how long the wooden platform would last with how fast the lava was moving on the levels above them.
“Do you see that?” Tez roared. His strength was starting to return as he flew.
“I do!” Qyne looked down at Tez. “Those are actual Bruathon soldiers. Why are they over there?”
“I think they’re trying to retreat,” Sarai said.
“We agreed to help them retreat, right? Let’s help them,” Tasoss said.
“What could we possibly do to help?” Qyne said. “We should get out while we still can.”
Part of Tez agreed with Qyne. Fighting here was a mistake. What if I died? Mother would never be avenged. He shivered at the thought. Another part of him, however, wanted to tarnish Dreolia’s inevitable victory as much as possible. I wouldn’t be alive today if I didn’t have help escaping Llyn. The memory strengthened his resolve.
“We can follow them to a safe haven if we help them retreat,” Tasoss argued.
I didn’t think of that. We can help them and follow them. Then, I can resume my plan. Maybe I’ll still get Sarai’s money.
“If we can help! What if-”
“Behind!” Sarai’s panicked roar cut Qyne off. The dragoness flapped harder to put on a burst of speed. Galontrian soldiers were flying towards them, cutting off any means of a safe escape. “To the soldiers, quickly!”
As they darted east, Tez watched one of the wooden paths of the city fall into the ocean, taking out more buildings with it. Galontrians overran the minor defenses. Lyngbaks swarmed on the coast, waiting for their easy meals like one would a server at an inn. The mountain city was now kindling for the volcano; a massive torch illuminating the night sky.
Sarai darted under the battle where the soldiers were clustered, holding the Galontrians back from attacking the dragons on the platform. On the wooden path, dozens of dragons helped injured soldiers walk. The black rock of the mountain vibrated threateningly just behind them. A few stories above, the city burned. Tez nervously glanced at the support beams holding the walkways and buildings in place above them. I hope those hold.
When Tez landed, he realized he recognized one of the dragons amongst the healers and soldiers. His eyes widened at the sight of the pretty dark-orange dragoness. “General Shykin!”
The general brushed aside one of her healers. “Help someone else. I’m fine for now.” She looked at Tez. “Oh. It’s you idiots.”
Sarai bristled and let out a low growl.
“Why are you still in the city? It’s on fire!” Qyne flicked his tail. “Are you suicidal?”
“Ma’am, we need to go. Let us tie this rope around your torso,” a small, stout Utemial said. Two others stood behind him.
General Shykin sighed. She lifted her left wing. “I broke my wing. Not bad, but it’s enough to ground me for a few weeks.”
“General..”
“Just do it already,” she hissed. As they tied the rope, she explained. “We were trying to get some of the weapons out as soon as we realized it was a lost cause.”
“Did you discover that before or after they attacked?” Sarai snorted.
Shykin glared at the dragoness. Her lips curled back in the beginnings of a snarl. “We didn’t plan for Arborcana to erupt.” In a much calmer tone, she continued. “As soon as it happened, we gathered whatever blacksmiths were still here and commanded them to retreat with any weapons they could get their paws on.”
A soldier crashed into the wooden path only five dragonlengths away with a scream. Tez grimaced at the brutality and averted his gaze, avoiding the urge to vomit.
“All set,” the dragon tying her said. “Ready when you are, General.” The other injured dragons had ropes similarly tied around them.
Tez wanted to growl and complain about Bruatho’s inaction again, but he knew there was no possibility of defeating Dreolia in this battle without substantial losses. The only option was retreating. Buildings could be rebuilt. Dragons couldn’t. He could only hope that the dragons buying them time would be able to escape - or have a quick, painless death.
“You’re welcome to-” 
Suddenly, the volcano’s walls cracked loudly just in front of them, cutting the general off. The rock began to crack and splinter. Before anyone could shout a warning, the rocky wall burst open. A wave of glowing lava blasted toward the grounded dragons.
Tez’s heart stopped. He couldn’t think of anything to do other than instinctively hold up his claws and cringe away. His eyes squeezed shut, ready for the warm embrace of the lava to bring him a quick, painless death - just as he hoped for those fighting Dreolia.
Terrified screams turned into shocked gasps. The sounds of the battle faded away, replaced by the bubbling of lava. Pawsteps on wood sounded behind him as dragons scampered away. Wait. How am I still alive? he thought.
“What?”
“How..?”
“Is he.. holding it?”
“Impossible.”
Disbelieving murmurs floated in the air behind him. The words and phrases quickly became mixed. One word from Sarai rose above them all.
“Fireclaws..” Sarai breathed.
“Tezyrnth?” Tasoss asked. “Did you just.. What?”
Tez slowly opened his eyes. His jaw dropped. A wall of boiling lava was just in front of him, held at bay by both his forepaws. The grounded soldiers and healers that had scrambled out of the way now stared from a comfortable distance. Even the fighting above halted to observe the spectacle.
“Magic has returned..” Shykin whispered in awe.
“It never left..” Tasoss said.
“Fireclaws,” Qyne said. “Ohh. That’s why you called him that!”
The nickname he despised was whispered solemnly, like a prayer, around the gathered dragons. He thought he spotted the soot-covered form of Julbyr in the crowd, but it was hard to focus on anything other than the wall of death a clawlength away. All the eyes on his back made him realize they were looking to see what he would do next. 
Except, he had no idea what to do next. 
His forelegs began to buckle. He was suddenly aware of the immense weight he was holding back. When the dragons saw that, they began to back up again. Somehow, the wooden path remained connected to the mountain, but the parts closest to the explosion were burning.
He had to do something! Thinking fast, Tez pushed with his mind and forelegs down instead of backward. The motion broke the wood below the lava and sent it plummeting towards the lower levels. He hoped there weren't any more dragons down there.
He hunched his shoulders and smiled awkwardly when he turned around.
General Shykin was the first to recover her wits. “Move, now!”
Not even a thank you? To be fair, he didn’t expect to survive either. What were you supposed to say after you accepted death but instead survived?
The wood collapsed beneath him with a deafening crack. Tez managed to unfurl his wings and catch an updraft. He soared down for a moment until he was out of reach of the lava and burning wood. He began to flap in Shykin’s direction. Sarai cut him off.
“What are you doing?” he hissed, trying to find a way around her. Galontrians chased after the fleeing soldiers, not noticing Tez and his group far below.
“Look!” She gestured at the falling cloud of ash and fire. It engulfed the entire eastern portion of the land and sea, making the fleeting night even darker. He couldn’t even see where the soldiers had gone anymore.
“Yeah, I’m not flying through that,” Tasoss commented dryly. “Besides, we’ll probably just encounter more Dreolian soldiers if we fly north.”
“West it is, then!” Qyne said. “I didn’t survive the battle just to die of suffocation. Let’s regroup and figure out what we’re doing far away from here.”
“Stick to the sea! HURRY!” Sarai commanded when she spotted soldiers diving at them. It appeared their position was no longer overlooked.
Tez flapped hard as he dodged waves and falling wood. Lyngbaks swam below the surface, hunting for fallen dragons that bobbed in the water for a few precious moments before getting dragged under. The battle was lost, but the citizens of Draylens still fought above them near the clouds. Smog and ash from the volcano drifted towards the fighting citizens but made no impact on their determination. If anything, it made them even more willing to fight.
He felt ashamed of his impromptu retreat. If he could stop a wave of lava from killing dragons and burn a ship by himself, surely he could make an impact elsewhere. They made their choice and understood the risk, he thought. I can fight another day with an army at my back. After I get my money and finish my plan, that is.
Qyne kept up with them surprisingly well for a Galontrian. It wasn’t long before they outpaced the soldiers. Even with his tailblade on, Tez maintained a consistent speed. If he had to turn suddenly, he doubted he would be able to do so in time. Luckily, he was never challenged in that aspect.
Eventually, Draylens, the armada, and the soldiers disappeared from view over the horizon. Their forms were replaced by the rising sun. A new day, but yesterday’s failures overshadowed any positivity.
Draylens had fallen. Their leaders wouldn’t listen to their information. And now, word would spread about his gift. Would he ever get the money to accomplish his plan?
He feared the impending scolding and questioning when they landed.




Chapter twenty-four







Huntress
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“Tasha, please. I need to rest my wings.” 
Tasha huffed angrily but obliged her former mate. How was he tiring faster than her? She was the one that was sick! The medication she brought could only push her so much.
As if the black dragon heard her internal question, he said, “Sorry. My wings aren’t used to this much flying.” He took a swig of water from his small canteen and wiped his mouth with his paw. “Where are we?”
Tasha frowned. Where were they? She pulled out a map of Quassa. “We’re close to Bellaneu, I think.”
“Is that where Tez was going?”
“I don’t know!” she growled, causing Dreux to flinch. “Sorry. I’m just frustrated.”
“I know. You always flick your tail like that when you are.” He smiled sadly before lying down to rest.
Tasha sighed and stopped swishing her tail. When she had first explained her condition, and why she was tracking a Utemial with supposed magical powers, Dreux was utterly confused. It took her much explaining before he agreed, though she could tell he still wasn’t sure. She didn’t blame him - it was a lot to digest. Magic was real. She was incredibly ill. And all she had to do to heal herself was capture a fabled Descendant.
Yeah, she could understand his hesitation.
She leaned over to let out a loud cough. When they finally subsided, she drank more from her canteen. There were only a few drops left. Truthfully, she had no idea where to begin looking for Tez. It had been so easy to accept Yoin’s offer and fly away, but now that she had the time to consider it, she began to doubt her prowess. 
Fighting was one thing. Hunting was something completely different. Hunting dragons was totally out of her comfort zone. Though, she supposed, there was considerable overlap between the two disciplines. She had her fair share of chasing criminals, but all of those dragons had an obvious trail they had taken. She would have better luck closing her eyes and pointing to a random spot on the map than flying around aimlessly all over Bruatho like she was doing now.
Even with zero leads, she still held out hope. Just the chance of saving herself was enough to feed her willingness to continue on this seemingly pointless adventure.
“We need more water.” It had only been a few days, and they were already out. There had been a stream farther back, but she didn’t think to fill them then. Guards always had access to drinking water. Hunters, as she was now realizing, had to take any chance they got.
Dreux dug into his satchel and pulled out his canteen again. “Here.”
Tasha grabbed it and pressed it to her muzzle. It dribbled into her mouth before stopping completely. She threw it at him. “Seriously?”
“What?” He picked up the canteen and looked inside as if it were a spyglass. “Oh.”
“Where are we going to get water now?” she hissed.
“I don’t know! I thought you were the soldier!”
“I was a guard!” Tasha dug her claws into the ground. They had lost track of the cairns hours ago. The piles of stone were used to guide dragons between the small villages on Matacord. There were larger paths with waystations and flaming towers set periodically to direct wagons and other travelers, but she didn’t want to chance getting caught by Galontrian soldiers and explaining herself. That wasn’t even considering the bandits that roamed those paths, preying on unsuspecting travelers. “I’m not a huntress!”
Dreux stood and looked around. “Okay, okay. Sorry.” His head suddenly locked north. “Look!”
Tasha squinted. She thought she saw the outline of buildings. “Is that..?”
“If they’re living there, there must be a water source somewhere!” Dreux bubbled. His body quivered excitedly. Without another word, he took off.
Tasha followed, annoyed. Dreux hadn’t changed a bit. Whenever he carved wood or found a thrilling new book, he would become fixated on it so much that he would forget about everything else in the world, sometimes for days at a time. She knew it wasn’t out of malice. Sometimes she’d have to break down his door to get his attention if she hadn’t heard from him for more than two days.
Tasha landed behind Dreux outside of the small village. The village was a small cluster of roughly fifteen homes with large farms surrounding them. Furry animals that Tasha had never seen before grazed in a fenced area.
“Don’t do that again! Let me know next time, at the very least!”
Dreux smiled sheepishly. “Sorry.” His ears perked up at the sound of flowing liquid. “Water!” He ran to a small stream that snaked through the enclosure and wrapped around the fence. He took out his canteen and filled it. Tasha handed him her canteen to fill as well.
“Are you two from around here?”
Tasha and Dreux jumped. Dreux shuffled to hide behind Tasha. Wasn’t he a politician way before I was? Talking should be his forte.
A Utemial stood in front of them. She was a head shorter than Tasha - the usual height of a Utemial. Her red scales blended with green accents, while her horns pointed straight back over her neck so smoothly that they could almost function as armor. Despite that, she looked friendly. “Sorry. Did I frighten you?” She had to barely have been out of dragonethood, judging by her smooth, gentle voice.
“No, we’re not. We were just passing through.”
“Oh. Do you need a place to spend the night?”
“It’s not night yet,” Dreux chimed in.
“No, but it will be upon us soon, and nights are getting longer. Bellaneu is the closest city, but you won’t make it there by nightfall. Come, I can find you a room to sleep in. I’m sure you’re both hungry and exhausted.”
A room? Tasha blushed slightly before shaking her dark-green and blue head. Food sounded great to her empty stomach.
Tasha and Dreux followed the dragoness into the small village. Whatever trepidations she had with entering a Bruathon village were washed away when she saw all of the friendly gazes directed at her. She expected unbidden glares and open hostility. It was a welcome surprise.
Most of the villagers were Utemials, but there were a decent amount of Galontrians. She thought she spotted an Aqua, but it was hard to tell from the fleeting glimpse. A group of dragonets that were playing ran across the dirt path. She couldn’t decide if they were Galontrian or Utemial. 
They honestly look like both.
“Dado, dear! We have visitors!”
A tall Galontrian stepped out of the small blackwood home. He had bronze scales and lacked any serious muscle. He grinned. “What is it, dear?”
The dragoness guiding them nuzzled Dado affectionately before turning back to them and standing at his side. “I found these two wandering around the stream. I offered them food and shelter for the night.”
“We don’t mean to impose-” Tasha began.
“Nonsense! No one’s imposing. You’re just in luck. I was roasting some jeyun. One is much too big for Dorilth and I to eat in one sitting.” 
“Are you two.. mates?” Dreux asked dumbly. Tasha rolled her eyes at the idiotic question.
Dado smiled warmly. “For the past year, yes.”
“I had to be the one to ask,” Dorilth said, rolling her eyes. “Males are too hard-headed to take any hints, especially Galontrian males.”
The bronze-scaled Galontrian ducked his head to hide his blush. “Let’s talk inside. I don’t want the jeyun to burn!”
[image: image-placeholder]“So, you moved here from Eaglebay?” Tasha asked.
“Yup. Best decision of my life. I hated city life, even though Eaglebay isn’t that big of a city compared to Flameshear. I landed here because I was tired, and the locals took me in. I worked on the farms before I met Dorilth. She was one of the farmer’s daughters. A few moons later, she asked the question.”
Tasha took another bite of the jeyun leg. It was surprisingly juicy and well-seasoned. “Any dragonets yet?”
Dorilth grinned widely, while Dado looked terrified. “Not yet,” she clarified with a smirk.
The four dragons enjoyed the comfortable silence occasionally accented by sounds of chewing. Dorilth broke it. “Dear, is the back room clean?”
“Mostly. There are a few more things I need to take out, but there’s enough hay back there for a comfortable nest.”
“You two can use that room for the night. How long have you been mates?” she asked innocently.
Dreux choked on his food.
“It’s.. complicated,” was all Tasha said.
“Ah, I understand.” Dorilth looked lovingly at her mate. For some reason, it filled Tasha with longing.
The rest of the dinner was spent with small talk about the weather and village gossip. Tasha was grateful that they didn’t ask where they were from. She had a feeling that it wouldn’t be well-received, even though she and Dreux were against the war. The war didn’t seem to affect the village here directly, but some dragons might have come here to escape the senseless slaughter. Dreolia was hardly worried about these kinds of towns.
Dorilth showed them to their room right away. “This is it. Come find us if you need anything.”
“Thank you so much, Dorilth. This means a lot to us,” Tasha said.
Dorilth’s eyes trailed to the ground. “Don’t mention it. I only ask that you do the same if you ever have the chance.” She bowed and walked back down the hall to the dining room.
Dreux closed the door behind him. He stared at the nest. “I can sleep on the floor if you want..” he began.
“No, you can have the nest. I need to organize my supplies.”
Dreux stared at her for several moments before sighing and padding to the bed. He curled his tail around himself and laid down, watching Tasha with one eye open.
Tasha dumped the contents of her satchel onto the ground. Amongst the bits and crumbs of dried meat were a variety of supplies that Yoin said would be useful. Some of the items’ purposes were obvious. She grabbed one that would strap to her hindleg and allow her to shoot rope. It was a cumbersome attachment but functional nonetheless.
One device confused her. It had a button on one end and was spherical, but nothing else was on it to explain its purpose. There were five in the bag. I’ll test it some other time. There were a few other potions in glass vials that Yoin said were from his personal supply back when he had access to the blood he needed. One of them was supposed to be able to incapacitate a dragon for days.
While she stared at the supplies, the thought she had been ignoring finally forced its way to the front of her mind. Would she really be able to capture Tez? Physically, she was sure she could. She was still on the fence about whether Dreux would be an asset or a hindrance, but she hoped the supplies would give her the leg-up she needed.
Mentally, however, was a different story. She had met Tez before in Flameshear. He didn’t seem like an evil dragon. As a guard, all of the dragons she captured had committed some kind of crime so she could justify her actions. With Tez, he didn’t actually do anything wrong, as far as she knew. He was only a Utemial - a victim of injustice. And here she was, ready to commit more injustice to heal herself. Was she selfish?
No. Tez would understand. Maybe, after she was healed, she could figure out a way to save him from Yoin’s clutches. He may not forgive her, but at least her mind would be at ease. The thought eased her apprehensions.
Dreux’s eyes were closed where he lay in the nest of hay. For what felt like the tenth time since they left Flameshear, her old feelings for him began to resurface. A gust of wind blew open the wooden window. She closed it and carefully locked the hatch, shivering. The nest looked inviting and tantalizing.
The sound woke Dreux up. “Huh?”
“Do you mind if I.. share the nest with you?”
Dreux blushed. “Um.. I can move if you want me to..”
“You don’t have to. It’s.. cold.” She smiled slightly, putting out the candle that flickered.
“Er.. If you insist.” Dreux swallowed nervously. “I don’t want you to be uncomfortable.”
Tasha laid herself in the bed, her wing brushing against Dreux’s. “It’s okay. I trust you.” She shifted so that they lay side by side. She felt his heart racing - a mirror of her own. Sleeping next to Dreux felt right. It brought up pleasant memories.. and equally unpleasant memories of sleeping alone. She had cried for days after she broke up with Dreux. She had told herself she was protecting him.
She wasn’t a guard any longer, though. His tail tentatively snaked its way over her own. Her heart felt warm and full. The feeling of safety was such a foreign emotion in Flameshear - especially in the past week - but here in Bruatho, it felt right. The loving looks Dorilth and Dado shared passed through her mind.
Maybe Bruatho has life figured out, she thought. If only Dreolia could see things in a similar way. That would take a miracle.




Chapter twenty-five







Tempest
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Once the rain started, it didn’t stop. 
As soon as Sarai gave the order to retreat from the lost battle, the sky turned even darker. The grey clouds ahead of them grew as they flew towards them. Since then, they had been flying through the pouring rain. Tez hoped that the storm would put out the fires plaguing Draylens. It wouldn’t save the city, but it would at least save the wildlife.
He wasn’t sure what time of day it was. They had been flying for hours, and there was still no sign of land. His tailblade weighed him down, but he couldn’t take it off until he landed. It was nearly impossible to take off a tailblade in flight. He didn’t want to risk losing it in the sea.
His wings screamed from exertion. Utemials were not built for long-distance flights, but it wasn’t like they couldn’t do them. It just took significantly more effort and frequent stops - the latter being a luxury they couldn’t afford in their escape. There weren’t any islands below them to use as a rest stop. Even if there were, he wasn’t sure if they would be able to take off again, considering how hard the rain was coming down.
The cold rain, at the very least, soothed his bloody back. The only other good part about the rain was that it prevented any uncomfortable questions from being asked. It allowed him time to stew in his thoughts. He couldn’t help but wonder who that captured dragoness was. Why would those soldiers risk their lives to save a prisoner? The only reason that made sense was that she was important. It had felt important to him that he save her, but he couldn’t wrap his head around why.
So you’re a Descendant too, eh?
Tez shivered as he remembered the red soldier’s words. What he said implied there were other Descendants. Dreolia clearly had magic users on their side. Mount Arborcana erupting proved it. How many were there? Were there others like him that hadn’t sided with Dreolia? Were they hiding their powers as he had done up until this point?
He hadn’t originally believed Descendants were real, but that soldier describing him as such made him question his preconceptions. Was there any chance more would come out of hiding to defend Bruatho from this supernatural threat, or was he truly the only one on their side?
He felt torn. On one paw, he wanted to finish his mission and get revenge on the one dragon that had caused him so much pain. On the other paw, what if Dreolia destroyed Bruatho before he was able to help?
Finishing my job will likely help Bruatho in the long flight. But I can’t wait any longer. Money or no money.
A thought crossed his mind that he had never considered before. What if he used magic to accomplish his goal? It was such an obvious answer, but he didn’t use it before because he didn’t want to risk its knowledge going public. Now, however, many dragons knew. It would soon spread like wildfire. Could he strike before his face was plastered on walls and bounties for his head were advertised?
It’d be too risky using magic, he snorted. What if I confront them, try to use it, and fail? I’d just get captured once they finished laughing at me. I have to be smart about it. I don’t know how I was able to stop that lava and save those dragons, but I sure as Tyr wouldn’t be able to do it again if I needed to.
Just over the horizon, Tez spotted land along with lights from a coastal village. It was such a welcome sight that he almost forgot to flap his wings. Qyne and Sarai exchanged words in front of him, but he couldn’t hear what was said over the rain pelting his scales. Frago’s head drooped as if she were about to fall asleep. Tasoss’s tail was barely raised enough to allow flight.
Just a few more minutes. Then we can rest and figure out our next move. Maybe Tasoss can go to the King by himself and-
Suddenly, Frago ceased flapping her wings. They hung limply at her sides as she plummeted head first towards the ocean below.
Qyne screamed and dove after her. The others, hearing his cry, launched after her as well. Tez tucked his wings close to his sides and dove, his mind reeling. He couldn’t deal with any more deaths. We didn’t survive Draylens just to die here! Come on, Frago! WAKE UP!
“NO!” Qyne roared as she collided with the water. Everyone fanned their wings to stop themselves from plunging into the depths. The tumultuous waves reached into the sky as if trying to pluck each of them from the air. Tez’s wing muscles burned as they hovered.
“Can anyone swim?” Sarai yelled.
“Not in this water!” Tasoss responded.
“I’m going after her!” Qyne tried to dive, but Tasoss and Sarai blocked him.
“You’ll drown too, you imbecile!” Sarai darted left and right to match Qyne’s attempts to get past her.
The village glowed in the storm. They were only one-hundred dragonlengths away from the coast. One of the lights seemed to be growing closer. Tez squinted, spotting five dragons flying towards them. He roared to get their attention.
“HEY! OVER HERE!” Sarai added to Tez’s roars.
After a few tense seconds, the dragons were upon them.
“Ho!” one called.
“A DRAGON IS DROWNING HERE!” Qyne roared painfully. “SHE CAN’T SWIM!”
One of the dragons with them - a long blue dragon that looked awfully like a Utemial - dove into the water. A green and white dragon responded to Qyne’s panicked words with a soothing tone. “We saw her fall in from the village. Relax.”
“RELAX? SHE-”
“She’s in safe paws. Kanimi’s got her.” As if summoned by his words, Frago’s dark-blue form bobbed to the surface and moved towards the coast, propelled forward by some unseen force.
Tez stared, dumbfounded. Qyne didn’t say anything - he simply flew after her.
“Come. Let’s get out of this storm. I’m Zythur, by the way.”
Once Tez made it to the coast following the green and white Utemial, he dropped to the ground. He breathed heavily as if this would be the last time he would get any oxygen. He surveyed the dragons lying on the sticky sand and spotted the blue dragon that had dove into the water after Frago. Now that he could see her on the ground, he realized she was an Aqua. The fins on her back and her webbed paws made it obvious. She was about the same size as a Utemial in height, but her torso was much longer.
Frago coughed up water, fighting for air. Qyne hovered over her protectively. Tez couldn’t help but chuckle. It was obvious how close the two have grown. For the single year he had known Qyne, he was always suave around females and joked that he would never settle down. Did Qyne finally find the one?
Who am I kidding? No one will be able to settle down peacefully until this war is over. Unless they leave the archipelago entirely. Who knows if they'd even find land after they left?
Sarai yanked her captain’s necklace off her neck and threw it into the ocean. She let out a furious roar that was chock-full of grief and anger. After closing her eyes and taking several deep breaths, she returned to the group. She refused to make eye contact with any dragon.
Zythur looked at each of them. A frown was etched on his muzzle. “Follow me. Our town hall can house you all easily.” Zythur padded away from the beach, over the dunes, and into the village. The others followed. Frago leaned on Qyne for support, stopping to cough every so often.
Sand turned into grass, and grass turned into gravel as they walked along the small village’s streets. Some homes were made with bright woods, while others were constructed of pure, dark stone. In the distance, past the houses, were rocky and jagged cliffs, reminding Tez why there were only two cities on this landmass. Anything not on the southern or eastern coast was inhospitable for living or farming.
The town hall was in the center of the village. It was a massive wooden building with large windows that would usually allow for sunlight to spill in. The dragon in front of Zythur swung open the double doors. He then stepped forward to light some lanterns and candles. It didn’t take long for the room to be filled with a warm glow. The hall itself was vast and mostly empty, save for a few tables that were pushed to the side.
Tez was impressed that the interior of the town hall was dry. He expected numerous leaks because of the thatched roof. Instead, the building provided ample shelter for the drenched dragons.
“Welcome to our humble village,” Zythur greeted. His round metal earrings in both ears shook as he swung his head around. “Tenydeg, will you fetch Andi? Tell her to bring bandages and salves for lacerations.”
Tenydeg, a small red Utemial, scurried off.
Tez shook his forelegs and torso to rid himself of the rainwater. He sat a few dragonlengths away from the others, afraid of what sort of anger they still harbored for him. He didn’t blame them, but he also didn’t want to deal with it at the moment.
Preferably, never. 
He also wasn’t sure of Zythur’s intentions. Would he demand payment for saving Frago and sheltering them? Kanimi, the Aqua that had saved Frago, sat curled up neatly behind Zythur, scrutinizing their guests.
“Did you come from a battle or something?” Zythur joked. When Tez’s group grimaced, Zythur frowned deeply. “What happened?”
“Draylens is gone,” Tasoss breathed.
“Gone? What do you mean?” Kanimi’s head shot up. She looked out of place in the room full of Utemials and Galontrians.
Tasoss explained how Dreolia’s armada had surrounded Draylens. He told them how the volcano was coaxed into erupting by some kind of magic user on Dreolia’s side, burning the city. While Tasoss told the story, Tez removed his tailblade and began drying it off so it wouldn’t rust.
As Tasoss continued recounting the battle, Tenydeg stepped inside, followed closely by a young dark-blue dragoness. Her scales were darker than Frago’s. They almost looked black. She had fins on her back, but her paws weren’t webbed like Kanimi’s. Tez wasn’t sure if all Aquas had webbed claws or not. He hadn’t met any in Dreolia or Bruatho. Severactals were equally as rare - if not rarer than an Aqua - outside their own countries.
“The dragonets and elderly were able to escape along with hundreds of others. Many died in the fighting.” Tasoss shuddered. “We barely made it out alive. Tezyrnth here saved us.” His eyes met Tez’s. Tez was afraid that he would give more away, but he ended it at that. Tez had hoped the pouring rain would’ve washed away Tasoss’s memories of his magic.
Nothing was ever that easy.
Zythur’s eye ridges furrowed in thought. It was clear that the news of the destruction weighed heavily on him. “Did Bruatho not send their army to defend them?”
“They sent a young general by the name of Shykin, but that was it,” Tez spat. “They didn’t even care.”
Zythur watched Tez carefully. “I knew our army was spread thin, but that’s insane. Losing Draylens opens a path straight to the capital.”
“Not necessarily,” the strange-looking Aqua interjected. “Sorry for interrupting, but wouldn’t they have to take Pirn for a direct path to the capital? They could fly over the forests and mountains from Draylens, but they would be limited in terms of supplies. There’s a pass that can easily be barricaded going from Draylens to Erast. It’s probably being fortified as we speak.”
“Ah, I didn’t think of that. Thank you, Andi. At least that’s one good piece of news.”
“Who are these dragons?” Her eyes were a piercing jade. When they met Tez’s, he instinctively looked down.
After proper introductions were made (Sarai maintaining her identity as Set), Zythur said, “Andi is our village healer. She’ll take care of you all.”
“How much do we owe you?” Tez asked, putting his now-dry tailblade in his harness. The others glared at him. He ignored them.
“Tck tck. Bruatho helps their own. I wouldn’t ever think of charging for such a service. Especially considering the news you bear.” Zythur shook his head sadly. The light made Tez realize how old the dragon really was. He had to be at least a decade older than Tasoss.
“The storm is dissipating. Do you think they’ll be back?” Tenydeg’s voice was small but full of hope.
“Who’s back?” Qyne hissed, looking around as if he expected a Dreolian soldier to break through the glass windows and pin him down. Frago’s cooing calmed him.
“We’re fisherdragons. Each week, we send representatives to sell our catch in Zeffari,” Kanimi explained. She walked over to Tenydeg and looked outside. “They were due to return a few hours ago, but the storm must have delayed them.”
“I’ll keep an eye out for them.” Narvim, a brown Galontrian that had been mostly quiet since they entered the town hall, stood and walked out. Sunlight began to seep from the holes in the dark sky.
“If you’ll excuse me, I have other duties to attend to now that the storm is over. Andi, can you meet me outside when you’re finished?”
Andi nodded.
“I’ll see you all at dinner if you decide to spend the day with us.” With a polite head nod, the village leader stepped outside. The dragons with him also exited, save for the Aqua and the healer.
Andi moved to Frago first and began to look her over. “I heard you nearly drowned,” she murmured.
While Tez was distracted watching Andi help Frago, Sarai and Tasoss stepped on either side of Tez to corner him. Tez looked for an escape but found none that wouldn’t result in him getting pinned by the former captain right away.
He resigned to his fate.




