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          ONIXIAN

        

      

    

    
      ICE and snow smashed upon Onixian’s wings. He steadied himself against the blow and blinked into the storm. He could not see Fairburn. He lifted his wings again, flapped with all his strength, and moved in the wave like motion that kept him in the air. A few more beats and the ice was gone; rain fell heavily against his scales. Luckily, he had only hit the tip of the hurricane winds. He cursed under his breath. The dragons, at least, were no longer on his trail.

      In the distance was the unmistakable shore line. Onixian changed course and glided down towards the beach. He landed. His powerful legs steadying his body against the downpour. He let his wings hang a moment and placed them at his side. Up ahead a forest called to him. He moved underneath the tree branches and surveyed the beach. Footprints could not be seen, and if there had been any, they would have been washed away.

      Had she survived? He wondered, thinking of his companion. Then a welcome voice came from the distance.

      “I think we lost them.”

      Fairburn moved out from underneath the tree branches, wiping mud from her short, curved tusks and stood by Onixian.

      Onixian remained alert, listening to the wind and rain. Wing beats would be difficult to decipher in this storm.

      “I knew we should have traveled inland, the coast is much too dangerous,” Onixian said.

      “There could be more dragons inland, and we don’t want them to know we’re here. The stone glows stronger still, and stronger as we travel east. We came to find magic stones, not kill young dragons.”

      “Yes, stone reader, but why not enjoy the added advantage to our journey?”

      “I want to kill them as much as you do, but we don’t want to alert the dragons that we found this place. We must find the sources of magic and return to tell Malachite. The dragon young are just a distraction.”

      You say that only because you have not felt the power, Onixian thought, for he had felt it the moment the young dragon died. It pulsed through him, like a ripple of warmth sharpening his senses and strengthening his scales. The second kill had been even better, and he longed to find and kill more. Killing adult dragons provided some power, but nowhere near what the young dragons had.

      “If only we could fly there, it would be so much quicker,” Fairburn said, more to herself than Onixian, knowing that flying would only alert others to their whereabouts.

      “This place is not like Alannador. The trees are different, look at the bark.”

      The trees were different. Unlike the broadleaf trees of Alannador that had thick hard bark and grew wide and tall, the white and black bark grew smooth and shiny. The small green leaves rounded yet jagged fanned out above the serpents catching the rain. Rays from the midday sun peaked out behind the wall of water letting the visitors take in the new land.

      “You’re right Onixian,” Fairburn replied. “I can’t believe we didn’t know of this place. Could it be that no other Schorl know of it?”

      “The dragons kept their secret well.”

      “Dragon young haven’t been on Alannador since the plague. They must breed here and leave those small Norterridane creatures to protect their young.”

      “I thought the plague left them barren.”

      “Perhaps that’s what they wanted us the think. But if this is the place of the magic, we could turn the tide of the war.”

      “Yes, by finding the stones and killing all the dragons we find.” Onixian’s mouth moved into a crooked smile. “When this rain stops, we shall search every inch of this land.”

      Could it be that fate had finally brought him here? Calaver, the late Schorl serpent king, had spoken of translucent red stones that held great power. The power that made Obsidian dragons breathe fire so hot it could turn enemies into ash. He had believed that the stones could make Schorl strong enough to kill the Obsidian. The stones’ power could finally be the key to the serpents winning the war.

      “It’s hardly fair that the dragons should have two life-filled continents while we are stuck on Calimdural,” Fairburn said.

      Onixian ignored her complaint looking through the steady downpour of rain. Droplets rolled from his brow down across his red cat-like eye. The forest grew blurry for just a moment. Onixian’s gaze remained locked and intent. A creature moved within the forest. Onixian quieted Fairburn with a slight touch of his wing.

      A smell was on the air. The unmistakable smell of dragons. The pair crouched down scanning the area. A huge Obsidian dragon, her belly enlarged, shifted underneath the trees. Onixian’s instinct told him to run, but if he did, she would see him. He sucked in a deep breath and held still as a rock.

      He could tell by the dragon’s movements she would lay her eggs soon. He also knew he could not kill her, for she was invincible. Schorl serpent tusks could pierce the hide of most dragon-kind, especially the weaker sea dragons and earth dragons, but the Obsidian hide was too strong. The Obsidian dragons annihilated the serpents with their sharp claws and hot fiery breath, and no serpent could hurt them.

      Her presence told him that his reasoning had been right. The dragons were leaving their young here to be protected by the small canine creatures. He had killed them as well as the dragons they protected, not just to keep their presence hidden, but because he enjoyed it, and they made a fine meal. They called themselves Norterridane, he had learned before he killed one.

      The rain died down, and the pair crouched in the bushes as much as their large bodies would allow. The Obsidian dragon took flight off toward the mountains in the distance.

      Onixian watched her glide effortlessly through the air, and he imagined stabbing her with his tusks and watching her fall from the sky to her death. Then he thought of the power the young dragons possessed. The Obsidian dragons were the strongest, and their young would most likely give the most power. Oh, the power.

      He could imagine it running through his veins.

      “We must follow her and find out where she leaves her young.”

      “No, Onixian,” Fairburn said, her voice stern and leaving no room for argument. “Our mission is to find the stones, and that is what we are going to do. Plus, you know she would kill us without hesitation.”

      Onixian knew all too well as he had seen the Obsidian kill countless members of his kind.

      Onixian didn’t want Fairburn to know what power the dragon hatchlings had, so he left it alone. But one day soon he would search for the Obsidian young and kill them.

      Fairburn opened her clawed hand revealing a glowing magic stone. They followed the light of the stone, moving in the direction that made it brighter. The brighter it got, the closer the stones were.

      They traveled through the forest under the cover of its leaves. The black and white bark provided camouflage for their black scales. Birds flew up to higher branches, and forest animals scattered away. Onixian’s long tail dragged upon the forest floor, and his large clawed feet left deep gashes upon the damp ground.

      “Should we not cover our tracks?” he asked Fairburn.

      “We will not be here long enough to be concerned,” she replied. “And I don’t think there are many adult dragons here.”

      The forest ended abruptly at a rock wall, hundreds of feet high, layered with aging stone. Fairburn opened her bat-like wings and leapt into the air. Onixian followed close behind. On top of the cliff he surveyed the land. He looked around for signs of dragons. No other creatures were a threat to the Schorl.

      A deep river rushed along the side of the cliff, heading down rolling hills and disappearing in the distance. Tall grasses brushed up against their knees. The magic stone led them on. They stepped into the cool water and walked up the river against the rushing currents.

      The rocks were slippery, eroded and shaped by the rushing water. In deeper parts of the river, Onixian swam up stream feeling more protected and hidden under the water. In the back of his mind, he worried about the Obsidian dragon returning.

      Soon they arrived at a huge lake. It stretched for miles toward a large mountain that towered over all the others. The lake gleamed like diamonds. Tall reeds and bushes grew up on the south side. It was not as wide as it was long, and Onixian’s sharp eyes made out shapes on the other side.  Small rolling hills blocked his view of the northern side of the lake. Tall mountains shot up in the distance.

      Onixian crouched down and used his six arms to pull his body closer to the first hill and over it to get a good look. His legs felt heavy as he pulled his body along. Fairburn moved beside him, but at a slower pace because one of her clawed hands tightly held the glowing stone.

      Onixian peered over the hill. Lots of those small Norterridane creatures moved about.

      “There,” Fairburn said pointing toward the mountain peak towering to the east. “The magic is coming from that mountain and from where those creatures live, to the north, across the lake. The Crystalline Sardonyx is within our reach.” Her eyes danced with excitement, and the stone in her hand glowed brightly. If they moved any closer, it would be blinding.

      “We must return to Calimdural and tell the king we found the location of the stones.”

      “We could kill them and get the stones now.”

      “No, young serpent. There is no way to tell how many there are or if they harness the power of the stones. We’ll go back and let the king decide what to do.”

      Onixian frowned but followed Fairburn. After all, she was one of the advanced scouts and advisor to the king. He was only in his fifth year of life and although he had grown stronger and larger than many of the other serpents, he had to do as she said. For a split second, he thought of killing her and going off to search for the Obsidian eggs. It was not uncommon for serpents to kill each other for power, but he admired Fairburn and her strength. He brushed the thought aside. Why was he thinking this way? He couldn’t go up against an Obsidian. Could the power he stole from the dragons be changing him? The new-found strength rippled through his blood and made him feel formidable, as if he could defeat anyone, even the king himself. Now, all he could think of was that he wanted more.
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          CRIMSON

        

      

    

    
      DEEP within the Underground, a small Norterridane trained. Crimson moved quickly to evade swiping claws. She jumped forward pawing at the muzzle of her training partner who dodged the attack, reared up, and struck hard with her front paws. Knocked off balance with the force of the blow, Crimson fell to the ground. Mica came in for the kill, biting the dark red fur on the back of Crimson’s neck with precision.

      Crimson yelped in pain. She cowered into the cold dirt floor, giving up, and curling her tail in submission. Mica released her bite, relaxed her ruffled fur and sat with pride when Beryl congratulated her on her win.

      Crimson lay still for a moment. Her breaths came heavy, and she panted to drive away the heat rising in her body. She had lost again and didn’t feel like she was getting any better. She just wasn’t good enough.  After a moment, she sat up, head lowered and gazed upon the soft brownish grey dirt of the warrior training den.

      “You’re not trying Crimson. You could have easily evaded that attack,” Beryl growled. “If you’re scared to get hurt, then you won’t be able to face a cave lizard.”

      “I was trying,” she whispered softly, still looking at the floor, avoiding the weight of his tone and the disappointment she felt in her performance.

      “Bowen expects your training to be progressing. He will not be happy upon his return. You need to work harder.” Beryl turned to Mica. “Well done Mica, your training is coming along greatly. I expect both of you to return ready to learn tomorrow.”

      Mica nodded.

      Tourmaline cast as disappointed gaze at her pup. “The training is not going as well as we hoped?”

      “I told Bowen she’s too young. She’s still exhibiting submissive behaviors,” Beryl said.

      “They can be automatic in young pups, you know,” Tourmaline said. “Bowen’s worried for her, that’s all. She’s so small for her age, and she needs to be able to protect herself. You know he wants her to be a dragon keeper.”

      “Everyone wants to be a dragon keeper, but not everyone can be. She needs to focus so we can get the most out of these lessons. She’s taking time that I could be using to train my soldiers. She might do better in another profession.” Beryl sighed, “I’ll give her a little more time, but if she doesn’t improve we have to think of other options.”

      Tourmaline nodded to Beryl and tilted her head calling Crimson to follow her.

      Crimson felt a knot form in her throat at the harsh comments Beryl had made. Beryl, chief guard, took time off from his other duties as a personal favor to Bowen, Crimson’s Father. Bowen was a great warrior, dragon keeper, and an alpha. He expected her to follow in his footsteps and become a dragon keeper.

      Each year the best trainees of each profession were offered a chance to try out for dragon keeping. Warriors were picked more often than others, and it seemed like Mica would be the one chosen. Mica was already a much better warrior than Crimson, even though they had begun training at the same time. And who wouldn’t want to be a dragon keeper? Dragon keepers got to share the dragon powers. That was the only way Norterridane could have magic unless they were born with the gifts of the Magi. Most Magi used magic to help heal those in need and preferred to be called healers. They could call magic from the stones of the earth. The same stones that created the dragons.

      Mica gently nipped at the red fur of Crimson’s cheek.

      “Don’t worry too much. Next training will be better,” she said, but her words did little to comfort Crimson’s sullen mood. The friends briefly huddled together.

      As Crimson and Tourmaline left the warrior training den, a new and strange scent drifted down the hall from the direction of the Elder Caves where young pups were not allowed. The elders were the alphas of the Norterridane, but their role was very different than the pack leaders of their ancestors. The odor was like nothing Crimson had ever smelled before; slightly musty, with a hint of eucalyptus or mint mixed with a lizard like odor.

      “What’s that smell?” Crimson asked, sniffing the damp underground air.

      “The smell of dragons, my dear, but do not concern yourself with it now. You are much too young to be a keeper. You must focus on training so that perhaps next year you may get your chance to meet one,” Tourmaline said in the voice that Crimson dared not argue with.