Chapter twenty-six







Revelations
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“What do you want?” 
“WHY DIDN’T YOU STICK TO THE PLAN?” Sarai pounded her paw on the floor. The impact shook the building.
Tez rose to all fours. He had to look up to meet her glare. “Tasoss and Frago were taking too long!” He was aware of the sudden silence and stares directed his way, but he didn’t care. “I was afraid they were captured.. or worse! Besides, the plan still went fine-”
“MY PLAN WAS TO HAVE YOU WAIT FOR THE DISTRACTION AND ONLY COME IF I NEEDED YOU!” Her breathing came in ragged gasps. “Did you even think about the conversation we had before the volcano erupted?”
“I.. I did.” Tez’s shoulders drooped. Exhaustion washed over him like a tidal wave. The lack of sleep, battle, long flight, and magic use were starting to catch up to him. Cuts on his back burned ferociously, reopened from the flight. “I thought it was the right thing to do. I couldn’t trust that they’d pull off the distraction because I thought something happened to them.”
Tasoss sighed, holding up a claw to stop Sarai from arguing more. “What’s done is done.”
“I don’t think that dragon would’ve listened to you anyway, Sa.. Set,” Qyne added from his place across the room, correcting himself before accidentally revealing her real name. “Even if everything went according to plan. He seemed to know a lot more than we thought.”
“Whatever,” she snarled. “That’s not the point. It’s like he doesn’t care. I tried to speak with him about his trust issues, but-”
“I trust you,” Tez said. The words felt heavy on his tongue, but he knew they were true. There were times when Tez almost forgot she wasn’t a Utemial on Bruatho’s side. She may not be an ally to Bruatho formally because of her title, but she’s clearly against the war.
Sarai looked taken aback. She seemed confused about whether she should be angry or not. “Yeah, right.”
“Seriously. You could have betrayed us and left with your brother, but you didn’t.”
“You thought I would betray you?”
Tez’s eyes trailed to the ground, leaving the question unanswered. 
“I don’t even know why I asked that when I already knew the answer.” Sarai swiped at the wooden floor and left the town hall. 
Tez moved to follow, but Tasoss stopped him. “Leave her.”
“But-”
“She’s rightfully angry, but she’ll get over it. I believe we have something far more important to discuss.”
Here we go. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you sooner.” Tez scratched at his neck apprehensively, his tail flicking back and forth across the floor behind him. “No one knew because I couldn’t tell anyone. Can you at least understand that?”
“I can. If others found out, someone would let it slip. You’d be tracked down and captured.”
“Exactly.” At least Tasoss understands. Tez breathed a sigh of relief and sat back down. “I don’t really know anything about it..”
“Tell me what you do know, then.” 
Tasoss sat patiently in front of him as he explained how he first discovered his magic. It was difficult to explain without giving away who he was to the other dragons in the room, but he managed. Qyne and Frago would hear his explanation soon enough - if they even stuck together after all of this.
“I’ll need to learn more soon. I don’t think they’ll let me live my own life anymore.”
“That I can almost guarantee.” Tasoss’s eyes looked tired, mirroring the exhaustion Tez felt. “I wish I could do more to help you.”
“Being here is enough,” Tez whispered.
Andi cleared her throat behind Tasoss. “Excuse me.”
“Sorry,” Tasoss said, making room for Andi to examine Tez.
Andi gasped as she trailed a paw over Tez’s injured back. “You should have let me work on him first! These are deep!” She hurriedly dug into her satchel and pulled out a small glass jar. She slipped a claw into it and rubbed the poultice onto Tez’s cuts. He hissed.
“Sorry. This will sting right away, but it will feel good in a few minutes.” After she applied it, she wrapped a bandage around his torso. He stood to allow her to wrap the cloth under his belly.
While she was putting more of the ointment on, Tez asked, “Are you an Aqua?”
Andi chuckled. It made Tez blush. “No, I’m only half Aqua. Kanimi over there is my mother.”
Kanimi smiled. “My little Andi is a healer now. She could make an easy living in Zeffari, but she stays here. I think it’s because she loves that one little Galontrian so-”
“MOM!” Andi hissed, silencing her mother. “I told you! She’s just a friend.”
“That’s what all dragons say,” Kanimi said, rolling her eyes.
“That’s what I’ve been trying to tell Tez!” Tasoss smirked. “Dragonets are always so bashful about that sort of stuff. It’s better just to tell them how you feel.” Tasoss shared a knowing look with Kanimi.
“We’re not dragonets!” Andi scoffed. “Now, let me focus, please.”
The exchange should have made Tez happy, but he instead felt homesick. His mother would always tease him like that. Back then, he hated it. Now, he missed it. Tasoss’s teasing was similar but different at the same time.
“All set.” She patted the unhurt portion of his back. “You can fly, but make sure to take many breaks. Nothing long distance unless you stop often.”
“Okay.” Tez stood and moved his wing muscles. His muscles ached from flying for so long, but everything else felt right. The cuts on his back that Andi had patched up felt cold and didn’t pain him as much as they had been. “Thank you.”
“Any time. That’s everyone, right?”
“Yeah. Unless Set was injured,” Qyne answered. He sat next to Frago, their wings touching.
“If I find her, I’ll ask.” Andi ruffled her wings impatiently. “I hope-”
“They’re back!” Tenydeg screamed as he ran through the double doors. “Coming here right away! They have big news! I’m gathering the entire village!”
“Do they usually bring news when they return?” Tez asked Andi.
Andi looked thoughtful. “They always bring gossip from the city, but we’ve never all gathered to hear it. It must be important.”
Tez swallowed. He had a feeling he knew what news they carried.
“Come on,” she told everyone. “Move over here so the rest of the village can enter.”
The group moved to the corner of the room just as dozens of dragons poured in. Four went straight to the center along with Zythur, who looked like he saw a ghost. Tez saw Sarai come in last and stand at the door. Her curious gaze was locked on the village leader.
“I’ll let Eldrem speak first,” Zythur said, stepping back.
A tall Utemial with gold accents on his white scales stepped forward. “Our trade was as successful as ever. No problems there. Zeffari is currently celebrating Mate’s Day, and the tariffs are set to decrease in the next month. We are all here because Zythur decided it best that I inform all of you about what I found out in the city.”
Every dragon leaned forward with bated breath.
“The King of Dreolia, Atacinus, has fallen gravely ill. Poison is suspected as the cause. It is expected that he won’t make it.”
Tez’s heart pounded. If that were true, his life just got a whole lot simpler.
Some dragons began to cheer. When they noticed Zythur’s troubled and somber expression, the cheers died down. Silence pervaded the meeting once more. Sarai’s eyes were wide with terror.
“Draylens has recently been razed by Dreolia,” Zythur stated solemnly. “Luck is on our side, as many were fortunate enough to escape to the capital. Sadly, hundreds of dragons perished in the fighting to allow that to happen.”
Nervous and shocked chatter echoed throughout the town hall. Some voices were confused, while others were accusing. “How could this happen?” broke through it all.
“They used magic!” Tez roared. The crowd silenced and stared at him. Andi suddenly looked nervous.
“Magic isn’t real!” someone shouted.
“It is.” Tasoss rose to Tez’s defense. “The volcano was forced to erupt by magic.”
“Mount Arborcana erupted?” another growled in surprise. “That’s impossible. It’s been dormant for centuries!”
“It erupted,” Qyne confirmed. “It should be impossible, but it still happened. I was initially skeptical, but I cannot think of any possible explanation other than magic.”
Murmurs spread over the crowd of roughly thirty. Zythur roared. “Silence! Now, I doubt this information will affect our tiny village, but it’s still important to stay informed of the current situation. If anyone hears any rumors of Bruatho retaking Zeffari from Dreolia, I want to know. I don’t know why the King is ill. If they suspect poisoning, I’m not sure how they’ll react militarily. Stay vigilant, and keep to the designated flight paths on our trips to Zeffari. Is that clear?”
The gathered dragons nodded.
“Dismissed.”
The villagers exited the town hall, murmuring to one another. Tez blinked slowly, trying to keep himself awake. When he saw Zythur talking with the others in his group, he began to pad out.
Andi appeared at his side. “Did you really mean it? Magic?”
“Yes.”
“Their army’s using it now?”
“It looks like it.” Tez grimaced. “I doubt it will take much now to defeat Bruatho. Unless there are a few dozen magic users that happen to live in Erast.”
Andi looked like she was thinking. “That would be lucky, wouldn’t it? Well, I’d better get going. Ooh, there’s Set. Set, do you need healing?”
“I’m fine.” Sarai waved the healer off as she walked up to Tez. When Andi disappeared, Sarai grabbed Tez by the ear. “Come. Quick.” She dragged him outside and around the corner, away from prying ears.
Tez ripped his ear from her grasp finally and rubbed it profusely. “You could have just asked!”
Sarai snorted softly. “Look. You heard that dragon. King Atacinus is sick and dying.”
“Yeah. So?”
Sarai slapped him across the muzzle. “That’s my father!”
Oh, yeah. How could he have forgotten something so obvious? She behaved so much like a soldier - at times, an annoying sibling - that he had neglected the fact that she was a princess. And, if she knew his entire past, probably an enemy. “Sorry,” he lied, rubbing his muzzle. “What about it?”
Her lips curled in the beginnings of a snarl but quickly turned into a frown. “We need to go to Flameshear and help him.”
“What?” Tez hissed. “Help him? How? I’m not a healer!”
“But you have magic! Please, Tez! You have to try!”
As much as he didn’t want to heal the King, he couldn’t help but feel a pang in his heart when he stared into Sarai’s pleading blue eyes. “Look, Sarai. I’ve never healed a dragon before. I don’t know how! What could I possibly-”
“Please! At least try!” She dropped into a crouch. “I’ll do anything. Please.” Her usual confidence that she projected was all but gone.
“It won’t be safe.”
“I’m willing to take that risk. Please!”
Tez bit his cheek in thought. He despised Atacinus with all of his might, but he didn’t carry that same resentment for his daughter. Maybe I could fake healing the King and fail just to appease her. It wouldn’t really be lying because I know I can’t anyway. It would pin two rats with one claw. Also, if dragons are hunting us, the palace will be the safest location to be in.
Surely it can’t be this easy? All my years of planning.. Tez sighed, not wanting to betray his true motivation to the princess. “If we go, you have to teach me to fight better.”
“Deal,” Sarai said without hesitation. She stood and stretched her forelegs as if to wrap him in a hug. She stopped herself before doing so and instead said, “Thank you.”
Tez ducked away from her gaze. “We’d better get some sleep.”
“Yeah. That’s a good idea.” For the first time this journey, Sarai looked unsure.
Together, they walked back to the town hall. The sun hadn’t set yet, but Qyne and Frago were fast asleep. Tasoss was still speaking with Zythur, the only other dragon in the hall aside from their group. Sarai padded over to Qyne and fell asleep a few paces away. Tez sighed and returned to his original corner. He felt safer there. He dropped to his stomach and closed his eyes. 
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He hadn’t thought about or rehearsed what he would say in his head, but he knew that he would have to discuss Sarai’s plan to leave and help her father with the others. Tasoss would surely object, but he didn’t know how Qyne or Frago would react.
Thankfully, he wasn’t the one to share the news.
“WHAT?” Tasoss roared. Luckily, no one else was in the town hall. Sunlight was poking through the windows, but it looked as if the town still slept. It would be a miracle if they were still asleep now. “What about our mission?”
“What good will our information do if they’ve already poisoned the King? We’re too late. Our only option is to save him. If Tez can heal him, we can share what we learned about the council with him, and I can try to convince him to end the war. He’ll be way more receptive to the dragons that saved his life.”
Tez’s eyes widened. Their mission wasn’t his reasoning for accepting Sarai’s new plan, but it did seem to be a smart option. It made him almost reconsider his own plan.
Almost.
Tasoss closed his mouth and raised his eye ridges. “That’s.. an excellent point, actually. Will Tez be safe in the capital?”
“As long as he stays with me, he’ll be fine.”
Tez bristled silently at the comment. He didn’t need others to protect him. Sarai had seen his magic firstpaw. Sure, he couldn’t rely on it one-hundred percent of the time, but he still had it at his disposal, however inconsistent that disposal was.
I’m competent with my tailblade too! Tez pouted internally. Sort of.
“That makes sense.” Qyne nodded. “Frago?”
“I don’t see any other way. Sarai’s right. If we go to Erast, there’s no guarantee that they’ll even listen to us. I mean, look at how they treated us in Draylens! It would be a-”
“That’s a yes,” Qyne said, placing a paw over her mouth. “We shouldn’t follow you all the way to Flameshear in case things go south - literally and figuratively. Can we meet in Falcon Haven? I have friends there that can house us three while we wait. It will be safer.”
“That works for me,” Sarai said.
“We should at least thank our host,” Tasoss said.
“No need.” Zythur pushed open the double doors. “I was just coming to check on you all and see if you wanted breakfast. None of you came to dinner, so I assumed you were all exhausted from your journey.” He smiled warmly, not noticing their tension. “I only heard the last part about thanking us. Where are you all heading?”
Tez relaxed.
“We were planning on heading north for now until the war dies down.” Sarai dipped her head. “We appreciate everything you’ve done for us. I’m not sure we have time to stay for breakfast, though.”
“That’s okay. We have some dried trout jerky if you would like it.”
“Yes, please!” Tez perked up at the sound of the salty treat. They had some in their bags and harnesses, but more wouldn’t hurt.
After their bellies were full and their canteens were brimming with water, they said their goodbyes to the village. Frago personally thanked Kanimi.
“Clear skies!” Zythur roared. He and the few others that had met them had gathered on the beach to see them take off.
Sarai didn’t take the time to look back and wave. Her head was set straight forward, unmoving. She had her plan of using Tez to save her father before he could succumb to whatever ailed him.
And he had his. Except money was no longer necessary.




Chapter twenty-seven







Training Claws
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Tez’s paws tingled with anticipation. He wished his wings could carry him faster to Flameshear. The short trip was highlighted by Qyne interrogating him about his magic. He expected Frago to be the one to ask a billion questions, not the sandy-colored Galontrian. It took an hour or so for him to finally be satiated. 
“Umm, Sarai? Can we stop for a break?” Qyne’s voice once again cut through Tez’s thoughts.
Sarai looked back as if she had forgotten there were others with her. “Oh, uh, yeah.”
There were plenty of small islands to choose from. She decided on the one closest to them. They landed in the middle of the island in a small clearing surrounded by dense palm trees. 
Qyne collapsed to his belly immediately. “When this is over, remind me never to fly again.”
“You’re a big ol’ dragonet.” Frago smirked as she stood over him. “You poor thing. Do you need your mother?”
“My mother left me as soon as my egg hatched,” Qyne scoffed. “My father fought in the war before Dreolia conquered Bellaneu, so my uncle raised me.”
Frago paled. “I’m sorry..”
Qyne shook his head, a grin slowly appearing on his face. “Eh. Doesn’t affect me too much. I barely knew them anyway.” A twig snapped nearby, causing Qyne to stiffen. He stood and smelled the air. “Wait here.” He ran into the trees.
Tez looked at Frago for an explanation. She just shrugged and mouthed don’t ask me.
Sounds of a scuffle hit Tez’s ears. Trees shook. When the branches and trunks stopped swaying, there was a moment of silence. Qyne suddenly emerged, dragging a familiar dark-blue dragoness with him.
“This dragonet followed us!” Qyne hissed, pushing her forward to stand in the middle of them.
“I’m not a dragonet!” Andi growled back, shouldering her satchel. A wooden spear rested over her back.
“Why are you here?” Tasoss asked, bemused.
“Um.. I followed you.”
“Tell us something we don’t know.” Qyne rolled his eyes and crossed his forelegs. Frago ran a paw down his back to pacify him.
Tasoss ignored Qyne’s antics. “Why?”
Andi looked hesitant to answer. “I.. It felt important that I come with you. I heard you plan to heal the King.”
“You spied on us too?” Qyne growled incredulously.
Andi continued as if Qyne had never spoken. “I’m a healer, so I thought I could help. I figured that if we managed to heal the King, he would have a more favorable view on the war.” Her eyes drifted to Tez for a moment.
“Go home!”
“Shut up, Qyne.” To Andi, Tasoss said, “I don’t know..”
“We could use a real healer for our travels. No offense, Frago,” Sarai said. “Besides, if we send her back, someone would have to escort her.”
Are we really going to bring another dragon along?
“I could escort myself!”
“Do it, then!”
“SHUT UP, QYNE!” everyone roared, excluding their uninvited guest. Qyne turned away to sulk.
Another dragon that I may have to trust with my life. Great. Tez didn’t mind it entirely, though he doubted saving the King was her sole motive. The question was whether she was trustworthy to travel with. As long as Sarai didn’t change the plan and allow her to come with them, he’d only have to deal with her for a day. He hoped they wouldn’t encounter any Dreolian patrols or potentially life-threatening situations to put her to the test.
It seemed like she was hiding something, which made him nervous. He doubted it would be anything harmful, considering she was coming from a fishing village. Nevertheless, caution was the only thing keeping him alive all these years. He wasn’t about to drop that veil of protection for someone he had just met, no matter how attractive of a dragoness they were.
If she hurts any of these dragons..
“Your real name is Sarai, right?”
Sarai’s eye ridges raised in alarm. Tez tensed, unsure how the half-Aqua dragoness would react.
“Yes.”
“Ah. That’s why you were so adamant about leaving. King Atacinus is your father.”
“He is.” Sarai stared at her, gauging her reaction. 
“Makes sense.” Andi shrugged. “You’re clearly on our side. Maybe saving and convincing him will stop the war.”
Sarai relaxed. “That’s the hope.”
“Wait. She’s coming along?” Qyne hissed.
“I think it’s a good idea.” Frago perked up. “I’m not much of a healer anyway.”
“It’s another mouth to feed, though.” Qyne looked as if he wanted to argue further, but Frago’s vote of confidence seemed to change his mind.
“Was that a long enough break for you, Qyne?” Sarai shifted from paw to paw, anxious to get back in the air.
Qyne looked at the sun. It was noon. He sighed in defeat. “I guess I can wait until sundown to get some sleep.”
“Off we go. Keep up,” she added to Andi. “I’m not slowing down for you.”
“Won’t have to.” Andi smirked. “The wind is just the waves of the sky.”
[image: image-placeholder]The flight for the rest of the day was uneventful. Andi continued giving Tez strange looks, which made him increasingly uncomfortable as the flight progressed. When Matacord appeared and Sarai announced they would be landing, Tez dropped without hesitation. His wing muscles still ached from yesterday, but the injuries sustained in Draylens felt great. The bandages held up surprisingly well during the arduous flight.
Once everyone was settled on the beach, and the sun was beginning to set, Sarai said, “Are you ready for your first lesson?” She seemed happier than usual, as if she forgot that her father was currently dying. Tez hoped her earlier anger at him from Draylens was gone.
Tez tucked away his remaining dried jerky and wiped his mouth. Oh, yeah. I asked her to train me. Forgot about that. “Yes?” 
“Ooh. Fireclaws is finally going to get some real training done,” Qyne called. Frago had pulled out her notebook and was doodling with some paint next to him. Her long tail rested on his back.
Andi looked confused while Tez rolled his eyes and shook his head. They’ll forget that stupid nickname soon enough. I just have to be patient. He followed Sarai down the beach to be away from everyone. Tasoss and Andi followed to watch, keeping their distance.
“Show me your attack position.”
“Attack position? What does that mean?”
Sarai sighed. “The position you’re in before you attack. Let’s say you’re about to pounce on someone. Show me what that would look like for you.”
Tez shifted his paws. “I guess this.”
“No, no.” Sarai shook her head. “Your weight isn’t distributed evenly.”
“Why should it? I’m going to pounce, so I need to leap with my hindlegs.”
“Yes, but you still need some pressure on your forelegs until the last moment. What if you get attacked before you’re able to jump?”
“I won’t pounce if that’s the case!”
She pressed a claw to her forehead. “Okay, let’s redefine this. Stand as you would if you were about to swing your tailblade.”
That was a position Tez knew well. He shifted his weight, crouched low, and curled his tail over his wing. He imagined the blade was still on it.
“Still too much weight on your hindlegs.”
“Okay? So what?” Tez scoffed. He could fight! Why did he even ask her to train him? This was a waste of-
Suddenly, Tez’s hindlegs were swept out from under him. Unable to adjust his weight in time, he fell to the ground. Sarai pinned him to his stomach, making sure not to step on the bandage covering part of his back.
“Oomph!”
“That’s what I was talking about. If you distributed your weight better, you would have been able to react and shift your weight efficiently.” She released him.
“Listen to the dragoness, Tez!” Tasoss called from where he lay.
“Whatever,” Tez muttered. He stood and shook the sand out from between his scales.
“Try again.”
For the next hour, Sarai went over proper fighting stances and how to alter them in reaction to an opponent. Tez never considered changing his stance when a dragon flew above him to attack. Sarai accounted for every possibility. The training guards go through in Flameshear must be intense.
Towards the end of their first training session, Sarai handed him pieces of leather that she said were supposed to go over his claws. She didn’t wear any, which annoyed him. It felt like he was being treated like a dragonet. When he voiced this concern, Sarai waved it off.
“They’re training claws. All new recruits wear them until they can spar without accidentally killing the other dragon.”
“Why didn’t you make Qyne wear them?”
“Qyne’s been trained to fight,” she said as if it were the most obvious thing ever.
“I fight with a tailblade.”
“Okay? You also use your claws when you have to. A good fighter is proficient in multiple disciplines and techniques.”
“We never used training tailblades when I fought with other dragonets,” Tez scoffed.
“I’m pretty sure those are just called tails,” Tasoss said.
Tez begrudgingly slipped them on. Once he put the eighth one over his last foreclaw, Sarai battered him. Tez tried to swing his tail multiple times even though it didn’t carry a blade. At one point, he finally scored a hit with his tail. The strike must have activated something inside Sarai because she fought even harder. For the tenth time that night, she pinned him.
“You’re holding back,” Tez coughed.
“If I didn’t, this wouldn’t be a training session, would it?” Sarai laughed. “I think that’s enough for tonight.” She released a sulking Tez, taking her leather training claws back.
Tez watched Sarai pad back to where Qyne and Frago had fallen asleep close to the ocean. The gentle waves lapped at the shore. The sound alone soothed Tez’s embarrassment at being bested so easily.
“No offense, Tez, but I thought you would do better than that,” Andi said.
“Thanks,” Tez muttered, plopping himself down next to Tasoss. He shook the sand from his scales.
“It’s okay. We all have to start somewhere,” Tasoss encouraged.
Andi yawned. “I’d better get some sleep. Good night.” She walked away.
Now that the only sounds were from the ocean and the occasional squawking of birds, Tez realized he already missed Sarai’s presence. As much as he hated the battering he received, it was kind of fun to train like that. It reminded him a lot of his dragonet days before his world turned upside down.
“Oh, I see that look in your eyes.”
“What?”
“You know it was Mate’s Day in Zeffari, right? We could have stopped there. You could have bought her some nice jewelry or something.”
Tez’s face instantly grew warm. “You’re still on that? I don’t like her that way! What would you know about mates anyway?” As soon as the words came out of his mouth, Tez regretted them. 
“More than you know.” His demeanor instantly changed from teasing to somber. “Do you remember our promise?”
Did I promise him something? “Um.. Remind me again?”
Tasoss patiently sighed. “We promised to share out pasts with each other after Draylens.”
“Oh, right.” Tez grew tense. Surely Tasoss wouldn’t question him now?
“I had a mate once.”
Tez tensed even more. “What happened to her?”
“She died.”
Tez’s jaw slowly opened. “I’m.. sorry.” He didn’t know how to comfort him. He knew loss better than most, but how to make others feel better eluded him. How was he supposed to help others manage it if he couldn't get over it himself?
Tasoss’s voice was hoarse. “Watching you and Sarai makes me nostalgic for her. I acted the same way you do when my friends teased me.”
“Did you.. have any dragonets?” Again, Tez regretted what he asked as soon as it came out.
Tasoss let out a strangled whimper. “They’re dead. She’s dead, Tez.” Tears began to pour from his eyes. “I’ll never feel the lick of her tongue on my cheek again. The caress of her claws on my back after I complained about my day. My dragonets yelling that I was home..”
Tez swallowed, fighting back tears. He didn’t want to admit it out loud, but he cared a lot for Tasoss. Seeing him this way made him feel.. broken. He wanted to help but didn’t know how. He placed a comforting paw on his back. There’s only one thing that makes me happy when I remember my past.
“Tell me about her.”
“Aerla was beautiful. Red as the roses that bloomed in the summertime with spots of green that she was self-conscious of. She would hide them with red paint.” Tasoss chuckled. “And our dragonets. Oh, we had three of them. They were our pride and joy.”
Until Dreolia took them away from you. Rather than draw attention to the loss, Tez instead encouraged him to keep talking. “How was your village?”
“I was a tailor. Everyone came to me to fit the silks they bought from Ardglass back when that was still a fad. I also did some leatherwork with armor, but most dragons there weren’t fighters. Those who came to me to fit their armor were usually retired soldiers finally settling down.” Tasoss sniffed. “Oh, Aerla and I hosted dozens of parties for every holiday imaginable. Dragons would even fly in from neighboring villages to join the festivities.”
“It sounds like everyone loved you.”
“They loved her more,” he laughed. “Tolerated me at best. We’d travel to this one small clearing surrounded by trees nearly every night just to be alone. It was paradise. I’d like to go back there just one more time. Maybe her spirit is still there waiting for me.”
Tez’s throat was dry. “I’m sure she’s up there waiting.” He paused briefly before asking, “You’re such a nice dragon. How did you ever end up working for the likes of Jaka?”
He wiped the tears from his eyes with a claw. “Now, that’s a long story. The short answer is I already knew him from before Dreolia conquered Matacord.”
“Really?”
“Yep. He came to me to get several uniforms fitted for his ‘job in Dreolia,’ as he called it. He actually offered me an excellent salary to come back with him. I said no, obviously, but he said that the offer would always be on the table. All I had to do was meet him in Eaglebay at some bar I can’t remember the name of.”
“Wow. I had no idea.” Tez couldn’t think of any other questions, but he was happy that Tasoss was starting to sound a bit more like his old self. He tried to imagine a younger-looking version of him working on silks. It was difficult, but he could see it. Tasoss definitely had the patience.
“What about you?”
Tez cringed. He had hoped Tasoss would forget. “What about me?”
“Your past. You promised to tell me if I told you.”
Tez looked away. He clawed at the ground absently. “I.. I can’t tell you.”
Vulnerability means death.
“But you prom-”
“SO WHAT?” Tez hissed. It took a few seconds for him to steady his breathing. His heart pounded anxiously in his chest. “I just can’t, Tasoss! If I told you, you wouldn’t look at me the same! None of you would! Sarai might even try to kill me!”
“Tezyrnth, you know I would never do that..”
“I just can’t. I’m sorry.”
Tasoss raised a paw as if to comfort him but pulled it back before he could place it on Tez’s back. He stood. “Fine.” His voice became hoarse again. Tez chanced a look back and saw tears falling in earnest. “Don’t tell me. You’re the only dragon that knows of my past. Now you won’t trust me to know yours even after I told you mine.” He sprinted away into the trees away from the group.
“Tasoss!” Tez took off after him. He ran for minutes but lost his trail soon after entering the densely-packed copse of trees. 
Tez roared. He punched the closest tree to him. Angry beetles scurried away. Why can’t he understand? Why can’t anyone understand me? I’ve been through so much. I’ve suffered at the paws of so many, yet I’m still alive. I’m still here.
Tez clawed the trunk of the tree with all his might. When he finished, he was breathing heavily. The tree was about to collapse. 
“Who’s attacking trees now?”
Tez wheeled around at the sound of a female’s voice. “Sarai..? How did you find me?”
“That roar was probably heard even in Flameshear. Luckily for you, everyone else slept through it.” She took a step closer. “Is everything okay?”
“Yes.”
Sarai’s eye ridges furrowed in concern. “Are you sure..?”
“Have you seen Tasoss?” he asked tentatively, ignoring her question.
“He’s back with the others, sleeping.” Sarai blinked.
Tez relaxed. “Oh. That’s good.”
Sarai’s eyes said that she knew something was wrong between the two Utemials, but she said nothing about it. “Come back to the camp. You need to sleep.”
Tez reluctantly followed. His wings hung limply at his sides, and his tail dragged through the sandy grass in his wake. When he made it to the camp, he cringed at the sleeping form of Tasoss. Sarai curled up between Qyne’s back and Tasoss while Tez chose a faraway spot. Once again, he was alienated from the others. The one dragon that he felt closest to felt further away than ever.
It felt like he had only just closed his eyes when he heard Qyne scream.




Chapter twenty-eight







Deadly Seafood
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“Fireclaws! Help!” 
Tez threw himself up to his paws and readied for an attack from the Dreolian patrol that had spotted them. He saw nothing. What kind of a joke is this, Qyne? Tez looked back towards the ocean where Frago and Qyne had been sleeping to give the Galontrian a piece of his mind.
The two dragons were running from the water as fast as they could. A massive lyngbak chased them. The grey creature had long, scaled legs with claws at the end of them, similar to a dragon. Its body was leathery and covered with fins while its V-shaped mouth opened to elicit a roar that sounded like a rock grinding against the bark of a tree. It was easily triple the size of an adult Galontrian.
“Quiet! Stop moving! It can’t see!” Andi hissed. “It uses feeling and hearing to track its prey.”
Qyne, unheeding Andi’s tips, continued running away next to Frago. “WHAT? What would you know about fighting a lyngbak?”
“Hello?” She sounded offended. “Lived in a fishing village my entire life! And my mom’s an Aqua!”
“Fair point!” Qyne bunched his muscles and leaped into the air. He fanned his wings and caught an updraft with Frago. The lyngbak swung at their fleeing forms, barely missing their tails.
“Let’s just fly away and not deal with it. We’re dragons!” Tasoss yelled, his wings flaring to fly at a moment’s notice.
“Counterpoint. I’m hungry.” Andi smirked, taking the spear off her back. The shaft was wooden, but the tip was metal. “Let’s take it down. We’ll feast in the morning.”
Tez looked at the moon. Dawn was fast approaching. His stomach rumbled. Fish jerky was no substitute for real, warm meat. Tez licked his chops, hoping it would taste better than it looked. Maybe it will taste as good as a cow! “I’m in.” The prospect of a fresh meal was too good to pass up.
Sarai looked at him as if he had grown a third horn. “Are you insane?”
As their conversation progressed, the lyngbak swung its head from side to side, unsure which direction to attack. It snarled and sputtered.
“Fireclaws can handle it,” Qyne called from the air.
The lyngbak ran towards Qyne’s voice, who happened to be hovering over the rest of the group.
Everyone jumped out of the way as the lyngbak leaped into the air. Qyne narrowly avoided the creature once again. One of the lyngbak’s claws accidentally caught onto Tez’s bandages and pulled him back. He swung his tail at its leathery hide, but without a blade, it did nothing but make it angrier.
“It can jump?” Qyne hissed.
Tasoss jumped onto its back and raked his claws down its hide. The monster roared and released a battered Tez. His bandages were gone. Before the lyngbak could respond to Tasoss’s attack, the old Utemial managed to jump off its back and fly just out of its reach.
“Its hide is too strong! My claws do nothing!” Tasoss flapped his wings laboredly. 
“Keep distracting it! Its weakness is its belly!” Andi yelled.
“Oh, sure, now you tell us!” Qyne yelled.
The lyngbak thrashed around in the sand. It swung its claws in every direction as voices assailed it from all sides.
We'd be dead already if we were fighting this thing in the water. “How are we supposed to get to its belly?” Tez looked over its body, hoping to find another weakness, but couldn’t find anything.
What if Andi is lying about the belly? Tez scoffed as soon as the thought passed through his mind. No, she wouldn’t gain anything from lying.
Would she?
“Over here, fish breath!” Qyne called. 
The lyngbak seemed to really hate Qyne in particular. It charged at the hovering Galontrian and swung its claws. The monster wrapped its claws around Qyne’s tail and dragged him down a dragonlength. Frago roared and attacked its neck. Her gambit forced the lyngbak to fight her instead.
Tez's heart raced. This was a bad idea. What was I thinking? What if one of us gets hurt?
“Qyne! Get it to jump into the air at you, and one of us will rake its belly!” Andi began to harass the lyngbak with expertly placed claw strikes. Her spear was nowhere to be found. Tasoss and Sarai followed her lead, jumping around the beast and scratching where they could. 
The lyngbak swung and snapped wildly around itself, not focusing on any specific dragon. It managed to bite Frago’s tail. She yowled and freed the appendage from the maw of the beast. Luckily, it was still intact.
“Why can’t Tez just do his fireclaws thing?” Qyne roared, dodging a swipe and diving away.
And get killed trying to calm my mind? No thanks. “I’d rather not!” Tez danced around the lyngbak’s deadly paws like a dragon possessed by Tyr himself. The lyngbak moved fast, but it was beginning to slow. Black blood dripped down the sides of its grey hide. Its strength didn’t seem hindered by its slower speed.
“Come on! Just-”
“WE ARE NOT HAVING THIS CONVERSATION RIGHT NOW!” Sarai roared, coming to Tez’s defense.
The lyngbak leaped into the air towards Sarai, ignoring its other attackers. Sarai tried to dive out of the way but wasn’t quick enough. The belly of the beast pinned her hindlegs as the lyngbak landed on top of her. It reared its neck up and opened its jaw to deliver the finishing blow.
Tez reacted faster. He flew onto its head just as the lyngbak reached its full height. His claws latched onto where its eyes should have been. The monster roared and thrashed its head about in an attempt to dislodge its uninvited guest. When that didn’t work, it slammed its head into the sand. 
Darkness swallowed Tez’s vision for a split second. The impact, had it been on harder ground, would have killed him. Instead, he released the lyngbak and remained winded in the sand as the head returned to the air. The distraction was enough for Sarai to escape.
Tez coughed. A clawed paw came down to end him. He rolled out of the way, fighting to get a much-needed deep breath. A plume of sand was launched into the air from the missed attack. The cuts on his back had opened up again. Sand worked its way into them. His back felt like it was on fire.
Andi grabbed her spear from the sand behind the beast.
“UP HERE! COME AND GET ME, YOU OVERGROWN SQUID!” Qyne flew to the sky as the lyngbak jumped for him again.
This time, it was to its demise.
Tasoss and Andi were in a perfect position. When the lyngbak jumped for the teasing Galontrian, Tasoss dug his claws into its soft belly. Andi stabbed higher with her spear, closer to its neck, like she was aiming for a specific spot known only to her.
The lyngbak shrieked. Tez covered his ears. He thought his head would explode. The only dragon that didn’t cover their ears was Andi, who kept a firm grip on the spear. Soon, the screaming petered out. Andi and Tasoss jumped out of the way of the falling lyngbak. Sand was kicked up in large clouds when the creature landed. It didn’t move.
Andi proudly jumped on top of the beast. Black blood stained her dark-blue scales. She held a spear in one paw and a hunting knife in the other. Her jade eyes displayed fierce savagery in the waning moonlight. “Well, that was fun. Never tried fighting one on land before. Hope we’re feeling seafood this morning.”
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“We have places to be,” Sarai chastised.
“Still.” The Aqua looked longingly at the decaying carcass. “I guess the scavengers will enjoy it.”
Tez took another bite of the salty meat. It practically melted in his mouth. I could get used to this.
After the fight with the lyngbak an hour prior, it took him several minutes before he was able to breathe normally again. While Andi had been cutting off chunks of meat for everyone, she asked Sarai to use a nearby stream to help clean Tez’s re-opened cuts. She was very adamant about it happening as soon as possible. According to her, it could impact the growth of the missing scales.
“Why me?” Sarai had asked.
“I don’t care who does it. I just assumed you two were the closest.”
Tasoss smirked. Tez just shook his head. “We’re..”
“Friends, though he can be pretty insufferable at times,” Sarai finished, winking at him. “He has a hard time admitting that kind of thing.”
Friends? What? Does that mean she’s forgiven me for not following her plan in Draylens and my distrust in her? Tez had thought. Is she just calling me that to appease me until I heal her father? Is she trying to manipulate me? I don’t think I’ll ever understand her.
Sarai had then escorted a bewildered Tez to the water and cleaned him thoroughly. The removal of the sand from between his scales felt good, but when she started scrubbing his cuts, he couldn’t help but let out a few whimpers.
Now, as they were finishing their meals, Andi asked, “Why do you keep calling Tez fireclaws? Do his claws light up or something?”
Everyone exchanged looks.
“He-”
“It’s a nickname,” Tez cut Qyne off. He gave Sarai a sidelong glance. “A.. friend called me that, and it stuck.” The word friend felt strange on his tongue. It didn’t quite leave a bad taste, but he knew deep down the label wasn’t entirely accurate. Especially if she ever learns of my past. At least she’s in a good mood now.
Andi didn’t look satisfied. “Okay..”
“I think it's best if we split up now,” Sarai stated after finishing her portion of the meat. She looked like she hadn’t slept at all. “Tez and I can continue from here.”
“Already? Why?” Tasoss sounded panicked.
“Yeah. I’m a healer! I can try to heal the King.” Andi’s eyes were wide.
“King Atacinus has the best healers at his disposal. I doubt that you could heal him if they couldn’t. No offense, but you wouldn’t be welcome in Flameshear anyway as a half-Aqua.”
“I could heal him,” Andi muttered, scratching at the sand beneath her. “You haven’t seen me do my best work. How will Tez, of all dragons here, heal him?”
“I don’t doubt your prowess, but understand that even bringing Tez is a huge risk. He.. knows a good bit about healing.”
“Really?” Andi asked emphatically, her voice doubtful. The way her eyes searched his gaze made Tez nervous. It was like she knew something about him that he didn’t. “What is the best kind of poultice to apply to a burn?”
“Umm..”
“I’ll even give you a hint. It starts with a ‘V.’”
Tez blinked.
Andi let out an exasperated sigh. “Viper ivy. Specifically the leaves from that type of vine.” She turned her gaze to Sarai. “See? I should come along.”
“It has already been decided!” Sarai said with such finality to her tone that Andi could only huff in response.
“I don’t know about just you two going off alone..” Tasoss began.
“He’s in good paws with me.” Sarai puffed out her chest. “You’ve seen me fight, and you know I can handle myself. And, well, Tez is.. Tez.”
“Thanks?” Tez asked, wondering whether to take that as a compliment or an insult.
“Everyone will go to Falcon Haven with Qyne as we agreed. We’ll meet you there in a few days,” Sarai commanded. “It’s safer this way.”
Andi huffed again, relenting. “Fine. Before we do, I need to redo Tez’s bandages.”
Tez followed Andi several dragonlengths away from everyone else. She began to reapply the same clear poultice she had put on the previous day. 
“I really could heal him, you know.”
Tez looked back at her over his shoulder. “You seem confident.”
“I’m confident because I have the skills to back it up.” She put away the jar of poultice and took out a roll of bandages. “The reason I followed you all was because of you.”
“Me?” Tez asked incredulously. “Why?” His heart thumped in his chest.
“You.. felt important. I don’t know how to explain it, but I felt pulled toward you. Like I was meant to help you.”
“What would you be helping me with?”
“I don’t know. Whatever it is, it hasn’t happened yet. I’m afraid it has something to do with Flameshear. Stand, please.”
“Oh, sure.” Tez stood while she wrapped the bandage under his belly. He sat down when it was looped. He felt a faint tingle in the air from Andi’s claws but thought nothing of it. “I doubt anything bad will happen in Flameshear. I’m just going to heal the King and leave right away.”
“Are you a healer?”
Tez knew the question was rhetorical but answered anyway. “No.”
“Thought not. How are you going to heal the King without any experience in the art?” Andi cut the excess bandage with a claw and put it away. She kept her gaze locked on Tez, waiting for his response. It was like she could see right through him, and he hated it. It made him feel exposed.
He couldn’t tell her about his magic. How would he explain himself without it, though? “I.. just will. I can’t explain it, but I can.” He wasn’t sure if the words were meant more for her or his own confidence.
Andi opened her mouth to speak but was cut off by Sarai.
“Are you two finished? Let’s go.”
Andi reluctantly stood. “Just.. be careful. Seriously. Something big is going to happen, I think. Draylens was only the beginning.”
Tez nodded and swallowed anxiously, returning to the group. Her words gave him a sense of foreboding. What did she mean by all of that?
“Be safe,” Tasoss said.
Tez couldn’t meet the older Utemial’s eyes. He felt ashamed of himself for his outburst yesterday, but he didn’t know how to make it up to him unless he told him of his past. “I will,” was all he said.
“Falcon Haven. Four days,” Sarai repeated to the group.
“Yeah, yeah. Just don’t get yourselves killed.” Qyne waved a forepaw. “Watch out for any assassins.”
“Wait, what?” Andi hissed.
“I’ll catch her up on the way to Runkuok,” Frago said.
With that, Sarai took off. Tez gave the others one last long look and departed as well. His mind was already going over his plans after he fulfilled his lifelong goal. The excitement it typically brought was instead met with a panging sense of loneliness. His chest tightened.
Will I ever see them again?




Chapter twenty-nine







A Past Best Forgotten
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Tez kept himself busy during the flight by counting the palm trees that dotted the landscape below. Occasionally, they passed over a small village or a single farm. The sun pleasantly warmed his scales. The land started to become familiar to Tez when the sun was at its peak. It soured his puzzled mood. 
Sarai hadn’t said a word since they left. He didn’t expect her to speak at all, considering the circumstances. The amiable mood the lyngbak attack had put her in had vanished. He knew that she still had to harbor some sort of anger at him, but he doubted that was the particular reason she was downcast.
She’ll have to get over it or ignore it for now. Emotions don’t win battles. Most dragons would push aside morals and other emotions if they had something to gain from doing so. However, he had to admit that Sarai was different. Like Tasoss, Qyne, and even Frago. She had something to gain by using Tez, but she hadn’t forced him to help. He agreed on his own accord.
The thought gave him pause. Whether she meant anything by the word or was just trying to manipulate him, Sarai had called him a friend. When they spoke in Draylens before the volcano erupted, she said the others liked him too. He had considered the idea briefly but couldn’t wrap his head around it. Now, it was beginning to make sense. The battle of Draylens and the fight with the lyngbak solidified his stance.
He could trust them enough to fight alongside them, but that didn’t mean they were friends yet. It still wasn’t safe to reveal everything about himself and his past. He didn’t know any of their pasts. Besides.. Tasoss. The reminder of his broken promise worsened his heartache.
Okay. When this is over, and my job is done, I’ll tell Tasoss everything. I hope he can forgive me.
“What is that?” Sarai asked, cutting into his thoughts like a freshly-sharpened tailblade.
On the horizon, the ruins of buildings began to appear. His mood soured more as they grew closer to the once beautiful city. “That would be Llyn. What’s left of it, I mean.”
“It was sacked?”
Tez looked up at Sarai, who soared just above him. “They did more than that. There’s a reason no city in Bruatho had to deal with a sudden influx of refugees.”
Sarai was silent for a moment. She looked ahead with a frown etched on her face as she digested his words. “Why did they slaughter the dragons living in Llyn but not Bellaneu or Ardglass?”
Just the affirmation of the genocide made Tez angry. He swallowed the bile that rose in his throat and tried to keep the bitterness from entering his voice. “Why don’t you ask your father?” It was an awful thing to say, but he couldn’t help it.
Tez expected Sarai to call him out and come to her father’s defense, but she didn’t say another word. He silently took the lead and scouted a spot to land so they could rest their wings. A street that was mostly clear of debris offered enough space for landing.
The land surrounding Llyn was completely flat. Most homes were only two stories due to high winds, but the city expanded across a large area to compensate. It was a mix of stone and wooden buildings with hip roofs that sloped at all four ends. The roofs could stand up to the fiercest of gales.
Of course, that was all before the war and burning, Tez thought.
The sound of Sarai stirring up rocks and other debris behind him broke the eerie silence of the once rowdy city. All but one building on the street was completely leveled. The surviving building was barely intact. Tez walked up to a pile of rubble near it and began to push aside wood and stone until he uncovered a sign. He pulled it out and brushed the dust off of it.
Nitoss’s Sweets and Other Confections. A wave of nostalgia washed over him. When he was a dragonet, he would go here with his friends whenever his mother gave him his allowance. His chest tightened. He swallowed through his constricted throat. His old home wasn’t far from here.
Tez dropped the sign and padded through the destruction. His paws stung from the rocks and wooden splinters. Furry animals darted beneath the rubble upon spotting him. Muscle memory took over even without the landmarks to guide him. Right. Ten paces. Left. He heard Sarai’s pawsteps behind him. She had the sense to remain silent, to her credit.
A small playground was on his right. Surprisingly, many of the wires dragonets would climb on were still up. Every day after school, he would stop there..
Tez blinked to stop any tears from flowing. He closed his eyes and kept walking. When he was sure no tears would fall, he reopened them with a deep breath. Piles of rocks blocked the path ahead, probably from the nearby bank. The builders had been smart to build it out of stone to prevent robbery, but that hardly mattered now. Tez walked around the pile and made a sharp left.
Almost there, he thought. Part of him wanted to turn and run away. Did he want to see his old home? There wouldn’t be anything to see, considering the city was leveled entirely, but this was his first time back since it was raided.
Finally, he found it. Many of the homes in the area had completely caved in, but the first-story walls of his old home were miraculously still standing. The door was busted from its hinges and laid a few pawlengths back as if it had been kicked in. The remnants of his home were now a jagged copse of broken wood.
What was left of the interior had been smashed to pieces. Tez walked through the remnants of the living room through the frame of the kitchen entrance. Bittersweet memories of his dragonethood flashed through his mind. He dug through the rubble until he found the hatch to the basement. It opened easily, but he was met with disappointment.
Rainwater flooded the entire basement. It reeked. Tez let out a long sigh and closed it. What did I expect from coming here? My mother to be waiting inside with dinner? He turned around and met Sarai’s weary eyes.
“Is this..?”
Tez nodded slowly. Tears threatened to spill from his eyes, but he fought them back. “My home. Nothing special.”
Sarai looked around. Tez thought she would scoff at how small it was, but she instead nodded in understanding. “I knew that we did some awful things here, but I never knew it was this bad.”
“You don’t know the half of it.” Tez forced himself to think of other things when the memory of his mother’s death threatened to resurface.
“If my father knew about this, surely he would change his mind about the war.”
“Your father WAS here!” Tez hissed. He grabbed his head, trying to calm himself down and see things from her perspective. Friends don’t yell at each other. She did call me a friend, right? She might have been lying, but that doesn't mean I can't try to be nice in return. “Sorry. I.. didn’t mean to snap.”
“No, no. You’re okay.” Sarai’s words didn’t reflect how she looked.
“It’s just.. I saw your father here in the city.” It was the best he could put it without making it seem like an attack against her.
“I thought my father stayed in Flameshear and didn’t fight.” Sarai’s eye ridges furrowed. Before Tez could speak, she raised a paw. “I’m not saying you’re lying. I believe you. It’s.. this is such a horrible thing to happen to so many dragons, and to think my father was here in the thick of it..”
“His claws are just as bloody as the soldiers,” Tez said. His words were laced with a growl. More bloody than you could ever understand.
Sarai stared for a long time at the cracked and charred wood. “I’m sorry about what I’m asking you to do. He’s probably the last dragon you’d want to save.”
If only you knew. “He’s not at the top of the list. But..” Tez gritted his teeth and forced the next sentence out. “I believe.. dragons can change.”
Sarai looked oddly at him before smiling sadly. “My father may have done some bad things, but I believe he has goodness somewhere inside of him. If we can save him, I know we can convince him to stop the war.”
“Yeah,” Tez lied. She probably never saw the other side of her father. There wasn’t anything he could do to convince her otherwise. They were two sides of a drave. He had seen only the bad, and she had seen only the good. Which side defined a dragon?
Tez snorted softly. What am I, a philosopher? I’ll leave that question to the scholars.
The destruction made him even more hungry for his revenge. His vision became red. After many deep breaths, he managed to calm himself down. He remembered Ytie’s words. Some dragons survived the razing. He felt hope emanate from his chest, chasing away his earlier anger and sadness. Not everything was lost.
Yes, but everything that meant something to me was lost.
“Is there anything else you wanted to see?” Sarai asked gently.
Tez sighed. “There isn’t anything to see anymore. I’m ready when you are.”
[image: image-placeholder]They made good time. When the sun finally set, they made it to the northern coast of Matacord. They had to take a wide path around a waystation to avoid soldiers, but other than that, the flight was uneventful. Sarai landed behind the sandy dunes to set up camp near a group of palm trees. Whether it was from fear of another lyngbak attack or another reason, Tez didn’t know.
Sarai grabbed as many leaves as she could from the nearby trees and set them in a pile. She dug in her satchel for a piece of flint and struck it against her claws. Eventually, sparks dropped from the rock. The sparks landed on the leaves but died right away. Sarai snarled.
“Let me,” Tez offered.
“How are your claws going to make a difference?” Sarai scoffed.
Tez focused, his mind clear for the first time in weeks. Despite the clarity of his mind, stars refused to appear. He imagined fire in his mind anyway, hoping it would make the dots of light appear in his vision. He tried for another minute before his shoulders drooped.
“Nothing,” Tez sighed. He didn’t feel angry as he usually did. Instead, he felt defeated. My mind was completely clear and calm. Why didn’t the stars appear? What did I do wrong this time?
Sarai struck the flint against her claws again. The sparks produced were enough to light the leaves on fire. She smiled. “I guess I should be called fireclaws now.”
Tez rolled his eyes. “When are you going to come up with a new nickname for me that’s a little more creative?”
“Until it stops getting under your scales so easily. Also, it’s time for more training.”
“Can’t we just sleep?” Tez groaned.
“You were the one that added that stipulation in return for helping me. Unless you don’t want to improve..”
“Fine.”
The next hour consisted of drills in different types of stances. Sarai explained how to react to an opponent’s strategies calmly. She spoke down to him, which annoyed Tez. Finally, they began to spar.
“I don’t need those,” Tez growled. He batted away the leather training claws in Sarai’s paw.
“If you don’t take them, I will go harder on you than last time.”
Tez smirked. “Bring it.”
It was a mistake.
Tez’s back was on the sand longer than he was on all fours. Every time he tried to dodge or fight the way Sarai taught him, she had a perfect counter. After his fifteenth time losing, Tez snarled.
“I don’t fight like a Galontrian, Sarai!”
Sarai paused with a frown. “You need to at least learn how they fight. How do you expect to beat an enemy if you don’t know the enemy?”
Tez stood and dusted the sand off his scales. “I fight like a Utemial because I am a Utemial.” 
“Hmm.” Sarai watched him curiously as he walked back to the fire. “Maybe I should have you practice with a Utemial teacher. I don’t know why you asked me to teach you knowing I’m a Galontrian.”
“I.. I thought it would be beneficial. It is sort of helpful, knowing how they think, I guess,” Tez admitted. “It’s just.. I can’t fight like that. It’s not in my blood. Sorry.”
Sarai sat across from him at the fire. “It’s okay. I was a bit hard on you. I treated you like an experienced Galontrian fresh from the academy, not a Utemial with his own fighting style.”
The two sat in comfortable silence. Tez felt relaxed despite what the next evening would likely bring. It was hard to believe that all of this could be over in less than a day. He was cautiously optimistic about the future.
A question floated in his mind since Sarai had said she could convince her father to end the war. “Why didn’t you just go straight to your father to tell him about the murder and everything we discovered?”
Sarai looked down into the flickering flames. Her black and purple scales seemed to glow. “It’s.. complicated.”
“How so?” Tez asked when she didn’t elaborate further. He cocked his head.
“I was never good enough for him. Giso was always better. I practiced fighting every night, hoping to impress him, but he never cared. When I became an adult, I joined the guard and rose to a captain almost right away. He still didn’t care. If I went to him then, he wouldn’t have believed me.”
Tez assumed that Sarai, being a princess, had never worked for anything. After listening to her troubles with her father, he realized he may have been wrong. “Why do you think he’ll believe you now?”
Sarai frowned. “I’m hoping this near-death experience will make him realize that there are traitors among us, assuming the gossip about poisoning is correct. It will make it easier to believe what we already know.”
Tez nodded, yawning. At least she had some faith. He looked up at the stars illuminating the night sky. His mother had drilled the names of the constellations into his head, but years without practice in a different part of the archipelago had made him forget most of them. The most important one that he still remembered was shaped like a Utemial's tail and named after Nundum, a famous soldier that perished saving thousands during the Great Sever. The line of stars dominated the night sky, making the other constellations seem dull in comparison to its brightness. “Good night.”
Sarai didn’t bother to set a watch schedule. She rested her head on the ground. Her tail - much longer than an average Galontrian’s, Tez noted for the second time - snaked under her muzzle. She yawned as well. “Night.”
Just as Tez closed his eyes, Sarai mumbled his name. “Tez?”
“Yes?”
“Thanks for saving me from that lyngbak. I should have thanked you earlier, but my mind was all over the place. It still is, but..” She paused for a second. “Know that I appreciate it. Really.”
Tez smiled. His eyes remained closed. He hadn’t expected her to mention the lyngbak attack, let alone thank him for saving her life. Manipulation or not, the acknowledgment warmed his heart. “You’re welcome, Sarai.”
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“Hello?” he called. His voice echoed back to him.
“Tezyrnth.”
Tez’s heart dropped. He knew that voice well. “Mother?”
“You have not avenged me.” His mother’s voice dripped with hatred. Out of all the years he lived with her, she had never sounded like that.
Tez looked around wildly. He saw nothing. Her voice came from all around him when she spoke. “I’m trying!” Tez panted.
“Then why does the dragon live?”
A vision of his mother burning alive appeared in front of him. It flickered into another scene of her getting eaten alive by a lyngbak. The scene kept changing to more and more gruesome visions of her death until settling on their home filled with soldiers. A puddle of blood leaked from beneath the soldiers’ paws. All the while, her accusing voice floated around him.
“Avenge me!”
“You’ve let him live for too long.”
“You have failed me.”
Tez squeezed his eyes shut and screamed. “STOP! I’M GOING TO KILL HIM! I PROMISE!”
Her voice grew louder and shrill. It sounded like twenty dragons were speaking at once, all with his mother’s voice. He crouched on the faux ground and covered his ears with his claws. “GET OUT OF MY HEAD!” Why was his mother doing this to him? She would never do something like this. She was so gentle!
“AVENGE ME TEZYRNTH!”
“AHHHH!” Suddenly, the voices stopped. Ringing filled his ears. White light enveloped the darkness. Images passed around him so fast that he could barely keep track of what he saw.
He saw Andi standing in a cave with dozens of other ragged-looking dragons.
He saw a beautiful village filled with waterfalls and trees with white and black trunks, the likes of which he had never seen before in Quassa. Terraced stone temples sprouted across the colorful valley surrounding a large body of blue water. Dragons that looked similar to Utemials flew around in lazy circles.
He saw a pure black dragon with a splotch of white scales over his left eye standing in the middle of several important-looking dragons. Wait. Is that.. Shykin? Sarai? Me?
He saw the metal ships again. The sigil of a dragon’s skull was painted all over the ships' hulls.
He saw a massive dragon that was easily double the size of a Galontrian standing over a group of normal-sized dragons.
The visions changed rapidly and increased in speed until Tez couldn’t make sense of anything.
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I promise, mother. I’ll get my revenge once and for all. I won’t fail again.
“I won’t,” he whispered.




Chapter thirty







Healer
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By evening, Tez and Sarai had made it to Flameshear. The customary afternoon rain had stopped. It made the sky and air refreshing to fly in. 
Sarai guided Tez to the central courtyard of the palace that rose over the city as if it commanded the buildings. She soared effortlessly past roofs that jutted out over the paths. The roofs forced those flying to compensate by tucking their wings in. It was clearly designed to be entered by paw, not by wing.
In Tez’s opinion, the palace was nothing to marvel at. However, he could see why many did when they first visited the city. It was made of a polished grey stone ornamented with stained-glass windows and wood. The Glass Blower’s Guild must make all their business here, Tez thought.
The architecture was very smooth, unlike the angular buildings that surrounded it. At some points, bronze rotundas reached for the sky. Balconies were placed at every possible position for optimal sunbathing.
Dozens of light-wooden buildings dotted the courtyard. Some were almost half the size of the palace itself. A few had obvious uses, like stables for oxen or barracks for guards. Others were nondescript: likely storage houses or homes for servants that worked for the royal family.
The pair landed on the cobblestone courtyard. Two servants nearby gasped and ran inside when they spotted Sarai. A fountain poured water into a small lake surrounded by a lush garden with colorful lilies and daffodils. Fencing around the garden prevented dragons from trampling the plants. It almost set Tez’s mind at ease. Had he not been in Flameshear, so close to avenging his mother, he would have spent time enjoying it.
Five dragons carrying a stack of long parchments in their paws walked past them. Tez cocked his head and whispered to Sarai, “What are they reading?”
Sarai looked just as perplexed as he felt. “Let’s find out.” She stopped one of the servants. The others continued walking. “Hey. Can I take one of those?”
The servant scoffed before realizing who was speaking to him. He bowed apologetically. “Oh! Sorry. Of course, Princess Sarai. I didn’t realize it was you.” He cast a glance at Tez as he gave her one of the parchments. The servant scrambled off to catch up to the others.
“What is that?” Tez wondered.
“It’s.. a poster recruiting dragons to the army.” 
Tez leaned over Sarai’s shoulder. The poster was a painting of General Giso. Tez shivered - it was strikingly uncanny. He had no idea there was paint that black. Below the caricature of Giso were the words: “Join the fight for our future. This is your chance to make history!”
Tez grabbed the parchment from Sarai and crumbled it. He threw it over the fence and into the garden. “Bloody propaganda.”
“We’ve never recruited for the army that way before. At least not in my lifetime.”
“Neither of us has been alive that long.” The oldest dragon Tez knew had been a one-hundred-and-twenty-year-old hermit that had lived on his block in Llyn. It wasn’t very common to live more than a century - by about seventy, scales began to crack, and flying became a chore. Tez feared becoming so helpless. Bruatho used to have a program for the elderly so they could make a few draves. He wasn’t sure if the program was still active. His visit to Draylens wasn’t particularly long enough to learn about government-funded programs.
“I guess you’re right.”
Tez ruffled his wings to alleviate some stiffness. A few hours ago, he ditched the bandages Andi had applied. The injuries were still tender, but he assumed they would be fine without the added protection since they hadn’t reopened during the flight. He didn’t exactly want to walk around with them in the very country that inflicted those wounds. As a Utemial, he already drew enough attention.
Some guards from across the courtyard were pointing at them and murmuring to each other. Just as they began to walk toward them, the two servants that had stepped inside a few minutes ago reappeared with another dragon in tow. The new Galontrian was decorated with gold chains and bracelets all over her light-red, almost pinkish scales.
“Princess Sarai! Oh, my! Your father has been worried sick. Quite literally.”
Sarai looked doubtful. “Really?”
“Oh, well, in his own way. You know how he is.” She winked at her. “I guess all that worrying must have made him ill. Where have you been?”
“Traveling,” she said vaguely. She looked at Tez. “This is Lobelia. She manages my father’s servants and the affairs of the palace.”
“Don’t forget that I practically raised you and Giso. You were always the troublemaker. Do you remember that one time when-”
“Lobelia!” Sarai cut her off. “That’s not important right now. You said my father was sick. How bad is it?”
“Oh, right, right.” Her gold necklaces jingled as she shook her head. “How could I forget? Yeah, it’s pretty bad. He’s unconscious. None of our healers have been able to determine what ails him.”
“Have they asked Yoin yet?”
Yoin? Who’s Yoin? Tez wondered.
Lobelia frowned. She hissed quietly. “You know we don’t speak of that dragon.”
“Surely he could figure something out. I know he’s not the.. best of dragons, but they can’t just give up so easily.”
“Trust me. They spent days in there trying to help him. Some of them even suggested asking Yoin. The Queen wouldn’t allow it.” Lobelia looked around frantically as if she hoped no one was listening. “Walk with me.”
Lobelia and Sarai began to walk to the grand entrance of the palace. Tez followed but stopped when Lobelia turned around.
“He can’t come.”
“Why not?” Tez growled.
Sarai gave Tez a pointed look and stepped in front of him. “Why can’t he?”
“Utemials are not allowed in the palace. King’s rules, not mine.”
“He’s a healer. He was going to try to heal him.” Her tail flicked irritably.
Lobelia’s gaze wavered slightly, but she held her stance. “Look. He’s not even supposed to be in this courtyard. If Atacinus finds out-”
“If he finds out,” Sarai repeated. “Tez is with me. Either he comes with me, or I leave.”
Lobelia sighed. “Fine. But I better not have to deal with Atacinus’s or Roslyn’s wrath.”
“I’ll take full responsibility.” Sarai nodded.
Tez was annoyed Sarai was fighting his battles for him, but she was clearly in her element right now. The look she gave him reminded him to let her do the talking.
The massive set of wooden doors to the palace was ajar. Five guards stood on either side of the entrance. Some gave him confused looks, while others were openly hostile.
What did a Utemial ever do to you? Tez thought with a snort. 
Tapestries adorned the interior. A lush carpet made of affene fur lined the mosaic tile flooring. Pedestals sat at regular intervals along the walls, each bearing some sort of trinket or small statue made by an artist. If Tez had to find one good thing about Atacinus and the royal family, it would be their taste in art.
The pink Galontrian led them up a flight of stairs. He doubted it would be used much if the dragons here didn’t have proper etiquette. What could have taken a few seconds by flying took almost triple that climbing the primitive stairs.
The second floor was less crowded. Lobelia took a sharp right and went up another smaller staircase. The next floor was empty, save for a stray servant shuffling past. Her head was down, and her wings were tucked close to her body. The hall was spacious enough for three adult dragons to walk side by side.
“These are the quarters where I grew up,” Sarai whispered. “My room is back that way.” She pointed behind them with a foreclaw. Paintings of battle scenes and portraits of Galontrians replaced the tapestries from the lower levels.
Lobelia looked over her shoulder at Tez and Sarai. “Admiring the paintings?”
Tez nodded mutely, barely paying attention to her words.
“This one’s my favorite.” Lobelia smiled and pointed at a large painting that depicted a battle. A huge Galontrian with black and white scales lay slain beneath the claws of another dragon with black scales. “This is the final battle where King Engel was slain by King Atacinus’s grandfather, King Briffo, putting an end to the bloody reign of Engel, the false king. Did you know that the Ascension War was the only civil war in Dreolia’s history?”
Tez couldn’t think of anything to say in response. He felt detached from his body. At any moment, guards could swarm and capture him. Maybe even kill him. Could this be some kind of trap? Was Sarai planning this all along with Lobelia?
Tez shook his head. Stupid. I’m just being anxious. I trust Sarai. Remember?
Lobelia shrugged and continued down the hall when Tez didn’t respond. “I guess history’s not for every dragon.”
Visions of his mother’s death flew through Tez’s mind faster than a Utemial in flight as he followed Lobelia and Sarai.
“DON’T LIE TO ME!”
She managed to slash at the belly of the dragon that pinned her.
“GAH! You’ll pay for that, wench!”
His mother’s pained cries were silenced when he shoved her face into the ground and held her there, helpless.
“Just around this corner.” Lobelia’s voice yanked Tez out of his nightmare.
A door closed ahead of them before they reached the corner. The three dragons stopped. Pawsteps approached.
“Roslyn?” Sarai asked.
Wait. Isn’t that the Queen? Tez thought.
A dark-green dragoness appeared at the corner. Her red eyes looked swollen and tired, but her scales gleamed as if she had recently polished them. Small, black horns curled towards her head. She sighed dramatically.
“There’s just nothing I can do.” She sniffed, rubbing her eyes. When her eyes landed upon Tez, they widened for a moment before returning to their original, sad state. It happened so fast that Tez thought he had imagined it.
What was that about?
“There, there.” Lobelia patted the Queen’s back. “I’m sure we’ll find a way.”
A single tear fell from the Queen’s right eye. “Thank you, Lobelia. I can only hope that his suffering is brief.” A glare crept into her anguished countenance when she looked at the princess. “Sarai? Why are you here?” The words sounded forced.
“Am I not allowed to see my father before he.. passes?” Her voice cracked on the last word.
“He’s unconscious and isn’t speaking.”
Sarai frowned. “I still wish to see him.”
Roslyn bit the inside of her muzzle. “I just don’t want you to see your father in such a.. fragile state.”
“Sarai says that this Utemial here is a healer. He’s going to try to help him!” Lobelia said.
This time, Roslyn didn’t hide the annoyance in her expression. “Oh? A healer, you say? How. Lucky.” She gritted her teeth. “How could this dragon possibly save Atacinus if our healers weren’t able to?”
“None of your business,” Sarai growled. “Don’t get your tail in a knot just because he’s a Utemial.”
Roslyn’s tail twitched. She slammed it on the ground behind her to stop it. Her expression lost its hostility, though Tez could tell she was fighting to keep it that way. “I hope he’s able to help.” She pushed past them and headed to the staircase they had entered the floor from.
“I’ll leave you two to it, then. Good luck.” Lobelia bowed and retraced Roslyn’s steps.
Tez shivered. He didn’t like the way the Queen acted around them. It was almost like she didn’t care about saving Atacinus, judging by how she reacted when Lobelia said he was here to heal him. How could she want Sarai - Atacinus’s own daughter - not to see him in his final hours? The way she glared at him made Tez want to cower as if the weight of a mountain had been placed on his back.
“Are you coming?” Sarai’s head poked from around the corner.
Tez nodded absently and followed. Time slowed down. He felt a sense of impending doom. So close.. It will all be over soon.
Sarai grabbed the handle of the door with her paw and twisted it. It creaked open quietly as if the door could sense the state of his mind.
Tez stepped inside after Sarai. He let a quiet breath escape his mouth. Could he really do this? Could this really be it? All of these years spent planning and contriving.. He wouldn’t even have to do anything - just fake doing something he already knew he couldn’t accomplish.
“Father!” Sarai cried, running to the bed.
The room was bigger than the entirety of Tez’s old home. Atacinus’s bed was in the center. Tables, desks, and braziers lined the white walls. Above those were more paintings. Another door was towards the back that Tez assumed led to a balcony, judging by the stained glass window next to it. Lush carpet soothed Tez’s paws. Sprawled out on the bed of furs was Atacinus.
The dragon that took everything from him.
Atacinus resembled his daughter in scale color, though he had significantly more spots of purple than Sarai. His eyes opened and closed as he writhed in his troubled state. His scales gleamed with sweat.
Sarai released Atacinus from her embrace. Her eyes were red with tears. “Tez. Please. Save him.”
Even if he wanted to, Tez knew he couldn’t. However, seeing his lifelong enemy so weak gave pause to his earlier resolve. It would be so easy to kill him right now and be done with it. If he followed his original plan, nature would take care of this problem for him. The pained look on Sarai’s face made him think differently.
She called me a friend. What if she actually meant it? I can’t just let her father die.
The memory of Atacinus pinning his mother down flashed through his mind. I could have had a normal life with friends. Found a mate, bought a home, and made an honest living in Llyn..
Atacinus changed all of that. For thousands of dragons, and possibly even more if Dreolia isn’t stopped soon. Tasoss lost his mate and children because of this monster.
“Please, Tez!” Sarai cried.
But what if, by saving him, he could prevent any more deaths? Could Sarai really convince him to stop the war? Tez frowned as he considered the benefits of the two options.
If I let him die, all of my pain will go away. Mother would be avenged. That trauma would finally be gone.
Would all of his pain really disappear, though? There were still thousands of soldiers with blood on their claws.
No, Tez thought. But it would be a decent start.
Or I could save him, possibly end the war, and keep a friend. It wasn’t like he couldn’t kill him afterward if it didn’t work. He would just be back at square one. Would he get another chance to exact his revenge if Atacinus refused to end the war?
“Give me some room,” Tez said, making his decision. If it meant potentially saving tens of thousands, he’d give up his best and possibly last chance at revenge. “I’ll try my best.” And deal with my mother’s accusing voice every night for the rest of my life. I hope she can forgive me.
Sarai moved to the other side of the bed. She ran a paw over her father’s head. 
Atacinus’s eyes fluttered open. He gasped. “S- Sarai? Is that you?”
“Yes, father. I’m here.” She grabbed his paw with both of her own. “Everything is going to be okay.”
“I.. I can see Suri.” Atacinus thrashed around, panting.
“You can see mother?”
“I see.. Suri. Not mother. Wife.”
“Yes, father.” Sarai gulped, smiling slightly. “Suri is my mother, your wife.”
“No..” His free claw grabbed at the blanket below him. “Suri.. only Giso. No other.. dragonets.”
“I don’t understand.”
“Sarai, he’s delirious.” Now, what’s the best way to go about this? Tez moved to lay his claws on Atacinus to begin, but Sarai swatted them away.
“Wait,” she hissed. “Father, what are you saying?”
“Suri.. only Giso,” he repeated. “Your mother.. not Suri. No. Bastard.. took you in as her own.”
“Sarai..”
“SHUT UP!” she growled at Tez, causing him to flinch. “Who is my mother then, father?”
“Your mother?” Atacinus rolled his head side to side and moaned in pain. “Someone.. dragoness. Bruatho. Utemial..”
Sarai froze. Her mouth was wide open. She released her father’s paw. “It.. what?”
Tez left himself no time to consider Atacinus’s words. Instead, he laid his paws gently on Atacinus’s thrashing head. He didn’t know precisely how to begin, but it seemed like the best place to start. The King’s eyes had closed. Tez cleared his mind as much as he could. To his dismay, the stars that usually appeared in his vision refused to do so.
Why isn’t this working?? He hissed softly. Any time that he used magic, he saw stars beforepaw. Healing with magic has to use a similar process, right? Tez laid his claws down again for the second time. He thought of all the other times he had used magic. His eyes closed. He remembered how much Atacinus had taken from him. The rising bubble of anger inside of him caused him to nearly lose focus.
Tez shook his head. Instead, he thought of Tasoss and the rest of his group. He remembered the good memories with them when they worked for Jaka. They made him feel a sense of belonging that he hadn’t felt in years. He even thought of Sarai calling him a friend. His shoulders relaxed for the first time that night.
His claws began to tingle. Glimpses of stars entered his vision. Satisfied that his mind was in the right place, he began to clear it of any extraneous information until he was left with a blank slate. He had always calmed his mind before using magic, but never this thoroughly. It felt.. good. Calming. He felt in tune with everything around him.
He could sense the dragons in the palace - even the plants and the oxen. The feeling was so shocking that he almost lost grasp of it. He also felt something else. It felt like magic, but it wasn’t coming from him. He hadn’t done anything yet.
The feeling emanated through his claws from the dragon beneath him. Tez instinctively prodded with his mind - a strange, foreign feeling - around the sense of magic until he found it. It was a pink, glowing thread tied in various knots next to a smaller, ghost-like version of Atacinus. The thread was tied around the ghost’s legs.
Tez moved his forelegs in his mind’s eye. He seemed to be able to reach anywhere he wanted. There were other threads around the ghost of Atacinus that looked to be in harmony with their surroundings. The pink thread stood out from the other light blues and greens like an Eagle at a Galontrian’s birthday party. For some reason, he knew that he had to get rid of it.
But how?
Tez tentatively reached for the thread. When he touched it, his body felt electrified. He gasped out loud but didn’t lose his grip. Tez pulled the thread towards his mind’s eye. At first, the knots held firm around Atacinus’s ghost. Soon, the pressure was enough to break the knot. When he pulled it off, the thread dissolved. Atacinus’s ghost opened its eyes.
Suddenly, a vision of Roslyn standing over him appeared in his mind. Her claws wrapped around his neck..
“Tez?”
Someone grabbed him and pulled his claws off of Atacinus’s head. Tez fell onto his rump, back in the real world. He rubbed his pounding head. “What? What happened?”
“I could ask you the same thing.” There was a hint of relief in Sarai’s voice, but her tone sounded tense as she pulled him up to all fours. “I.. I can’t believe it. You actually..” Tez followed her gaze to Atacinus.
Atacinus was no longer writhing around. Instead, he sat up. His eyes scanned the room bewilderedly like he just awoke from a deep sleep. They widened when he spotted Sarai. “Sarai! My daughter! You’re all right!” He hopped from the bed and wrapped her in a hug. 
Sarai returned the embrace stiffly. “Of course I am.”
“I was so worried about you. I heard you disappeared!”
Tez frowned. Atacinus seemed so.. jovial. It was a stark departure from the stoic King that Tez knew from the few times he had seen or heard him.
“I heard you were dying, so I came to visit you. None of the healers could save you.” Her voice was impassive.
“I can barely remember the past few days. I went to bed with Roslyn as I normally do. Everything after that is a blur. I remember feeling awful and seeing dozens of healers attempting to help, but nothing did. Now I feel great! What did you do?” 
Sarai nodded at Tez. “I think you mean what did he do?”
The King released Sarai and met Tez’s eyes. “You were the healer that saved me?”
“Well, yes, but-” Tez didn’t have time to finish his sentence before Atacinus wrapped him in a hug as well. He resisted the urge to pull away in disgust.
After a few seconds, Atacinus released him and studied him. “You have a remarkable talent. What is your name?”
“Tez.”
“Where are you from, Tez?”
“Bruatho.” Tez kept it purposefully vague. He knew it wouldn’t be wise to tell the whole truth, considering the King’s presence during the razing.
“Such talent,” Atacinus mused. “From a Utemial, at that.”
“Father. We have a lot to discuss. I’ve found-”
Atacinus hushed his daughter. “We can discuss it over dinner. This is cause to celebrate!” Atacinus let out a huge roar that shook the palace itself. “I’ll fetch the servants and cooks at once! Lobelia!” He looked back at Sarai and Tez before he left. “Let’s meet in the dining hall in, say, twenty minutes.”
“Wait-”
If Atacinus heard his daughter, he didn’t show it. He left the room with the grace of a much younger dragon.
Sarai looked ready to break down into tears again. She punched the ground with curled claws. “I need to speak with him alone! Not at dinner with others around!”
Sarai didn’t mention what Atacinus had said while he was sick. Tez wasn’t apt at reading expressions, but he would be remiss if he didn’t realize that it bothered her.
Tez held up his forelegs to calm her down. “We can still push for ending the war during dinner. We may not even need our information at first. Afterward, we can tell him.”
Sarai sniffed. “I guess you’re right.” She let out a small cough.
Tez stood next to her and slowly reached a paw out to pat her back, similar to what Tasoss would do for him. He expected her to flinch and run away, but she instead sighed.
“Thanks.” She sniffed again.
In an attempt to distract her, Tez said, “So, what does the royal family eat in Flameshear?”
“A lot.” Sarai perked up slightly. “I won’t do it justice describing it. Come on. See it for yourself.”