      Tourmaline moved quickly out into the pine forest. Crimson followed reluctantly. She had heard stories of dragons and how majestic the creatures were. She guessed that most of the stories were told to make Norterridane want to be keepers.

      “Maybe Beryl’s right. Maybe being a warrior is not the path for me,” Crimson said as they strolled.

      “Beryl has good judgement. Perhaps he’s right, perhaps not, but your father expects you to give training your best effort. When he returns, they can discuss possible options.”

      Dragon keeping seemed to take a lot of one’s time. Bowen was always gone. He always had some business to attend to, and she was too young to know what it was.

      “I will tell you when you are older, little one. It’s dragon keeping business. You focus on your training,” her father had said each time he left. Crimson tired of hearing how important warrior training was. Though she wanted to be a keeper, there were other jobs that Norterridane could choose, such as scribe or explorer. Her father did not want her to choose, he wanted her to be a dragon keeping warrior. How unfair  was that? It seemed that being an explorer and looking for magic stones would be much more fun. A dragon keeping explorer would be even better.

      As soon as they entered the den, Tourmaline lay down to sleep, exhausted from the day’s excursions. Crimson lay down beside her on the soft pile of leaves and redwood needles. Her eyes closed, but a moment later a strange scent filled the air. It seemed familiar, like the scent in the Underground near the Elder Cave. Dragons, it must be dragons. Her eyes widened. She sat up and sniffed again. Perhaps trainers are out with their dragons.

      Crimson had never seen a dragon, and this was her chance. She would go quickly, get a peek at the dragons, and return to the den. Besides, this could be the only chance she would ever get. Her short tail twitched in excitement. She ran out of the den ready to dart left or right if anything came suddenly out of the woods. Her black eyes adjusted to the dim light, and she concentrated on the shapes in the forest, watching for sudden movements. Like the wolves that once lived here, her eyes could see well in the dark. The air was cold, and the sun set behind the mountain top. Cold winds reached out and grabbed at her soft heart shaped nose. The dense undercoat of Crimson’s fur kept her very warm on most days, even when the autumn breezes brought colder winds from the north, but her nose and footpads often felt the chill.

      Like the other Norterridane, Crimson was adventurous and loved to explore. She was a descendant of the Irish and Norwich terriers that once lived on the far away continent of Alannador. The Norterridane were predators, as most dogs are, but they were a peaceful race and respectful of nature. Perhaps that was why the dragons chose them to care for their young.

      Crimson ran on the worn dirt path towards the Black Mountains and deep into the woods. The path ran as far as the Sapphire River, and Norterridane used it to travel back and forth from the Underground. This night the path was empty. It was dry from the lack of rain, and dust flew up into the air behind Crimson as she ran. Her short sturdy legs carried her quickly on her mission.

      A while later, her paws left the forest ground and landed on the familiar desert sand and rocky ground of the Black Mountains. The scent assaulted her nose, and she slowed to a walk. A short distance away a small cave sunk into the mountain side. It was not there before. Crimson sniffed the air again for danger. Well that was pointless, she mused when the strange sweet scent filled her nose.

      Because of the strong scent, she wouldn’t be able to detect a cave lizard if she wanted to. Cave lizards, enormous lizards who preyed upon her kind, often roamed the mountains, and she couldn’t defeat one alone. Her mother wouldn’t approve of her ignoring the danger and continuing. Then again, her mother would not approve of her leaving the den in search of dragons.

      She lifted her button ears that looked like upside-down triangles, and turned her right ear towards the cave entrance. She listened for sounds of movement, but heard nothing beyond the almost silent whistling of the wind.

      The cave was about thirty paws up on the rocky slope. Crimson navigated the landscape carefully and slowly made her way to the mouth of the cave. Because of her small stature, she had to jump up towards a few of the larger rocks and felt some of the smaller rocks fall away beneath her paws. Careful, she told herself as her paws felt for more solid ground.

      The rocky terrain made walking difficult. With each step, the ground felt less stable. Small rocks poked painfully into the padding on her paws. Crimson jumped again trying to reach a large flat rock jutting from the mountain. The ground gave way, and she slipped and fell a few feet down the mountain side. She let out a yelp as a dull pain stabbed in her back. For a moment, she wanted to go home and forget about the strange smell. But for some reason she heard Beryl’s voice, “You’re not even trying.”

      How can I be a dragon keeper if I give up so easily? she told herself and stood up.

      Her ears pointed upward. A faint thumping sound resonated from above. She held her breath and her stomach turned.

      What if they see me? She thought. She shook her head in hopes of getting rid of the nauseating feeling. One quick look and I’ll go home. She had to see a dragon just once.

      Crimson continued upward to the mouth of the cave, carefully navigating the slippery rocks. Large and small chunks of broken rock, newly unearthed dirt, and sand covered the ground near the cave.

      Crimson crouched low and inched her way to the opening. The cave appeared to be empty. She moved closer scanning the dark room. Large gashes and jagged scrapes lined the walls. The chamber was small. Crimson estimated that it could fit five or six Norterridane. Upon the cave floor, there was a small layer of dirt, and the sounds and smell radiated from beneath it. The thumping sound was louder now. It seemed strangely familiar, but she couldn’t recall what the sound was.

      Crimson moved closer and scratched at the dirt with her claws. She scraped away the soil, carefully at first and then with more force, pushing the soil away with her front paws. Her paw hit a hard material. A rush of excitement consumed her, like catching a fish for the first time. She stuck her nose in the dirt, sniffed, and sneezed when the dirt got sucked into her snout. She shook her head vigorously and looked down at a large grey egg half the size of her body. A dragon egg!

      Crimson moved away more dirt and there was another one. The egg was surprisingly warm, and the thumping sound was louder, coming from inside the eggs. But the creature inside didn’t seem to be moving or making noises. Crimson lay her ear onto the hard, grey shell.

      Is it a heartbeat?

      As Crimson concentrated on the sound, a strange warm sensation flooded her body. It felt like the heat of the sun moving from her ear into her mind and all through her body. A feeling of calmness and peace came over her, and all the world stood still. Relaxed and calm, she listened to the beat. Soon her own heart beat matched the beat of that in the egg, and they were as one. It was as if the dragons had spoken to her, connecting them in some way she could feel, but couldn’t explain.

      Hours later, the sun peaked over the mountain. The light shown through the cave with a soft glow, reminding Crimson of her responsibilities. Oh, no, I must go train, she thought. Maybe if I can beat Mica today they’ll let me take care of one of these dragons.

      A crackling sound pulled Crimson from her thoughts. The scent of the eggs was stronger than before. She examined them and found a small crack had spread across the center of the larger egg. Crimson was filled with both panic and eagerness. She ran to the cave opening thinking perhaps some Norterridane had come to meet the dragons. Surely dragon keepers had been assigned for hatching eggs.

      Further down the mountain, animals that normally hid among the rocks or in the forest congregated near the cave. A small group of peculiar blue birds flew in circles, perching on a nearby tree. The tree was about fifty paws away on another rocky portion of the mountain. The trees grew sporadically on the south side of Black Mountain, and those that survived grew small.

      The group of birds weighed heavily on the tree’s small branches watching the cave and waiting. What are they waiting for? Crimson wondered, eying them suspiciously.

      They stared back at her twitching their heads from side to side. Did they want the dragon eggs?

      She had no way of asking them, unless they ate meat. Meat eaters and plant eaters spoke different languages. Even meat eaters each had their own language that no others could understand. Sometimes they chose to use the common language or their own depending on the purpose. Perhaps the creator made it this way so that your meal wouldn’t be talking with you, pleading to be set free. She shook her head to rid herself of the unpleasant thought.

      The smell from the eggs increased. There was a large hole in the first egg, and the dragon was working hard to free itself from inside. Its grey nose poked through the small opening, and sharp black teeth worked on breaking the eggshell pieces away. Soon its grey foot and black claws ripped apart more of the shell. A small grey baby boy dragon emerged and clumsily collapsed on the dirt near Crimson’s foot. The young dragon rubbed his scaled snout up against her leg and Crimson moved back her paw.

      The dragon was covered in thousands of soft tiny scales. He felt slimy and smooth instead of rough like she expected. Horned lizards were usually rough. The dragon had three sharp protective spines above his ear, odd because reptiles don’t usually have ears, but the dragon had a pointed ear, and it seemed to be made of the sharp pointed spike. Spiked ridges grew down his back to his long tail, reminding Crimson again of the tiny horned lizards that roamed the mountain. The braided scales on his long tail made a beautifully sculpted whip.

      Crimson rubbed her paw over his back and his tail. Crimson wondered if it would harden into a deadly weapon as the dragon grew. It was only a few moments old, but stood tall. His head reached up almost as high as Crimson’s shoulder. His blue eyes looked fondly up at her as if she were his mother. Crimson suddenly thought about the dragon keepers and why they had not come to get these dragons. She had found them. Was she a keeper? Was it her job to take care of these creatures? Her job to feed them, and protect them, and…name them?

      The other hatchling broke free of its egg shell. It, too, was a charcoal grey color, though it was a female dragon with the most beautiful dark green eyes. As the dragon walked closer to Crimson and her brother, her eyes seemed to change color from green to gold and back as the morning sun rays beaming into the cave fell upon them. This dragon was smaller than the first and did not have ridged scales down her back. She held her small featherless wings flat against her body, also smooth except for the three protective, rough looking spines above her ears and her braided tail like her brother’s. The dragon moved closer to Crimson, smelled her fur and rubbed against her. The slime from the eggs dampened Crimson’s fur. The nausea had returned.

      Crimson looked out of the cave. The strange birds waited patiently as if something amazing was about to happen. Small lizards ran about the rocky cliff and scattered away. Mule deer and mountain goats moved away from the cave and settled near the bottom of the rocky steep.

      The dragons moved around smelling and exploring their new world. The boy nipped playfully at his sister. He tried to chase her around the cave and instead tripped on his wings and face planted in the dirt. He shrieked and shook it off.

      Crimson barked softly, catching their attention. “My name’s Crimson. I guess I’m supposed to protect you,” she said, not certain they could understand her. “You need names, and I think I have just the ones.” Turning to the boy and his beautiful dark blue eyes she said, “I’d like to call you Azuran. Your eyes remind me of the Azurite that forms in the Underground. They’re beautiful stones, just like your eyes.”

      The dragon stepped closer to Crimson who lay down, allowing him to snuggle with her. The girl followed her brother and lay beside him and Crimson. The dragons felt dryer now, but still smooth.

      “And you,” she said gazing at the girl. “Your name shall be Chalcedony, for your eyes change color, like the stones of the Crystal Lake near my home.”

      Naming the dragons filled Crimson with warmth and love. Her heart had never felt such a connection as it did in that moment. She wondered if her own mother had felt the same way with her. She licked their scaled heads like her mother did every night to her.

      The dragons drifted off to sleep, and Crimson carefully moved away to look out of the cave. Most of the animals had gone. Perhaps they had come to witness the dragon’s birth. The strange blue birds, however, lingered and perched on the small tree, watching. Occasionally, they would fly up to the cave opening as if checking in on the dragons. Crimson studied the birds as they flew by. They had long narrow beaks and red eyes. Their beaks held rows of small jagged teeth, and sharp curved talons hung from their feet.

      Crimson’s stomach tightened, and her legs felt weak, suddenly realizing the birds had come for the dragons.

      Crimson considered her predicament. Her stomach growled. How could she get food with the flock of birds waiting nearby? She couldn’t leave, and she couldn’t take the dragons with her. She wondered for the second time where the dragon keepers were and why they had not come for the hatchlings. The restless birds squawked as they flew by the cave entrance a few at a time. Crimson puffed up the fur on her back, making herself appear much larger than her actual size. She growled and scratched to keep the birds at bay.

      Rocks fell from above, and a horrible stench filled the cave air. The stench of dead flesh rotting for days. Crimson curled her nose, and her stomach churned. The dragons smelled it too, and their eyes grew wide with fear. They backed away to the wall. Crimson’s body trembled, sensing their emotion. Her pounding heartbeat drowned out all the other noise until a sharp clawed hand reached over the cave opening scraping the stone. SKREEEEK.

      Narrow, yellow eyes stared into the cave from beneath the bony eye ridge, focused and intent. They promised death. A snake like tongue slithered from a dry, wide, tooth filled mouth as the cave lizard pulled its body onto the ceiling and slithered slowly across the stone.

      Crimson froze with fear. She had heard of these cave lizards, even smelled one once while hunting with her mother. She heard tales of their attacks on the Underground . They came through the walls, killing unsuspecting Norterridane and their young. It would have come through the walls of the dragon’s cave had it not been carved out of solid stone.

      The lizard dropped from the cave ceiling to the floor. It moved quickly toward Crimson, its blood-stained teeth formed an evil grin.

      “You’re quite small for a dragon protector,” it hissed in the common tongue. “You should run lest I make you my meal as well.”

      It snickered, moving closer. Its foul breath filled the cave. Crimson backed away, unsure how to defend the helpless creatures against this beast.

      Just then, Tourmaline pounced onto the lizard’s tail that protruded out of the cave. Crimson breathed a sigh of relief at the sight of her mother.

      Tourmaline slashed at the creature with her sharp claws, piercing the flesh. Blood rushed to the open wounds. The lizard turned to face its assailant, whipping its long tail away. Tourmaline jumped toward the lizard, claws exposed to hook and tear the lizard’s flesh. The lizard moved rapidly and struck the Norterridane with its hard claw knocking her backwards and down the rocky cliff.

      “Mom!” Crimson cried, fearing for her safety.

      The lizard turned back toward Crimson and the dragons. It rushed forward. Crimson’s heart raced, and she unconsciously moved her tail between her legs as she cowered. The dragons whimpered behind her. The maw of the lizard opened. Instinctively, Crimson jumped left and sliced at its jaw. A small amount of blood dripped from its cheek.

      GRRRRRR. A low growl echoed in the cave.

      Tourmaline was back, slashing and fighting. The lizard turned and defended itself. Its claws slashed Crimson’s mother’s right leg and then her side. Tourmaline yelped in pain and backed away. She struggled to fight with her other paw and teeth. The lizards tail thrashed and hit her hard against the cave wall. Tourmaline struggled to get up, but her shaking and bloodied legs fell beneath her. The lizard grinned and turned towards its intended prey.

      The Norterridane’s only chance of defeating a cave lizard was in a pack, and without her mother, Crimson would have no chance of winning.

      “Crimson, run!” her mother called with an unsteady and weak voice.

      Crimson started to move, but the hatchlings squawked behind her. She couldn’t leave them. She unsteadily braced herself, legs still shaking. She lifted her hair on end and growled as loud as she could. She would fight, even knowing she would lose. She prayed the dragon keepers would show up and save them. But she couldn’t leave the dragons alone.

      Crimson felt the nausea return, her stomach tightened and turned. A wave of heat flowed through her muscles. In seconds, her body tensed, and her claws dug into the ground beneath her. From her claws burst a hot blue fire. It spread in an arc across the floor. Like an explosion, the fire burst out and burned the lizard, knocking it backwards from the cave.

      Crimson stared unblinking for a moment. She crouched low, expecting the lizard to return to the cave. The heat faded as quickly as it had come, and the queasiness was gone.

      “Wha-what?” she looked back to her mother who was crumpled on her side.

      “Crimson, it’s dead,” her mother said.

      Without thinking, Crimson ran to the edge of the cave and looked down at the now lifeless lizard. The flock of birds descended upon its charred corpse, picking at the blood and flesh with their beaks.

      Crimson returned to her mother. Her leg had swollen, and blood soaked her white fur. There was another wound, a shallow gash on her side. Her eyes closed, and her breath came in shallow gasps like she was asleep.

      “Mom? Mom!” Crimson cried, but her mother didn’t wake.

      The dragons moved from the rear wall to get close to Crimson’s side and whimpered softly, still afraid.

      “It’s gone,” Crimson said, pulling the dragons in closer with her paws.

      Crimson moved up next to her mom and lay her head on her shoulder, careful of the wound on her side. Her head hurt, and her mind raced.

      “I made a mistake,” she whispered softly. “I should have never followed the scent. Please wake up and tell me what to do. I need you.”
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          CRIMSON

        

      

    

    
      TOURMALINE yelped, waking abruptly from her sleep. Crimson moved from her shoulder, panicked.

      Seeing her mom in pain scared her.

      “Mom, what can I do?”

      “Get some Jasperillian leaves,” she said, wincing in pain. “They can…stop the bleeding. That fern that grows by the Sapphire. The one with the…bitter taste and strong odor.”

      Crimson jumped up and raced toward the cave entrance. The hatchlings followed.

      “You can’t go,” Crimson cried. “You have to stay here. I’ll be back. I promise.”

      The dragons moved closer to the edge of the cave. Crimson growled threateningly. Then instantly regretted it when the dragons fearfully backed away. She didn’t mean to scare them, but she had to hurry.

      Crimson left the cave and ran toward the Sapphire River. They should be alright. The Sapphire River is only fifteen minutes from the edge of the mountain, she assured herself, and moved with haste down the rocky mountain side, careful of the slippery small rocks. When her feet landed on more even ground she sprinted as fast as she could southwest toward that river. The scent of a rabbit caught her attention, but she ignored it and searched for the ferns. The small trees and dry ground gave way to soft mosses, ferns, and large deciduous trees as she neared the river bank. She sniffed the air again. Up ahead were the large green leaves of the Jasperillian. The leaves had a powerful smell of sage and wormwood that would fade as they dried out. Crimson glanced left. The rushing water of the Sapphire rumbled nearby and that meant fish.

      Her mouth watered at the sound.

      The dragons must be hungry too, she thought.

      The river splashed roughly against the bank, and Crimson looked for a shallower area to cross. The Norterridane had evolved into great fish hunters with webbed feet and sharp smooth claws with tiny ridges that worked like natural fish hooks. These hooks lay flat until in use. But even for these exceptional swimmers and fish hunters, the current of the Sapphire River was often too powerful, especially for the smaller, younger pups.

      Pups learned to fish early in life, taught by their parents. She wasn’t as fast as she wanted to be. Tourmaline had told her that she would improve with time and practice. Remembering her mother’s teachings, it didn’t take long to find a small area of the river separated by a sandbar from the fast-moving water. Spotting the fish swimming around in the slower waters, Crimson dived in. The school of fish moved right, and she moved quickly to intercept. Her claws reached out in an arch, barbs extended to pierce the scales.

      Crimson caught one of the smaller fish and pulled it out of the river and on to the river bank. She stood on the damp and sandy ground holding the fish off the ground with her paw. Hooked snugly onto the barbs, it squirmed to get free. Crimson used her sharp fangs to pull the fish free from her claws in a quick upward motion. The barbs relaxed smoothly back in place. All the while her mind thought of getting back to her mom. Each moment seemed like an eternity. She shook the water off her fur and made her way up the bank to the Jasperillian ferns. Crimson chewed off one of the larger bitter tasting stems, picked up the fish and the stem in her mouth and hurried back to the cave.

      The birds chewed away at the dead cave lizard. Crimson hadn’t paid attention to it on the way down. It probably smelled horrible, but the Jasperillian leaf was all she could smell as she moved past the body.

      Crimson stepped into the cave and the dragons ran up to meet her. A wave of relief flowed over her. They hadn’t wandered off. She dropped the fish at her feet and the hatchlings began to tear apart the meat with their small teeth and claws. Crimson grabbed two quick mouthfuls. Her teeth chewed easily through the fish scales, and crushed the tiny fish bones. Then she turned to her mother who had fallen back to sleep. The wound on her side was still bleeding steadily. Crimson chewed off a piece of the leaf and lay it on the wound. She pressed her nose up against it and held it in place with her paw. Crimson remembered the healers of the Underground making similar motions when warriors were wounded. The blood began to dry around the leaf sticking it to her mother’s body.

      A throbbing dull ache began just above Crimson’s eyes. The mixture of smells, dragons, blood, and Jasperillian dulled the senses. She moved to the cave entrance for some fresh air. She felt weak and laid down. The stress of the morning weighed on her body and her eyes closed. The warmth of the young dragons soothed her as they curled up beside her. She drifted off into sleep.

      “Crimson, wake up,” Tourmaline said.

      Crimson opened her eyes, happy to hear her mom’s voice. “How are you feeling?” she asked, yawning and stretching her legs.

      “Your claws!” Tourmaline said. “How did this happen?”

      Crimson looked down. Her white claws were now black and shiny like obsidian. She hadn’t noticed until that moment.

      Realizing her mom had not seen her create the fire, she told her the story. “Do you know how I was able to make the fire?”

      “It’s the dragon power. Dragon keepers share power with their dragons and each power depends on the type of dragon you keep. I’m so glad it happened when it did. We wouldn’t have defeated the lizard without it.”

      “Why are my claws black?”

      “I don’t know, but we can find answers later. The cave isn’t safe.” She took a step and winced from the pain in her side. “We have to leave. We can stay at the den, but not for long. More creatures will come.”

      “Maybe dad can help.”

      “Your dad isn’t here and isn’t coming. The elders said that he is on Alannador. It’ll be weeks before they hear from him. Perhaps the red willow will be a good place to raise the dragons. The red color will hide your fur. But for now, we must make it to the den. I need a safe place to rest.”

      They left the cave. The dragons followed without hesitation. They moved past the half-eaten lizard corpse and the dragons gazed at the birds curiously.

      “They’re carrion birds, waiting for death so that they may live,” Tourmaline explained as they walked by. The dragons seemed to understand. Chalcedony followed close to Crimson’s feet as they walked, while Azuran ran ahead seemingly unafraid. He looked back only to check that he was still walking in the right direction. They traveled slowly because of Tourmaline’s injuries and the dragons, still clumsy newborns, needed to perfect their walking. Every so often they would stop to try and bite each other’s ears, wings or tails, or smell the plants and dirt.

      Small rain drops fell from the sky. In minutes, infrequent drops became a steady rain. The dragons delighted in the new experience. They bit at the falling water and splashed around in the newly made puddles. Crimson and Tourmaline sniffed the air for danger often, but the scent of the dragons overwhelmed all else. Luck was with them, though; nothing came to attack.

      The rocky ground gave way to the forest floor. The trees blocked  much of the rain, but mud covered the ground. Chalcedony stopped to stare at this strange substance covering her feet, and Azuran put his feet in the mud on purpose, making a squishing sound.

      Azuran fell into the mud and Chalcedony climbed over him smearing mud over his back. The smell of wet dirt and grass entered Crimson’s nose. The dragon scent was no longer dominating the other smells.

      “Mom, is the dragon smell weaker?”

      
        
        “Yes, it is. The mud must be masking the smell.”

      

      

      “I have an idea,” Crimson said and rubbed the mud from her paw all over Azuran and sniffed. He smelled of wet dirt. She rubbed mud over Chalcedony, too. At least this would be a temporary solution until they reached the den.

      “Amazing, what a great idea,” her mother said looking fondly at her pup. She winced attempting to put her paw on the ground. Concerned, Crimson moved toward her, but Tourmaline moved out of the way. “I can manage. Keep an eye on those dragons. They may not smell, but creatures will still hear the noises they’re making.”

      Reminded of the forest dangers, Crimson became alert and focused, paying attention to the forest sounds and smells. Tourmaline balanced quite well on three legs, but progress was slow.

      Crimson’s heart warmed as she neared the fallen redwood tree. Home at last. She led the dragons down into the underground den and leaned against her mother to help her down the sloping dirt entrance. How she had missed it she realized at that moment. The dragons curled up on the soft pine needle bed in the corner of the den, immediately recognizing Crimson’s scent.

      A sound came from above the den, and a familiar smell drifted down into the cave.

      “Tourmaline,” Beryl said entering the den. “Crimson didn’t…” He stopped suddenly. “Where did the dragons come from?” Azuran and Chalcedony moved from the pine needles to smell the newcomer.

      “Crimson found them in a newly exposed cave. A cave lizard came, and we fought it off.”

      “I see now why she didn’t make it to training,” Beryl said. He examined Tourmaline’s leaf-covered wound. “You need a healer; we must go to the Underground and find someone to take the dragons to trainers.”

      “It’s too late, they’ve already bonded with Crimson.”

      Beryl turned toward Crimson. His expression stern and unsympathetic.