Chapter thirty-one







Dinner and a Show
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Tez poked at the food on his plate. Removing that thread from Atacinus had made him weak and hungry. His appetite disappeared when Roslyn appeared at the table. 
The wooden table was long enough to seat dozens of dragons, but they stuck to the middle. The dining room was painted white and grey with statues of dragons in every corner. Each statue was the size of a dragonet and looked lifelike. Plaques described who the statue was supposed to be. Of the few Tez read, most were famous politicians or Kings from the past.
Tez sat between an excited Atacinus and a tense Sarai. Across from them were Roslyn and five other dragons Tez had never seen before. Tez could feel the glares directed at him when he wasn’t looking. Servants darted around like flies, filling glasses with water and some kind of blue wine that Atacinus said had been imported from Oceasa. Guards stood unmoving at either entrance.
There were so many meats and vegetables on the table that Tez couldn’t count them all. He grabbed a slice of greenish meat and nibbled at it before choosing a less bitter cut. A long, cylindrical vegetable reminded him of the cucumbers grown in Llyn.
Roslyn ate her food in small bites. Every time after touching the food, she cleaned her claws with a cloth. The direction of her incessant glare alternated between him, Sarai, and Atacinus. “Dear, I’m so glad you’re better now,” she said forcefully, breaking the awkward silence that had lingered since the food was brought out.
“I feel incredible! And it’s all thanks to this dragon right here.” He patted Tez on the back a little too hard.
Tez could already hear his mother’s accusing voice in the back of his head. You dine with the very dragon you wanted to kill for so long? What are you waiting for? Avenge me!
“This dragon may have a place in this house yet! What a healer!” He took a swig of blue wine from his glass. Some splashed onto the floor. “You know, this dragon did something that no one else was able to accomplish. Out of all the palace healers, none could figure it out! Wild times!”
“Yes. Wild times indeed.” Roslyn picked up her glass of wine and swirled it. She hadn’t taken a sip yet, Tez noticed, but she continued picking it up as if she was.
“So, Sarai, what did you want to discuss?”
Sarai glanced at the other dragons at the table. “Um..”
“Well?” Atacinus pressed.
“Possibly.. ending the war.”
The dragons around the table abruptly stopped what they were doing and stared at Sarai.
Atacinus bit the inside of his muzzle before breaking out into a fit of laughter. He wiped a tear from his eye with a claw. When Sarai didn’t return the grin, Atacinus frowned. “Wait, you’re serious? Sarai, Bruatho is rightfully our land to begin with!”
“Father, I’ve been there. Our war is killing innocent civilians!”
“Barbarians,” Roslyn snarled. “Utemials are anything but innocent.”
“Quiet,” Atacinus hissed. To Sarai, he said, “There are.. necessary casualties that cannot be avoided in war, dear.”
Like when you held my mother down and slit her throat? Tez thought, his lips curling in the beginnings of a snarl. When is she going to bring up Arenor’s murder and the council?
“Surely we can figure something else out! A treaty, perhaps. They can pay us taxes and trade with us. It doesn’t have to be bloody!”
Tez was sure Sarai was preaching to the choir. There was no way Atacinus would ever consider her proposition. If she knew what he did to his mother, he doubted she would even attempt this method of persuasion. Dragons like Atacinus only understood violence.
The King held Sarai’s gaze. “Even if I wanted to do that, I couldn’t. It’s too late. We’re in too deep.”
“It’s never too late for a ceasefire. Please, at least consider it.”
Atacinus smiled softly. “You’re so much like your mother.”
Sarai tensed. Her ears were flat against her skull, and her wings pressed tightly to her torso. Tez strained his mind to remember Atacinus’s words to her before he saved him.
Didn’t Atacinus tell her that her mother was a Utemial? It suddenly dawned on Tez. Her longer tail, narrow muzzle..
“Which one?” Sarai asked bitterly. “Suri, or my actual mother?”
Atacinus froze. “Who told you that?”
“You did.”
“Sarai..”
“Don’t Sarai me! Tell me the truth!” Sarai’s throat sounded dry. Her voice cracked as she spoke.
Atacinus scratched the back of his neck. “I’ve done.. many things in my past that I regret. A lot of terrible things. But I did love your mother.. your actual mother, and Suri too. I was young and foolish. Suri put up with me for longer than I deserved.” He raised a paw to silence Sarai. “Tomorrow. I promise. I’ll tell you everything about her. We’ll also discuss your ideas on ending the war. Tonight, let’s celebrate!”
“You can’t actually be considering that.” Roslyn carved grooves into the wooden table. “Utemials don’t deserve the same rights as mighty Galontrians!”
“Enough, Roslyn. Look at Tez here. He’s a prime example of a useful Utemial. There are thousands like him that have a place in their society, and perhaps even ours.”
“You would say that, considering you were mated to one!”
“I SAID ENOUGH!” Atacinus punched the table, knocking food off plates and spilling wine glasses. Servants rushed in to clean up the mess. He sighed. “We will discuss it tomorrow. Perhaps it’s time we put some kind of an end to this bloodshed. If it means we take the land peacefully, then so be it. One way or another, that land will be under our control.”
Wait, is this seriously working? He had been afraid that his decision to save Atacinus would cause no impact on the war. However, the slight chance it could lead to ending the bloodshed made him willing to risk it. I’m glad I did. At least I made one good decision. I doubt Bruatho will agree to be under Dreolia’s control, but this will at least open a path for less bloody and more civil negotiations.
“Yes. One way or another.” A black-scaled dragon Tez hoped never to see again emerged from one of the entrances. “Sorry I’m late, father.”
“I’m glad you could join us!” Atacinus said joyfully.
Why is he here??
Giso took a seat at Roslyn’s side. “I saw Commander Vigor on his way over. He should be here soon.” His voice was still painfully calm. Tez wondered if he could express emotion. Giso greedily took a stack of meat from the center and began eating as if it was just another family dinner.
Sarai gripped the side of the table. Tez stopped picking at his food. Giso knows everything. He has to know that I can use magic, and he knows Sarai betrayed them and took Bruatho’s side. Why isn’t he saying anything about it?
“Is something wrong, Tez?” Roslyn purred. “You seem nervous. We’re celebrating your achievement, after all.”
“Everything’s fine, your majesty.” Tez and Giso’s eyes met. Giso smirked.
He’s in full control - and he knows it. Tez scanned the room for possible escape routes. If it came to that, he would have to fight his way past the guards. That wasn’t even counting the other dragons at the table if they decided to intervene.
“The food is as excellent as always, father,” Giso said.
“I chose the best cooks during my travels and paid them handsomely to live and cook for me in Flameshear,” Atacinus said through his chewing. After swallowing, he continued. “Stormgulch, in particular, has some spices I’ve never tasted before. The few that I’ve tried so far have been incredible! Most only know the city for its sugar.”
Tez took a sip of water from his glass. Giso and Roslyn exchanged glances. He felt a pervading sense of impending doom wash over him. Was this what Andi warned him about? How could she possibly know such a thing?
“Atacinus, pass me the salt, would you?” Roslyn asked.
“Grab it yourself. My claws are full,” Atacinus said, annoyed.
Roslyn frowned and mumbled something under her breath. She gave Tez an accusing glare but didn’t reach for the salt.
Odd.
The next few minutes passed in awkward small talk between the King and Giso. Eventually, Draylens was brought up as a topic.
“I’ve heard your campaign in Draylens went swimmingly,” Atacinus commended.
“It did indeed. There were some rather.. unexpected losses and enemies.” Giso smirked again, but his tone betrayed nothing. Roslyn copied his smirk, which made Tez more anxious. He tried to catch Sarai’s eye, but she kept her head down, staring at her untouched meal.
“Unexpected? How so?” Atacinus placed the meat he was eating back onto the plate and leaned forward.
“We ended up losing the Obsidian Claw to a fire. Some of our own.. soldiers that were probably sympathetic to Bruatho set it ablaze.”
“I hope these traitors were captured and punished as such.”
“Not quite, but you can rest assured that it will be handled in due time.” Giso clicked his claws together. A servant ran over and lowered a bucket of water so he could wash them. 
“So they escaped.” Atacinus’s expression flipped. “That’s unlike you, Giso. You’re always so thorough. How could you let such a thing happen?”
Giso opened his muzzle but was cut off by a new dragon that entered the dining hall.
“Sorry, sire. I had to sort through paperwork that I was late on.” The dragon’s eyes met Tez’s. They widened.
The dragon looked familiar to Tez, but he couldn’t put a name to the face. Those eyes.. Where have I seen them before?
“Queenslayer!” the amber dragon gasped. He unsheathed the sword that was strapped to his side.
Oh. Him. He remembers?!
The guards around the room responded in kind, unsheathing their weapons and readying themselves for a fight. Roslyn and even Giso seemed surprised by what was unfolding, judging by their raised eye ridges.
“Queenslayer?” Sarai whispered. “Who?”
“Commander Vigor. What is the meaning of this?” Atacinus remained seated, but he raised his torso to appear larger.
“That dragon killed Queen Suri!” He pointed his sword at Tez. “I’d know that face anywhere!”
Tez reached into his harness and slowly pulled out his tailblade beneath the table. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”
“That’s a hefty accusation, Commander.”
“Sire, I served as the Commander of the Queensguard for many years. I never forget a criminal. I managed to strike his foreleg with my sword, but he barely escaped me. He should have a scar beneath his right foreleg.”
“He’s lying,” Tez growled, sliding his tailblade onto his curled tail. He tied the leather straps. “I’m a healer, remember?”
“I think this can easily be solved if you just show us your right foreleg, Tez,” a dragon from Roslyn’s side said. “If there’s no scar, then this is just a misunderstanding.”
“Yeah, Tez. Just show them. You obviously didn’t do it.” Sarai gently patted his back. When Tez didn’t move, her frown deepened. “Right?” Her eyes drifted down to his tailblade. “Tez..?”
“Atacinus, stand up and leave this room,” Roslyn ordered.
“What are you on about?” Atacinus growled.
“I command you to leave at once!” Roslyn stood.
“How dare you command me to do anything? I am the King!”
“You insolent Utemial,” Roslyn growled at Tez. “You’ve ruined everything!” She roared.
Several things happened at once.
One of the guards threw a knife at the King, plunging deep into his exposed throat. He let out a blood-curdling gurgle and fell onto his back. Sarai screamed as her father struck the ground. Guards started fighting other guards. Tez and Sarai jumped from their chairs and onto the floor, narrowly avoiding the stream of fire coming from Roslyn’s claws.
“He killed the King too!” Vigor shouted over the chaos. A fire blazed in one corner of the room where Roslyn’s flames had missed them.
Tez had no idea what side anyone was on. Guards dressed in the same uniform as those they fought battled one another. Metal struck metal. Dragons roared. Tez pushed himself up but was quickly shoved back down by a powerful paw. Sarai was kicked away from him into a wall.
“I’ll give you two options.” Roslyn pushed harder. Tez felt something pop inside of him. “Surrender, or die.”
Tez spat at her.
Roslyn snarled. “Surrender, and I won’t hurt you or Sarai. I sense great power in you. The strongest I’ve ever felt from another Descendant. I could help you control it. Together, we could bring the Celestials to their knees! We can steal Ummirth’s Heart together!”
Celestials? Descendants? Heart? “Celestials aren’t real,” Tez growled. He tried to force himself to see little stars again to use his magic. Nothing appeared. What’s the point of having magic if I can’t use it when I need it?!
“Oh, to be as ignorant as you. Must be blissful.” She clubbed his head with the back of her paw, dazing him. “One last chance, Tez.”
Tez thought of Tasoss and the others. What would Tasoss think if he never came back? What about Sarai? For the first time in his life, after the destruction of Llyn, Tez felt that he had a group of dragons he could trust. The realization hit him like an affene’s tusks. I care about them. If I die, I can’t help them. Stars slowly appeared..
The weight suddenly went away. A black and purple dragon pushed Roslyn off of him. Sarai appeared in his vision as the last of the stars dissipated. She pulled him up.
“Come on!”
Together, Tez and Sarai ran through the distracted guards. They jumped over chairs and bodies while simultaneously dodging swords.
“He’s escaping!” Vigor roared. The Commander flew into the air and launched himself towards Tez. Giso stood in front of the exit, ready to intercept them. He smirked.
Neither Sarai nor Tez slowed down.
Roslyn’s roar shook the room. The table floated into the air and began to spin with such velocity that Vigor was forced to land to continue chasing. Plates and glasses shattered against the walls. When Tez and Sarai were at the exit, the table was thrown at them. It struck the top of the frame so hard that the roof crumbled. Giso didn’t get out of the way. Tez jumped into Giso and pushed him through the exit. It was just in time.
Tez rolled through the debris. When the dust settled, he coughed. He held a paw out to help Sarai stand. They observed the destruction on shaky paws. The entrance was completely covered. Tez couldn’t see the black-scaled general that he had collided with anywhere.
“You’ll pay for your crimes, Queenslayer.” Vigor seemed to manifest out of thin air. He swung his sword in a wide arc at Tez, who barely jumped out of the way. Tez ducked under another strike. Vigor thrust the point of the blade at Tez’s chest. Tez backed out of his reach and swung his tailblade at Vigor’s foreleg. It sunk a few clawlengths deep.
Vigor cried out and dropped his sword. Without missing a beat, he pounced onto Tez. Tez rolled around on the ground with the dragon. Their claws were locked together, vying for control. Briefly, he spotted Sarai fighting Giso not far from them. She was on the defensive and wasn’t capitalizing on any openings Giso gave her.
Vigor managed to pin Tez down. Tez swung his long tail around in an effort to strike his back, but Vigor stomped on the base of his tail with his hindleg to stop him. He dug his claws into Tez’s shoulders through the leather of his harness. Scales broke. The claws sunk deeper. Tez moaned in pain.
“This is for Queen Suri,” Vigor growled. Spit dripped onto Tez's muzzle.
Tez freed his left hindleg and kicked the larger, armorless Galontrian in the stomach. His claws plunged into Vigor’s belly. Vigor grunted but didn’t lose his grip. Tez kept sinking his hindleg’s claws into Vigor’s gut, hoping to win the war of attrition by piercing a vital organ. Neither had their claws at any vitals yet, but it would only take seconds for Vigor to move his foreclaws to Tez’s throat and finish him.
Sarai screamed. He dug his claws as deep as possible into Vigor, but the Galontrian didn’t budge. He responded in kind by digging his claws deeper into Tez’s shoulders. Just when Tez thought he couldn’t take it anymore, the pressure was released. Vigor gasped. A sword poked out of the amber dragon’s chest. His lifeless body was thrown to the side.
Tez expected to see Sarai. Instead, he was face-to-face with Giso.
Giso wasted no time pinning Tez down. He placed the tip of his sword onto Tez’s chest but didn’t press down. His ever-present smirk was triumphantly plastered on his face. It was one of the few times the General showed any emotion when Tez was around.
“I’m going to enjoy every second of this.”
The sword cracked a scale. Tez tried to thrash around, but Giso’s grip with his hindlegs was powerful. Tez screamed. His mind could only think of his coming death. What was it like? Would it be quick? Was there anything else after this life?
“You killed my mother and destroyed my ship. Now, I’ll-”
Suddenly, Giso dropped his sword. It clanged onto the tiled floor covered with dust and debris. The tip of a metal sword pierced his shoulder. He released Tez and stumbled backward.
Tez stood. His body felt like it was on fire. Sarai’s eyes were wide as she watched Giso wobble around.
“Sarai? How could you..?” His breathing came in ragged gasps. "After all I've done for you.."
“I’m sorry, brother.”
“You’re no sister of mine,” he snarled, falling to the ground. He yanked the blade out. Blood dripped onto the floor.
Sarai flinched.
“The next time I see you, I won’t.. be so kind.” His head circled in a drunken haze.
“Sarai, we need to leave. Now.”
“But-”
“NOW!” Tez hissed. “He tried to kill us! He destroyed Draylens! If we stay, Roslyn will find another way out and KILL us!”
Sarai looked torn. Finally, she shook her head and followed Tez.
The rest of the palace was in a similar state of chaos. Servants ran to and fro through the long, wide corridors. Tez and Sarai went unnoticed despite their numerous injuries. Guards even rushed past them to the portion of the palace that was currently burning. Sarai guided Tez to a servant’s exit. The courtyard they emerged in was empty. The moon was full.
Sarai leaped into the sky without a word. Tez followed. He could sense her mood and decided not to say anything. Together, they flew southwest towards Falcon Haven. Tez couldn’t even think of all the implications of what had just happened. 
Instead, he focused on the rhythmic flapping of their wings. He steeled himself for another sleepless night.
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“I almost had him,” Giso snarled. His usual impassiveness was gone. Roslyn couldn’t remember the last time he had been defeated - if that ever happened.
“Relax, Giso. This might actually work better than my original plan.”
“How so?”
“There are two chances now for us to get the map. The group that we just sent, and now Tez and Sarai if they try to stop us. Knowing Sarai, they probably will. That is if they know anything about it. I mentioned it to Tez, so we'll see.”
“What happens if the dragons we sent fail and Tez manages to steal it? How will we get the heart then?” Giso winced as a paste was applied to his shoulder.
The lack of a Descendant in the group sent to Watadore was concerning, but Roslyn couldn’t wait any longer. “We don’t need the actual map until we’re in Laqus. Our copy of it only gives us a general location. The real map requires the blood of a Celestial to go any further. The scholars copying it at the time had no idea. They still don’t to this day.”
“Ah. I understand now. We’ll be there waiting for them.”
“Precisely. Either group works as long as they have the map. Now rest up. I need a strong figure to lead in my absence.”
Giso grunted. “You speak of your plans as if you account for every possibility. My father dying was not a part of any plans you shared with me. That knife in his throat was from one of our own soldiers.”
Roslyn paused before she left the room. “I.. may have underestimated Tez’s skill with magic. The blade was thrown at him, but he must have used magic to make it hit Atacinus, the closest dragon to him, instead. Tez killed your father.”
Giso looked away. There was rare uncertainty in his gaze. “That.. makes sense. He did kill my mother..”
Roslyn studied the general sitting in front of her. Had she misjudged Giso’s affection for his father? He was the best general Dreolia had to offer, but she had to remind herself that he was only one year younger than Sarai. At thirteen years, other dragons would salivate to achieve half of what Giso had during his short tenure with the army. It was rare that a dragon so innately skilled in the art of battle strategy would come along. Atacinus was wise in choosing his son’s mentors.
I may have underestimated how much he cares, but I can still use this to my advantage.
“Yes. Queenslayer, and now Kingslayer. I promise that you’ll get your revenge soon enough. Once he is captured, he’ll be yours to do with as you please.”
Any uncertainty in Giso’s countenance disappeared. He revealed his sharp teeth with a smirk. “I look forward to it. Once I’m healed, I’ll join the front lines again. I'll be needing a new ship.”
Roslyn, content that Giso didn’t see through her lie, left the room. Outside the palace, she could hear the cries of guards and servants as they were executed by the guards loyal to the Draco Clan. Tez’s interruption of her spell to control the King forced her to accelerate her plans and send dragons to retrieve the map right away. With the heart, Bruatho could finally be stopped. She let out a sigh of relief. She had been nervous that she didn’t have the numbers to overpower Atacinus loyalists, but it was looking like she was wrong.
Flameshear was hers now. And Dreolia with it.
Now, how long will it take to fly to Laqus?




Chapter thirty-two







Commodity
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Asier blocked the sun from his eyes with a paw as he perched on the crow’s nest. He spotted the rocky, rugged landscape just on the horizon. “Land ho!” He rappelled down the metal pole to the deck, narrowly missing a crew member as he landed. 
“Watch it, dragonet!” Elias hissed. His head barely poked over the metal crate he carried.
“Sorry, Elias!”
The cyan-scaled dragon grunted and kept moving.
Asier grinned. After all of his years of training back in Ranguay, he was finally allowed on his first voyage into the new lands. The abundance of the metal their society relied on in these lands made such expeditions necessary. It was a risk sending ships this far south several months ago, but the gambit had paid off massively.
“Hey, Asier! Can you help me out with this?”
“Sure, Ravi!” Asier walked over to the small black and yellow dragon and helped him lift a heavy crate out of the way. Ravi was another decktalon that had trained in the same program as Asier. He was thrilled when he found out he was assigned to the same ship as his friend.
“Thanks. They want me to fetch something below deck for the landing. You can come with me if you want.”
“Nah, I think I’ll stay up here for now. Cap’ will probably have something else for me to do.”
“All right.” Ravi walked down the staircase at the stern of the ship.
Asier waited a few seconds before walking to the bow. He leaned over the railing to get a closer look at the land they were approaching.
“I remember my first journey.”
Asier jumped and spun around. He bowed his head respectfully. “Captain Braise.”
Captain Braise smiled. His brown scales and white belly contrasted neatly with the grey metal of the ship. The roundness of his belly often put him at the receiving end of jokes, but Asier knew there were strong muscles beneath those scales. He wasn’t given the rank of captain overnight.
“How are you holding up?” Braise asked.
“Well enough, sir.”
“Not seasick, are you?”
“No, sir. Our program weeded those dragons out rather early.”
Braise laughed heartily. “In my day, our training began on journeys such as this one. They coddle young dragons nowadays.”
Asier shrugged. “I am ready, sir. I can assure you no coddling took place.”
Braise looked out over the sea towards their destination. “You know, the locals call this the Scraps.”
“Why do they call it that?” Asier asked. It was his first time hearing there were local dragons that lived here. He assumed that the warm land was undiscovered and uninhabited until now.
“No idea. Probably because of how barren the island is except for the ore.” Braise rolled his neck around. “They had a mining operation set up, but our soldiers..” He paused to search for the right word. “..dealt with it.”
What is that supposed to mean? Asier thought. “I didn’t know there were other dragons besides us and the Muls. I know the history books mentioned others, but they all said they were wiped out long ago.”
“Clearly, some survived, but they aren’t nearly as advanced as we are. I doubt they even know the true value of the metal.” Braise clapped his paws together. “That doesn’t matter much now, does it? I’ll need you to help with the rigging soon. As long as your hindleg isn’t bothering you today.”
“Yes, sir,” Asier said, though he was less enthusiastic than before. “My hindleg feels great.”
Braise frowned. “For now, enjoy the view.”
Asier watched the captain enter his quarters and close the door behind him. He appreciated that the captain looked out for his well-being, but it made him feel singled out from the rest of the crew. His left hindleg occasionally flared up in pain from an accident he had as a dragonet. When the other decktalons found out about his disability after he woke up one morning limping, he was treated differently and not given the same tasks as before.
I was doing just fine with those tasks too. Just because my leg hurts some days doesn’t mean I’m useless. It doesn’t help that this white splotch of scales over my left eye makes dragons think I’m blind too. He tried painting the white scales black to match the color of the rest of his body, but he could never mask it completely.
While he waited for his orders, Asier watched the sailors work. What did Braise mean when he said those dragons were “dealt” with? Why was such an important fact kept a secret? Did they.. murder the locals? The more he thought about it, the more the thought terrified him. They were here to transport metal, not kill other dragons - especially new ones.
I don’t know the whole story. Maybe they were attacked and had no choice? Yeah, that makes sense. This new line of thinking calmed his racing heart.
Captain Braise appeared on the quarterdeck behind the wheel, shouting orders. 
“Asier! Help me lower the anchor, would you?” one of the decktalons asked.
“Sure.” Asier ran over and spun the metal so the chain would be released into the ocean. Other sailors worked on the rigging to stop the sails from catching the wind. As he pushed, he wondered where Ravi was. The small dragon was often placed down below to help shovel coal into the motor when they weren’t using wind to propel them. The motor was a boon in the absence of wind. Luckily, the wind was relatively strong today. Their ship didn’t have enough fuel to use the motor for long periods.
One of the dragons from the mine came to meet them. She hovered above the ship. “Enter through the left entrance of the bay! The waters are calmer.”
Asier saw what she was talking about over his shoulder as his paws worked. Dozens of rocks jutted out from the sea in front of them. A larger patch of rocks bisected the bay into two entrances. True to her word, the right side was rougher than the left.
Huh. Wonder what’s causing that. He had heard of such a phenomenon in his classes studying the sea, but he never got a chance to see it in action. Probably has something to do with the wind and how the rocks are shaped. Wind causes choppy waves, just like Mr. Catala’s book said. Or was it the other way around..?
“Heard!” Captain Braise shouted. He turned the wheel to angle the rudder in the direction requested. Asier finally stopped spinning the metal as the anchor struck the bottom of the ocean. The ship entered the bay from the left side, dodging dozens of rocks in the process. Eventually, the anchor caught onto something. The ship came to a grinding halt. The sailors cheered and flew to the land.
Asier took a swig of water from his bottle. “Whew.”
“Don’t tell me you’re already breaking a sweat!” Ravi said with a grin. “We haven’t even started moving the crates of ore yet.”
Asier groaned and slipped the bottle into his leather satchel. As he followed the other sailors to the mine, he couldn’t help but feel his earlier fears again. “Did you know there were other dragons here before we discovered these mines?”
“There were?” Ravi asked. His eyes were wide. “That’s crazy! I thought we were the only dragons left, not counting those snow dwellers north of us.”
“That’s what the captain told me.” Asier flapped his wings again to maintain his altitude while gliding. “He said that they dealt with them.”
“Dealt with them? Did they chase them away?”
“I don’t know. He wasn’t very liberal with the details.”
“They were probably just some wild wyverns. I find it hard to believe that we’re just now discovering other dragons after all this time. Our ancestors met the Muls almost right after discovering Ranguay, and this land is only a week’s worth of sailing away.”
Asier looked away. “Maybe.” He shivered at the thought of having to deal with wyverns out here. It was bad enough flying home at night and getting attacked by a swarm of them. They were so small and quick that you could mistake them for bats if not for their venomous bite.
“Are you worried about it?”
“What if they come back and fight? What if we’re here when that happens?”
Ravi rolled his eyes. “You worry too much. Do you really think they have the same weapons as we do?”
“I only carry a knife.”
“And so do I. But the other sailors carry guns. I think we’ll be fine dealing with a couple of uncivilized dragons.”
“They were mining the ore.”
Ravi paused. “They were?”
“That’s what the captain said.”
“Over here!” Captain Braise stood on dozens of metal crates. Dragons were flying back already with the boxes beneath them. Several guards were positioned at various points on the rocky mountains surrounding the secluded beach.
“I don’t think the government would send us out here if it wasn't safe.”
“I don’t think we’d need those guards if it was safe.”
Ravi sighed. “Look, let’s just worry about our job for now. Who knows how much metal is left in the mines back in Ranguay? This journey is vital to our country's survival. When we get back home and have a few days to ourselves, you can do all the research you want about these fabled dragons. I’ll be hitting the pubs and finding myself some pretty dragonesses to take home with me.”
“In your dreams,” Asier snorted. 
Ravi grinned. “You always were the jealous type.”
“As if I’d be jealous of you getting dragonesses. A dragon, on the other paw, maybe a little.” Asier shook his head as he landed on top of a crate. “Just help me with this, you scrawny dragonet.”
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Truth
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Two days. Three nights. 
No words were exchanged between the two exhausted and battered dragons during the long flight to Falcon Haven. Every time Tez opened his mouth to speak, he thought better of it. Sarai’s eyes betrayed the troubling mix of emotions coursing through her. He was afraid that if he spoke, she would let them loose.
Tez was surprised that she didn’t. He kept well away from her while flying and sleeping, hoping to avoid the inevitable confrontation. It was the journey from Draylens to Zythur’s village all over again, only much worse. Her lack of questioning made him anxious. It wasn’t in her nature to stay quiet about something so serious. What was she waiting for?
On the final night, when they were only a short flight from Falcon Haven, Sarai approached him. He attempted to ignore her cold, accusing glare burning a hole into his back as he attempted to fall asleep. She eventually walked away towards a small palm tree. The cracking of wood and grunting gave him a clear picture of what was happening. It was enough to thrust him into another uneasy, dreamless sleep.
I’m glad I’m not a tree.
The lack of dreams both concerned and relieved him. It had been a long time since his sleep was free of nightmares from his past. He wasn’t sure if it was from the events in Flameshear or sheer tiredness. When he woke up the following day, his mind was clear. As he took flight, the realization finally hit him.
His mother was avenged. While not coming to fruition the way he had initially thought, his plan was finished. Atacinus was dead. He should be overjoyed.
The utter devastation plain on Sarai’s face made him feel the opposite.
It was difficult to remind himself that she had now lost not only her mother just one year ago but now her father. And, on top of that, learning that the dragoness who raised her wasn’t her actual mother? Tez couldn’t imagine the pain she was in. She was a half-princess - which he doubted would be recognized officially - and a mix between a Galontrian and a Utemial. Her entire life had been a lie engineered by her father.
Her father, who killed his mother.
But hadn’t he done something much worse to her in return? She now had a suspicion of what he did after Vigor’s declaration. How would she react if he outright confirmed it?
She’d kill me, and I wouldn’t blame her. So why is she waiting to confront me about it?
“Sarai! Tez!”
Tez shook himself from his reverie at the sound of Qyne’s voice. “Qyne!” He put on a burst of speed to meet the Galontrian in the air. Now that he was focused on the sky around him, he saw other dragons soaring ahead.
“You’re okay! I knew you would be. Come, we have a room at an inn. It’s in the city center.”
Behind Qyne, Tez saw the hilly, sandy shores of Runkuok. The coast quickly rose in elevation towards the capital. The tall buildings of Falcon Haven reached for the clouds. Each one housed a multitude of shops, homes, and other businesses. It was a strange setup, considering one tower could have hundreds of uses, but the Eagles made it work. The entrances to the businesses and homes were only accessible via flight. Tez wondered how older Eagles managed to live in such an environment. He voiced the question to Qyne.
“I’d have to ask my friends,” Qyne said over the wind. “I’m pretty sure most essential businesses are on the ground level for that very reason.”
Tez had never seen so many Eagles in one place. The dull colors of their feathers did not influence the colors of the buildings. Each one was painted in vibrant golds, reds, and whites. Frago would be having a field day if she was with them. Banners and other decorations were hung, stretching from building to building. He spotted groups of Galontrians and Aquas on the ground amongst the plentiful amount of Eagles.
The three dragons bobbed and weaved through the spire-buildings. “Which building is it?” Tez asked.
“Eyrie, actually,” Qyne corrected. “They call the buildings eyries.”
“Okay..” Tez rolled his eyes. He wasn’t sure if that made any difference. “Which eyrie is it?”
“Now you’re talking like an Eagle. It’s this one!”
Tez had to drop several dragonlengths in altitude to dodge a group of young Eagles following an adult. Tez assumed it was some kind of school trip. He looked over his shoulder to make sure Sarai still followed. Her eyes were set firmly ahead of them. It was as if she had lived here her entire life, and nothing impressed her anymore.
Qyne landed on a platform halfway up the eyrie. He cracked his neck. “Here we are. The Parrot’s Inn. My personal favorite.”
“Ah.” Tez examined the massive logo of a parrot. Frago would definitely love this place. “That explains that.”
Qyne cocked his head at Sarai, expecting a comment. When he saw her troubled expression, he gave Tez a questioning look.
Tez shook his head. Not now. Please not now.
The wooden platform led to an open-air restaurant that was open on the side they entered. A single bar serviced dozens of Eagles. Strong smells of meat and hearty mead hit Tez’s nostrils. He would have been drooling if he wasn't thinking about Sarai and Flameshear. He looked nervously at the dragons at the bar. Could Roslyn have sent dragons after us? It could be any of them.
He shook his head to rid himself of the thought. I need to relax.
Qyne guided them up a flight of stairs to the next floor. Their room was the second door on the left. Lush rugs lined the wide hall. Warm fires lit up the otherwise dark interior of the inn. When they entered the room itself, Tez gasped.
More carpets and rugs made of animal pelts were scattered on the floor. Four beds were arranged neatly to accommodate a spacious living area. Beyond that was a table big enough to seat six. Braziers flickered and crackled, but they were primarily for show. The majority of the light came from the outside via a large window.
“Tezyrnth!” Tasoss grinned, hopping off his bed. “It’s good to see you in one piece. So, how’d it go? Is the war over?”
Tez cringed as he remembered his broken promise to Tasoss. He took a step back.
“Qyne was worrying the entire time,” Frago said as she put her parchment and paint down. Some of the ink had spilled onto the fur beneath her. “Said that they probably captured Tez.”
“I did not!” Qyne groaned. When no one came to his defense, he sighed. “Okay, maybe a little.”
“He’s barely in one piece. Look at his back and shoulders!” Andi got up to look closer, but Sarai’s growl stopped her.
“I think Tez has something to tell everyone. Especially me.” Her voice was low and laced with a growl.
Tez curled his long tail around his legs and flattened his ears to his skull. That’s why she wasn’t speaking to me during our journey here. She wants everyone to know what I did.
Tasoss looked back and forth between Sarai and Tez. “What is it? What happened in Flameshear?”
Tez’s claws latched onto the wood beneath him. “I don’t know what she’s talking about.”
“Why did Vigor call you Queenslayer?” Sarai clawed at the floor like it was an innocent tree. At some point, she had moved to be less than a dragonlength away.
Tez’s chest tightened. Breathing became more difficult.
“Queenslayer?” Qyne echoed.
Sarai inched even closer. Tez searched for a possible escape but found none. If anything, he could smash through the glass window, but that would probably just make Qyne lose his security deposit. He had enough angry dragons to deal with at the moment.
He had no other options. It was time he came clean. I hope my death will be painless.
“I.. I killed Queen Suri.”
“WHAT?” Tasoss roared over the gasps of the others.
It was like a switch flipped. Sarai rammed shoulder-first into Tez and flipped him onto his back. His horns and back ridges dug into the floor painfully. Sarai’s foreclaws wrapped around his throat while her hindlegs pinned his torso. She lifted a paw to cuff him across the muzzle.
Tez groaned. The room spun. He heard Tasoss and the others trying to calm Sarai down, but none of them dared get close to her in this state. He didn’t blame them. This wasn’t their fight. He was the one that made the mistake, and it was time to atone.
She cuffed him again. “WHY?” Her voice was hoarse and full of grief. “She may not have been my real mother, but she loved and raised me as if she was!” Tez felt warm tears drip onto his neck.
“I was trying to kill your father!” Tez explained rapidly. He closed his eyes as her paw came down again. Blood oozed from his nose. The injuries he sustained in Flameshear burned with a fresh intensity.
“THAT DOESN’T MAKE IT ANY BETTER!” Her breathing came in long, ragged gasps. “She was an innocent, peace-loving-”
Anger bubbled to the surface of Tez’s mind. “Your father.. He tortured my mother and killed her!” Tez panted heavily.
Sarai stopped her punch mid-motion. Her claws hung in the air mere clawlengths from Tez’s muzzle. “You’re.. you’re lying!”
“I saw everything with my own eyes.” Tez squeezed his eyes shut, realizing what he had just admitted. “He murdered her and sent his soldiers after me. I barely escaped Llyn with my life.”
Sarai’s entire body convulsed. “That.. that.. doesn’t..” she stuttered. “You killed an innocent dragoness!”
“Your father killed an innocent dragoness! I wanted revenge!”
“Don’t pretend you have a moral high ground!” Sarai growled.
“Suri was just as complicit as Atacinus!”
“Don’t you dare speak of her as such. She opposed the war!”
“It was an accident.” Tez could feel the tension in the air like a humid summer day as he lost the will to argue. “I had everything set up that night. It was going to be quick and painless - a respect he didn’t deserve - but I thought it would put an end to my nightmares..”
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He stroked the nearby fuze. The parade was supposed to continue on this street past an abandoned building rigged with explosives. If all went according to plan, it would collapse onto the King’s carriage. He put as much black powder and dynamite inside the building as he could afford with the measly amount of draves he obtained begging. From all of the previous parades Tez had seen, the King was always on the right side. As long as he didn’t light the fuse too early, it would be enough to crush him.
Dragons cheered on the sides of the street, just outside of the alley Tez lurked in. Tez watched the back of the crowd, flicking his tail. I wonder if they’d still cheer if they knew what he did.
Tez snorted. Who am I kidding? They would probably cheer louder. If he killed a Galontrian, on the other paw..
Floats depicting local businesses passed. A famous poet Tez couldn’t remember the name of waved from his cart pulled by oxen. Next was a squad of soldiers marching, drawing more cheers.
Where are you, you coward?
The roar of the crowd increased in volume. Finally, the large wooden float of the royal family came into view. Tez’s lips curled into a snarl. High-ranking guards walked along the sides of the white float covered in flowers. Just as he had predicted, the King was on the right side. The parade advanced..
Just a few more paces..
“You there. What are you doing?”
Tez jumped. Where did this guard come from? “Um.. watching.. parade?” It came out more as a question than a statement.
“I’m going to need some identification. Where do you work? All Utemials must have paperwork from their employer.” The amber dragon’s paw rested on the hilt of his sword.
“Um..”
“Answer me!” He moved closer.
Tez glanced back at the parade. Had he missed the timing? Surely they were at the spot by now. He grabbed the lantern and smashed it in one quick motion, lighting the long fuse. 
The oil splashed towards the guard, fire traveling with it. He let out a pained gasp and unsheathed his sword, swinging blindly. The point of it nicked Tez’s foreleg. Scales were knocked loose. Before he could retreat, an explosion shook the ground around him. Dragons roared in terror. The flapping of hundreds of wings was drowned out by the crackling of flames and the cracking of rock.
Tez was forced to run into the crowded street to avoid fighting the guard in the alley. It was chaos. Dragons ran from the parade while others flew away. A crying dragonet was scooped up by its mother before taking off. The royal float was crushed beneath the stone and wooden rubble. Tez’s heart raced. I.. I actually did it.
As soon as the thought crossed his mind, a familiar purple and black dragon stepped out from behind the destruction. He spoke with guards who were grabbing citizens at random. Blood dripped down his forehead above his eye ridges. Besides that, he was fine.
No.. No.. How..? I planned for so long..
The guards advanced towards him, stopping every dragon they could to interrogate them. Tez jumped into the air. He eventually caught an air current and glided away through the night sky to another portion of the city. His left forepaw clutched his right foreleg to stop the bleeding as he landed in another small alleyway beside a butcher. It was the closest thing he could call home in Flameshear. He stumbled in a mad panic. His mind was cloudy. Only one thought was clear.
He failed.
[image: image-placeholder]“I didn’t even know the Queen died until the next day when it was announced.” He didn’t realize tears were pouring down his face until he finished telling the story. “I’m sorry that Suri died, but I’m not sorry that I tried to kill Atacinus. It was eating me alive, Sarai! Do you know how many times I fell asleep at night and saw his face laughing at me?”
Sarai released him with a hard shove into the ground. Her eyes were venomous and full of tears. “It sounds like you were trying to kill both of them. How could you guarantee that it would only kill Atacinus?”
“The building I collapsed was on the right side where he was! I have no idea how he survived, but she didn’t!” It still confused him to this day. It should have killed both in the worst-case scenario. Had he missed the best timing when the guard confronted him? Now that Tez rehashed the memory in his head, he realized that the guard that had stopped him was Commander Vigor. He looked at the scar on his right foreleg.
“I can’t believe I once called you a friend."
“So you actually meant it?” Tez growled. “I assumed you were manipulating me so I would heal your father!” That’s just what I get for trusting a-
“What? Of course I meant.. How could you think.. GAH!” Sarai raised another paw and smashed it on the floor near Tez. Tez had yet to get back up. She let out a small, frustrated whimper and ran out of the room, slamming the door behind her.
Tez slowly pushed himself up and tried to follow, but Tasoss stopped him. “Stop. She needs time.”
Tez deflated. He blinked the tears out of his eyes. Tasoss was right. He couldn’t meet the older Utemial’s eyes. While he was explaining himself to Sarai, he had forgotten about the others. Everyone in this room now knew his past. They would probably hate him even more now. What would Tas-
Tasoss hugged him.
The embrace of another dragon was a feeling so alien to him that he tried to pull away, but Tasoss held firm. Finally, he relaxed. It felt just like his mother’s hugs after he came home from a bad day at school. At that thought, his eyes became a waterfall. He nestled his head into Tasoss’s shoulder. He felt so vulnerable..
But it felt so good. Vulnerability could mean death, but Tasoss would never harm him. He felt ashamed that he didn’t tell him sooner. All of his tension dissipated as he bawled into Tasoss’s scales.
Tasoss patted his back. “Let it out. You’ve held onto this for too long.”
“I’m sorry,” Tez sniffed.
“You have nothing to apologize for. You didn’t ask for any of this.” Tasoss released him gently.
Tez rubbed his eyes. “No, I’m sorry for not telling you this when you shared your past with me. I should have trusted you, but I didn’t. I thought you would look down on me..”
“I would never do that.”
“I realize that now.” Tez sniffed again. His eyes felt puffy. 
“You can always talk about this kind of stuff with us,” Frago said. Her muzzle was a grim line. “We understand this kind of pain better than most.”
Qyne bit the inside of his cheek awkwardly and exchanged glances with Frago. “Yeah. So.. about Flameshear?”
“Oh.. right.” Tez explained what had happened in Flameshear. He didn’t leave out any details. Everything felt important, and he knew he could trust every dragon in this room. Even Andi, though he was dubious about her true motivations.
“I can’t believe Atacinus is dead. After all these years, that’s what does him in?” Qyne snorted. “Crazy.”
“This should hopefully give Bruatho some breathing room while Dreolia gets their situation sorted out.” Tasoss nodded seriously at Tez. “Though it doesn’t sound like we’ll be getting paid for all this.”
“At least we’re alive,” Frago interjected.
“I knew there was something special about you. A Descendant! And the Queen is one too?” Andi’s jade eyes were wide. “I’m sure we’ll talk all about it later, but there’s something way more important right now that we need to deal with.”
“What is it?” Tez asked. He forgot that Andi didn’t know he had magic. It’s not like it matters now. There’s no advantage in hiding it anymore if my enemies already know.
My enemies. It wasn’t something he had considered before. He now had enemies - powerful enemies that could easily kill him. He had gotten lucky in Flameshear. He doubted he would be so lucky if they met again. Tez shivered.
“Those wounds are infected. I’m going to have to clean them up and bandage them properly. Unless you’re able to do it with your magic?” 
Tez shook his head. He almost smiled when she smirked.
“Thought not. You’d be in perfect shape if you could heal yourself. Come on, let’s make sure the hero of the hour doesn’t die of an infection.”