      “Well, it looks like you’ll follow in your father’s footsteps after all, whether we like it or not.” He looked behind him, like he was suddenly aware of the danger they were in. “The closest keeper is in the grasslands south of here. The grasslands are relatively safe this time of year. The keeper’s name is Midnight. He is a new keeper, but one of the best I’ve seen and the closest one. He can keep you safe till we can send a trainer and maybe teach you the basics at least.”

      Crimson wanted to tell him that it wasn’t her fault and that the dragon keepers should have gone to the cave, then she wouldn’t have seen them hatch. But he was an Alpha, and she had no place to tell him such things.

      “Mom, what will you do? I can’t just leave you here,” Crimson said, feeling the weight of her trainer’s cold stare.

      “I’ll take Tourmaline to the Underground,” Beryl said. “This den is too close to the mountains. More lizards will come, and she would probably die from blood loss.”

      “I cannot fish in this condition, and I wouldn’t want you to care for me anyway. The river is too far from here for you to go back and forth bringing the hatchlings food. You must find Midnight as Beryl instructed,” Tourmaline said. Her voice cracked, and tears welled in her eyes. “The healers of the Underground will be able to help me. It is you I fear for. You’re too young to have such a burden.”

      “She is too young,” Beryl snapped, “but it’s done. Let’s hope Midnight can help keep the dragons safe till we can find a better solution to this problem. As I said, I will send a trainer to find you after I tend to your mother. The grasslands are a few hours away, and you should reach Midnight before night fall. Keep the dragons covered in mud.”

      “I understand,” Crimson replied. Her heart ached. “I’ll go and find him.”

      The dragons walked around the den, exploring. Crimson wanted to pull them close to her, but didn’t move.

      “I know that dragon keeping is a big responsibility, and it is scary, but you’re the only one who can care for them right now. I only wish I could do more,” Tourmaline comforted. “Beryl, give me a moment with my daughter please.”

      The large, tan Norterridane moved up out of the den.

      “You’re stronger than you know, and if Midnight can teach you to call that fire to come from your claws, nothing can harm you.”

      Crimson snuggled up against her mother. She wanted to go with her and make sure she was okay. She wanted to stay with her, but she would have to be satisfied with her mother’s touch and the comforting scent of the den. She would have to remember this feeling of safety and love so that when they left, she wouldn’t feel alone.

      Tourmaline gave Crimson’s brow a loving lick. “Your father and I have trained you to hunt and fish, and you’re smart, Crimson. You can find your way on your own. That is the way of the dragon keepers. I believe in you.”

      Crimson felt a bit better after her mother’s encouraging words, but a tightness hugged her chest. Blood seeped through the Jasperillian leaves on her Mother’s wound. Tourmaline hobbled up the den entrance and Crimson listened as the footsteps faded in the distance. The thought of possibly never seeing her mother again pained her. Nevertheless, her mother was right. They would need food, and the critters in the forests moved too fast to catch. Though she did not like the idea of needing help, Midnight and the river near the grasslands remained their best option.

      Crimson walked out of the den and into the light of day. The world was bright, but Crimson’s mood was sullen. The dragons followed her out of the den with a bounce in their step. Crimson believed it was from being new in the world. They seemed oblivious to any danger and followed Crimson like puppies followed their mother.

      Crimson looked back at the redwood den and off towards the path to the Underground.

      “Come on Azuran, Chalcedony. Let’s go find Midnight.”
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      FAR away on the continent of Calimdural, Onixian slept restlessly.

      The beat of dragon wings came from above. Onixian crouched down into the bushes. Calaver moved swiftly out of the forest, his powerful legs propelled him into the air and onto the sand dragon’s back. He tore at its flesh and broke apart its wing. It crashed to the ground under the weight of the serpent’s body. The serpent, busy in his kill, did not see the Obsidiandragon gliding down to save his comrade. CRACK, a loud snapping sound tore through the forest as the dragon’s tail whipped viscously into the serpent’s face, knocking him backwards. Blood oozed from Calaver’s neck as the black Obsidiandragon slashed with his claws. The serpent tried to defend himself, but the Obsidianwas too powerful. Young Onixian watched, eyes wide with terror as the Obsidiantore apart the most powerful serpent he had ever known.

      Onixian’s heart pounded, and his body jerked. He opened his red eyes and peered out into the daylight. The dream chilled him to the core. There was nothing he feared and hated more than the Obsidian.

      He stretched his snake like body as much as he could across the cold icy ground of the cramped cave and rubbed his tusks upon the floor cutting into the ice. This wasn’t the first time he’d had this nightmare, and he knew it wouldn’t be the last. For the dream was a memory of his life on Alannador before the dragons came to his home. Before the dragons had chased him away. Now, he was forced to live with the rest of the serpents on Calimdural.

      His stomach rumbled. He was hungry, but he craved something else. He craved dragon magic. His muscles ached with the need of it. He had not expected that to happen when he killed the dragon hatchlings. But now, all he could think of was finding more. However, Fairburn wanted to return to Calimdural to tell the other serpents that they had discovered a location of powerful stones.

      Onixian stood up on his powerful hind legs, his body hunched over in the small cave. He walked out onto the ledge and felt the icy air. He stretched his large bat like wings and his bony scaled back carefully, digging his back claws into the rock so he wouldn’t fall off the cliff. Onixian looked over the cliff edge. These caves had made the perfect home for the serpents. Perhaps lizards that lived here made the caves, or maybe water carved them out long ago when the ocean was higher. Onixian imagined large waves beating against the limestone and slowing melting it away, creating the many holes in the cliff side.

      Another cold wind blew across the cliff wall. Onixian felt it in his bones. He looked down the 100-foot drop to the crashing ocean waves and stepped from the cliff. A small group of Schorl serpents grabbed his attention. They all gathered to hear Malachite speak. Had he finally decided what to do?

      Onixian opened his wings and glided past the beach and onto the hard-barren soil. A few inches of snow covered the ground that would only increase as the winter season continued.

      Malachite addressed the crowd. He stood on a large rock above his audience. “For the last hundred years, this war between our species has raged,” his voice thundered. “The dragons have wiped out many of our kind. But in their arrogance, they have overlooked Calimdural. We have doubled in size since we first arrived. If they knew we were here, they would send an army to destroy us. But, we cannot live here much longer. Food is getting scarce, and many serpents are reluctant to have young on this desolate continent. Our numbers will not continue to grow if we stay here. We must take back what is rightfully ours.”

      Onixian’s mind drifted to when he was young, and hundreds of serpents lived on Alannador. That was before the rise of the Obsidian.

      The serpents nodded in agreement around Malachite. They whispered under their breath as he spoke, drawing Onixian from his thoughts.

      “But how can we possibly beat the dragons with the Obsidianby their side? We haven’t found enough magic stones. The serpents will never unite unless the stones are found.”

      “That is what I was about to tell you.” Malachite snorted and glared at the serpent. “We have returned from a new land. Magic stones are there, and we found dragon hatchlings.”

      Eyes turned cold and murderous, and the crowd was overcome with excitement.

      “Sure, killing a few of their young will diminish their numbers, but to what real gain?” the serpent questioned again.

      “We are not worried about the hatchlings for now. We will go to this land of Genorrdia and get the magic stones. With these stones, we can become more powerful. If we go together, we can grasp these powers. Soon we’ll be able to defeat the Obsidian, and we can take back Alannador.”

      The inquisitive serpent spoke again. “There cannot be that many magic stones. How does that help the rest of us?”

      “Maybe not many stones, but stones powerful enough to destroy our enemies. Calaver was right, the stones are out there, but we all need to help. They have small canine creatures that protect them, and we know not how they control these stones, or what powers they have. The other magic stones are deep within the mountains, and we may not be able to dig them out. We have to work together, which is hard for Schorl, I know.” Malachite’s deep voice carried far past the crowd. “But if we try first to dig these stones out, then we do not have to alert the dragons of our whereabouts. War with these Norterridane, these dragon protectors, is our last resort.”

      “Why not just kill them all now?”

      “We do not know the extent of their friendship with the dragons.”

      “Why should we follow you? This may be a trap, there could be hundreds of dragons waiting for us,” the serpent said defiantly, raising his muscled chest in a challenge. Malachite leaped from the ground attacking the serpent with his six muscled arms. In one hand, he held a magic stone like the one Fairburn had taken to Genorrdia. His wings opened to steady his body while he attached. The serpent fought back with all his might. Malachite’s magic power enhanced claws tore at his flesh relentlessly. The other serpents, thrilled with the battle, watched as Malachite knocked the helpless serpent to the ground.

      “Because I’m your king, that is why. Fairburn was there and believes that the dragons are just using the continent for their young,” Malachite roared, breathing heavily to calm his rage. “There is always one who wants to be defiant and foolish. I guess that one is you.”

      He turned to the crowd. “And we cannot all go at once. Too many serpents will alert the dragons. We do not want a dragon army sent to Genorrdia before we’re ready.”

      Malachite backed away, satisfied that he had won the battle. The wounded serpent stood, his huge bat-like wings shredded from Malachite’s claws. Blood dripped down his scaly maw.

      Malachite opened his claws revealing the rune etched stone.

      “See how strong I have become? See what power I could control? If you trust that I can defeat the Obsidian, then we shall return victorious to our homeland. Once we have returned, you may have all the power you want. I will let you have it. I will let those loyal to me have it, but to defeat the dragons it will take more than just me. After the first snows end and the sea is calm, I will take some of you with me to find the stones and assess the strength of the Norterridane army.”

      The wounded serpent stretched his wings and tensed his arms. He threw himself toward the king. He would not give up the challenge. Serpent pride would be his end. His arms came in a fury of strikes against Malachite. Malachite used his wings as a shield against his attacker, spun quickly and stabbed his tusks through the serpent’s ribcage and into his heart. The other serpents backed away as the king removed his tusks from the dead serpent.

      Malachite continued speaking with barely a pause, wiping the blood from his tusks with his curved claws. “When I gain enough power, I will instruct scouts to send for you. I’ll lead our army to destroy the Ubsidian. And in case any of you want to steal this stone, you must be strong enough to kill me.” He dropped the stone into his mouth and swallowed it.

      “You will all be rewarded if you follow me. Who will?”

      That was the way of the serpents; the strong survived and the weak followed. Onixian quietly backed away from the crowd and went off to find food. I’ll not be weak.

      Onixian was fortunate to have been one of the few chosen to fly to Genorrdia to look for the magic stones. Now he knew of another power source. When he killed the hatchling, his keeled scales, ridged and rough, hardened. The piercing power of his tusks grew stronger. When Onixian and Fairburn had found a hatchling, it took almost all their strength to destroy the magic shield, and it probably helped that Fairburn had a magic stone.

      The second hatchling was much easier to kill, and the shield the Norterridane used as protection felt weaker. Onixian believed it was because of the power of the first hatchling that flowed through his bones. Dragons got their magic from stones. Perhaps the power was transferred to their young, and then transferred to Onixian when he killed them. It was the only thing that made sense. Killing dragons had always given the serpents power. Not nearly as much as he felt from the hatchlings and dragons were hard to kill.

      Onixian believed that finding an Obsidianhatchling was the key to great power, and seeing that Obsidiangave him hope. If he drained enough of the hatchlings’ powers, he would become invincible like those hideous Obsidiandragon-kind. At least, that is what he believed. The more power he consumed the tougher his scales became. He needed to find those dragons and soon.

      When the Schorl serpents had arrived in Calimdural over fifty years ago, the island had many more creatures. Strange flying creatures had inhabited the caves, but the Schorl wiped them out. Large moose like animals had roamed the barren land feeding on the bush bark. The Schorl had wiped them out as well. In fact, they had drained the island of most of its life. Now food was scarce.

      Onixian’s life had been reduced to catching the ocean creatures for meals and searching for the sporadic cave lizards, mildgeworms and ice worms that inhabited the island. How he longed to eat a deer or elk. Those delicious creatures of Alannador. Onixian still remembered the taste from his hatchling days. The days before Fairburn brought him to this barren land.

      Onixian scanned the snowy landscape. Up ahead, two Schorl serpents fought over a recently caught mildgeworm, a larger version of the common earthworm. Mildgeworms helped the ground below the snow stay soft and allowed a few types of bushes and plants to grow on Calimdural. Mildgeworms could grow three or four feet in length, but barely satisfied Onixian’s appetite. Onixian would need his strength to fly across the ocean to Genorrdia. He was tempted to take the mildgeworm from these pathetic serpents. Normally this would be his course of action, but he didn’t want to risk injury before his journey. Instead, he used his tusks to till up the earth around the bushes to find his own worm. He eventually found one, but the amount of time it took was beyond annoying. He ate the worm quickly before moving down to the beach to look for better prey.

      After hours of searching, he found what he was looking for. The sixteen-foot saw-toothed Seafin was twice Onixian’s size, but was no match for his speed and skill. Onixian also knew to stay clear of its deadly mouth. It had powerful jaws filled with row upon row of sharp teeth.

      The creature swam near the shallow waters, looking for prey. Its large fin gave it away, showing above the waves. Onixian was quick. His large legs propelled him through the air and he dived into the water. His tusks speared the Seafin’s side while the claws on his six arms slashed at flesh. Blood spilled out into the ocean waters. The Seafin thrashed about, trying to free itself from the attack. Onixian moved higher onto the creature’s back. It tried to move its head to bite, but its body wouldn’t allow such movement, and Onixian’s position on his back was just out of reach. Onixian used his powerful wings to pull the creature to shallower water. The Seafin was tiring.

      With all his strength, Onixian pulled the Seafin from the ocean and onto the beach. It was helpless now. It wouldn’t take long for the beast to die from a lack of oxygen. But Onixian did not want to wait for that to happen. He walked up to the feeble creature’s head and stabbed his tusks through its skull, relishing in the kill.

      Onixian gorged on the meal, knowing that he wouldn’t eat again for a while. When he had finally eaten as much as he could, he cleaned his tusks and claws in the ocean water.

      Another Schorl serpent appeared on the beach. It smelled the dead Seafin and walked closer. It was hungry. It moved, unsure. At times, Schorl shared their kills, and this carcass was big enough. He ignored the serpent. He did not need to fight to protect this meal. He had no more need of it. Onixian had to leave now. Malachite and his group would leave after their first snows, and Onixian wanted to find the hatchlings first, before the others learned of their power.

      Another thought ran through his head: What if the magic stone had not shown so bright for other stones, but for the many small, power-filled dragons?

      He turned and used his powerful legs to propel himself into the sky. He opened his gigantic wings and flew upwards, generating lift like bats do as they fly. He had no proof that an Obsidiandragon hatchling would hold enough power, but he was certain that it would. If the king knew of Onixian’s plan to gain more power, he would have had him killed. I’ll be worth it when I find an obsidian, He’ll no longer be the strongest, and we will have found another way to win the war.
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      CRIMSON and the dragons left the redwood forest and walked into the grasslands, which stretched for miles to the south. The dragon hatchlings walked along oblivious to any danger. Crimson watched them in amusement. Genorrdia was a relatively peaceful place. The only distraction to the peaceful journey was Azuran attempting to chase after the small critters and insects. Crimson snickered seeing his large feet stomp gracelessly though the mud when he attempted to run. Crimson’s mind was not as alert as it should have been.  The picture of her wounded mother kept appearing in her mind. She could only hope the bleeding slowed enough to make it to the Underground, where the Magi would help her.

      The fields of tall grasses had begun to die out early this year due to infrequent rainfall. Brown grass shoots and fading green leaves blocked the view. There could be predators or small burrowing animals anywhere inside the grass. Crimson sniffed the air. It smelled of Grindelia. Now that the dragons smelled of mud, she could tell the difference between scents. The mud was dry on the hatchlings and every so often they would try to scratch some off. The mud wasn’t as bothersome for Crimson because it stayed on her overcoat. The grasses, however, were a problem. Crimson had a hard time moving through the thick grass because of her small stature. Grindelia pods, with their sticky goo, grabbed at her legs, and the dragon hatchings crawled slowly over the thicker root stalks. Azuran chomped down on one of the pods, spat it out and swirled his tongue around his mouth. Chalcedony sniffed the plant but dared not eat it.

      Crimson stopped suddenly. She focused her eyes and looked through the blades of grass. Something had moved up ahead. Whatever it was, it blended in with the grasses. Crimson crouched low and whispered to the hatchlings to stay put. It moved again—some light brown creature in the distance. Crimson resisted the instinct to chase it down and catch it. Instead, she moved very slowly to investigate. As she neared the creature, she noticed it was nibbling on the dried grass and that it had a very familiar shape. It was a dragon hatchling, covered in mud. Her eyes widened in surprise.

      A rustle in the grass caused the dragon to dart away.  Crimson’s nose caught a new, yet familiar scent, Jasperillian. Suddenly, a black figure lunged toward her with a loud growl. It seemed as stunned as she was when she realized it was Norterridane. This Norterridane was larger than Crimson, but not much older, and male.

      “Stay back,” the black Norterridane growled. The scars on his face and body told her he had seen many battles. His muscular frame stood defiant in Crimson’s path. His fur was short, and his clear claws seemed out of place against his black fur. His ears stayed erect, unlike Crimson’s button ears. His dark eyes seemed to pierce Crimson’s skin and promised pain if she moved.

      “What are you doing here?” the Norterridane snarled angrily.

      Crimson crouched down, tail between her legs, to show him she was not a threat. “I came to find a dragon keeper called Midnight. Are you Midnight?”

      Crimson’s two mud covered hatchlings emerged from the grasses sensing that it was safe. The Norterridane saw the dragons and seemed to calm immediately. His demeanor changed. He stopped snarling. “You’re a protector?”

      I guess I am, she thought. She stood up straight and wagged her tail in friendship. “Yes, I’m a dragon keeper. The name’s Crimson. Nice to meet you.”

      “I am Midnight. Why were you looking for me?” he replied.

      Saying the words dragon keeper out loud gave Crimson confidence, and now she wasn’t sure if she wanted to tell him that the chief guard sent her because she was untrained and unchosen to be a keeper. What would he think if he found out she just happened to find dragon eggs? But it would be hard to take care of dragons that she knew nothing about. Crimson took a breath and rested her hind legs on the ground. The dragons moved up by her side.

      “I’m a new keeper.” Slumping her shoulders and staring at the ground, she braced herself for the cold judging stare. “I was sent to find you to learn how to be a keeper.”

      “You haven’t had training?”

      “No, I actually found the dragon eggs, and I guess they chose me as their keeper. I think that’s how it all works.”

      “We all have to start somewhere,” Midnight replied in a matter of fact manner and turned to his dragon. “Come on out Magnet, you’re safe.”

      The mud-covered dragon came out from hiding within the grasses and moved cautiously toward the other dragons to investigate. It walked up towards the other hatchlings, sniffing them. As the dragon moved closer, Crimson felt the same warmth she had felt when she found the dragon eggs—but weaker, like it was faraway.

      “They’re like me,” Magnet said enthusiastically, moving to investigate the new comers.

      “Your dragon can talk?” Crimson asked lifting her head and staring in surprise.

      “Yes, dragons can talk, but we can’t understand them until they have decoded our language. They understand our language once we are completely connected, and that takes time. That’s why you can understand Magnet. She and I are deeply connected, and she can translate her dragon language into ours. It is pretty much automatic.”

      “So basically, they can speak any language?”

      “Yes, but only fruit dragons can decode plant eater’s language.  Dragons hatchlings are very intelligent and learn quickly. How old are your dragons? They look very young.”

      “About a day old. They hatched last night.”

      Chalcedony moved up to Magnet pawing at her playfully with her small black claws. Azuran joined in, and Magnet playfully attacked both dragons, knocking off some of the mud. The dragons’ grey scales shimmered in the setting sun. Crimson noticed Midnight’s intense stare.

      “Is that an obsidian?” Midnight asked, seeming impressed. “I’ve never seen an Obsidiandragon. I’ve only heard of them.”

      “I don’t know. What are obsidian?”

      “They’re the rarest of dragons.”

      Midnight inspected the mud-covered dragons thoroughly. Crimson frowned at Midnight with skepticism.

      “Obsidianis black. These dragons are grey.”

      “Obsidiandragons are grey until they reach the age that they can breathe fire and their scales harden,” Midnight replied. “They transform into their true black color. That’s also when they can fly. Legend has it that they come from the volcanic mountains, and their scales are made of volcanic glass. They have the hottest fire and are the strongest of all dragons.”

      He walked around the dragon hatchlings as they played, still examining them.

      “Yes, definitely obsidian” he said talking more to himself than to Crimson. “Only Obsidianhave the interwoven scales on their tail.”

      The dragons moved forward and sniffed him, then ignored him and attacked Magnet. Azuran clawed at Magnet’s legs and Chalcedony moved carefully sniffing her and pawing at her while bobbing away from Magnet’s swiping claws.

      “I did notice their beautiful tails when they hatched,” Crimson said.

      “They harden like bone when they age and make a powerful weapon.”

      “Why can’t they breathe fire when they’re young?” Crimson asked, thinking that there was so much she didn’t know about dragons. Perhaps Beryl had been right in sending her here.

      “It takes time for their fire stomach—or fire chamber—to develop.”

      “Oh, that’s interesting. Hey, what type of dragon is that?” Crimson asked watching the dragons and noticing a light pink scale showing from under scraped off sections of mud.

      “Magnet’s an earth dragon, but I call her a fruit dragon because she loves to eat fruit. She is almost a year old, and her scales have hardened over the last few weeks. She’ll be ready to fly in a few more weeks. Soon after, she will be ready to leave Genorrdia.”

      “What other kinds of dragons are there?”

      “There are three main types; fire, earth and water. Many dragons can be found under these main types. They get their power from stones that form in each element. Obsidian get their power from fire stones. Magnet gets hers from stones that form deep within the earth from heat and pressure. Water dragons get their power from stones that have formed from sediment and water. There is a fourth type of dragon called a death dragon, and their power comes from all three. I don’t know much about the death dragons, though. No keeper has ever kept one.”

      A light dragon scent entered the air. Their playing had knocked off enough mud that scent was no longer disguised.

      “Come with me,” Midnight said. “I’ll take you to my den. We can talk more there and decide the next steps.”

      Crimson and the dragons followed Midnight through the grass field. Midnight moved effortlessly through the grasses. Crimson was much smaller and had to jump over the large stalks. He moved so quickly that Crimson and the young dragons struggled to keep up.

      “How long have you protected dragons?” Crimson called to slow Midnight down and not seem like she was falling behind.

      “This is my second year,” he replied somewhat cheerfully, slowing down and turning to speak to Crimson. “Last year I had a sand dragon. I called him Flint.”

      “What happened to him, did he…?” Crimson began.

      “No, he didn’t die. Although I had a few hard battles with some river weasels before I learned how to use the shield properly. He’s with the other dragons on Alannador, the continent to the west. At least I’m hoping he made it there. There is no way of knowing for sure.”

      He continued walking in a southwest direction, but he slowed his pace to match Crimson’s. “I’ve heard that some dragon keepers get to go with their dragons to Alannador. I couldn’t go this time because I felt Magnet’s call before Flint left. Plus, I’m a warrior, so I have other duties as well.”

      Crimson and Midnight curled their noses, the smell of dragons thick in the air.

      “Let’s first go to the river and get more mud for the hatchlings. I’m glad you discovered how to hide your dragon’s scent. Lesson number two, Jasperillian leaves are great for hiding the scent as well.”

      “That’s good to know. They are strong smelling plants,” Crimson said relaxing.

      The river wasn’t more than a five-minute walk. Midnight was silent most of the way. For some reason that made Crimson uncomfortable. He seemed more pleasant when he talked about dragons instead of this awkward silence. Perhaps he was just concentrating on getting to the river and keeping his ears open for danger. Nevertheless, Crimson was relieved when they reached the bank. Now she could busy herself wiping mud on Chalcedony and Azuran.

      The hatchlings appeared interested in the world around them, taking in all the sights and smells. Small flying creatures flew above the grass fields and disappeared into the night. The ground became soggy as they walked closer to the river. The wet dirt smelled of snails and algae. Reeds grew sporadically between patches of grass. Midnight told the dragons to stay put, and he and Crimson walked to the east bank of the Little Blue. The river water moved slowly, and a few fish swam beneath the ripples. Small frogs jumped away from Crimson and disappeared into the water. Suddenly, a dragon jumped past Crimson after the frogs. It plunged into the water, swimming the best it could. Chalcedony watched her brother from nearby, pleased at the site. Dragons don’t listen, Crimson mused.