Chapter thirty-four







New Path
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He didn’t feel like a hero. His pained whimpers while Andi cleaned his wounds confirmed that fact. What did he do to be deserving of that title? All he did was save the dragon that put him in this position to begin with and subsequently survive an attack. Perhaps what he did in Draylens was  somewhat deserving of that title, but Andi didn’t know about that part of the battle. 
It hadn’t been a conscious decision to protect those dragons in Draylens. He was just in the right place at the right time. He acted purely on instinct. His instinct happened to save everyone from a horrible fate. It would’ve been different if he knew the risk and still dove to save them. His actions weren’t guided by some higher power or morals. Besides, what kind of hero killed dragons in cold blood? Suri would’ve been alive if it weren’t for his failure.
Tez left the others to find Sarai once Andi had finished an hour later. His earlier anger had cooled off, but he doubted hers would just as easily. I’ll go in with a level head and not snap at her if she snaps at me. Be the bigger dragon. I’ll apologize. Friends do that, right?
Friends don’t kill other friends’ parents, his conscience reminded him. And I wasn't really friends with her to begin with.
No, but I owe her an apology, at the very least. I can’t fix my past mistakes, but I can make amends. Friends are hard to come by. I know I probably ruined any chance of a friendship, but it’s worth a shot to apologize.
As Tez walked down the hall, he had a chance to think. He had dedicated all of his adult life to killing Atacinus. Now that he was dead, he didn’t know what to do. He felt purposeless. The persistent urge for revenge that had hovered over him for his entire adult life was gone. The others would probably go their separate ways now that the job was over. The thought of leaving them made him upset. Mere days ago, it would have excited him. 
It was relieving to be around other dragons that understood his trauma. The weight he had carried on his shoulders for years wasn’t quite gone, but it was significantly lightened. While he couldn’t deny how good it felt, the newfound relief reminded him of everything he had missed out on in life. Friendships he never trusted to forge, jobs he never sought to gain, places he never traveled..
None of that would come to fruition if Dreolia was allowed to continue its reign of terror. Tasoss was right that they would likely be slowed down for the time being, but Queen Roslyn had an apparent disdain for Utemials. If she took power, it would spell disaster for Bruatho.
What plans of hers had he ruined? She said as much right before Atacinus was murdered, but he had no idea what he did to incite such rage. All he did was heal Atacinus.
The Queen had also said something about him being a Descendant. Since Roslyn had magic and called him that, it probably had to have some sort of truth to it. Whether Celestials were real or not was still debatable. Tez assumed the term was some kind of metaphor for the gods or something rather than an actual type of dragon.
Fine, Roslyn. I’ll play along with being a Descendant for now, but I’ll find the truth for myself soon enough, he thought.
At some point, while thinking, he ended up at the bottom of the stairwell. The bar seemed busier than when he first entered. It was mostly full of Eagles, but there were a surprising amount of Galontrians. There were even a few Aquas. He looked at the missing wall and into the city. It was roughly noon. Where do I even begin to look? She could be anywhere by now!
Tez searched the bar again more closely. It wasn’t as bad as some bars he’d been to in the past, but it was up there. No one was throwing drinks or assaulting anyone, but the constant cheering and roaring nearly drove him insane. Finally, he spotted the unmistakable black and purple form of Sarai in a corner, alone at a booth. His shoulders drooped in relief that she was not somewhere else in the city. Her head rested in her paws on the table.
Tez took a step forward but stopped. Doubts began to plague his mind. He moved the bandage back up his shoulder. What am I doing here? I’m the last dragon she’d want to see right now. This was stupid.
Tez’s paws remained rooted to the wooden floor despite his negative thoughts. He wanted more than anything to go over and apologize. While he didn’t feel bad that he planned to kill Atacinus, Tez found that he did feel bad that Suri died in his place. If she had told the truth about Suri being against the war, her death might have increased the bloodshed. Had he not killed her, would Draylens have still been destroyed? Tez shoved the thought down deep inside of him. He didn’t have the mental fortitude to deal with such possibilities.
There’s nothing I can say or do to help. If I can’t deal with my own problems, how could I possibly help Sarai with hers? Would Atacinus apologizing make me feel better? Tez stepped out of the way for a particularly long Aqua to pass. He shook his head. No. It wouldn’t. But it would be a start. I have to do this.
Decided, Tez maneuvered around the dragons and tables of the bar. He knew there would be consequences when he committed to avenging his mother, but he didn't think they'd involve apologizing to the daughter of the dragon that murdered her. Tez rubbed his nose with a claw as he stopped for a waiter to pass. It wasn’t long before he slipped into Sarai’s booth and rapped his claws on the table.
She sniffed and looked up. “Tez?” She rubbed her eyes with the back of her paw and stood, ready to leave. “What are you doing here?” Her lips curled in the beginnings of a snarl.
“Wait.” Tez held a paw up.
“Why should I? You’re lucky I’m not ripping you apart right now.” She paused for a second. When he didn’t respond, she pressed him. “Well? Come to gloat? Tell me how glorious it was?”
“I.. I just..” Why was he here? I should have turned around when I had the chance. He wanted to apologize, but how was he supposed to phrase it? Tez scratched the back of his neck.
Sarai plopped back down into the booth. Her shoulders drooped. “Who am I kidding? Attacking or yelling at you isn’t going to bring either of them back, no matter how much you deserve it.” Tears poured down her face.
Tez opened his mouth to speak-
“What am I doing, anyway?” She shook her head and wiped the tears from her muzzle. “There’s a war going on, and here I am crying in some stupid bar in Runkuok.” She stood and dusted her scales. “I don't have time to deal with this right now.”
“Sarai-”
“Shut. Up. I’ve tried to see things from your perspective, but that doesn’t mean I want to speak with you.” Sarai took a deep breath and exited the booth. Tears glimmered on her scales, but her expression lacked any emotion as she spoke. “Roslyn is still out there, and we’re just sitting in Runkuok twiddling our claws! We need to plan our next move.”
We? Tez kept his mouth shut as he watched Sarai walk away towards the stairs and disappear. The number of emotions she had cycled through in the span of one minute left him confused. That could’ve gone better. She’s obviously still upset, so why is she pretending like nothing is wrong now? He remembered her acting similarly when she blamed herself for not slaying the assassin that attacked them in Flameshear. At night, away from the others, she had been punching a tree in rage because of her perceived failure. The next day, she acted as if nothing was wrong.
There has to be a better way to cope than ignoring emotions for more important matters, even if those matters concern the survival of an entire country. Tez blinked as he digested what he had just thought. Wait. That’s.. exactly what I did all of my adult life. His shoulders deflated in realization. How can I judge how Sarai copes if I did the same thing?
He waited a few seconds before following, feeling even worse. I did what I thought was right at the time. I was young and stupid. I’m not that bad of a dragon, am I? Now that he thought about it, he had been a little selfish and reclusive throughout this journey with the others and in his past. His quest for revenge had consumed all aspects of his life up until two days ago. Do I even have any positive traits that dragons would like me for?
He couldn’t think of any. It was easy to think of the bad ones. I have to do something to make it up to Sarai. If I can at least make it up to one dragon I’ve harmed, then I’ll be happy. I’ll prove to her that I’m worthy of forgiveness. I hope the others will forgive me too.
Tez made it to the top of the stairs and slipped into Qyne’s room. Sarai was there along with the others.
“..Bruatho and figure it out from there. We have to do something!”
“We have Tez’s magic. We could-” Tasoss trailed off as he spotted Tez. “Tez! Perfect timing.”
Tez hesitantly inserted himself between Andi and Qyne. He kept his eyes on the ground in case he accidentally met Sarai’s gaze. “What are we discussing?”
“Our next move,” Sarai said. Her tone sounded closer to normal, but her words came out rigidly as if she were speaking with soldiers.
“We’ve all agreed to stick together and try something to help Bruatho,” Andi said. “We just can’t agree on what.”
“Yeah. It’s not like we have anywhere else we could go and be safe with Roslyn on the loose. Might as well do something to help.” Qyne ruffled his wings. “You’d be the difference maker for Bruatho, Tez. Unless Bruatho has a couple of Descendants up their harness, you’re the only one with magic.”
Tez shivered at the thought of being expected to fight other magic users. “That’s the thing, though. I can barely control my magic. Sometimes it works fine without any problems, and other times it doesn’t. Roslyn controls it effortlessly. I would be useless. I’d also rather not kill other dragons if I can help it.” Tez sighed. “Someone made the volcano erupt. I don’t think Roslyn was there, so there must be others with magic on Dreolia’s side. It’s hopeless.”
“Don't say that. Maybe we can help indirectly.” Tasoss scratched his muzzle with a foreclaw.
“How so? They have at least two magic users. What could we do?”
“I’m sure we can come up with something.” Sarai looked at Tez. “As long as the war continues, nowhere is safe. If Dreolia wins, you and I won’t be safe anywhere. Our best chance of stopping Dreolia lies with your magic.” It sounded as if she gritted her teeth during the last sentence.
Tez flicked his tail excitedly, ignoring the last part of Sarai’s statement. If they stayed together a little longer, he’d have a chance to prove himself to Sarai. He could tell she was unhappy having to stay with him after everything she learned about him, but no one pointed it out.
“Do we know anything about Roslyn’s or Dreolia’s plans? We could slow them down or even stop them ourselves,” Andi said.
Sarai shrugged. “No clue. We need to do something, though. I can’t stand idly by and allow my.. country to conquer any longer.”
The room turned silent for a moment. Tez bit the inside of his muzzle before his eyes widened. “Wait. I think I do. She mentioned something to me in Flameshear before we escaped.”
“Well? What is it?” Frago asked.
“She mentioned something about a heart.. Umm’s heart or something.”
“What about it?” Tasoss leaned forward intently.
“She said she wanted to steal it. Something about bringing Celestials to their knees..” Tez rubbed his head in thought. He gasped when he realized what Roslyn could’ve been talking about. “I think I read about something like that..” Back in Flameshear, he had skimmed past the section. The chapter’s title had never left his mind.
“What? Umm’s heart?” Tasoss’s eye ridges furrowed.
“No. Well, kind of. I think she might be referring to a Celestial’s heart.” He began digging around in his harness pockets to find which one he had put the book in.
“I thought Celestials were myths,” Qyne said.
“They should be. Celestials’ hearts supposedly give power or something like that. I don’t know of any other mythical hearts that give powers. Here it is.” Tez pulled out Celestials, Magic, and Other Myths and placed it on the bed. It was a little damp but still legible. He flipped through it before finding the page.
“As the story goes, a Celestial’s heart contains enough magic to boost the power of a Descendant’s magic tenfold. All of this portion of the book comes from secondpaw accounts. One rumor that seems to have the most credibility is that there is a map hidden in the Great Spire in Watadore, Opo. The map promises to lead those reading it to the location of a hidden city, where the heart of its leader still resides in the central temple.”
“Sounds fake,” Qyne murmured. “You’d think dragons would have already used the map and discovered the temple if it were true.”
“There’s more.”
“The map can only be activated by a drop of Celestial blood. The purity supposedly has some sort of effect. The purer the blood, the more legible the map will become.”
Sarai frowned. “So we need Celestial blood? Where would we get that?”
Tez looked at his claws. “I thought that at first, too, but why would it mention the purity of the blood? If it’s true that dragons with magic have descended from Celestials, then my blood should be enough to activate it.”
Sarai’s ears twitched. “Is this what Roslyn’s after?”
“I can’t think of anything else she’d be looking for.”
“What if she already has the map?” Andi’s eye ridges rose. “If the story is true, of course. I can say that Aquas do keep their relics on the top floor of the Great Spire.”
“It’s a risk I’m willing to take. If she doesn’t, we can take it ourselves before she does and hide the heart.”
“Sounds dangerous.” Qyne smirked. “I’m in. What’s the worst that could happen? If it doesn’t exist, we move on. I’d love to ruin the Queen’s plans if it means helping Bruatho to survive another day.”
“I think I’m the only dragon here that’s actually been to Opo.” Andi stood and puffed out her chest. “This is something much bigger than us. I’ll help if you’ll have me.”
“I’m in as well.” Sarai nodded. It still surprised Tez how quickly she returned to semi-normal behavior.
Either she’s a good actor, or just isn’t dealing with it right now. Unhealthy, but I’ve done the same thing my entire life.
“You don’t have to. There’s no money or reward involved in this. We can go our separate ways here if we must.” Tez tensed, expecting them to leave at any moment.
“Like Skadi that’s going to happen. We’re in this together whether we like it or not. If Descendants and magic are coming back, I want to be there. This is history in the making.” Tasoss nodded deeply at Tez. “I’m in.”
“Frago?” Sarai asked.
“I’m not much help in terms of fighting, but I wouldn’t miss this for the world. Well, actually, I would if the world was going-”
Qyne covered her mouth with a paw. “Yes. She says yes.”
Frago pushed his paw out of the way and glared at him. 
Qyne grinned sheepishly. “It feels like Dreolia is everywhere. We go to Ardglass, they’re causing trouble there. We go to Draylens, they destroy it. Now, we’re going to try to steal a map before they can. Stop them in their own game. Feels kind of like the story of Sisyscale.”
“Who?” Tasoss raised an eye ridge.
“Wait, you’ve never heard of him?”
“No.” What is he going on about?
“You know, that dragon that was cursed for eternity by Tyr? He was forced to fly a stone block to the top of the tallest mountain in Bruatho, only for it to fall back to the ground before he reached the top every time. Tragic, really.” He looked around eagerly but only saw blank stares.
“Never heard of it,” Tasoss snorted.
“Seriously? You all should read more philosophy books. It changes your outlook on life.”
“Wait. Weren’t you the one ready to die in Draylens?” Frago asked.
“I never said it changes your life for the better.” He shrugged.
“Okay.. I don’t know about the rest of you, but I’m starving. Could we maybe grab some food and discuss the specifics of this plan?” Tasoss asked.
“I know just the place! Let’s check out of here first, and I’ll take you there. You’ll love it.”
This can’t be good, Tez thought as he followed the others out of the room.
[image: image-placeholder]Falcon Haven’s streets were significantly cleaner than Flameshear’s and much wider. The concept of having dozens of eyries housing hundreds of homes and businesses made the organization of the roads simple. It also allowed ample room for carts to be pulled and small traveling shops to sell their wares.
Flowers and banners hung from each eyrie across the cobblestone roads. Tez saw no weeds growing on the road despite Runkuok being a lush island filled with thousands of plant varieties. Even though the streets were vast, they still felt packed. Dragons danced and ran around. No one seemed to mind the chaos. A small group of dragons played music on old string instruments below an overhang that only further encouraged the feathery crowd. Off to the side, an Eagle’s feathers were getting preened by another. A line had formed behind them. Must get good business, Tez thought.
“Are these kinds of crowds normal?” Tez called over the noise to Qyne.
“What? Oh, no. There’s a big race set to begin tomorrow. Professionals come from all over to compete. Bruatho’s banned this year because of the tensions, unfortunately. Runkuok wouldn’t dare upset their closest ally by allowing Utemials to compete.”
That made sense to Tez. Dreolia was Runkuok’s closest - and strongest - ally and trade partner. He was surprised no citizens commented on the Utemials padding through the street. If they cared, it wasn't obvious. Tez saw an Eagle in a soldier’s uniform walk past, which wasn’t a strange occurrence. He knew from school that military service was compulsory in Runkuok starting at age eight when dragons matured and hit adulthood.
“Why can’t we just fly?” Frago looked around at the tall eyries. “I want to admire the architecture from above.”
“Look, I may travel here a lot, but I can barely remember where everything is. I was.. very inebriated the last time I went to this place, and we walked there. It’s this eyrie coming up, anyway.”
“Didn’t you say you had friends that were supposed to house us? Why the inn?” Tez asked, remembering Qyne’s original plan from days prior.
“I did. They weren’t home.” Qyne shrugged. “Here we are. It’s on the bottom floor, too.”
Qyne shoved past some Eagles that blocked the way to make a path for the others. Inside, laughter drowned out all other noises. It was dark. The minimal amount of braziers created the only light. It reminded Tez of a sketchy alley. Would there be dragons inside waiting to steal their hard-earned draves?
“Remind me again why we let Qyne choose the place,” Tez muttered to Tasoss.
“Just humor him.”

[image: image-placeholder]After an hour, their group had finished their food and taken off towards Watadore. Due to the coming storm, according to Qyne, no dragons were allowed to fly. No one stopped them when Tez’s group left, though they did catch some annoyed glares from the grounded dragons and the few windows they passed.
“It’s not usually enforced. They just won’t help you if you break a wing or crash until after the storm passes,” he had explained. “It’s for safety reasons. Rain affects Eagles flying more than the other races because of their feathers.”
By the time the sun set, they had made it out of Runkuok and had landed on a treeless island. The island was nothing more than a mound of sand barely big enough for all six dragons to sleep on. Luckily, they missed the storm that Falcon Haven was preparing for. Tez curled into a tight ball and fell asleep as soon as his eyes closed.
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The Trail
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“Ooh. Let’s try that.” 
Tasha rolled her eyes and flicked her tail. “You act like we have all the draves in the world.” 
The two dragons stood in the middle of Ardglass on a dirty street in front of a restaurant and bar advertising authentic food from Runkuok. Dragons squeezed past each other to get where they needed to go. Soldiers stood at nearly every intersection and shop door, which only served to worsen the road’s congestion.
“We have quite a lot compared to the average citizen.” Dreux dug in his satchel. “What’s our monthly salary as council members? Seventy draves?”
“One hundred and twelve,” Tasha corrected.
Dreux’s eyes widened. “I’m getting underpaid?”
“This is why you discuss your salary with others.”
“That’s crazy. You started way after me, too. How much were you paid as a Queensguard?”
Tasha thought for a moment. “I think around forty? I know that I started at thirty-five.” She shook her head when her stomach rumbled. Dreux’s suggestion was beginning to sound more appealing. “All right. We’ll eat here, I guess.”
Dreux grinned and led the way inside. It was fancier than most bars but still had the atmosphere of one. Families sat on the left, while the bar with the more rowdy customers was on the right. Small paintings adorned the light-wood walls. In one corner, a band played and sang a sea shanty that Tasha had heard countless times in Flameshear’s bars.
I guess the love of the sea knows no borders.
“No drinks,” Tasha murmured.
Her black-scaled companion sighed dramatically. “If you say so.”
The pair seated themselves and ordered some “delicacy from Runkuok,” as the Utemial waitress described it. Tasha surveyed the room, noting the group of soldiers sitting at the bar. Besides them, the rest of the dragons inside were Utemials. She ducked her head to cough.
Tasha was starting to become exhausted from their search. So far, they had not even the slightest hint about Tez’s whereabouts. Dreux was growing restless from their constant flying, though she suspected he enjoyed her company as much as she did his. Every night, she practiced with the weapons Yoin had given her. She tried to come up with every possible scenario, but it was difficult. She didn’t know what exactly to plan for, having only met Tez once.
The waitress returned with their entrées. Tasha looked down at her food, unimpressed. It looked like any old chicken, but it was supposedly one of the tastiest dishes from the country of Eagles. She poked it experimentally.
“Is there anything else I can do for you?”
Dreux already had a mouthful of the chicken. He said something that sounded like ‘no thank you.’
“Why are there so many soldiers here?” Tasha asked. It was a jarring change. They had stopped at Bellaneu only a few days ago, and it wasn’t nearly as bad. What made Ardglass different?
“You’re not with the soldiers?” The gold waitress raised an eye ridge.
“No.” 
“Sorry. We don’t get many Galontrians that aren’t soldiers here. Did you two flee Flameshear then after the King died?”
“No- Wait, what? King Atacinus died?”
“You didn’t hear?” She looked over her shoulder at the soldiers at the bar as if she were afraid they were listening. Which, considering how loud it was over there, was impossible. “A Utemial assassin murdered him after he fell gravely ill.”
Tasha froze in her seat. “Who’s in charge now?” Typically, the council would take over if such an event were to occur. But the council had disbanded..
“The Queen.”
Tasha snarled softly. Roslyn supported the war as much, if not more, than her husband. Whatever hopes that assassin had were sure to be crushed when Dreolia sent their full forces to Bruatho in retaliation. First Queen Suri, now King Atacinus only a year later? Dreolia would undoubtedly ensure equal retribution.
“So, why are there so many soldiers here?” Dreux repeated Tasha’s question from earlier once he swallowed the chicken.
“Most of them are returning from attacking Draylens. They burned the city to the ground.” The waitress did not attempt to hide her anger now. She leaned in closer. “Some say they used magic to make Mount Arborcana erupt.”
“I thought all of the volcanoes in Bruatho were dormant,” Dreux said.
“They should be. That’s why they’re whispering about magic.” Another table waved her down. “I’ll be right back.”
“Magic?” Dreux hissed when she walked away. “Could it have been Tez?”
“I don’t know. Maybe. We might be on the right trail now.” Tasha cocked her head in thought. “Wait. Tez is a Utemial. Why would he make the volcano erupt? Wouldn’t that be counterproductive?”
The soldiers grew especially loud. One shook his glass in the air, spilling most of its contents as the others laughed.
“Sorry about that.” The waitress brushed some dirt off her shoulder. “Anyway, all I know is that it erupted and burned the city down. Then they attacked. One of the soldiers over there keeps talking about some white and grey dragon holding lava to save a group of Utemial soldiers. They called him Fireclaws, or something like that.”
Tasha sucked in a quick breath.
“Would you two like some water?”
Tasha nodded absently. Her eyes never left Dreux’s grey orbs as the waitress left. “That has to be him!”
“That means we’re close.” Dreux’s smile turned into a grimace. “What if he hurts you when you try to capture him?”
“You worry too much.”
“I worry about you an adequate amount.” He took another bite of the chicken. “You should try it. It’s pretty good.”
Tasha shook her head. “I’ve lost my appetite. I can’t believe we’re almost there! Soon I won’t have to deal with this cough anymore. Or immense exhaustion.”
Dreux nodded and wiped his claws on the provided cloth. “There’s always a chance it isn’t him.”
Tasha’s eye ridges furrowed. Her wings twitched up and down, begging to unfurl and stretch. She eyed the soldiers across the room. “I’ll go ask them and confirm it, then.”
“Tasha..”
“Relax. I’ll just be a moment.”
Tasha padded past other diners in the calmer section of the restaurant before ending up at the bar itself. She found an opening between the conversing Galontrian soldiers and inserted herself between two of the less rowdy ones. They went quiet when they spotted her. Ale dripped down their snouts and onto their scales.
“Look at you! Dragonesses practically walking up to you!” one of the shorter soldiers snorted. It made the dragon next to Tasha blush.
“At least she’s a Galontrian!” another called. Tasha couldn’t see who spoke.
“Which one of you fought in Draylens?” Tasha asked. She rested her forelegs on the table before her and looked over her shoulder.
The dragon that pointed her out to the others wiped the ale from his muzzle. He raised his pint towards her and said, “All of us. And it was glorious!” His words drew cheers from the group of soldiers.
When the cheers subsided, Tasha continued. “I’m looking for a certain Utemial. I think you may have called him Fireclaws?”
“That dragon? Only a few of us saw him. The others here don’t believe us one bit!”
“You were seeing things, Marcho!” The dragon dropped his mug of ale, spilling it all over the floor. He continued talking as if nothing happening. “Ain’t no way a dragon was holding lava! That’s impossible!”
Marcho placed his pint down and raised his forelegs from where he sat behind Tasha. “Honest!”
“Marcho speaks the truth,” another added.
“If I see this Fireclaws in battle, I’ll show him how a real Galontrian fights.”
“Shut up, Inigo,” Marcho said. “You talk too much.”
This isn’t going anywhere. I can barely keep track of who’s speaking. “What exactly did he look like?”
“I barely remember. It all happened so fast. White scales, grey stripe down his spine. Kind of short for a Utemial. Stubby horns. Didn’t look like he knew what he was doing, yet he was holding actual lava back from killing some important Utemials. Unlucky for us. That lava could have killed one of their highest-ranking generals for us.” The last part was added as a pout.
Yep. That sounds like Tez. Or someone that looks and acts just like him. “Thank you.”
Marcho lifted his pint again and took a long swig. “I hope for your sake you’re not hunting him. There’s a reason magic was banned long ago.”
“Right.” Tasha stepped away from the soldiers. They became rowdy once again. When she arrived back at the table, their waters had still not come. Dreux was clicking his claws across the table impatiently.
“Well?”
“It’s got to be him.”
“All right. I trust your judgment.” He shrugged. “I was thinking. I’m concerned about who set the volcano off. Who could it have been if you don’t think it was Tez?”
Tasha scratched her muzzle. “No clue. The soldiers over there say he was holding lava back from killing several dragons, so I know for almost certain that it wasn’t him.” She shrugged. “But I’m not going to worry about who set it off right now.”
“Two waters.” The golden waitress reappeared with their cups.
“Actually, we’ll take the check. We have somewhere to be.”
“Of course. I’ll be right back.”
North, here we come. Tasha pulled out her glass jar of medicine and took some in anticipation of a long flight. I hope you’re still in Bruatho, Tez.
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Savages
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Asier swung his tail lazily back and forth over the ship's railing. They had left the Scraps only a day ago, but they were already running out of food. Captain Braise had ordered everyone to ration, but some dragons were forced to go hungry. Asier guessed that the captain had accidentally given more crates of food to the miners than he was supposed to. 
Asier shivered as he remembered the story of the Nightlock, a ship that journeyed far into the north. It went so far that it had to dodge actual icebergs. The exact details of the legend varied according to who told it, but the version most commonly told was that the captain became deathly ill. In order to heal him, the crew had to land on a small island and pick some herbs that somehow managed to grow in the snow. 
To their surprise, a white-scaled witch claimed ownership of the herbs. When they refused to give them back, she cursed them. The dragons continued their journey. With the captain healed, they thought all would be well. That couldn’t have been farther from the truth.
First, the beer turned green. Then, their food supplies began to rot. Any trust amongst the members of the crew was sullied when the unspoiled food began to disappear. The waters were barren, and there was no land to be seen. When they tried to turn around, they found the sea had frozen behind them. No one survived.
I wonder if the ship is still out there, frozen, to this day?
Whether true or not, the tale gave Asier nightmares when his parents told it to him. Was it possible that the local dragons had cursed them for taking their mine? Would they starve before they made it back home?
Some time into the second day, one of the crew members roared a challenge to Captain Braise. “We need to stop for food! We can’t keep going!” It was Elias, a cyan-scaled dragon.
“Are you questioning my authority?”
Asier was afraid that he would see a mutiny on his first real journey. That would be a great story to tell at the pub. Ravi would butter it up for the females, for sure. Not that I want Captain Braise to lose control..
“Of course not, sir. You know I respect you. But we need to eat. It will be another week before we land in Ranguay, and we’re already rationing our supplies. At this rate, we’ll run out by tomorrow.”
Asier relaxed. His left hindleg throbbed from the position he sat in. He shifted to take his weight off of it.
The captain narrowed his eyes. Most of the crew had stopped what they were doing and were watching the exchange with rapt attention. “Do you have a suggestion, then?”
“We’ve been avoiding the island villages along the way here. Why don’t we stop and get food from them?”
“Trade with the savages?” someone roared. “They wouldn’t understand the concept!”
Braise roared, flaring his wings to calm the crew down. “We don’t have much to barter with, Elias. Do you think they’d give us food out of the kindness of their hearts?”
“We have the strength. Let’s take it by force.” The crew murmured agreeably.
By force? They weren’t here to hurt other dragons or steal! As the captain opened his mouth to speak, Asier cut him off. “Why don’t we try asking them first?”
Malik, an ex-soldier and stout red dragon, laughed. “They’re savages, Asier. I know you’re young, so I’ll give you a pass, but they didn’t exactly give us the mines. We took it by force.” He raised a clawed fist. “That’s all these savages understand!”
Captain Braise slammed his tail on the deck. The metallic thud silenced the crew. “I hear you, I hear you. We will raid the next village, but we will only take what food we need. I don’t want to see any killing. Avoid injuring the locals as much as you can, please.”
One crew member flew to the crow’s nest to begin searching. The rest of the dragons dispersed. Malik snorted. “Cap'n Braise is soft,” he muttered under his breath. “When are we just going to conquer these savages? The Senate needs to just give us the order already.”
Asier watched the sizeable red dragon walk away. Why did some dragons here want to conquer these new dragons so badly? What did they ever do to them to warrant such a reaction?
Asier helped with various tasks until he felt the ship lurch as it turned. After that, he was asked to help lower the anchor. He did as he was told with a sinking feeling in his gut. Part of him wanted to fly away and warn the locals, but he knew it would just get him thrown into the brig. He found Ravi after the ship ground to a halt.
“Are they seriously going through with this?” he hissed to his friend. His stomach rumbled, reminding him of the ship’s lack of food.
Ravi didn’t seem worried. “I guess so.”
“Do you even care? What if they hurt someone? These dragons are innocent.”
“And we need food. Do you think the predator feels bad about eating their prey in the animal kingdom?”
“Well, no, but..”
“It’s in the predator’s nature. We’re stronger than them and need food, so we’ll take their food by force. Besides, the captain ordered no dragons to be killed. All they’re losing is food, which they can easily get back.”
“Easily? If it were easy, we’d be getting it ourselves.”
“Whose side are you on, Asier? We’re going to starve if we don’t get food!”
“I’m on the side of peace!”
Before Ravi could respond, Captain Braise appeared.
“You and Ravi will stay on the ship.”
“What?” they both hissed at the same time.
“Excuse me?”
“I mean, yes, sir,” Ravi corrected quickly.
“That’s better. Once we’ve secured the food, I’ll need you two to help transport it while the others make sure the villagers don’t try anything.”
Asier nodded. He shuddered as the crew let out a battle roar and flew to the village. Asier’s back was pressed against the railing. He didn’t want to see the carnage. They may have promised not to kill anyone, but that didn’t mean it couldn’t get bloody. Ravi, on the other paw, watched curiously.
Dragons screamed. Asier even heard the pained cries of a dragonet over the sounds of the scuffle. Finally, it sounded like whatever fighting had occurred was finished. Asier chanced a look over the railing.
The village only had about twenty tiny wooden homes. The crew was busy dragging wooden crates full of food from every building. In the center of the town, about forty dragons were corralled into a small circle. The ship’s crew surrounded them. Asier realized right away that none of them were soldiers or fighters. Most of them were older dragons, and only a few were young. He even saw two dragonets being comforted by their mothers.
“Asier! Ravi! We could use you now!” Braise roared.
Ravi didn’t hesitate. Asier sighed and joined his black and yellow friend a few seconds later. He couldn’t meet the captain’s eyes as he landed not far from the captured villagers. He caught one of the villager’s fearful gazes. He opted to instead look at the ground.
“Help the others with the food.” The captain pointed to a nearby home.
“This isn’t right!” someone roared. They didn’t sound from Ranguay at all. Their accent was much less refined.
“Who said that?” Malik growled.
“Malik, quiet!” Braise examined each of the villagers in the crowd. Asier noticed that the villagers were slightly smaller than them, with much longer tails and narrower muzzles. Their horns also jutted over their skull in one straight line.
“We are only taking your food. As long as you remain here and don’t try anything, we’ll leave you unharmed.”
“We need that food! It’s our only source of income!” the same dragon said. He stood. His white scales reflected the setting sun. It was a much younger dragon than Asier had expected.
Braise pulled out his pistol. He raised it in the air and admired it in the sunlight. “Do you know what this is?”
The dragon shook his head.
“This is a pistol. If I aim it at you like this..” He pointed the gun at the white dragon. “..and pull the trigger here, you’ll die. I suggest you remain quiet until we leave.”
The dragon’s eyes blazed with fury, but he sat back down. He began to fiddle with his tail, but Asier thought nothing of it. Braise holstered his weapon.
“Now, go grab the food.” He shooed Asier and Ravi away. His back was to the captured dragons.
“Captain!”
“Wha-”
A gunshot echoed across the island village. Birds flew from the few palm trees nearby, their panicked squawking the only sound after the ear-shattering bang.
“ATAS! NO!” a feminine voice shouted painfully.
Asier wheeled around. On the ground, just behind Captain Braise, was the white dragon that had argued with him. Tied to his tail was a piece of metal fashioned into a blade. Interesting, Asier thought.
A petite dragoness stood over the body, sobbing softly into his shoulder. The other villagers seemed sufficiently terrified by the event. Their eyes were wide, and they huddled closer together. Blood pooled next to the fallen dragon, but his chest rose and fell steadily.
Asier wondered how long that would last.
“Frathot! Help me!” the dragoness cried.
Malik put his smoking pistol back into his holster.
Braise was breathing heavily. He turned to glare at the crew members around him. “Just get the food, and..” He swallowed. “Let’s get out of here.”
For the next hour, Asier helped the rest of the crew move crates and nets of fish onto the ship. He kept his head down to avoid being reminded of the circumstances.
It didn’t have to be this way, but it’s too late now.
I won’t let this happen again.




Chapter thirty-seven







The Great Spire
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Tez opened his eyes to a verdant tropical field. Orange, yellow, red, and pink flowers flourished in the meadow. However, when he moved to explore more of it, he found that something held his forelegs back. He looked to his left and sucked in through his teeth. 
Sarai, Qyne, Frago, Tasoss, and Andi were standing in the tall grass. Dozens of Galontrian soldiers surrounded them like moths to a flame. The group stood in a circle with their backs to each other, waiting for one of the soldiers to make the first move.
A claw grabbed his muzzle and forced him to look up. Roslyn’s dark-green scales filled his vision. Her face bore a triumphant smirk that would be burned into his mind forever. “It didn’t have to be like this, Tez. I gave you the option to join me. Now your friends will die, and it’s all your fault.”
Tez shifted again, but the paws holding him down kept him from moving. He tried to calm his mind and remember how he felt when he healed Atacinus. The feeling felt further away than ever. Something heavy and metallic rested around his neck. Roslyn turned his head to watch as his friends were instantly attacked on all sides.
Tez opened his mouth to scream, but nothing came out. All he could do was watch silently as they were torn apart. A single tear dripped down his cheek.
[image: image-placeholder]Tez woke with a start. He pushed himself up onto all fours. Tasoss was the only other one awake. He stretched a few dragonlengths away so as not to disturb everyone’s rest. 
It was just a dream. Tez relaxed.
Tez walked to the shore and let the waves roll over his paws. Seagulls flew in the distance. Why did every dream feel so real? Roslyn standing over him.. The assassin in Flameshear.. Other dragons dreamed of exciting events and future plans. Tez’s dreams felt more like nightmares. Was something wrong with him? Was he sick?
“Tez. We’re leaving,” Tasoss called from the camp.
He wasn’t sure how long he had been standing in the shallow water, but it must have been at least an hour. With a nod, he jumped into the air with the others.
The waters below grew increasingly chaotic and tumultuous as they flew. Fewer and fewer islands appeared until it was only an open, blue sea below. The warm air currents provided favorable conditions for flight. Soon, the waters grew more dangerous to the point where the waves threatened to pluck them the sky.
“This would be the edges of the capital of Opo,” Andi explained. “Even if other dragons could breathe underwater, none of their ships would be able to get close. They’d be sucked into a whirlpool before they’d make it. It’s the perfect natural defense for you landies.”
“I’m not a landy. I prefer the sky, thank you very much.” Qyne was the highest out of all of them. Whenever the waves crested a bit too high, Qyne was sure to put the others between him and the ocean.
“Can you sleep in the sky?”
Qyne looked down at Andi. “No, but-”
“Landy.”
“Well, you’re a.. a.. fishy!”
“You tried. I’ll give you that.” Andi went on ahead of the others. Her dark-blue scales seemed to soak in the sun’s reflection off the ocean's surface in a way that Frago’s similarly-colored scales couldn’t. Without any warning, she dove into the currents below.
Tez gasped but immediately sighed in relief when she resurfaced. She’s half Aqua. The water is her home, he reminded himself, feeling stupid. He angled his tail to alter his flight path to keep in line with Sarai.
Andi provided a masterclass on swimming below them. Her fins made the act simple where a Utemial would struggle. The strong currents proved no match to her half-Aqua heritage. Tez wondered how well a full-blooded Aqua could swim. He couldn’t imagine it being much better than this.
She dove out of the water and caught the air currents. “If we’re just now passing Tsunamond, then Watadore isn’t far. We’ll reach the city by mid-afternoon.” She glided next to them, allowing the sun to dry the water dripping from her scales. “The other Aquas will give all of us, including me, weird looks, but they won’t say anything rude out loud. They’re more of a reserved culture.”
Tez raised an eye ridge. He’d believe that when he saw it. At least there weren’t any blood feuds between Aquas and Utemials that he knew of. 
It was disheartening to hear Andi refer to half of her cultural heritage as if she didn’t belong to it, but that was the way things were. Even in tolerant Bruatho, a small but vocal portion of dragons looked down on others who weren’t full-blooded. It frustrated Tez to no end.
Minutes turned to hours. Islands began to dot the ocean again, signifying the beginnings of a landmass. Eventually, the rocky heights of Watadore appeared on the horizon. The Great Spire loomed over all of it. It looked out of place, like a lyngbak at the zoo in Haling Cove.
Andi beamed. “Follow me. We’ll land on the docks. They don’t like it when dragons enter the city by air anywhere but there.”
The closer they got, the less similar to other cities Watadore became. All of the homes were made of pure limestone rock. Many seemed carved into the rocky ground itself. Some even went underground. The streets were also segmented strangely. It was built in a gridlike pattern, but for some reason, the designers put only one house per block. House, intersection. Then another house and yet another intersection. It continued in that fashion to the city center.
How do you not get lost here?
The “landing dock” was just the rocky coast carved to look like one. Tez looked over the edge when he landed. The stone went all the way to the surface of the ocean. There wasn’t a speck of sand in sight. Around the dock and coastline, other Aquas leaped from the water to enter the city. One street wrapped along the contours of the curved stone beach, allowing easy entry for the water breathers. Or fishies, as Qyne would say.
“Aquas don’t fly much. It’s considered rude in their cities on land. Watadore is the only Opo city fully built on land.”
When Andi mentioned land cities, Tez frowned. What was the point of having cities on land if they could breathe underwater? It had to be much safer underwater than above. Not wanting to sound uneducated by voicing his confusion, Tez followed Andi as she led them through the confusing streets. Tez’s mental map completely disintegrated when the grid pattern suddenly stopped to allow for five stone homes before the next intersection. The pattern of one house and one intersection then resumed.
Seriously. Who designed this? Have they ever lived in a city before?
The city was a monotonous grey. Sometimes, seaweed or moss grew on the stone, but it didn’t seem to be there intentionally to add a flair of color. There weren’t even any braziers to give light when it became night.
“How do they see when it gets dark?” Tez asked.
“Aquas naturally live underwater. It gets pretty dark down there, but we’ve evolved to be able to see in total darkness.” Andi deflated. “That was the one trait I didn’t get from my mother. I’m just happy that I can breathe and swim underwater.” She perked up a little at that.
Very few Aquas walked past them. More dragons appeared when they got closer to the city’s center, designated by the Great Spire. All of them seemed too busy to even spare a passing glance at the motley crew of (mostly) finless dragons walking along their streets. There was a distinct lack of beggars or street vendors. There weren't even that many shops. Nearly every building was just some unlabeled block of carved stone.
“Here it is.”
Tez almost ran head-first into Andi. He stopped and looked up. His jaw dropped at the spectacle. A massive black stone pillar rose into the sky. It was shaped like a square, but it angled into a pyramid shape at the top. Torches burned at regular intervals against the spire’s walls. Along the pillar were intricately painted shapes and lines created with white paint. Rain had made the design fade somewhat, but that didn’t take away from the ancient structure’s magnificence. It looked big enough to house hundreds of dragons on the ground floor alone.
“Why are there torches all the way up there?” Qyne voiced the question that had been on Tez’s mind.
Andi wrinkled her nose. “How would I know? I’m half Aqua, not half architect.”
“That’s incredible,” Tasoss breathed.
Andi smirked pridefully. “Yeah. It always gets me. The stories say it was first built underwater long before the Great Sever. I have no idea how it ended up here.”
Tez looked warily at the dozens of guards standing at the front of the monument. “How do we get past them?”
“Hmm.” Andi checked the sun’s position. “It’s almost evening. We can make our move when the sun sets.”
Doesn’t really answer my question, but okay.
“So you’re the leader now?” Sarai asked.
“None of you are exactly offering other options. I’ve been inside once with my mother and probably know it better than all of you combined. Unless any of you have made the pilgrimage..?” She waited several moments. “Thought not. Trust me with this.”
Tez scratched the hard ground softly in thought. It wasn’t like he had a choice. It was either trust Andi or run in blindly. Because Roslyn was after the heart, she would first need the map. He only hoped they could beat whoever she sent out - if they didn’t already steal it. “What’s your plan?”
Andi motioned for them to follow. They found a secluded street between two houses. Most of the roads seemed uninhabited, so he doubted they needed to be very secretive. When they approached, a group of rock lizards scampered into a small crack in the stone. 
“There’s a reason why the Great Spire has only been successfully robbed three times in its history. Only part of the first floor is accessible to the general public. The guards are fierce. If you even so much as place a paw in a restricted area, you’ll be arrested, no questions asked.”
Tez exhaled through his nose and chuckled. Jumpy guards? Sounds a lot like Flameshear. Sarai didn’t acknowledge his pointed look.
“They’re strong fighters, but you have a few advantages with them being Aquas. Their most notable weakness is their hearing. It’s significantly weaker than a Utemial’s or a Galontrian’s, but they can still hear reasonably well, especially indoors. They also won’t be able to run or fly very fast because of their fins and webbed paws.” Andi held up her webbed claws to prove her point. “Unfortunately, the number of guards remains roughly the same at night since Aquas have irregular sleeping schedules. We’ll be trying-”
Qyne cleared his throat. When Andi glared at him for the interruption, he smiled apologetically. “Do they not sleep as long as us?”
Andi sighed with the patience of a parent teaching a dragonet how to fly for the first time. “Aquas sleep, but those who live underwater can’t exactly see the sun to know when to go to bed.”
“Oh.”
“Any more questions?”
Qyne seemed to understand the rhetorical nature of her question. “No..”
“As I was saying, we’ll be trying to get past the interior guards right before their shift rotation. My plan will sound strange, but I think it might just work. Here’s the plan..”




Chapter thirty-eight







The Phoenix of the East
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Only when the last rays of the sun faded from view did Tez’s group approach the Great Spire. The past few hours had been spent going over every aspect of the plan and fetching supplies. Tez shouldered the black cloak that Andi had insisted they all purchase. The lantern in his left paw felt heavy. He didn’t think it was necessary, but Andi said the interior was barely lit since the darkness didn’t affect an Aqua’s vision. There were a few braziers inside for the occasional tourist, but that was it. 
“Let me do the talking,” Andi said as she glared at Qyne.
And I thought Frago was the talkative one. Now that he thought about it, he realized that Frago had been more reserved than usual since they abandoned Flameshear and Jaka. She still had her moments, but it was way less than before. Perhaps she hasn’t had any caffeine since we left. We have yet to stop at any coffee shops with her. I’ll reserve my judgment until then.
Whatever type of silk the cloak was made out of, it made Tez’s scales itch. He removed his bandages before donning the mantle since his cuts had scaled over. The itchiness was much worse. He’d rather be raked by Roslyn’s serrated claws again.
Tez wasn’t sure how well Andi’s plan would hold up under scrutiny. Frankly, it seemed like a dragonet had made it up. She seemed confident about it, though. Even as a half-Aqua, she would know her people better than anyone else. He had no choice but to trust her and follow her plan. 
If anything went wrong, he wasn’t sure how they would be able to escape. The likelihood of getting a trial was next to none because they weren’t Aquas. He tried not to think about spending the rest of his life in a cold, dark, and damp prison.
Sarai hissed. “Look up there!”
Tez didn’t notice that they were only a few dragonlengths away from the Great Spire’s entrance. His eyes widened as he followed Sarai’s hooded gaze up the wonder. At the very top was a group of dragons cutting through the stone. At that moment, he realized who they must be.
“Roslyn’s crew,” Tez sneered.
“We should sound the alarm. Get them captured.” Tasoss's hood shook as he spoke.
“If we do that, they’ll no doubt tighten security even more than it is now.” Andi’s shoulders heaved under her cloak as she sighed. “Let’s just hope we can beat them to it.”
Great. A race. I hate those.
The last time he raced was during one of his gym classes in Llyn. He had pulled his wing. His mother and the medicine dragon didn’t let him fly for a whole week. It was the worst. He didn’t know how other animals managed to stay on the ground their entire lives.
Andi remained in the lead as they closed the distance between them and the Great Spire. The entrance was a large, doorless archway. Five guards clad in leather breastplates and ornate metal helmets stood on either side. None of the finned guards paid them any mind. Tez had to step to the side to give room for an Aqua to exit the monument.
Tez gently grabbed the cloak of the dragon in front of him for guidance. He released a breath he hadn’t realized he had been holding. One set of guards down. That was the easy one.
The interior was, as expected, nearly pitch black. It continued to expand for an unknown distance into a black, dark void. Candles and braziers were placed with extreme care on the walls around the entrance. It didn’t give much vision to maneuver as a tourist unless you brought a lamp, but it was enough to get your bearings and see the scripture written on the walls. They stuck to the wall as Andi led the way.
The writing on the walls was written in an indecipherable ancient script. Tez wasn’t sure if any scholars alive could translate it. Common was used at some points along the wall, but even those words were borderline incoherent. Words like star, fire, and magic were highlighted with bigger letters, but it was impossible to gauge any overall meaning.
Tez only saw four other Aquas, but he could hear the rhythmic breathing and pawsteps deeper in the vast chamber that suggested there were more. Besides that, the chamber was mostly silent. When Andi was going over the plans, she had told them that speaking inside the monument was considered an insult to the gods.
Whatever gods Aquas worship, they’re probably a bore to be around, Tez thought.
After what felt like ages, they finally came across the corner of the room. A wooden door appeared ten steps later. One torch illuminated it. Two bored-looking guards stood watch. Andi puffed out her chest and attempted to walk past them.
“Halt. No one is permitted past this point.”
Tez waited for the guard to be smitten for speaking. When nothing happened, he internally snorted. The gods must be busy.
Andi pulled her hood down and put on her best ‘Do you know who I am?’ look. “We’re here for routine maintenance at the top of the spire.”
“Maintenance?” one of the guards echoed.
“I thought that was scheduled for next week.” The other guard raised a questionable eye ridge. He had blue scales. Unlike the guard on his right, the finned frill on his head was flat to his skull. A spear rested in his left paw against the ground, but they both lacked armor.
“It was.. pushed forward to this week. Something about.. a.. crack that was seen last time. Boss sent us to fix it up before it gets worse.” Her words grew more confident as she fabricated the backstory.
Tez cringed. It wasn’t convincing, even to him. The dragon next to him tensed as well. He guessed it was Sarai since she was the second tallest of them.
“Where are your tools?”
Tez dug into his harness pocket for his tailblade. I knew this wasn’t going to work! I should have-
“We left them at the top from last time.”
The guards stared at them for an uncomfortable amount of time. Finally, one said, “Huh. Wish they would have told us that before we started our shift. You can pass.”
“Be careful on the first flight of stairs. Some of them aren’t spaced uniformly,” the other added. “Must be bad if they’re sending six of you to fix it.”
“All right, thank you.” Andi opened the door and padded up the stairs.
Tez released his grip on his tailblade and hesitantly followed. He looked over his shoulder at the guards. They looked straight ahead. Did that actually work?
Qyne grunted. Through the lantern’s haze, Tez watched him clutch his hindleg. “Those guards weren’t lying,” he whispered. The quiet words carried down the staircase and bounced around the walls.
Andi gave Qyne a look from under her hood that Tez could only assume was a glare. The only light for the staircase came from the lanterns in their paws.
The six dragons continued up the stairs. The higher they got, the faster Tez’s heart beat. The walls felt like they were closing in on him. It was Llyn all over again. His breathing quickened. He tightened his grip on the cloak in front of him, slightly tearing it in the process. They’re coming, they’re coming..
Tez squeezed his eyes shut and steadied his breathing. No one is coming. Relax. I need to relax.
The stairs evened out into a flat hall. An archway was in the middle of the corridor leading to another floor. Whatever purpose the floor served was unknown. The stairs eventually resumed after they passed the archway. The artifacts, according to Andi, were stored on the top floor due to their “holy significance.”
Whatever that means.
Tez’s claws itched to move faster. If those dragons at the top of the obelisk were sent by Roslyn, then they were likely in the relic room by now. Perhaps they were even gone. Would they make it in time?
It felt like they had been walking for hours. Tez’s legs burned from sheer exertion. The stairway flattened every minute to allow entry to each floor. Tez swore he heard dragons breathing and claws clicking in the rooms they passed. The hall narrowed, and the air grew staler as they moved higher.
Movement sounded ahead of them. They froze. Tez dug in his harness for his tailblade and slid it on. A muted clicking of metal on stone masked the pounding in his chest. They continued at a much slower pace. Light began to filter into the stairwell. They passed a crate of spears that Tez assumed was for the guards - unless the priests also used them for ceremonial purposes.
I don’t think any of the gods take sacrifices. Tez let out a shaky breath. Unless Hel does.
The stairs ended abruptly at a wide archway. They slipped through it. The room they entered was surprisingly well-lit. Most of the light came from an opening in the roof, courtesy of the moon.
Six other dragons - four Galontrians, two Eagles - were on the other side of the room digging through chests. Items like swords and scrolls were thrown about haphazardly on the stone floor. Five Aquas laid unmoving on the ground. The subtle rise and fall of their chests was the only sign that they still lived.
One of the Eagles chirped when he spotted Tez. The other dragons stopped rummaging through the chests and looked at the intruders. One of the dragon’s eyes gleamed with murderous intent, but the others looked merely surprised by the interruption.
The murderous-looking one growled a warning. It reverberated around the chamber. Every dragon froze.
“Sorry to interrupt,” Qyne whispered. It echoed, but not nearly as much as the growl did.
Tez pulled down his hood. The others did the same. If just a growl carried around the room so much, there wasn’t any way to feasibly fight without drawing the attention of whatever dragons they had passed below. Once the guards arrived, there would be no chance of retrieving the map. The hole in the roof offered a means of escape, but there were six other dragons to contend with. They wouldn’t leave until they had what they found, and neither would Tez’s group.
They were effectively trapped.
“Leave. This doesn’t have to be bloody,” one of the Eagles said softly. His feathers were brown and black as if he had rolled around in mud just before committing this heist.
Tez glanced at the spurs on the Eagle’s wings. I was always told not to worry about that toxin, but how bad is it really? Is it enough to kill? He swallowed.
The Galontrian that looked ready to kill puffed out her chest and rose to her full height. “No, please stay. I’d love to chop your wings off and watch you try to fly as I throw you off this monument.” She grinned maniacally. Her wings were tipped with orange, but the rest of her scales were blood-red. Silver earrings hung from each of her ears while her ebony horns shot up before curling back towards her neck. Golden bracelets adorned her horns. Black paintings of dragons covered her scales.
“Quite the invitation,” Qyne muttered.
“Look. Just give us the map, and we’ll be on our way. Deal?” Tasoss offered.
While they were talking, Tez noticed two of the Galontrians pick up swords that had been thrown from the chests. He raised his tailblade threateningly.
“I’m afraid I’ll have to decline that offer,” she said, a little too loudly. Her voice carried down the staircase. Once again, everyone froze and listened. When nothing happened, they continued their posturing.
“We can’t fight,” Tez said. “If we do, none of us will get what we want. We passed dozens of guards on the way up.” Tez added the last line to play into the dragons’ senses of self-preservation. He had stolen for a living working with Jaka, so he knew what it was like to be in their scales. In his opinion, the job always came second.
He hoped these dragons felt the same.
“How about you stick to your side, and we’ll stick to this side? No one has to fight." Tasoss flicked his tail.
Tez glanced behind them, spotting the unopened chests for the first time. Tasoss was onto something. If they could find the map in their side’s chests first, they could theoretically leave without shedding any blood.
“Tasoss, they won’t lis-” Andi began.
“That’s redic-” the red Galontrian started.
“Fine. I agree.” The brown and black Eagle ruffled his feathers as he cut off the two dragons.
“Rarnor..” the red Galontrian hissed with a slight edge to her tone.
“Rhoda, know your place. Queen Roslyn put me in charge, not you.” He paused, continuing in a much calmer and quieter tone. “Fighting would be a pyrrhic victory. We’d easily kill them, but we wouldn’t get the map. The guards would chase us out of here before we’d find it.”
A thought suddenly crossed Tez’s mind. Was one of them a Descendant? Did they know who he was? He hoped that wasn’t the case. If it came to a fight, he wasn’t ready to figure out how to beat an experienced magic user in battle.
Rhoda’s angry brown eyes bore straight into Tez’s soul. “You win this round, Utemial.” Her tone chilled his bones.
Every dragon in the chamber ran back to their side’s chests to begin searching for the elusive map. Rarnor’s group left Rhoda to keep watch. Upon seeing the dragoness keeping an eye on them, Qyne decided to stand guard as well.
Another race. Seriously?
Tez crouched in front of the chest he chose. He flipped it open and dug through its contents for any kind of parchment. The act reminded him of a festival game dragonets used to play in Llyn. In the game, hundreds of apples were dropped into a pool. Players had to find the one marked with an “X” before the others.
This was significantly less enjoyable.
Tez pulled items from the chest so old that he couldn’t figure out their uses. One item was literally just a ball of metal. It felt more like a rubbish bin than a crate of ancient artifacts, but Tez knew it had to be somewhere in this room. He didn’t expect to be digging in chests for it. If the map carried such significance, wouldn’t it be preserved in a better way?
Wait. What if it isn’t in any of these chests?
He looked more closely at the contents of the chest in front of him. There wasn’t a single scrap of parchment that he could see. Next to him, Frago and Tasoss were digging through another chest together. Their chest also lacked any scrolls or paper. 
He looked around the room again. There were some scrolls scattered on the ground that he remembered seeing when he first walked in, but they didn’t look squished enough to have come from one of these chests. In fact, they were all condensed near one of the Galontrian’s satchels that was ripped open where it lay. More blank scrolls rested inside of it.
If their city planning was anything to judge them by, Aquas were the most disorganized race of dragons. Somehow, Tez doubted they would treat such important relics in such a manner. There had to be something they were missing.
But what?
Tez searched the sparsely lit room beyond the chests lining the walls. All he found was the archway they had entered the room from. This had to be the final floor. The hole on the roof confirmed that. He squeezed his eyes shut.
Aquas.. They live on the ocean floor.. If they live on the ocean floor, there isn’t any light. They swim to go places.. He shook his head. No, that doesn’t help me here. We’re not in the ocean. He tried to rack his brain for facts about Aquas. None seemed to help. 
Can’t they use their webbed paws to climb? Wait, no. That wouldn’t make sense. Gods, I wish I paid more attention in school! They swim.. Swim places.. Wait. Didn’t Andi mention that the Great Spire used to be underwater? Tez perked up. If it were truly built underwater, dragons inside wouldn't be restricted to the ground. They could swim anywhere!
Tez looked more critically around the chamber. Instead of focusing on the ground level, his eyes drifted to the tops of the tall walls. Now that he was looking up, the room seemed more rectangular than square, as if a section was missing. His eyes darted along the walls before resting on a small, discrete knob that stuck out from the wall. It was three dragonlengths from the floor. The knob stuck out of a rectangular surface with a different texture of stone than the wall around it.
That has to be it. Where else could it possibly be?
Tez flicked his ears. He thought he heard something coming from the staircase. I’m just hearing things. It was probably- He froze when he heard it again.
Click. Click.
Pawsteps.
A glance around told him no one had heard it yet over their rummaging. The pawsteps seemed to grow louder and closer with each click. They were running out of time! He had to get into that secret room, but there was no way he could disguise his discovery without a fight.
I need a distraction. A plan began to develop in his mind. It was risky, but the guards would be here at any moment regardless. They want the map? Let’s give it to them. He slid over to Tasoss and Frago. “I think I know where it is,” he whispered.
“You do?” Tasoss’s eyes widened. “Where?”
Click. Click.
Tasoss sucked in a breath and looked at the staircase.
“Shh,” Tez cautioned. “I need you two to act like you’ve found it and try to escape. I think the guards are coming.”
Tasoss’s worried eyes met Tez’s.
“Trust me,” Tez breathed.
Click. Click.
Tasoss held his gaze for another moment before nodding. “I trust you with my life, Tez.”
With those words, Tasoss grabbed a random object in the crate and pressed it close to his chest to hide it from view. As if fresh from acting school, he hissed triumphantly. “I got it! I got it!” He flew into the air with Frago behind him. Andi and Qyne followed. Sarai readied herself to fly but caught Tez’s gaze before she took off. She furled her wings and shot him a quizzical look.
“Stop them!” Rarnor roared.
The clicking from the stairway suddenly increased in speed. It sounded like a stampede of affenes was coming up the stairs. Tez inched away from the entrance to stand below the secret door.
Roslyn’s crew jumped into the air just in time to cut off Tasoss and Frago’s escape. Claw met claw, and horn met horn as the dragons battled for control of the faux map. 
Deep, guttural roars from dozens of dragons overpowered the sounds of the battle. The roars came from the stairwell. Instantly, Aqua guards poured from the opening with spears in their paws.
Tez took the opportunity to hover in front of the secret door. He twisted the knob with his forepaw. It creaked open easily. The inside was completely dark. He grasped his lantern close and entered, ignoring the panicked shouts of combat behind him.
The room was only big enough to fit two adult dragons comfortably. It was relatively empty, save for two shelves on either side. A stone pedestal sat at the end.
Tez walked down the small room, careful not to bump into any of the artifacts. A crystal ball on his right glowed while an unassuming, mundane bracelet sat above it. None of the stuff in the small hall looked valuable, but Tez didn’t have time to appraise the objects. He placed his lantern on one of the shelves and approached the pedestal.
Upon the stone was a hastily drawn map. It appeared to circle an island in Laqus. Some scribbled words were at the top, but most were crossed out. He made out the two most important ones: Celestial and heart. Beyond that, there was nothing else.
“Did you really think you could trick me?”
Tez tucked the map in his harness pocket and spun around. Between him and the exit was the crimson form of Rhoda. She held two long, curved blades in her paws. Tez shifted his bladed tail to hover in front of his chest.
“Tez, right? Heard you’ve caused Queen Roslyn a ton of problems. We weren’t even supposed to come here for another month! She told me I’d probably have to deal with you at some point while we brought the map to her.” She gestured with her muzzle to the map buried in his harness. “Though I’ll admit, I didn’t expect it to happen here. You’ve exceeded my expectations.”
“This only ends one way,” Tez growled.
“Oh, trust me, dear. I know. I just wanted to make sure I’m the one that kills you.”
She dove.
The small space gave Tez no room to maneuver. He slid to the side and smashed into the shelves. One of Rhoda’s blades cleaved right through the tip of his ear. The pain sharpened his senses. Tez dropped low and threw his tailblade into her belly. The blade carved a deep gash through her scales. Rhoda backed up with a roar. She was now on the side closest to the pedestal.
Warm blood dripped from Tez’s right ear. He tuned out the sounds of the battle raging behind him. Because the battle was still ongoing, it likely meant that no one was captured yet. The relief was short-lived.
Rhoda launched herself at him again. Tez raised his tailblade to block the first strike. The second blade appeared just after the first. He blocked it with his claws. Tez slowly backed up. He tried to dodge and block every strike that he could. Finally, Rhoda clipped his tail with one of her blades. Freshly-loosened scales flew into the air.
Tez roared and leaped at the dragoness. She stepped out of the way as he landed on a pile of artifacts behind her. He rolled over in time to see her careening towards him. Several objects stabbed painfully at his back, reopening the gashes on his shoulders. He grabbed the closest object to his right paw - a glass vial filled with lime-green liquid - and threw it at her.
The glass shattered on Rhoda’s muzzle. She screamed as the liquid sizzled and ate at the scales on her nose. Tez seized the opportunity to pin the dragoness down.
Tez landed on top of her. He tried to hold her forelegs down, but she threw him off as if he were nothing more than a playing dragonet. Tez slammed into the shelf. More objects flew off. Wood splintered against his back. He groaned as he watched her get back up and wipe the coagulated liquid from her face. Scales peeled off with it. Tez shut his eyes to clear his mind while she was distracted, but nothing happened. He couldn’t focus on anything, let alone calming himself to be able to use magic.
This is it.
“Try that again.”
Wait. Is that..?
Rhoda growled. Her face was now missing dozens of scales, leaving grey, oozing flesh in its wake. She looked straight from a horror story. “Leave, Princess, and I’ll consider sparing you.”
“Skadi knows that won’t happen.” A spear from an Aqua guard appeared seemingly out of nowhere in Sarai’s claws. She whipped the weapon at Rhoda with a speed that would make a Utemial blush. Rhoda barely managed to get out of the spear’s path. She ended up crashing into the other shelf. The spear struck the stone pedestal, causing it to fall over and pin Rhoda’s hindleg.
“I thought the Phoenix of the East would have been a more formidable foe. Galontrians always seem to embellish their stories.” Sarai offered a paw to help Tez up. “Get up. Why is it always me saving your sorry hide? Come on!”
Phoenix of the East? Wha-
One of Rhoda’s long blades struck the wall beside Tez’s head. Rhoda growled a warning as she struggled to free her hindleg from the weight of the pedestal. “You’ll regret this!” she snarled.
Sarai studied the thrown blade. “With aim like that?” She snorted. “I think we’ll be fine.”
Rhoda’s choked roar reached only their backs as they exited the small corridor.
The scene in the chamber was a bloody one. Just below them was an Eagle with a spear sticking out of his chest. Feathers were scattered around his lifeless body. Aqua guards swung and stabbed with their spears around the opening in the roof to stave off any escape. Tez breathed a sigh of relief when he realized none of his friends were hurt. Despite the lack of casualties, they were losing.
Badly.
“Surrender or die!” The commanding roar came from one of the Aqua guards. “This is your last chance!”
Tasoss was suddenly smacked out of the air by the blunt end of a spear. He crashed into the ground with a sickening thud. Qyne landed with Frago to help him stand. Luckily, it didn’t look like anything was broken. Tez’s muzzle curled in a snarl. How dare you..?
His breathing quickened. The tiny bit of blood that dripped down Sarai’s side, combined with what just happened to Tasoss, pushed him over the edge. The stars that appeared didn’t just dot his field of view as they usually did. His vision filled with stars. He felt completely in control in a way he had never felt before. Fire always came out the easiest and the strongest when he used it, but that wouldn’t be helpful in this situation. Instead, he imagined a strong gale. He waited until Andi dodged a spear and unleashed it.
The Aqua guards lost control of their wings and the hole right away. Their bodies flew in all directions. Their wings folded and contorted with the change in pressure as they cried out in alarm.
Tez didn’t give himself any time to think about what just transpired. “Well? What are you waiting for?” He pushed himself to fly through the narrow opening. It wasn’t big enough to pass through while flapping. He tucked his wings close to his sides when he had enough momentum to make it without gravity dragging him down. The others shook off their stupor and followed suit.
Tez landed outside of the hole on the roof and watched the others appear one by one. He looked for a way to cover it to prevent Roslyn’s dragons from escaping but didn’t know how to accomplish that. When Rarnor’s feathered head poked out, Tez growled at the Eagle. Rarnor’s claws scrambled for purchase. He hadn’t given himself enough momentum to make it out.
“Look, this was all just a misunderstanding.” He held onto the edge of the hole as he spoke.
Tez swung the dull side of his tailblade into the dragon’s beak. The Eagle fell back into the chamber. He hoped that was enough of a deterrent for the other dragons. The sounds of spears striking scales and Aquas growling were music to Tez’s ears.
“That was a nightmare,” Qyne breathed. “Did we at least get what we came here for?”
Tez nodded without a word. He watched the sky for any sign of retaliation but didn’t see anything. Why couldn't I focus enough to use magic to fight Rhoda, but it worked to help the others escape? Andi's words distracted him from his annoyance with trying to understand his magic.
Andi unfurled her wings. “I don’t know about you all, but I’ve had my fill of this vacation. Let’s get out of here before they realize what we stole and decide to chase us.”
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“Well? Where is it?” Qyne asked.
Tez pulled the map out of his harness. He grimaced at the tenderness of his muscles. “See for yourself.” He laid it on the ground.
“This is it?” Qyne squinted at the parchment. 
“This doesn't tell you anything,” Tasoss said. He picked up the map and flipped it around. The other side was blank.
“That’s probably because we need the blood of a Celestial.” Sarai gave Tez a pointed look.
Tez sighed, avoiding Sarai's eyes. He felt the dressing covering his ear already soaked with blood. To Andi, he said, “You’ll need to replace this anyway.” He took off the bandage and held it over the map. “Where do I even put it?”
No one offered any suggestions. They all watched him with mystified looks. It was the exact look the audience made before Jaka performed one of his magic tricks back in the circus.
He gulped. “I guess anywhere is fine?” Gently, he grabbed the bandage with both claws and wrung it out until a drop of blood landed on the page. He tossed the bandage aside. “Did.. did it work?”
Nothing happened.
“Maybe you did something wrong,” Qyne said.
“It might need actual Celestial blood.” Tasoss looked apologetically at Tez. “At least we tried. Maybe-”
Suddenly, the map began to smoke and sizzle. Everyone took a step back. It started to glow. The map got so bright that Tez had to shield his eyes. Almost as soon as it had started, it ended. Tez uncovered his eyes and hesitantly walked back to it.
The part of the map that was visible earlier remained unchanged. However, a new portion of the parchment detailed the layout of the island. A dotted path with various landmarks gave clear direction. One part was circled.
Sarai’s mouth was wide open. “I.. I can’t believe it..” She moved closer. “Wait. It looks the same.”
“No, it doesn’t.” Tez pointed to the changed part. “This whole section was revealed.”
“Umm, Tez. You’re pointing at nothing,” Qyne said. “I only see a crude drawing of Laqus.”
“The blood obviously did something. We all saw what happened when his blood touched it.” Tasoss stepped in. “Maybe only Tez can read it since it was his blood that we used.”
“I promise you I can read it.”
Qyne shot Frago a dubious look. “Are we sure all of this blood loss isn’t going to his head?”
“Now’s not the time, Qyne,” Tasoss chastised.
Qyne met each dragon’s gaze. He clicked his claws together anxiously. “Wait. We’re not actually going to go through with this, right?”
Tez and Tasoss shared a look.
Qyne’s breathing quickened. “I’ve never been to Laqus! I don’t think any dragon has other than Severactals. They don’t exactly like visitors.”
“Anything to stop Roslyn,” Tez said. “We’ll get the heart first.”
Sarai nodded. “If we don’t stop her, who will?”
“If we go, there’s no going back,” Tasoss said.
“If we don’t, there won’t be anything to go back to.” Sarai sighed deeply. “We have to do this.”
“It sounds like the only way,” Frago agreed.
“Does anyone even care about my opinion? They’ll kill us on sight!” Qyne groaned.
“It’s the only way,” Frago repeated.
Qyne deflated but ceased complaining. He scratched grooves into the stony shore.
No one said anything for a while. Tez broke the silence. “Laqus.. Do we have enough food for that kind of a journey?”
“We’ll stop in Matacord and hunt. The hunt should be better up north,” Sarai said.
Once the plan was made, the mood of the makeshift camp was one of quiet resolve. If they could secure the heart and keep it out of Roslyn’s paws, it would give Bruatho a fighting chance. Tez closed his eyes, content that the next few days would make all of this worth it.