      Midnight was not amused. “You must teach him to obey. The area seems safe enough for now, but there’s no telling what lurks in shadows. Do not let them play too long.”

      “Go ahead,” Crimson told Chalcedony, who immediately splashed into the cool water and rushed after the small river frogs and insects that moved nearby. Magnet looked at the water carefully and slowly moved down the river bank and into the river joining the two young dragons.

      Crimson knew she would have to cover the dragons with mud again soon. While the dragons swam under the water, the scent was camouflaged, but each time they surfaced the smell of dragons filled the air.

      Crimson began to panic. If I can smell them, then other things can smell them, too. Plus, they’re making a lot of noise. She perked up her ears to listen more intently for danger. The dragons splashing made that difficult.

      There was a light breeze blowing. Crimson couldn’t see much in the dark, nor hear anything beyond the splashing of dragons. She had no way of knowing what creatures lived here by the Little Blue River.

      “Crimson, up ahead,” Midnight called.

      Crimson detected movement across the shallow river in the reeds. It was something large, and it moved slowly towards the dragons. Crimson could see its large mouth and sharp teeth. It looked like a lizard but much, much larger. In the light, it appeared almost black, but she could tell it apart from the reeds and other shadows. It crept closer. Crimson was unsure of what do. She did not want to bark in warning to the hatchlings and provoke the creature into striking. She was too far away from the hatchings and had to get closer to protect them. But how?

      Chalcedony noticed the creature, too. She moved quickly toward the shore making a high-pitched screeching noise. She swam full force into her brother attempting to move closer to Crimson and the river bank.

      The creature moved forward. Looking at it, Crimson knew that if it got to the water before the hatchlings got to the river bank, they would be eaten.

      Midnight was already in the water moving fast. He leaped into the air and into the shallow water. As he moved, the creature moved as well, fast to the river water.

      Before the creature could reach Midnight, a translucent film appeared around him and the dragons. The dragons calmed inside of the protective bubble. The creature moved closer biting at the solid barrier between itself and its supper. When its mouth touched the barrier, it shrieked in pain and turned away, disappearing across the river into the reeds and plants on the other side.

      That must be the shield that he spoke of earlier, Crimson thought, amazed at what she had seen.

      The shield around Midnight and the dragons vanished, and he jumped up the river bank into the grasses. The dragons followed and cuddled up to Crimson.

      “What were you doing? You just stood there,” Midnight scolded.

      “I wasn’t sure what to do. I was going to jump in… you just beat me to it.”

      “Going to doesn’t save dragons. What if I hadn’t been there?”

      Crimson had no reply. She sat quietly for a moment.

      “Come on,” Midnight said shaking his head and curling his lip exposing his sharp canine teeth. “Help get these dragons covered with mud.”
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      CRIMSON dug into the river bank to get drier mud to spread on to the dragon’s backs. Magnet dug up her own mud from the riverbank and rolled in it while Midnight scanned the area for danger.

      “Hold still, Azuran,” Crimson said as the young dragon squirmed underneath the weight of her paw. The dragon stopped moving just long enough for Crimson to rub on another paw full of mud, then bounded off into the grass near the riverbank.

      “This is going to be a lot of work,” she said out loud to herself.

      “The smell will lessen as they age.”

      Crimson turned toward Midnight. “Really? Adult dragons don’t smell the same?”

      “Similar, but not the sweet scent we smell now. Magnet doesn’t have that smell any longer. I use the mud to hide her color among the grasses. Unfortunately for you, Obsidiandragons are also the weakest as hatchlings.” Midnight looked across the river. His eyes concentrated on something for a moment, then he continued. “They take a while longer to mature. You’ll be their keeper for a while.”

      Crimson dropped her front shoulder and rubbed mud onto her fur. It was cool and soft on her skin. She rolled over in the mud till she felt completely covered.

      “How did you bring up that shield?” she asked Midnight.

      “I shared Magnet’s power. We share their power until they’re older. Their dragon’s powers allow Norterridane to produce a type of magnetic shield to protect them from danger.”

      He stood up. “It takes a little while to learn how to feel the dragon power and project the shield. Come on, the den is this way.”

      The grasses were greener around the den, and it was not too far from the river. The tops of many grass plants had seeded and turned brown, but green still clung to the leaves, soaking up the sun before the winter snows. The plants near the den had a familiar smell, and Crimson recognized them immediately as Jasperillian. A good choice, she thought. The dragon smell would be masked here even more with those plants around.

      Inside the den, grassroots hung from the ceiling. The den was small and not built for a family. Midnight, Magnet, and Crimson fit in with the small baby dragons, but the den would be much too small if the dragons grew as big as Magnet. There was just enough room to stretch and lay down. Chalcedony and Azuran cuddled next to Crimson, and Magnet lay next to Midnight. The dragons fell asleep almost immediately.

      “They’re tired,” Crimson commented.

      “Sharing power drains energy from Magnet. I can’t use it for too long. Just long enough to make the predators leave, or hurt them enough to fight them off.

      Your dragons are young. They’ll sleep a lot.”

      “So,” Crimson said, after the dragons were settled down. “Can you tell me how to make the shield?”

      “I can, but it takes a while to be able to bring it up. It’s painful to touch. A predator that gets too close gets a shock. There is a warmth you feel when you’re close to dragons. It’s like the feeling of body heat when someone is lying close to you, but it is inside not out. You should have felt it when you connected with your dragons.”

      “Yes, I did feel that.”

      “It’s even stronger and more powerful when you call on dragon power. I felt a dizzying heat, like I’d roamed in the hot sun too long when I first called the shield.”

      “That’s what I felt when I called the fire.”

      “What fire?”

      “I felt the dragon power, but there wasn’t a shield that appeared. A blue fire came from my claws.”

      “What? No way?”

      “There was a cave lizard and the fire killed it.”

      “I heard of different dragons having different powers, but that’s really interesting. Some keepers with forest dragons can become invisible. Tell me more about it,” Midnight’s ears perked up and he listened intently.

      “I was really scared last time and thought I was going to die. When I first found the dragons, we were attacked by the cave lizard. My mom and I fought it, but it was too strong. My mom was injured, and it came at me. I just wanted to fight it off and then the heat came. It happened so fast. And after that, my claws turned black.”

      “I’ve never heard of that before; my claws have stayed clear. Maybe it has something to do with the Obsidiandragons.”

      “I really want to see if my mom is okay. Do dragon keepers live in the Underground?”

      “No, they don’t live there. It would be too dangerous. Many creatures would come to attack. I also heard something about older dragon hatchlings possibly taking younger dragon’s power, and the elder’s do not want younger pups going off to try and get dragons of their own. Lots of reasons really. We’ll return when the dragons leave us.”

      “Oh, that make sense,” Crimson said quietly.

      “Tomorrow we will go out in search of a new home.”

      “Really? I did wonder if this den would be big enough for all of us.”

      “That red fur of yours could be a problem, especially when the snows fall, and the ground is solid. Mud is scarce. Interesting color though, I’ve never seen it before.”

      “I get it from my great grandfather. His fur was red. It’s rare, but my dad is reddish black. It’s in my blood line and passed down from when my ancestors lived in Alannador.”

      “Incredible. That probably means that you’re related to the first keeper.”

      “I don’t know. Maybe. What do you know about the first keeper?”

      “They don’t have many records in the archives about him. They know he was covered in silvery white fur and very powerful. I bet he was a warrior.”

      Of course, everyone who was a great keeper was a warrior, Crimson thought and immediately felt a hint of sadness. She wasn’t a good warrior, and so far, she didn’t seem to be a great keeper. She pushed the thought from her mind and concentrated on finding a solution to the problem and suddenly remembered her mom’s words before they parted.

      “Do you know where the willows are?” she asked Midnight. “My mom says the red willow would be a great place to make a home for the hatchlings and help me blend in.”

      “I think she’s right. Much of the willows are between the Sapphire and the Little Blue, which limits predators, and it could hide your red fur. The hanging branches and dark bark will help keep the Obsidianhidden. I have stayed there a few times when danger was too close to the den.”

      “The mud seems to work well to hide the dragons, too.”

      “The mud is good for faking out most predators, but not all of them. Some want to kill whatever is near, dragon or not. We have predators as well, remember.”

      Crimson nodded.

      “I have heard that warriors spotted Schorl serpents in Genorrdia, and without your shield or power, you’d be in a lot of danger. You need to learn how to use it and quickly.”

      Crimson looked down at the young mud-covered dragons cuddling beside her. Their breaths came in a slow rhythm while they slept. Crimson hadn’t noticed that Chalcedony’s braided tail curled around her front leg. Azuran lay pressed up against both Crimson and Chalcedony with his legs under his body. They both seemed at peace. The sudden thought of danger had her again questioning being a keeper.

      “How do you stay hidden with your black coat?”

      “I mostly go out at night.”

      “That’s actually a good idea. You’ll be able to fish and hide your fur without rolling in mud all the time.”

      The dry dirt in the den was a bit hard, but Crimson stretched out on it, feeling tired from the day. The dragons opened their eyes sleepily for a moment because of the movement and drifted back asleep. Their beating hearts reminded Crimson of the first time she had heard it. Last night seemed weeks away now.

      A sound of rustling grass came from above; Crimson did not stir when the scent of a Norterridane drifted into the den and Midnight rushed.  Her ears caught small bits and pieces of the conversation. Words about a trainer and help on the way. Midnight returned moments later.

      “That was a messenger from the Underground. He says that in a few weeks Morion will come train you as a keeper. I

      told the messenger we will be in the willows.”

      “Morion?”

      “He’s a great trainer, one of the best. His dragon will fly soon and then he will come meet us. After that I will come back here to the den to raise Magnet.”

      And that was it. They’d created a plan without any input at all from Crimson. Once again, her life was being decided for her. How she wished she could run and snuggle with her mother, and let the worries of the day fade away.

      “What of my mother? Did the messenger say anything about Tourmaline?

      “She made it safely to the Underground. She’ll be fine. You need only worry about the dragons now and cannot afford to be distracted.”

      Crimson relaxed. “Midnight, I know we take care of dragons because of an agreement from years ago, but why do dragons leave their hatchlings? It seems cruel.”

      “It has to do with the dragon plague,” Midnight said.  “I think at first all dragons were affected, But now it’s just hatchlings. The plague  began before the Schorl serpent war, or because of the war itself. The elders know for sure. Warriors don’t ask many questions and the just train us on what we need to know. I  just do my job. If you’re going to be a keeper, you’ll need to do the same. Training dragons is no easy task. It doesn’t leave much room for wondering about unimportant past events.”

      “What are the Schorl?”

      “Schorl are a dragon’s worst enemy. They can kill most mature dragons. There’s a war between them and the dragons that started hundreds of years ago. Dragons would have perished in the war, if not for the Obsidian. The elders say that Obsidiandragons found out late in the war that they had an invincibility to almost everything. Their hatchlings scales took longer to harden than other dragons, so they always seemed weaker. Until one brave dragon, Hornblende, stood up to the Schorl. When he did, he learned that his scales couldn’t be harmed by their tusks and claws. When the other dragons saw this, they rallied behind Hornblende and pushed back the Schorl serpents. They also learned over the years that there’s only one thing that can pierce the skin of an Obsidiandragon; the claws of another Obsidiandragon.”

      “If the Schorl can kill mature dragons, how can I possibly protect the hatchlings?”

      “The shield protects against most predators. There is no doubt they can protect against the serpents. But I haven’t heard of any keeper that’s faced one. Serpents killed two dragons, and we were cautioned to be alert.

      They were older hatchlings ready to fly.”

      “How do they know dragons were killed?”

      “Schorl don’t eat dragons, they just kill them. I think it is because they hate dragons. They eat Norterridane. At least the elders think so, because the keeper’s bodies were never found. No bones or anything. Just bones of the dragons.”

      A cold shiver moved down Crimson’s spine. Though cave lizards were predators, they could easily be avoided. The thought of a monstrous creature coming to kill her made Crimson uneasy.

      “We have to hide from serpents, river weasels, and cave lizards? Seeing the dragon’s sleeping here makes me think of how hard my life would be without my mother and how hard it will be for them. If the Schorl are on Genorrdia, they know we help the dragons. What are we going to do?”

      “The Schorl serpents are a smart race and not to be taken lightly,” Midnight continued. “Unlike cave lizards, they can fly and swim. They’re huge, too. They tower over our kind. I think they are a big reason why hatchlings are not kept in the Underground. But I think most of the dragons and keepers who died were careless and moved too far from each other. I have confidence in the dragon magic protecting us, and in the training I’ve given Magnet. But I still hope we never run into one.”

      Crimson nodded, trying to seem brave but feeling completely lost. There was so much she didn’t know.

      “What will I train the dragons to do?”

      “To fight, to hide, or to run to safety. I play a game called ‘Race to the Den’ where I hide in the grass and jump out unexpectedly. Magnet must make it to the den before I catch her. Gives us both practice. I also train her in the fighting techniques I know.”

      “That’s a wonderful idea. I must teach it to them.”

      Crimson began thinking of different ways that she could play the game with Azuran and Chalcedony. Midnight was more relaxed and easy to be around once he was in the comfort of his own home. She admired his confidence and intelligence. She was still so unsure of this new responsibly, but couldn’t let it show.

      “Let’s see if you can feel the dragon power,” Midnight suggested. “You have to feel for that power by concentrating on the energy that you felt when you first connected.”

      “How do I do that?”

      “I listen to Magnet’s heartbeat. When I first connected with her it was the heartbeat that drew me in. Now I listen to it and concentrate on making that feeling cover my whole body. It happens instantly now, almost automatically. But it’s not a feeling for their heartbeat, it’s really feeling for dragon magic.”

      “It sounds complicated.”

      “It is at first, but once you feel it you can easily call it again. You must be close to your dragon. The closer the better. First, the shield needs to be able to cover you both, and it’s stronger if you’re closer. I can create a shield over myself while Magnet is ten or fifteen paws away, but that won’t do her any good. Don’t try to call the fire yet. Just feel for the dragons.”

      Crimson lay still and concentrated on the thumping of little dragon hearts and hoped for the heat that she had experienced when the cave lizard was around, but felt nothing. Midnight tried to coach her and explain how if felt, but nothing worked.

      “We might need to move out of the den and try to call the fire,” Midnight said.

      Magnet stretched her legs, opened her eyes and yawned. Her mud-covered tail thumped the den floor and she slowly rolled up into a seated position.

      Crimson watched her with curiosity. What an interesting creature. Magnet reminded her of a Norterridane pup but with wings. Her snout was like Chalcedony’s, but with a beak like point at the tip.

      “I’m hungry,” the young dragon said looking up at her keeper.

      “Duty calls. She eats more often than other dragons,” Midnight said to Crimson, then looked down at Magnet. “Come on.”

      Magnet followed him out of the small den. Dust floated into the air as they moved out of view.

      Crimson lay her head down by Chalcedony’s. She felt hot air escape from the dragon’s nostrils. A warmth came from Chalcedony’s body. Her body heat felt very hot compared to the body heat of Tourmaline when they lay next to each other in the redwood den. Chalcedony’s body shook softly with each breath. Crimson let her body relax. Her eyes felt heavy and napping seemed like a good idea.

      “Crimson, help!”

      Midnight’s panicked voice broke through her calm thoughts. She jumped up, knocking over the sleeping dragons, and sprinted out of the den.

      “WOOF,” he barked, startling Crimson. He laughed hysterically at the mad expression on her face.

      “I thought if I scared you, your shield would come up, or fire would appear.” He chuckled again seeing her stern expression hadn’t disappeared.

      “Ha ha Very funny,” Crimson said as she turned and kicked dirt towards his face with her back paws. Azuran and Chalcedony came sleepily out of the den entrance.

      “We should be getting a move on to the red willows anyhow,” Midnight said and called the dragons up to leave the den. “If we make it there, we should be safe.”
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      THE group made their way through the grasslands to the Little Blue River, the farthest Crimson had traveled from home. She had gone as far as the grass fields to the south and was thrilled with all the new sights and smells. The dragons probably felt the same way in this new world. The Sapphire River went south, eventually breaking off into the Little Blue River, a calm shallow river that paralleled the Sapphire for a few miles. The Little Blue went farther east and eventually rejoined the Sapphire before it reached the ocean. The group crossed the Little Blue and traveled between the two rivers for quite a while.

      Crimson would be glad to find a safer place. Would they have to dig a den into the river bank? Did other dragon keepers have to go this way, and would they meet any more on their journey?

      She had many questions but did not disturb the peace. Midnight stayed vigilant in listening and looking out for predators. Crimson monitored the smells in the air and kept an eye on the rear of the group. Per Midnight’s orders, he would lead, and she would follow behind the dragons to protect them from all sides. He hadn’t said it in a way that left any choice, either. Crimson wasn’t sure if she liked Midnight in his protective mode. He seemed harsh and uncaring. It was probably what needed to be done, but Crimson couldn’t help but feel she and her dragons were a burden to Midnight.

      Those thoughts lead to thoughts of her mother. Their walks were always filled with conversation. Of course, they hadn’t protected dragons, and the forest near the Underground was quite peaceful, except when the cave lizards were about. Maybe Tourmaline was doing well and healing in the Underground.

      Many plants grew between the two rivers and covered the ground. Small grasses and watercress among them. Crimson smelled the willow. First there was one willow up ahead, and then three, then four. The soil was wetter and muddier here. The stagnant water smelled of dead plants, snails and algae. But, the water from the two rivers made the perfect environment for the willow to grow thick in a small grove of old and new. They formed a wall of twisted branches.

      Crimson’s paws sunk into the mud, and when she dug, water seeped from the ground into the holes. It was not good soil for carving out a den. Perhaps this wasn’t the best plan. Disappointed, Crimson looked around. Roots protruded out of the soil in many places and seemed like a tangled maze of wood. The dragons followed Midnight quietly between the willows maneuvering over the roots and under the branches. They had gotten quite a distance ahead. Crimson felt a knot in her throat. Why did they leave me?

      Crackling and snapping came from behind.

      Something must have snapped one of the roots attempting to sneak up on her, and there it was coming quickly out of the muddy water, a river weasel. These small furry creatures were brutal fighters. Muddy water dripped from its pelt showing grey and silver fur underneath. The fur stood on end as the creature moved, its eyes glaring at Crimson and drool dripping from its maw. Short legs moved quickly through the mud. Like a snake, it bent and wound its body easily underneath low hanging branches and willow roots. The weasel advanced.

      Crimson first thought to attack it, biting the back of its neck behind its rounded ears. She’d practiced the technique in training, but she did not have the confidence that she could move quickly enough to latch on. She paused, teeth bared and growling in warning.

      Another weasel emerged out of the mud nearby, its small pink nose sniffing the air.

      “Closer. Watch its claws,” it said to its companion. “Speak not in its tongue,” the second replied, then

      called to its companion in a high-pitched shriek of their own language. They moved closer in unison.

      The dragon power, Crimson thought. She conjured up an image of dragons in her mind and the sounds of their beating dragon hearts. Nothing happened. Panic soon followed. Crimson growled again, hoping to keep them at bay. She wondered if Midnight had heard her growl, but dared not look away from her aggressors.

      The river weasels cautiously approached and one sprung up from the ground, propelling itself through the air with its legs. Crimson jumped back, but not far enough. Teeth sunk into flesh and blood oozed painfully from her leg. Crimson bit the attacking creature. She shook her head vigorously, clamping down on the matted fur on its neck. As the creature let go of its grip on her leg, Crimson flung it aside. The next weasel was already upon her biting her hind leg. A whine escaped her lips.

      And then she felt it. A temperate warmth growing hotter and hotter. The dragon heat had returned, and she could feel its power. She concentrated. Bring up the shield, bring up the shield. But instead of a shield, or an arc of fire, the ends of her claws lit up like mini torches. Bluish-red fire glowed from the tips. The muddy waterfilled land did not put it out. Instead the water steamed and bubbled near the flames. The weasels noticed it, too, and paused, fur standing on end. The one she had bitten went for her, quickly opening its powerful jaws. Crimson darted away and swiped her claws into its neck. The claws tore flesh and fur as the hot fire seared the wound. Stench of burning hair filled the air and rushed into Crimson’s nostrils. She jerked her head back to avoid the smell.

      The creature’s eyes widened with fear. Crimson’s claws had burnt a permanent gash into its neck. The creature turned and left as quickly as it could into the muddy hole from which it had come. The other followed behind. Crimson moved to investigate. The mud pool was shallow, but a water-filled hole went deep under the roots of the willows. Perhaps the weasel will find easier prey elsewhere, Crimson sighed. She winced as she put her front paw down. Blood dripped from her front leg. She immediately tended to it, licking the wound gently with her tongue.

      “Crimson,” Midnight called, “are you okay?”

      Crimson looked up to see Midnight and the dragons approaching, “It’s not too bad.”

      “I’m sorry,” Midnight said. “I should have been paying more attention to where you were at. You shouldn’t have faced them alone.”

      Crimson shrugged. The dragons licked her fur and rubbed against her, smelled the blood on her fur then sniffed and inspected it closer. Azuran bared his teeth.

      “No, Azuran,” she yelled, and he shrank back.

      “They must be hungry. I’ll find some food. Stay here.” Midnight darted off through the willows back the way they had come, and Magnet bounded after him. Crimson covered her leg with mud to minimize the smell of blood and the dragon’s temptation. The dragons moved about smelling and exploring.

      “Stay close,” Crimson whispered, keeping her eyes and ears open for signs of danger.

      A short time later, Midnight appeared carrying a small rat in his mouth. He dropped it at the dragon’s feet. They immediately began chomping on the flesh.

      “How did you catch that? Rats are fast.”

      “I didn’t. Magnet caught it. She is fast. I killed it, though, as she hates the taste of meat. I tried to feed it to her once.” He paused scanning the area. “I don’t think the weasels are returning. When the dragon’s tire, I’ll try to find more food, but we need to find a safe place close to one of the rivers.”

      “What does Magnet eat?”

      “Fruit, roots, nuts or other plant parts.”

      “Thank you for getting the food for them.”

      “You don’t have to thank me, it’s what I’m supposed to do.”

      He watched the dragons for a moment. “I can’t believe it. You called the dragon power. But we were more than a hundred paws away. I don’t know how it’s possible.”

      Crimson did not know how it was possible, but she felt better about keeping dragons. “Maybe it’s because they’re Obsidian,” she reasoned.

      “I’ll have to ask about that the next time I’m in the Underground…”

      A hiss from Azuran interrupted his sentence. The young dragon took a large portion of the rat for himself. Chalcedony backed away, her green eyes filled with anger. The rat bones cracked loudly against the young dragon’s teeth. Crimson and Midnight didn’t interfere. The dragons had to sort their hierarchy out for themselves. Magnet watched for a moment, then hopped about smelling the damp earth, nearby plant roots, and leaves.

      “What is she doing?” Crimson whispered

      “Looking for tasty berries or roots, thought I doubt there are many here.”

      “Come on, let’s search the area to the south for a suitable location for a den,” Midnight said once the dragons were finished.

      Crimson called the dragons and they followed. Blood dripped from Azuran’s teeth and there was a spring in his step. Chalcedony followed her brother, weary of the sounds and smells of the willow. Crimson had the sudden urge to keep them close. Perhaps she felt a little angry when they followed Midnight earlier, or because of the dragon power. Either way she wanted to keep them close. After all, they were her dragons.

      They searched the willows for some time and the dragons slowed in their walk. Their steps were close together and their paws dragged. They would need to rest soon.

      Midnight found an area where the roots were not protruding as much through the soil and the ground was drier. The group laid down underneath the hanging branches. The dense willows blocked out much of the sunlight, but the small rays that once shown through had faded and darkness covered the land. Midnight and the dragons closed their eyes.

      Crimson’s mind was full of thoughts and questions. “Do you think we will find a place to build a den? This mud won’t do.”

      “I’m not sure, I was thinking the same thing.” Midnight responded sleepily.

      “Well maybe your den wasn’t so bad. I mean we could make it bigger.”