Chapter thirty-nine







A Successful Hunt 
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“Tasha, I’m ready. I can go now.” 
“Nope. You’re staying right there until you feel better.” Her paws rested on her hips. She sat on her haunches next to where Dreux was lying down. The silhouette of a coyote appeared behind him before scampering off, likely in search of its next meal.
Dreux stood and slowly fanned his wings. He paused a few times, grimacing until they were completely unfurled. “S-See? All.. good.”
“Well, you couldn’t do that yesterday. Give it another day.”
“I don’t want to hold you up. Just go on without me.”
“No.”
Dreux plopped himself back down with a sigh. “Stubborn as always.”
Tasha chuckled to herself. As soon as she discovered that Tez might be in Bruatho, she wasted no time in taking off. The long trip must have finally caught up to Dreux, as he pulled one of his wing muscles shortly into the flight. They had been waiting by a lone palm tree for his wing to heal properly for the past two days.
From the little she knew about wing sprains, Dreux would probably be able to fly in the morning. For now, they rested in the warmth of the fire. Dreux slept often but was clearly growing restless of the situation.
Not that she wasn’t restless either. The more time they spent waiting, the more time Tez had to get farther away. Her satchel felt heavy at her side. She rested her head near Dreux’s flank and closed her eyes. Sleep never came. A few hours later, she opened her eyes again and sat up, pushing Dreux’s paw off her chest.
She had tried to avoid the flight paths for as long as possible, but she eventually had to admit defeat when she realized they were utterly lost. Her original plan had been to stick to the coast for as long as possible. She wanted to fly to Draylens in a straight shot. However, she didn’t know how long she would have to fly along the coast before they would have to turn to fly over the sea.
Instead, they surrendered to following the designated flight paths. To avoid detection, they stayed far enough away from the waystations and flaming towers that they could still see and follow them. According to her map, the path was supposed to stop at the best place on the coast to make the flight to Draylens. An island between Matacord and Draylens was used frequently as a rest stop for those who couldn’t afford to travel by boat.
Tasha threw more leaves from the nearby palm tree into the fire. She stared into the flames as they shot into the sky. A group of birds soared in the night sky, circling over her. She looked back at Dreux and smiled.
I wish every night could be like this. No paperwork to file, no Kings to argue with.. 
She had been born and raised a city dragon. Taught to look down upon those that didn’t live there. That country dragons weren’t educated. Her travels with Dreux through the countryside for the past week had made her see things differently. There was a certain beauty to behold in this part of the world that wasn't possible in the city. The stars shone brightly, the birds chirped loudly, the pleasant breeze against her scales.. Pure bliss. Is this how our ancestors felt?
She looked up again at the birds. They seemed to be getting closer.. and bigger. Wait, is that a tail? She shook Dreux awake.
The black dragon opened his grey eyes. He tilted his head. “What is it?”
“Dragons are approaching.”
Dreux stiffened and rose to all fours. He tentatively stretched his injured wing. “It’s tender, but I can probably fly.”
“Too late for that now. I don’t think they’d let us get away if they have bad intentions. Let’s see what they want.”
Tasha sensed Dreux’s displeasure, but he said nothing.
The dragons descended rapidly. Tasha could make out that one of them was an Aqua, and at least three were Utemials. No. That can’t be..
To Tasha’s utter shock, Sarai, Tez, and four other dragons she didn’t recognize landed by the fire.
Sarai was even more stunned. “Tasha? What are you doing out here? Is that.. Dreux?”
“I could ask the same to you.” Tasha’s eyes never left Tez. Could it be this easy?
“How did you know it was us?” Dreux asked Sarai. “Also, it’s good to see you.”
“We didn’t. We were following the towers from a distance to avoid being spotted. Qyne over here was cold and couldn’t wait to land any longer. He hoped you would share.”
“Hey!” the sandy-colored Galontrian complained. “Why am I always the one thrown under the carriage?” He moved closer to the fire when he thought no one was looking.
“What if we weren’t friendly?”
Sarai rolled her eyes. “I was going to stop him, but I figured if something went wrong, we’d be able to overpower two dragons. Doesn’t make him any less of an idiot, though.” She glared at Qyne.
“This is just.. Wow.” Tasha grabbed her head with her paw. “Where did you even come from?”
“Long story.”
Tasha thought of Dreux’s sprained wing. “We have time.”
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“I just can’t believe Roslyn is a Descendant..” Dreux said. “And Atacinus is dead..”
“Mhm hmm.” Qyne swallowed. “The Queen not only has magic, but she also wants to steal the heart of a species of dragon that only exists in legend in hopes of making her powers stronger. You can’t make this stuff up.”
“We still know next to nothing about the Draco Clan,” Frago added, paging through her sketchbook. She held up the drawing of the symbol of the Draco Clan: three claw grooves. Two were black, and the one in the middle was red. “They have to play some kind of role in all this.”
“We’re traveling to Laqus now to stop Queen Roslyn. You’re welcome to come if you want,” Sarai offered.
All that was going through Tasha’s mind was how she would capture Tez. The white, brown-horned Utemial remained quiet during their discussion. His eyes had a downcast look to them as if something was deeply troubling him. He seemed more tired than Sarai. The only difference was that he didn’t try to hide it.
So they’re traveling to Laqus to take this heart and stop Roslyn. How can I spin this to my advantage? If there was a fight, she could probably sneak in and knock him out before anyone noticed. However, if Tez had magic that was as powerful as the soldiers said it was - powerful enough to stop a wave of actual lava - it would be much more challenging. Even with the anti-Descendant trinkets Yoin had loaned her, she would be hard-pressed to manage it.
Tasha also considered simply asking Tez instead of outright capturing him. If Tez was in on it, she could get her medicine and figure out a way to get Tez out afterward. Tasha decided against it. She doubted such a trick would get past Yoin. A dragon so dedicated to his craft wouldn’t miss that level of trickery, no matter how well she planned it.
“Tasha? Are you going with them?”
“Hmm? Oh, yeah, yeah, sure.”
“Then I’m in too.” Dreux smiled.
Sarai nodded. “Good. We'd like to rest first if it’s all right with you two. The island isn’t too far from here, especially with the winds favoring us.”
While everyone rested their heads on the ground to catch some sleep before the sun rose, Sarai asked Tasha if they could talk in private. Once they were away from the group, Sarai spoke.
“There’s something I need to let you know. I debated keeping it a secret, but I feel like you deserve to know.”
“What is it?” Tasha’s stomach dropped. She coughed. She hated when dragons got this serious. It reminded her too much of the council.
“When.. Tez healed my father, I discovered many things.” She steadied herself. “This is hard to say, but Suri isn’t my real mother.”
Tasha gaped at her. The former Queen wasn’t Sarai’s mother? “What? Then who-”
Sarai shook her head, grimacing. “I don’t know. All I know is that she was a Utemial.”
“Sarai, I’m so sorry..”
“It’s fine. I’m fine. That’s not the main reason I brought you out here.” 
Tasha could tell she wasn’t fine, but she didn’t press her. “There’s more?”
“Don’t tell anyone I told you this.”
“Okay. I won’t.”
“Seriously. Tez knows nothing about your past, so he won’t expect any issues with you.”
Her heart began to beat faster. Does she know about my plan with Yoin? “I promise.”
“Tez killed Queen Suri.”
Tasha didn’t respond for several moments as she digested what she had just heard. “He- he was the one that blew up that building?”
“Yes.”
“Why?” was all she could muster in response.
“He was trying to kill Atacinus because..” She trailed off, shaking her head and seeming to hold back a snarl. “It’s not my place to speak of other dragons’ trauma. All I’ll say is Atacinus did some.. terrible things to his family.”
“I.. I need some time to think.”
“Of course. We’ll be leaving at first light if you and Dreux are still interesting in tagging along and helping.” Tasha watched the dragoness walk away and lay down near Qyne before closing her eyes.
Tez killed Suri? All this time, she had forced herself to join and remain on the council. All this time, she had told herself that she endured her troubles and pains because she failed to protect the Queen. All this time, she had convinced herself that public service for the people would atone for her failure.
A failure that Tez perpetrated. Tez was the root of all her problems. Tez was the entire reason she left the Queensguard and threw her life away. Any thoughts of peacefully capturing the Utemial left her mind.
Give me a few days, Yoin. You’ll have your prize.
And I’ll have my revenge.




Chapter forty







Strangers in a Strange Land
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The air was considerably warmer and more humid in this portion of Quassa. Tez wasn’t sure if it was due to the days getting hotter or the air currents being different. 
The island they were searching for wasn’t that far ahead. Sarai had to consult the map several times to ensure they were heading in the right direction. For once, Tez was content with her taking the lead. She could read maps and gauge distances much better than he could. Come to think of it, there weren't many things that he could do better than her. She could fight, speak, lead, command respect..
And me? I have a tailblade and magic. I wouldn’t even call the latter a skill. If he could figure out how to use magic consistently, then he would consider it an asset. Roslyn’s promise to teach him sounded tempting the more he struggled despite knowing it was a bad idea.
It was difficult for him to wrap his head around why his magic worked and sometimes wouldn’t. Worse, there wasn’t anyone that he knew of to ask. There technically was one, but he’d prefer a teacher that wasn’t intent on trying to destroy an entire country. He was effectively alone in trying to figure out how to wield his gift, which felt more like a curse with each passing day.
It worked wonderfully when he saved those dragons from the lava. Or just two nights ago when he pushed the Aquas out of the way to escape. Or when he saved Sarai from those assassins in Arenor’s home. It even worked when Frago needed a boost to escape the mayor’s guards in that one village outside of Flameshear. The only thing all of those events had in common was that someone he cared about was in danger.
That line of reasoning fell apart when he thought about the other times he had used his magic. There were plenty of times when he used magic in situations that weren’t life-threatening. In those times, it felt effortless. Ever since Llyn’s razing, and especially in these past two weeks, it felt like he had lost all sense of control. He wanted to scream his frustration but knew it wouldn’t do anything to help his cause.
To clear his mind, Tez looked around at the beautiful islands that appeared beneath them. Some were just sand, while grass and flowers covered others. Some even had palm trees. He looked back at Tasha. She averted her gaze immediately, but not before Tez caught her glare directed at him. He sighed. She was beginning to creep him out.
Tez had hoped Tasha would stop staring at him during the flight, but that wasn’t the case. He didn’t know what her problem was. Tez wasn’t skilled enough in the art of socialization to approach this issue, and he sure as Skadi wasn’t going to tell Sarai about it. If Tasha was a good friend of Sarai, he wouldn’t be the one to draw a rift between them.
Good friends were hard to come by. At the time, Tez hadn’t believed Sarai. Now, he was beginning to see the truth in that sentiment.
Tez looked ahead at Sarai. He had thought about approaching her last night to try apologizing again but decided to wait. Their plan of stopping Roslyn - and Dreolia with her - seemed to be a sufficient distraction for the time being. I have to do it sooner rather than later. It's only a matter of time before she remembers and explodes on me again. Her cold attitude toward him was the only sign that she was still upset.
“That should be the island up ahead,” Sarai called.
Tez couldn’t see the other end of the massive island. Palm and other types of dense green trees dominated the jungle landscape. The trees made vision of the ground impossible. A small, sandy beach provided the only opportunity for landing.
This is it. Today, we’ll-
“TEZ!” Tasoss screamed.
“Wha-” Something slammed into his side. He instinctively folded his wings to lose altitude. The muscle in his right wing felt dead. He fanned his wings to catch himself. It didn’t work. All he managed to do was slow his descent to the beach below. He hissed when he looked back up.
Dozens of Galontrian soldiers assaulted his group. Remarkably, they held their own, but it was barely enough. They were getting corralled back. Sarai and Tasoss worked together to get past two soldiers. Before they could seize their advantage, four more filled in to stop them.
Five Galontrians surrounded him as he gracefully fell, but they didn’t attack. Tez uselessly swung his bladeless tail around to keep them away. He couldn’t focus. His mind felt hazy and slow. When he landed on the soft sand, he was pinned before he could react.
Tez threw himself around to dislodge his captors, but they maintained their grip. Paws grasped his harness and slipped it off of him. Tez looked up, expecting to see the others swooping in to save him.
No. NO!
Instead, his friends were flying away. The Galontrian soldiers gave chase, but they seemed more interested in keeping them back than actually catching them.
“Ah. The Queenslayer himself. I hear they’re calling you Fireclaws now.”
Tez stopped struggling. He’d know that voice anywhere.
“It was a pity you couldn’t stay longer in Flameshear. We had much to discuss.”
“Roslyn,” Tez snarled. I’ve played right into her paws!
The Queen of Dreolia stepped into his view. Her dark-green scales were cleaner than usual, which seemed impossible in the sandy environment.
“Queen Roslyn, actually. In the scales. You know, ever since I learned that you killed the Queen, I was wondering, why? What did she ever do to you?”
“Queenslayer is a generous term, considering I was trying to kill the King.” Tez sighed. “Besides, what does it matter to you?”
“Just trying to make small talk.” She shrugged. “You can put it on now.”
Something clicked around Tez’s neck. He tried to throw it off, but it remained locked on. It was cold and metallic. “What is this?” he growled.
“It’s called an inhibitor. Made back in the days when magic was everywhere. It stops the wearer from using magic. You wouldn’t believe how hard they are to find nowadays.”
Tez snorted. It wasn’t like he could control his magic well anyway. “What do you want with me?”
Roslyn ignored his question and turned back to the soldiers. In total, Tez counted about forty, including the ones still pinning him down. All were dressed in leather armor. Most carried swords. More dragons were returning from chasing his friends as well. Tez hoped that meant they were just trying to deter them and not kill them.
“I found the map in one of the pockets, my Queen.” A familiar-looking green dragon with black horns handed Roslyn the map.
I know that dragon. But from where? Tez thought.
“Thank you, Captain Togoe.”
He’s a captain now?
Roslyn laid the map on the sand and pulled out a knife. “Now to activate it.”
If Tez had a free paw, he would have hit himself. How could he have been so stupid? Roslyn wanted him to bring her the map. She had probably planned this all along!
She sliced the knife across her open paw and let the red blood drip onto the map. A soldier gave her a cloth to wipe the blood off her paw.
“I should thank you for bringing it to me. I wasn’t sure if the others I sent would manage it. You’ve far exceeded my expectations.”
Much like when Tez put his blood on it, nothing happened. Any moment now, he thought, waiting for the smoke.
After an awkward minute, Roslyn sighed. “You’ve activated it already.” She didn’t turn her gaze from the map on the ground.
“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
The guard shoved his muzzle into the sand. Tez let out a surprised grunt.
“Let him breathe,” she commanded as she padded over to the prisoner.
The guard lifted Tez’s head out. He spat out a mouthful of sand.
“I know you activated it. I also know that only the one who activated it can read it. So, let’s make a deal.”
“If it doesn’t involve ending the war with Bruatho, I’m not listening.”
Roslyn exhaled slightly. “You’ll follow the map and lead us wherever it goes. In return, I won’t kill you.”
“In your dreams,” Tez growled. “Might as well just kill me now.”
“Look, Tez. I don’t have all day. Either you help me willingly, or I’ll force you to help. Trust me. If I force you, you won’t be flying again. And I won’t give you the mercy of death when I abandon you to rot on this Tyr-forsaken island. Mark my words.”
Tez’s lips curled. He’d have more luck trusting a dragonet in a candy store not to steal than to believe a word coming from Roslyn’s muzzle. However, if he followed her commands now, he’d have more time to figure out a way out of this mess.
“If I help, you have to promise not to harm my friends either.”
“As long as they don’t attack us, you have my word.”
“My Queen, there were two council members with them,” one of the soldiers said, panting.
“Two?” She raised an eye ridge. “Interesting. Thank you for letting me know.” Roslyn rolled her shoulders and stretched her tail. “Togoe! Make sure everyone is ready to go. We’re leaving within the next five minutes.”
“Right away!”
Roslyn snaked her neck so that her muzzle was a clawlength from Tez’s head. “Don’t even think about trying anything funny. I won’t hesitate to kill you.”
Tez smiled innocently, already plotting. “I wouldn’t dream of it.”




Chapter forty-one







Fallen Sun
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“Keep moving,” Togoe growled. 
“Give me a second. I’m trying to orient myself.” Tez spun the map around. When it started to make sense again, he pointed to the right. “This way.”
Tez parted branches where they blocked the way. The trees here were different from anywhere else in Quassa that Tez knew of. Jungle and palm trees lined the coast when they first entered, but the color of the trunks changed as they went deeper. 
The new white and black trunks were skinny, but the trees themselves were almost double the height of a palm tree. They stood straight up with branches covered in lush, green leaves that protruded at every height. The trees were so densely packed that they had to walk in a single-file line.
The past hour yielded no results. It was as if the map’s scale changed depending on where they were. He’d walk for only a minute to find one landmark, while the same distance on the map for the next one would take ten minutes. He spent the time between landmarks thinking of a way to escape, but he couldn’t think of anything that would be quick enough. The canopy above prevented any escape by wing, and the collar around his neck prevented any use of magic.
Not that I could trust my magic to work even without this stupid collar around my neck.
Roslyn’s impatience was growing thin, judging by her outbursts. Part of Tez wanted to slow down just to make her angry, but he decided against pushing his luck. Instead, he opted for a medium pace. He hoped it could buy enough time for his friends if he couldn’t figure anything out.
If they’re even coming for me, that is.
Having no choice but to rely on others to save him was a strange feeling. It felt hypocritical to have that thought when he was saved by others multiple times in the past two weeks alone. All those times, however, he would have had at least a slight chance to save himself without help. He felt guilty about his detachment from the dragons around him. He deserved to be abandoned on that alone.
They won’t leave me here. They’ll come to help. I’m sure of it.
He repeated the words like a mantra. It was the only thing that drove him aside from Togoe’s shoves. With each push, the muscle of his right wing throbbed. Blood roared in his ears. It was deafening in the torn one.
I’ll have to remind myself not to look in a mirror any time soon.
Birds chirped their evening songs. Leaves rustled in the ocean breeze. Under different circumstances, the island would be the perfect place to escape the city. Under different circumstances, he’d still have a mom - or even a dad. Under different circumstances, he wouldn’t have magic, and he’d be lying six clawlengths beneath Llyn's ruins.
Maybe it’s time to stop griping about my circumstances and start making the changes I want myself. If I wait for others to fix the world while I’m crying in a corner, there’s no guarantee anything will change. I’ve lived among those kinds of dragons my entire life. I may not be successful, but I’ve got to try something. If it means Bruatho lives another day, great. If it means I meet my mother sooner than I thought I would.. then so be it.
Stopping Roslyn now would be a good start, Tez thought. A new resolve filled his heart and soul. It was like a rejuvenating splash of ocean water or a hot coffee after a long nap. I may have done exactly what she wanted, but it’s not too late to flip the script.
Tez made a sharp left, almost missing the next landmark: a stack of rocks with a strange inscription on them. How did they even get here? Tez wondered.
“You’re stalling,” Roslyn accused. “Remember my warning, fireslayer.”
Ugh. That’s even worse. “It’s Queenslayer or Fireclaws. Pick one.” Preferably neither, he added silently. “Also, I’m not trying anything. The map is hard to follow. We’re over halfway there.”
Roslyn grunted in response and gestured for him to continue.
The number of trees eventually thinned out. It took Tez a long time to realize that a pile of moss and vines was actually the remains of a home. More overgrown homes gradually replaced the forest. The grass and dirt beneath his paws became cobbled. Bees and large dragonflies flew away as the dragons approached.
Tez scoffed in his mind. They don’t even look like dragons. Why not call them something else? Whatever scholar was in charge of naming them should be disbarred of that title.
The decrepit buildings grew closer together before stopping at a large, open field. It was shaded as if they were still beneath the canopy. When Tez looked up, he was surprised to see leaves still above them. Branches snaked around like a lattice to hold the natural roof in place over the massive field. 
Where are the trunks?
An enormous marble temple was situated in the middle of the impossibly verdant valley. It was rectangular and was raised from the ground a few pawlengths with stairs to allow entry by paw. The roof sloped at a sharp angle and was painted with images of dragons. They looked similar to Utemials, but there were many key differences. Namely, the tails were shorter. Their torsos were also longer, like an Aqua.
Tez glanced back at the map. The previous route was gone, replaced with a smaller image of the temple before them. Markings in an ancient language were written at the top along with a translation into common: “The Temple of the Fallen Sun.”
“How dramatic,” Tez whispered. He looked back to see everyone else staring at the sky, probably trying to figure out how the leaves remained blocking it.
“Is that it?” Roslyn was the first dragon to break the silence.
“It appears so.”
A few more seconds of silence passed. “Well? Keep moving then,” Roslyn commanded.
Togoe took the opportunity to shove Tez again. He stumbled onto the ground, narrowly avoiding dropping the map. He pushed himself up before Togoe could score another kick. The move sparked a fresh wave of anger in him as they walked to the temple.
“I didn’t know you were a captain,” Tez said through gritted teeth.
“Queen Roslyn deemed it fit to promote me in the absence of Sarai.” Togoe puffed out his chest.
“Sounds like they just give it to any dragon nowadays. What possible qualifications could you have?”
Togoe snarled. “Plenty. I’m a strong leader, for example. I lead by example.”
“I seem to recall Sarai being the one to capture me while you did nothing. Quite the example.”
Togoe tried to push him again, but Tez jumped out of the way. He tried again but stopped before he could make contact after Roslyn hissed at him.
“You can have fun after I get the heart,” she said.
The new captain moved to Roslyn’s side with a sneer on his face. Tez smirked back at him.
The temple seemed  bigger up close. Engraved columns held the outside roof up. It reminded Tez of Flameshear’s library. The dragons behind Tez slowed to a stop while he continued. He stopped just shy of the white marble with a raised paw.
“What’s wrong?” Tez asked, still not placing his paw onto the marble.
“Celestials are infamous for booby-trapping their abandoned cities,” one of the soldiers said. “That’s what the stories say, at least.”
Roslyn, annoyed at the interruption, pushed past the trembling soldiers. She walked up the stairs to the temple's main floor without any issues. “Now hurry up! I’m not paying you to be scared,” she growled.
Tez followed the Queen of Dreolia, admiring the artwork of the columns on his way up. Thousands of tiny dragons were carved in flowery patterns that were almost too perfect. Nothing marred the design. He almost called out for Frago to look at it, but he sighed when he remembered none of his friends were there.
Do I.. actually miss them? 
He was given no time to expand on that thought as the soldiers ushered him inside. The interior was more magnificent than the outside if that was even possible. Tapestries, paintings, and scriptures covered the walls. Not a speck of space was left unused. Places for fires and offerings were everywhere. A large area filled with stone seats gave the chamber a sense of community.
Braziers lit up the room where the meager sunlight didn’t. If Celestials lived here all those years ago, Tez had trouble doubting it. He felt a faint buzz around him that permeated the walls and the air. It didn’t look like any other dragons felt it, but Roslyn seemed more on edge than usual.
Directly in front of them was a large door with a massive piece of stone effectively locking it and preventing entry. On the wall surrounding it were large stone tiles with a scene painted on them. It depicted every race of dragon - Utemials, Galontrians, Aquas, Severactals, and Eagles - at a feast of some sort. Each dragon was painted so realistically that it felt like they could jump out at any moment and start a conversation.
They all seem so.. happy. Relaxed. Was this what it was like back then? Tez shook his head. At no point in their known history had all the races gotten along in such a way. Bruatho came close to it, but Dreolia’s war on Utemials made it difficult for Bruatho to achieve its aspirations.
Is this what it could be like? Was this the Celestials' vision for the world? It certainly looks nice.
“Ummirth’s Heart has to be in there,” Roslyn said, pointing at the large door. “But it’s locked.” She glared at Tez. “What else does the map say?”
Roslyn’s words shook Tez from his appreciation. He looked down at the map in his claws. It’s blank?? “It- It doesn’t say anything!”
A dragon returned from the other end of the temple. “My lady, I don’t see any other places where the heart could be. There’s only this door.”
“Why don’t we just break in?” Togoe offered.
“It’s solid marble. It will take months just to crack it. We’re better off trying to get this open.” Roslyn directed her soldiers to pull the massive stone latch. No matter how hard the soldiers pulled, it didn’t budge. 
While Roslyn attempted to force the door open, Tez examined the mosaic painting. The tiles were big enough to be pulled off by a dragon’s paw easily. Most mosaics were made with much smaller tiles. Some dragons in the scene carried banners, but they didn’t contain the sigils of any countries Tez knew of. Each one had an image of a body part of a dragon: claws, horns, wings, a tail, spine ridges, spikes.. Everything Tez could think of was there.
He reached out a claw to touch one of the banners on the stone. What do these mean? he wondered.
As soon as he made contact, the temple vibrated. The tile shifted to the right, moving others along with it. He froze as the dragons around him panicked. Dust rained from the ceiling.
Come, Tezyrnth.
Tez’s eyes darted around the chamber, searching for who was speaking. The soldiers ran around blindly. The only words exchanged were from panicked shouts. When the temple stopped shaking, all eyes turned to him. His paw remained on the stone tile.
Roslyn ran up to him. “What did you just do?” Her stare was intense. It reminded Tez of Andi’s.
Such pure blood.. I guess it makes sense..
Tez looked around again to find whoever had just spoken. He found nothing other than confused soldiers and an annoyed Togoe.
Roslyn snarled to get his attention. “Answer me!”
“I.. I just.. touched it. Nothing else.” Tez suddenly felt breathless. The buzzing got stronger. He thought he could reach out to it, but something prevented him from trying. The cold metal pressed against the scales of his neck was a grim reminder of his predicament. I have to get this thing off.
Roslyn’s eyes shifted focus to the mosaic behind him. “It moved?” Confusion replaced the anger in her voice. The stone blocking the door from opening had moved up slightly.
“I guess it did.” Tez followed her gaze back to the mosaic and then to the door.
“I think the mosaic is connected to the door. It moved after he touched it,” Togoe said.
Roslyn shoved him out of the way. She dug her claws into the tile and pulled. It didn’t budge. She put her hindlegs against the wall to heave, but nothing happened. Togoe and some soldiers walked past Tez to help, but the tile remained locked in place. They tried the same method on other tiles around it to no avail.
Faintly, Tez heard birds chirping outside. He admired their ignorance of the plights of dragons. Their lives must be so simple..
After several more failed attempts, Roslyn shooed the soldiers away. “Tez, do the same thing you just did.”
Her blood isn’t nearly as pure as yours. You’re practically one of us..
Tez ignored whatever voice was speaking to him. Clearly, no one else heard it. I’m going crazy.
Oh, trust me, I’m very real. That inhibitor around your neck is messing with your perception of the world around you. Best get that off before you do go crazy. The voice grew stronger in Tez’s head.
Togoe kicked out Tez’s legs. He fell onto his chest. His chin slammed into the marble ground, jarring him out of his thoughts.
“Answer the Queen!” the new captain hissed.
“No!” Tez coughed. Fiery indignation flowed through him. “Why would I help you get it? I led you here. I’ve held up my end of the bargain!”
“I’ve changed the deal!” Roslyn laid a claw over Tez’s neck where the metal inhibitor didn’t cover it. “Do it, or..” Her paw traced its way down his back to where his wing met his torso. “..I’ll make a little cut here..” She pressed down, breaking the scale and drawing blood. “..and over here..”
Red-hot pain almost made Tez pass out. He’d never felt so much pain before from such a shallow cut. “Okay! Okay! I’ll do it!”
Roslyn released him. Tez rose on shaky legs and walked up to the mosaic. “I need time to think.”
Ah, two affinities. A rare gift, especially for a Descendant.
Tez examined the scene more closely than before, ignoring the voice once again. Nothing popped out to him besides the body parts on the banners. The bar over the door had risen when he moved the wing banner to the left, closer to the other banners. It was originally in the far right corner.
I was never good with puzzles, Tez snorted.
For a moment, Tez imagined what it would be like being a Celestial in this hall. Did they have priests and a society similar to what modern-day countries have now? Or was their system different?
There surely was more emphasis on the arts, Tez thought.
He moved the wing banner down away from the other banners. The temple shook again, and the bar fell. Tez moved the tile back up, correcting his mistake. Tiles shifted and clicked into place to accommodate for the moved tile. Surprisingly, with all the movement, the picture remained unchanged. Whatever doubts Tez had about magic’s capabilities were squashed.
So down is wrong.. Let’s try.. up? When he moved it, the bar lifted a little bit more. He moved it to the right, away from the rest of the mosaic. The temple vibrated. A large rock fell beside him, creating a massive dent in the marble. He would have been crushed if he had been standing just a pawlength over.
Tez cautiously glanced back at the soldiers watching him. He was met with wide, fearful eyes.
No more experimenting. He shifted it back to the spot he had it at before. The bar raised accordingly. He took a few steps back to get the full scope of the picture. He scratched his chin. What am I missing?
Tez again imagined what the Celestials would be like back in the day. Besides the few legends his mother had told him, he didn't know much about them. He strained his mind to remember the stories.
“But why didn’t they fight back?” Tez had asked.
“Celestials are pacifists,” his mother had explained after the story finished. “They wouldn’t dare hurt any creature except for food.”
“They could get rid of all evil in the world,” Tez pouted. “If they are so powerful, they could use their powers so no dragon would starve or fight each other.”
She smiled sadly. “Unfortunately, it wouldn’t be so easy. I know that before the Great Sever, their goal was to unite all of the dragon races. They were close to achieving that, too. Then, well..”
“..everything was destroyed,” Tez finished. All dragonets knew the story of the cataclysmic event hundreds of years ago. Tez shook excitedly. “That would be so cool if they were real!”
Tez’s mother stared at her son. Her mouth opened and closed as if she was grappling with what words to say. She instead bowed her head. “It would be.. cool.” She reached out a paw to tickle him. Tez fell back onto the bed, trying to escape her paw-
Wait. Could that be it? Tez pulled himself back to the present. She said that the Celestials wanted to unite all of the dragon races. The mosaic had every race represented, but the banners only contained the individual body parts of dragons. That has to be significant, right?
“Unity..” Tez whispered. He flicked an ear. “Unify the dragons..” Thoughts flew through his mind. One rose above the rest.
Make them one. One dragon. That’s who we are. That’s our common denominator! 
“That’s it..” Tez breathed.
Tez walked back up to the mosaic and manipulated the tiles. He began pushing each banner containing parts of a dragon towards the center, closer to one another. With each movement, the barrier holding the door raised. The dragons behind him were silent, allowing him complete focus.
The intelligence of a Celestial as well.. Remarkable..
The mystical voice nearly broke his concentration. He continued moving the tiles until all of the banners were next to each other. The scene remained unchanged, aside from the banners being in the center. When the last tile clicked into place, the barrier keeping the door locked rose completely.
The soldiers around him gasped. Even Roslyn seemed impressed. Togoe bore a sour expression as if he hoped Tez would fail.
The relief that solving the puzzle brought reminded him of the pain of his wing muscle and the throbbing from where Roslyn broke his scales. He subconsciously reached for his canteen of water before remembering his harness was taken from him. His throat felt dry.
Tez backed away as Roslyn approached the marble door. She pushed it. The door ground against the floor as it swung open. Fire lit up the interior. Roslyn stepped inside, followed closely by Togoe. Tez joined them, flanked by the soldiers.
The buzzing in his ears grew louder when he stepped inside. The new room was empty save for a flipped table and some plants that somehow grew through the cracked floor despite the lack of sunlight. There were scratches on the marble floor as if someone had moved things in a hurry. What Tez saw next made him freeze.
Directly in front of them was a pile of bones. The skull made it clear what animal the bones belonged to.
Dragon bones.
The rib cage was still intact, but the rest of the bones were strewn about. The skull and rib cage were set in a way that suggested that the bones were, at one point, placed here deliberately. Its placement in the room made it the centerpiece.
“Where is it?” Roslyn whispered. “Where is Ummirth’s heart?” Her voice rose in pitch and volume. “The stories foretold it would be right here!”
While Roslyn kicked and dug through the pile of bones, pawsteps sounded on the left of the group. Before Tez could react, the new dragon spoke. His voice radiated across the chamber with such richness and depth that Tez felt it in his own chest. The voice sounded vaguely familiar to Tez.
“Looking for something?”




Chapter forty-two







Legend
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A white dragon stood before the assembled dragons. He was a head taller than the tallest Galontrian among them. Great grey horns rose from his skull and protruded straight over his neck, acting like a helmet. His torso was long and slender - not as long as an Aqua’s, but easily a few pawlengths longer than Tez’s. The dragon’s opal eyes bore into Tez with such intensity that he had to look away. 
There was no question in Tez’s mind about who this dragon was.
“It’s been a long time since another dragon has graced these halls.”
“That’s impossible!” Roslyn hissed as she took a few steps back. “The Celestials are long dead!”
“Soldiers in such a holy place!” the dragon continued as if Roslyn hadn’t spoken. “I suppose you came here looking for the heart. Ummirth’s, to be exact.” He smirked. “I am sorry to report that Ummirth’s heart is no longer here.”
“Where is it then?” Togoe growled. “The Queen demands it!”
Tezyrnth. I can get that inhibitor off of you.
Tez found the Celestial’s eyes staring into his own as the thought hit his mind. Is.. are you speaking to me in my head?
The Celestial nodded mutely.
The soldiers moved into a semi-circle around the new threat. They kept the same distance as before, still wary of their opponent.
“I sense many forms outside these halls coming closer. Did you bring other dragons with you, Roslyn?”
The Queen’s dark-green scales paled a few shades. “How do you..”
Togoe’s words overpowered the last of Roslyn’s. “How dare you speak to the Queen that way!” He charged the Celestial with a roar. Tez sensed a flare of power. All of a sudden, Togoe’s attack was stopped. It was as if he had hit a solid wall. He slumped to the ground. When he sat up, his head wobbled in a daze.
The Celestial tilted his head. “I hear the thoughts of many Severactals outside. Are they allies of yours, false Queen?”
Wait, Tez thought. This dragon can read minds?!
It’s an affinity that comes with loneliness, came the response. Also, I have a name, you know. It’s Caball.
Multiple roars sounded from outside. 
“Stop them! Quick!” Roslyn gestured for her soldiers to leave and deal with the dragons outside.
It was too late.
Severactals swarmed the chamber. The small dragons surrounded the group of Galontrians but kept the path to the Celestial open. Tez had never seen a Severactal aside from drawings in books. It made the experience much more surreal.
A proud-looking Severactal stepped out from the crowd. The dragon wore a harness made of tree branches and vines over his brown scales. Horns resembling the antlers of deer that grazed in northern Bruatho rose over their head towards the back of their neck. Spines ran down their back to their tail, which rivaled a Utemial’s in length. Short, sharp claws dug into the white marble beneath them. The mane of brown feathers around its neck ruffled as if accentuating its anger.
When the green Severactal spoke, it was in short, accented bursts. “What is Dreolia doing on our land? What is the meaning of this?” The sheer projection of its voice - emanating from a dragon half the size of a Utemial, no less - astounded Tez.
Tez spotted dragons behind the Severactals entering the chamber. His heart fluttered when he realized who they were. They came for me!
“No one owns this land!” Roslyn growled. She looked past the Severactal leader at Sarai and the others, who had just emerged. “You!”
“As it turns out, dozens of dragons traveling by paw through a forest is rather easy to track.” Qyne looked his paw over absentmindedly.
“The closest garrison was enraged to hear of an invasion by Dreolia and came right away.” Sarai smirked.
“I guess your heart will have to do!” Roslyn unleashed a roar so loud that Tez had to cover his ears. Instantly, the Galontrians attacked the Severactals.
So much for Laqus’s neutrality, Tez thought.
The Queen of Dreolia turned her attention to Caball. The Celestial was watching the proceedings with mild interest. Tez shielded his eyes as the Queen launched a ball of fire. The flaming ball struck the unsuspecting Celestial in the side. He collapsed.
“No!” Tez screamed as he ran over to the fallen Celestial.
Roslyn attempted to finish the job, but five Severactals jumping on her diverted her attention.
“A fire affinity,” Caball coughed. “I should have known. Her thoughts are well-guarded.”
Tez held the Celestial’s head in his paws. The flames had dissipated, but Tez could tell the damage was deadly. His wing was a crumpled pile of ash, and part of his chest had opened up. Blood slowly oozed onto the ground, sizzling when it met the hot ash.
“Andi over there is a healer. She can-”
“Shh.” Caball covered Tez’s muzzle with a claw. “I sensed her way before I sensed the others. Even she can’t fix this. She isn’t strong enough.”
Strong enough? This has nothing to do with strength! “But-”
“Shh,” Caball repeated. He placed his paw over the inhibitor around Tez’s neck. Instantly, the metal clicked open and dropped to the ground. The buzzing grew stronger. Tez felt the magic in the temple surge through him. It felt incredible. It was almost like he had woken up from a long, restful slumber.
“Thank you,” Tez gasped.
“You look just like your father. He would be proud of the dragon you’ve become.”
“What are you talking about? You knew my father?”
“Your father was, and still is, my best friend.” Caball took a moment to cough, grimacing. “Your mother never told you anything?”
Tez shook his head. “Just that my real father abandoned us.” His shoulders tensed.
Caball sighed. “Know that he had no choice. Celestials can’t live among the other races yet. It was too soon. He knew the rules, but ever since he met that.. Utemial - your mother - he bent the rules.”
Tez swallowed. He couldn’t articulate the words he wanted to say after hearing what Caball just implied. All that came out was, “My father..”
“..is a Celestial.”
“That.. that can’t be.” Despite his words, he realized that many things in his life started to make sense. How his mother spoke of his father.. How Ytie acted when she asked if he had magic..
Did Ytie know this whole time?
“You are the first dragon since the Great Sever to be a direct descendant of a Celestial. It is your heritage, Tezyrnth. It is time magic returns to Quassa.”
The battle still raged behind Tez. He spotted Sarai flying around three Severactals grappling with a Galontrian soldier. Roslyn took out soldier after soldier by herself, carving a bloody path to Caball.
Caball’s words barely fazed his tumultuous thoughts. If his father was a Celestial, couldn’t he have saved his mother from her fate? Could he have saved the thousands of dragons that perished in Llyn? “He could have helped her. He could have saved her!” Tez growled. “My mother is dead because of him!”
“Please don’t blame him,” Caball pleaded. “He blames himself enough. It wasn’t his choice to leave your mother, but he had to. He loved her, Tez. More than anything. Every day, he told me how much he swooned over her. He was the happiest dragon on the planet when she had your egg. But he knew that he couldn’t stay there forever without discovery.”
Tears pooled in Tez’s eyes, dripping onto the marble floor and mixing with the ashes of Caball’s wing.
“When he found out Llyn was destroyed, he thought you were both dead. He was beside himself with grief. The last time-” He suddenly coughed and drew in a wheezy, deep breath. “The last time I saw him before he flew east, he pretended to be strong, but I could see the hollowness in his eyes.”
Tez sniffed. He remembered his mother’s words about how Celestials were pacifists. Even if his father had been there, would he have been able to do anything? Would their ideology have held him back from saving her?
Tez looked back at the battle again. It seemed to be at a stalemate, but Roslyn’s participation gave Dreolia’s side an advantage that continued growing with each dragon she slew. Tez knew he had to do something, but he didn’t know what. He could barely focus to use his magic when he needed it.
“Magic takes many years of constant use to master,” Caball said, hearing his thoughts. “A.. clear mind can help sometimes, but that’s-” He grabbed his side in pain. “..not the way to gain full control,” he finished through gritted teeth.
Tez wiped his eyes. “What do I do?”
“It’s.. different for every.. dragon.” The words came in short bursts, followed by heavy breathing. “Emotions.. Harmony..”
“I don’t understand!” Tez groaned.
“Tell.. your father.. it’s time. Use.. my..” He coughed. “Heart.. Defeat..” His eyes drooped closed.
“Where’s my father? Wait! Caball! Don’t go! We can still save you!” Tez shook the Celestial’s head. “Caball!”
Tez released Caball’s lifeless head to rest on the ground. What the dragon had just told him was a lot to digest, but he wouldn’t have time to mull over it if he couldn’t get out of here alive.
Roslyn cut through Severactal after Severactal. She was a dark-green blur. Sarai kicked her away from another of the small dragons, keeping her at bay with the help of Tasoss and Qyne. Tasha and Dreux fought side-by-side against two soldiers, which looked like an even match.
He wants me to use his heart? How? Tez placed a paw over the Celestial’s chest and ran it along the scales. He stopped when he felt raw, concentrated power beneath his claws. The energy began to surge through his forelegs and into his chest. It was the same buzzing feeling from earlier, amplified tenfold. Is that..?
Someone kicked him away from the Celestial. He landed a dragonlength away, limbs sprawled out on the marble ground. Tez regained his bearings and rolled out of the way just as Togoe’s sword struck the marble where he had been seconds before. He pushed himself up to all fours.
“I knew the Queen was foolish for keeping you alive. I’ll fix that mistake.” Togoe bolted at Tez. He feinted a stab and swung his sword to the right instead. The gambit caught Tez off guard. Togoe nicked a scale on Tez’s left shoulder. Tez hissed.
Tez backed up, dodging Togoe’s swings. He couldn’t fly. All he could fight with were his claws, which he never really used to begin with. Sarai’s lessons would have been helpful at this moment had he been paying more attention. Still, he recognized some of the forms Togoe made and countered them.
Togoe put his right hindpaw in front of his other. Tez saw the move he was making and decided to jump over his sword. He swung his bladeless tail at the Galontrian captain and hit him square in the muzzle. Togoe reeled back with a sneer.
“You wretched Utemial!” Togoe jumped into the air and swung the sword below him.
Tez dropped to his stomach and angled the bottom half of his torso to give his tail the room to knock Togoe’s sword out of his forepaw. The blade flew in the air for a second before the Galontrian captain caught it with his hindpaw. He stopped flapping his wings and dropped.
The sword collided with the marble where Tez had been just a moment ago. Tez continued dodging Togoe’s attacks, willing his mind into calmness. The inhibitor was gone. He should be able to use his magic again! Tez focused-
Togoe’s sword knocked a scale loose from his neck. Tez roared and swung his claws at Togoe’s head. Togoe threw his head back and took the opening to leap at Tez. Tez barely dodged the assault. At this rate, he would be a goner.
Roslyn was much closer than before. Tasoss was slumped in a corner. Andi tended to him. Anger bubbled up inside Tez at the sight of his friend in such a state. If Tasoss is dead, I’ll kill every last dragon in this room!
“Enough of this game!” Togoe snarled. He rushed him with his sword aimed directly at Tez’s chest.
A sudden wave of clarity hit Tez’s mind at the sight of his injured friends. Stars appeared. His breathing slowed. For a split second, Tez sensed every being in the room and even the creatures outside. Tez held his claws up without thinking and sent a stream of fire at Togoe. The heat was so intense that Tez’s eyes watered. When the fire stopped and the little stars dissipated, Tez was left staring at a pile of ash and scales. Togoe’s sword clanged to the ground.
Tez nearly threw up. Seeing Tasoss injured in the corner brought him back to reality. I need to get to that heart! Tez ran to Caball’s fallen body. Sarai’s cry made him pause.
It also saved his life.
A ball of fire the size of Tez landed just in front of him, cutting off his route on the ground. He could've easily flown over it if his wing muscle wasn’t dead. Instead, he tried to run around it. Another smaller flaming ball grazed his foreleg when he made it around the flames. He collapsed just in front of Caball’s lifeless body.
“Did you seriously think you could stop me?” Roslyn laid her claws over Tez’s back. She pressed him against the hard marble.
Tez desperately tried to put his mind back into the state it was in when he killed Togoe. Nothing worked. Even as Roslyn’s claws dug deeper into his back, nothing prompted his magic to return.
“Now- GAH!”
The claws released him, and Roslyn’s weight disappeared. She stumbled off of him, trying to shake something off her back.
“STOP HER, TEZ!” Sarai screamed from where she was latched on Roslyn’s back.
Roslyn roared and thrashed around to get Sarai off of her. Her Galontrian soldiers were too busy dealing with the Severactals to help. She spun in circles, spewing fire from her claws as if the act took no energy.
Tez had no time to doubt himself. He dragged himself forward on weak paws until his claws were over where Caball’s heart was. Power surged through his foreleg and up to his chest. His body felt overwhelmed by the raw energy flowing through him. Symbols that he couldn’t make sense of flew through his mind. Caball’s cold body grew warm, then hot until it felt like it was on fire. Tez’s body shook violently.
Tez screamed. The world turned black.




Chapter forty-three







Pyrrhic
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It felt like the blackness had only lasted for a second. When Tez opened his eyes, he gasped at the sight. 
Bodies littered the secret room of the temple. It was mostly Galontrians, but several Severactals also laid motionless.
“He’s alive!” Andi yelled. Her claws were touching his shoulder. Bandages and some kind of poultice pressed against his scales.
“Thank Skadi,” Sarai breathed. Her head appeared in Tez’s vision. “We thought you killed yourself!”
“What.. happened?” It took an incredible amount of effort to breathe. Tez propped himself up on his forelegs, realizing for the first time that he was lying in a pile of ashes, scales, and bones.
Where’s Caball’s body? Tez realized that the white scales he was lying in weren’t quite the same shade as his own.
Tez dropped his head back into the pile. He sobbed softly. “Where.. where is he?” Tez mumbled, barely coherent to those around him. “Caball.. Please.. Just tell me.” Please. Can you hear me? he asked in his mind. Somehow, he hoped Caball’s mindspeak lived on in the absence of his body.
No one responded.
“Tez. He’s gone.” Tasoss limped over to him.
Tez continued to weep. His spirits lifted slightly upon seeing Tasoss alive. The only dragon that knew my father is gone.. A small part of his mind reminded him that his father was still out there.
But where?
“What happened?” Tez repeated.
“You don’t remember?” Tasoss asked with a worried frown.
“You glowed red!” Qyne said. “It was crazy!”
“You roared something at Roslyn. It didn’t sound anything like your voice. It was like something possessed you,” Tasoss explained. “Whatever language it was, I don’t know. But something that looked like a bolt of red lightning struck Roslyn in the chest. I guess she managed to shield herself from most of it because she escaped. The other soldiers with her weren’t so lucky.”
Tez noticed three Galontrian soldiers shivering in a corner. A dozen much-smaller Severactals surrounded them. It was a comical sight. It was like mice guarding oxen. Every time they tried to move, one of the Severactals growled at them.
“Is it over?” It didn’t feel like a victory to him.
“For now,” Sarai sighed. “A victory is a victory, no matter how pyrrhic it was.” She looked at the bodies scattered around the chamber. Blood dripped from her forehead onto the white marble, staining it crimson.
“You’re hurt.”
“Stating the obvious, huh? You’re hurt more. The Severactals brought healers. They’re working on those that need it. I’m fine for now.” The words came out coldly. Her tone was a bitter reminder to Tez of the anger she probably still harbored towards him – and the promise he made to himself to make it up to her.
Tasha and Dreux huddled near the exit. Tasha was hunched over, coughing. Dreux rubbed her back.
Tez pushed himself up, brushing Andi away. His limbs and muscles felt like they were on fire, but he ignored them. His right forepaw was numb. “See? I’m.. okay..” He hid his grimace with a pained smile.
“Nope. Back on the ground,” Sarai commanded. She gritted her teeth. “I can't stop Roslyn without your magic.”
“At least let Andi finish applying the bandages, Tez,“ Tasoss said.
“Thank you!” Andi let out a tsk. “What is it with male dragons trying to act like they aren’t hurt? I never have this issue with females. Is it an ego thing? No one will think less of you because you admit to being in pain.”
“What is it with dragonesses and always talking? Ow!” Tez rubbed his shoulder where Andi pressed too hard.
“Oops. Sorry.” 
Somehow, the words didn’t sound sincere to Tez.
Once Andi finished, she moved on to help other Severactal soldiers. Tez nearly fell as he tried to walk, catching himself just in time. What’s wrong with my right forepaw? I still can’t feel it. He wiggled each claw individually, relieved that he could still move them. 
Ignoring the strange feeling - lack of feeling, rather - Tez walked amongst the fallen, looking for his harness. No matter how hard he strained his mind, he couldn’t remember anything after touching Caball’s chest. All he could recount was the fiery pain.
Almost all of Caball’s words confused him. He wanted to blame his father for his mother’s death, but he found it increasingly hard to do so after hearing Caball’s reasoning. It was hard to let go of such built-up resentment. He doubted it would ever go away until he heard it from his father himself.
Caball couldn’t even give a straight answer about magic. Emotions? Harmony? What do those have to do with it?! How did his magic suddenly work when he killed Togoe? His mind felt a similar way when he saved Sarai from those assassins back in Flameshear. Did his friends have to be in danger for him to use his magic? That can’t be it! I was able to use magic other times when I was alone! Sure, sometimes I failed, but it usually worked!
If clearing my mind isn’t the path to control, what is? If it’s emotions, what emotions are the right ones? The more he thought about it, the more confused he became. Nothing made sense or was consistent. Ever since he discovered Arenor’s body, it felt like he was losing his grasp over magic with each passing day.
More than anything, he was scared that his friends relied too heavily on his powers. Sarai had risked her life by jumping on Roslyn to save him, hoping he would defeat her with his magic. It worked then, but only because of Caball’s heart. What if, one day, someone needed his magic, but he couldn’t summon it? What if that dragon died because of him?
I trust them now. I know I do. But I don't deserve their trust if I can’t be relied upon to save them when they need it the most.
Tez snorted. Mere weeks ago, he wouldn’t think to trust any dragon in his group. Now, he considered them all friends. He even considered Andi one despite the fact that she only joined them a few days ago. Tez watched her patching up some soldiers nearby.
So full of confidence.
As he observed the entire chamber, one resounding similarity emanated from every dragon: confidence. Despite the circumstances of the battle and losing so many dragons, no one looked distraught. They didn’t seem happy, either. It was somewhere in between. An acceptance of the present and a readiness for whatever the future may bring.
He wished he felt the same.
There! His old leather harness was next to a fallen Galontrian soldier. As he reached for the harness and got closer to the dead dragon, he felt sick. This dragon probably had a family. A mate. Dragonets. All taken away by death.
Tez swallowed as he slipped the harness on. Newfound resolve pushed him past his regret of the dragon’s untimely death.
This is Roslyn’s fault. I can make her pay.
Can I, though? Doubts kicked down his budding resolve. Caball had called him the first direct descendant of a Celestial in hundreds of years. Tez didn’t know what exactly that entailed, but Roslyn seemed to have an idea. Back in Flameshear, she had said that she sensed his power and that it was the strongest she had ever felt.
Why can’t anyone just be straightforward? What did he mean by affinity? What am I?
Tez pulled out his tailblade from his harness and ran a claw over the strong metal. He wanted to vent to someone, but no dragon in this room would understand him. How could they? They didn’t have magic.
“Who am I?” Tez whispered. His reflection in the metal stared back at him, unanswering. Wow. I look horrible. I didn’t think Rhoda did that much damage to my right ear.
Sarai spoke with the general of the Severactal soldiers. When they finished, the Severactals began to collect the bodies of their fallen and bring them outside. Sarai caught his eye and approached him.
“What did they say?” Tez asked. Severactals were a strange type of dragon. From what Tez had read, their species had no specific genders. Any dragon could bear eggs if they wished as long as they found a partner.
“Just thanked us for the information. They promised to keep what they saw here a secret unless Dreolia attacks them again. Which I doubt they will.” She shrugged. “General Artin is going to bury the soldiers and leave.”
“I’d like nothing more than to leave.” Tez raised his injured wing. “But this thing..”
“We’ll stay with you until it’s healed. We need your magic if we’re to stop Dreolia.”
Tez cringed at her curtness. Her eyes had a far-off look to them when she spoke to him. Would she ever bring up what he did to Suri? Why was she acting semi-friendly now and not reaming him out for his deceit and horrible actions? The lack of anger in her voice made him more anxious than he already was. I hope I at least proved myself to her a little more today. One step at a time.
The two watched the proceedings in awkward silence. Once Andi finished helping the last of the Severactals, Tez’s group exited the temple. It was night, but the magical canopy made it difficult to tell how late it really was. Were we inside for that long?
“You can spend the night, but after that, I can offer no guarantee for your safety. We’re not the only garrison of soldiers nearby.”
“Understood. Thank you.” Sarai bowed deeply in respect to the general.
General Artin's eyes fell upon Tez. “As for you, I suggest laying low after that stunt back there. There’s a reason the Celestials left after the Sever.”
Before Tez could muster a response, the Severactal general left to follow their soldiers.
Tasoss, Frago, and Qyne wasted no time in gathering branches for the fire. Dreux and Tasha had disappeared. For a brief moment, Tez worried about them. He hadn’t known them long, but they seemed like decent dragons.
Who am I kidding? They’ll be fine.
Sarai started the fire by striking flint against her claw. Together, all six dragons gathered around the warmth. No one seemed to want to speak. It was Tasoss who broke the silence.
“What now?”
Tez looked down at his claws. Contrary to popular belief, they weren’t on fire. They weren’t even hot, for that matter.
“Dreolia will surely attack Bruatho any day now. We need to help. Ytie mentioned something about Galontrians that were sympathetic to us in Dreolia, but we can't wait and hope they do something.” Sarai hunched her shoulders.
“We don’t know what she meant by that. It could be rebels trying to help our cause, or it could just be a few stupid nobles trying to virtue signal.” Qyne shook his head. “I find it hard to believe any dragon not born in Bruatho would understand our pain.”
Sarai rolled her eyes. “Knowing them, that wouldn’t surprise me. Still, we should do something. They’ll want Tez, at the very least. He can-”
“Whatever you think I can do, I can’t.” Tez sighed. It was time to come clean about his doubts. “I’m still figuring out how to control my magic. Defeating Roslyn and killing Togoe with my magic back there was pure luck. I can’t be relied on.”
Andi met his gaze with sympathetic eyes. “It..” She cleared her throat. “I’m sure you just need time.”
“I just don’t know what to do.” Tez’s shoulders drooped. How was he supposed to make it up to Sarai in this state?
“We can figure it out together,” Tasoss said. “Sarai is right. We should head to Bruatho and offer our assistance in any way we can. You have the capability to even out the odds, Tez. We just need to help you figure out how to control it.”
Andi nodded sagely. “I know we can help.” She opened her mouth as if to say more but closed it instead.
Tez wished he could share their confidence. Their belief in him, however, warmed his heart. “Thanks.” If we’re sticking together now, I’ll definitely apologize either later tonight or tomorrow morning. I can’t wait any longer.
“Even just having the Fireclaws with them will bolster confidence. I’m sure news of your heroics has spread.” Qyne smiled.
“It wasn’t very heroic. I only reacted. There was no time to think.” If Tez’s life wasn’t on the line at that moment, he didn’t know if he would have risked himself to save them.
Everyone here has a vision of me in their minds as this savior of Bruatho just because I have magic. I’m no hero. Heroes help others without a second thought. Heroes are respected and loved by all. They save the day and can be relied upon. They always win in the end and are inherently good dragons.
I don’t meet any of that criteria. I’ve robbed countless dragons and killed Sarai’s mother in cold blood. How many more chances will I get before my luck finally runs out?
Sarai crossed her forelegs. “Whether you believe it or not, you saved those dragons. Without you, they’d be dead.”
Just the mere thought of being the reason dragons still lived terrified Tez. What if I wasn’t there?
Qyne yawned widely. “I don’t know about you all, but I’m beat. How long did you say we will stay here while Fireclaw’s wing heals?”
“At least two days.” Andi frowned. “Maybe less. I know some.. techniques to accelerate the healing of that kind of an injury.”
“Lots of time to sleep. Got it.” Qyne stretched each of his limbs individually. He accidentally bumped his hindleg into Frago in the process. She huffed in annoyance and pushed him away.
While the others started talking amongst themselves, Tez heard a raspy, feminine voice call his name from behind him.
“Tez?”
He turned around to face the dragoness. “Tasha?”
“Sorry to bother you. Do you think we could speak for a few minutes in private? Dreux and I have a fire set up not far from here.”
Tez glanced back at the others. No one seemed to notice Tasha’s appearance. “Okay.”
Tez followed the dark-green and blue dragoness across the field surrounding the great temple and into the dense forest. He couldn’t help but wonder out loud, “Why did you two leave the group?”
“We, uh, wanted some.. privacy.”
“Oh.” Tez blushed. “I didn’t know you two were together.”
“Not that kind of privacy!” Tasha immediately corrected, flustered. “We just wanted.. peace and quiet. That’s all.”
After another few minutes of walking, the two dragons emerged in a small clearing big enough to accommodate six adult Galontrians. The black dragon Dreux was already there, cooking something in a pot hanging over a fire. Steam from the pot mixed with smoke from the fire.
“Are you hungry?” Tasha asked.
“Actually, I am.” He didn’t realize it earlier, but his stomach felt completely empty. The prospect of a hot meal made his mouth water.
Dreux scooped some broth out and put it in a bowl. He handed the wooden container to Tez, who greedily slurped it all up.
Tez burped. “Sorry.”
“That’s okay.” Tasha and Dreux shared a look.
“So, what did you want to talk about?” He squinted at Tasha. I thought there were only two dragons in this clearing. Why do I see three? Four?
“Nothing important. Just wondering how it felt when you killed Queen Suri.”
Dreux’s eyes widened.
“S-Suri?” Tez burped again. The canopy above him spun. His head, then his body, swayed side to side.
“Was it worth it, Tez?”
Tez dropped to the ground. He couldn’t make sense of the world around him. “I wa-was trying to ki-kill Atacinusss..” he mumbled, his speech slurring. He felt exhausted. Blackness slowly took over his vision.
“Sleep tight, Tez.”




Epilogue
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“Why didn’t you just wait for the Descendants I sent to arrive?” 
“They were taking too long!” Roslyn hissed. The scar on her chest - courtesy of the cursed Utemial Tez - throbbed. No matter what she tried, she couldn’t hide the hideous mark that ruined her pristine dark-green scales. “That Utemial Descendant messed up all of my plans. Killing Arenor hurt us more than it helped. I was forced to accelerate our plans. How did this one elude your watchful eye?”
The Draco Clan leader snarled. “He must have been born on Matacord. I would have sensed him if he was born in Bruatho.” He shook his body. “We’re not here to speak of my failures today. You’ve failed, Roslyn. The heart is gone. How do you plan on rectifying this failure?”
Roslyn paused. “Bring the other Descendants out, and let’s finish this war once and for all.”
“Patience. I never took you for a rash dragoness. This.. Tez. He’s changed you.”
Roslyn scratched at the dirt beneath her paws. Every moment she spent in Bruatho wore at her patience. She had no doubt that Giso was doing well in her absence, but she preferred to be in control at every moment. “I just want to unite all dragons under one banner. No more bloodshed. Bruatho sees it differently.”
He nodded. “Many dragons still believe the lie that Bruatho wants peace. As soon as Dreolia stops being the aggressor, Bruatho will take what they believe is rightfully theirs.” He clasped his claws in a fist. “Though I do agree with you. It’s time our Descendants come out and have some fun.” His lips curled in a smirk.
“What if Bruatho brings out Descendants of their own? Surely, if a dragon like Tez can evade your senses, there are others.”
“That was the reason I wanted the heart in the first place. Luckily, I have some backup plans.”
“Backup plans? There are other hearts?”
“No, but there are other conduits of power that predate even the Great Sever, like the inhibitor I gave you. The Celestials left a trove of artifacts behind in their departure from these lands.”
“Where are they?” Roslyn asked. Her residual anger at being defeated started to fade.
The Draco Clan leader pulled out a piece of parchment. “Let me show you..”
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Shykin took the book from the servant and put it into her desk. “Thank you.”
The other two dragons watched the servant close the door behind her before turning back to the Utemial general. “Dreolia’s army approaches, yet you request books written for dragonets to be brought to your office?”
“I wasn’t under the impression that history was a subject for the young, Ighor.”
The short, violet-scaled Utemial snorted. “As if Celestials are a part of our history.”
Huh. I guess no one is believing the tales my soldiers are telling in the bars. Oh well. They’ll learn soon enough for themselves. Shykin shrugged in response. She was used to soldiers twice her age doubting her. There were only a few dragons that knew the true reason for the devastating loss of Draylens besides the soldiers she fought with to avoid mass panic.
Hope is a feeble thing. It’s hard to come by as is. If they learn about magic being used against us too..
The past week of being grounded in Erast had been frustrating. Between paperwork, meetings, and drafting plans for the war, she hadn’t had any time to herself. On three separate occasions, she had attempted to convince King Xalrig of her plan to give themselves a fighting chance, but he had shot her proposal down every time. After her third attempt, he ordered her to stop worrying about the dragon.
Who would have thought that my first time disobeying the King would be so early in my career?
Shykin leaned forward. “I have a special assignment for your squadron.”
Ighor raised an eye ridge. “I’m listening.”
“I need you to track a certain dragon down for me as soon as possible. I didn’t quite catch his name, but I do know an alias he goes by.”
Time to fight fire with fire.
[image: image-placeholder]The cold wind upon Asier’s scales was a welcome reprieve from the humid southern air. He only wished his stay in the port city of Thaqus would last longer than a week. Captain Braise was adamant that they would be leaving again soon, though Asier was given no date. He used what little coin he had to rent a room with Ravi at a local inn until further orders were given.
It was hard for him to sleep. While he went to bed early, Ravi continually arrived well-past midnight, drunk from his adventures at the local pubs. When he did catch a wink of sleep, he dreamt of the village they had raided for food. The dragoness’s cries and the dragon on the ground in a puddle of blood dominated his sleeping mind.
He was beginning to doubt Ranguay’s motivations and explanations. They told him they chased the dragons out of the mines when they took it over. He doubted that was the whole story. The armed guards on the mountains surrounding the mine told a different tale.
He padded back into his room at the inn and jumped into his bed. What was he supposed to think? What was he supposed to believe?
The door suddenly swung open. A black and yellow dragon appeared, a lantern in his paw. “Wake up!”
“I am awake!” Asier groaned. 
“Our assignment’s changed.” Ravi handed Asier a slip of parchment. “We leave first thing tomorrow morning. Pack your bags.”
“I haven’t even unpacked them.” Asier sat up and rubbed his head. When he had closed the door, the sun was just beginning to fade. Ravi probably didn’t even get a chance to visit the pub yet. Asier read the slip. He flipped it over, looking for more. “I don’t see any difference. Same ship, same captain, same crew..”
“Look at the code at the top.”
Asier did so. “That’s a military code. I thought we were freight haulers.”
“Exactly.”
“What does that mean?”
“I don’t know, but we’re to meet at the ship at first light.” Ravi grinned as he walked back to the door. “Might as well hit the pub one last time. You coming, or are you going to keep being as anti-social as possible and stay here?”
“You go on without me.”
“Suit yourself.”
Asier sat on the edge of his bed once Ravi left. He stared at the slip as the fire from the nearby brazier slowly faded. Newer cities were outfitted with lights that could be turned on at the flip of a switch, but Thaqus had yet to be upgraded in that manner.
Military code.. he thought. Asier couldn’t remember the last time they had been at war with actual dragons - if this even meant that. The only dragons Ranguay had to deal with were the Muls, but they rarely strayed from their ice caves in the north. For all he knew, this code could be some kind of exercise. From the little Asier studied on seafaring codes and phrases, he knew that for a cargo ship to get seized by the military, something important must have occurred.
What changed?
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