      “That’s not the problem. The problem is that the Obsidianeat meat, and the grasslands don’t have enough critters to feed them. We must find a home near the river or in the forest. The forest poses a problem because it will be harder for us to find food. We have to keep looking here.”

      Midnight closed his eyes again.

      “But you did fine, going to and from the Little Blue.”

      “That’s one dragon and one Norterridane. A pack of five will be quickly noticed.”

      “Maybe we could take turns.”

      “Stop talking me to death,” he snapped.

      The words stung. Crimson put her head down. In instant anger, she tensed her jaw and curled her lip. She tried to sleep but could not. Why did Midnight have to be so mean?

      

      The morning light did nothing to lighten Crimson’s mood. She felt criticized and once again like a burden to Midnight. More than once her mind wondered to ideas of taking the dragons out on her own and finding their own home.

      More light filtered through the leaves and branches, and the willows thinned out enough to move at a comfortable pace. Up ahead, just to her left, under some twisted willow branches, a hole descended in the ground. Upon closer inspection, it was a cave of sorts made of chewed and piled wood to create a hole. Crimson sniffed the opening and peeked her head in.

      “Careful,” Midnight cautioned.

      Crimson’s brow furled at his comment. I know how to explore.

      Crimson closed her eyes and focused on what her other senses were telling her. The familiar rush of a river was somewhere close by. There was nothing else, nothing but silence. The hole smelled of dead wood. Her paw left the wet dirt and touched dry wood. She pressed it down, moving further in. A slight stinging sensation traveled up her leg. Too much weigh on the foot, she thought and carefully shifted the weight to the other paw. Inside, her eyes searched for shapes and movement, adjusting to the darkness, it was pitch black.

      Midnight’s body squeezed in beside hers. The cave lit up with the glow of the dragon-powered shield around them. The walls were made of sticks carefully stacked and packed with mud. A circle of water was in the center. Crimson moved forward. She stuck her paw in and felt the water flowing underneath it.

      “This area of the Sapphire River is divided into a small stream by a large area of sand. The flat tails must have built a home here and recently, too, by the looks of it. The waters here are calm like Crystal Lake,” Midnight commented.

      Crimson had heard of the flat tails. They looked like squirrels or rats and had large flat tails. Tourmaline told her they slowed the flow of water with the homes they built. This must be one of them. “By the smell of the wood, nothing has lived here for a while. “I’m going to see what’s on the other side.”

      “Okay, I’ll keep watch of the dragons,” Midnight said and lowered the shield as Crimson dived into the water.

      The river was indeed calm, and her webbed paws propelled her easily through the water. The darkness of the dam disappeared as light trickled though the water. Her body relaxed, and as she swam, she felt light and free like the dandelion seeds that floated past the river. She could swim for hours if she did not have young dragons to tend to. She let her mind wander away from responsibility for a moment and explored the river. The water was about ten tail lengths deep. Plenty of fish swam about. She surfaced on the river bank near the dam. The red willows grew on both sides, but were spread out more to the south. The area was peaceful, except for the gargling sound of the river.

      Crimson dove back under the water and retraced her steps through the underwater dam entrance. It was again completely dark, so she smelled her way out into the willows.  The dragons were lying down and Midnight was scanning the area protectively.

      “It leads to a calm river, and the willows are nearby. We’ll have to get used to sleeping in a very dark den, unless we find glow stones around” Crimson said.

      “Not likely,” Midnight said. Crimson led the dragons through the dam and out of the water exit for a swim. Her heart danced. This could be their home.
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      THE dam proved to be a suitable home. With access to calm waters, Crimson could easily catch fish. There were no signs of danger, and the weasels had not followed them here. Midnight remained cautious and advised Crimson to do the same. Crimson worried about being able to use the dragon power. She could not call the fire again. She was lucky it came when she needed it, but she feared a day would come when it would not work, and she would not be able to protect herself or the dragons.

      “Dragons are fierce creatures,” Midnight had said. “You need to start training them to be fierce.”

      Crimson grew up hearing about how noble dragon keeping was, and how brave warriors would fight for the chance to keep dragons. So far, they just seemed like Norterridane pups—a lot of work.

      Magnet was getting older and would soon leave to Alannador. Midnight would return to the Underground, and Crimson would have to fend for herself. There had been no sign of a trainer, and more than a month had passed since the messenger had checked in.

      Often Midnight and Magnet would go out to look for food. On sunny peaceful days, Crimson and her dragons would join them.

      “Tubers are not too bad if there isn’t anything else to eat,” Midnight said, digging at one of the small sporadic plants that grew within the willows.

      Crimson sniffed the plant roots and turned up her nose. “They don’t smell appetizing.”

      “Perhaps not, but if you’re starving you wouldn’t care how they smell.”

      They took turns finding roots and taking them back to the den, the dragon hatchlings helped every so often, but they enjoyed exploring.

      Midnight would let them explore within eyesight around the dam. Despite the work of watching and feeding the dragons, Crimson found herself growing fond of them. Whenever the dragons separated, the feelings of warmth changed. When Chalcedony was the only dragon close, Crimson felt a warmth like the warm water she had often lapped on the Black Mountain, or the rainwater that pooled on the rocks that was heated by hours of the daytime sun.

      Azuran’s warmth felt different, more like the hot rays of sun in the summer that kept one under the redwood trees. Magnet felt different from both Obsidian. She felt like a warm summer breeze that hugged at the fur and made Crimson feel at peace. This must have been one of those things the dragon keepers liked. The feelings of being connected to the dragons.

      “We should seal this opening. That way there’s only one way in,” Midnight said one day staring at the exit near the willows.

      Crimson spent most of the day collecting mud in her mouth to bring back to the dam. It was not very fun, but it had to be done. The mud tasted dreadful and made Crimson want to spit it out. It will take a long time, but when it’s finished it will an even better home.

      Collecting mud and covering the opening in the red willows would provide more safety, Midnight had suggested. This way the dragon scent could be masked without the dragons having to constantly roll in the mud.

      Midnight helped with the work, supervising. He let Magnet wander farther than the other two. Her scales had hardened now. Magnet had been out for quite some time. Azuran and Chalcedony played in willows near the den entrance.

      Crimson dropped more mud on to the wooden structure and wiped the remaining mud off her tongue onto her leg fur. Though it was autumn, the day was unusually hot. A few flies hovered around her snout. She snapped at them to no avail. She preferred being in the water when flies were out. Mud kept them away for the most part, but every so often one would come to bother her. Her mood brightened as she felt Magnet returning.

      Fruit dragons, as vegetarians, loved to eat fruit. During the spring and summer months, fruit could be found in many places in Genorrdia. However now that fall was upon the land, Magnet had to eat shoots and roots to survive. Magnet looked for berries or sweet treats, and Crimson hoped she had found something this time.

      “I wonder if Magnet found anything,” she commented to Midnight.

      He stopped working and scanned the land. “I don’t see or hear her yet. Where is she?”

      “I don’t see her, but I feel her,” she said, and a few seconds later Magnet came out of the tangled willow branches.

      She turned towards Midnight to see a strange expression on his face. Was he surprised or confused? He just stood there, staring.

      “You can feel my dragon?” he asked.

      “Yes,” she replied slowly. “What’s wrong?”

      “I don’t know. I can feel her when she’s close. But I can’t feel your dragons. I’ve never heard of a keeper that could do that.”

      He stared at her for a long while, not speaking, just looking. Uncomfortable, Crimson pretended not to notice and put more mud on the dam. After a bit, he jumped down from the top of the dam and into the entrance to greet Magnet.

      Crimson moved into the den and beside her two dragons. They greeted her by rubbing their soft scaled bodies on her legs and side. In the den, Midnight and Magnet were talking quietly. Crimson lay at the opposite side of the dam, so she wouldn’t disturb them. She had learned that Midnight would talk when ready.

      After the dragons drifted off into a peaceful sleep, Midnight spoke.

      “I shouldn’t have left like that. I just don’t know what to make of your strange power. How can you connect with more than just your dragon? Part of me is curious, and part of me is envious. I’ve trained hard to be a keeper and you, with so little experience, get to keep Obsidians with strange perks. I bet if I had an ObsidianI would still call a shield.”

      “I guess I felt that way when my training partner Mica was always getting the upper hand. I feared she’d be chosen as a keeper instead of me.”

      “That’s really not it.”

      “So, you think I should be a better warrior?” Crimson asked, but she already knew the answer.

      “It wouldn’t hurt. You don’t react quick enough, like back at the river. A warrior can train a dragon to be a fierce fighter. A trained explorer can pick out good locations to evade predators.”

      “Is that why you’re here with me? You think I can’t handle it on my own?”

      “No, you said you were sent to me for help. I am helping you. When Magnet leaves so will I, and you need to be ready. Dragon keepers are meant to keep alone.”

      “And why is that?”

      “Because older dragons can take younger dragon’s powers. But now that you mention it, part of me knows you aren’t ready. You can’t even call your dragon power on demand.”

      “How is that my fault?”

      “It’s not, but you can’t just wait for someone else to protect your dragons. My dad was killed when I was younger. A cave lizard tore him apart. I believed that the only way you could protect the things you love was to be a warrior. The best warriors get to protect the dragons. Warriors protect the Underground. Your powers make me wonder if I could have saved my parents by finding an Obsidianwhen I was younger. It just seems unfair that you would find the Obsidian. Maybe you’re too young to be a keeper. I suppose that’s not your fault.”

      “I’m really sorry to hear about your dad.” Crimson did not know what else to say, but she was happy he was being more open. It made her feel somewhat connected to him.

      “Tell me about how you felt Magnet,” he asked, and seemed genuinely interested as if he had needed to get something off his chest.

      Crimson explained how she felt the dragon and their powers. Midnight started talking a lot more after that. They shared stories, and soon it seemed as if Crimson had known Midnight forever. They spoke about winter ice fishing, and how much fun exploring the uncharted reaches of the Black Mountains would be. Midnight was calm, confident and relaxing to be around. He told her about the dragons and the keepers. The younger the dragons, the stronger the shields would be. As they dragons grew older,  scales hardened, and they shared less of their power and needed less protection. Soon, Magnet would be twice as big as Midnight, and not too long after that, ready to fly to Alannador. She would grow three times that size in her second year of life.

      “How do they know how to get there?”

      “The death dragon calls them,” Midnight said. “They  hear her in their dreams, then they know which way to fly. Flint said he heard a voice or a song before he left. I couldn’t hear anything.”

      “I guess they were speaking their own language.”

      “ Yeah some sort of telepathy.”

      Things were different after that night. Crimson felt an increasing pressure to learn how to call her dragon’s power, even though there had not been danger in weeks. The dragons grew quickly. In the few months since their birth, the dragons had grown much larger than Crimson. Crimson weighted about thirty pounds, and the dragons must have weighed at least sixty. At this rate of growth, they might not be able to fit in the dam for the winter. Crimson had to move that thought from her mind. She would worry about that if it happened. Instead, she concentrated on keeping them safe until they could to fly to Alannador. They had covered the red willow entrance so that the only way in was through the water. This could make them safe from all but swimming predators.

      Most days were uneventful. Crimson would often find dry willow branches and sticks to gnaw on, which she shared with the dragons. Crimson also busied herself teaching the dragons how to fish. The Obsidiandragons had trouble fishing and swimming and Crimson wondered what they normally ate. Midnight had said they might eat deer or something similar on Alannador. Most days the group would practice swimming or crawl through the red willows to the Little Blue and try to catch things besides fish.

      Perhaps their hooked claws are made for carving caves, Crimson thought. After all, she had found them in one. The dragon’s paws did not have webbing in between their toes like Crimson and Midnight, so it made it much harder for them to swim. Magnet practiced flying more often than swimming. When she was in the water, she moved her wings a lot. She was huge now, so much bigger than Midnight, and he worried she would draw attention to the dam. If she did not fly soon to Alannador he would take her back to the den in the grasslands until she was ready.

      Crimson swam in the calm water. The dragons swam above her learning to catch a fish. Crimson darted towards a small fish and reached out her claw. Just as she was about to hook it, Midnight pushed her out of the way and playfully caught it instead. The group surfaced.

      “And that’s how you catch a fish,” Midnight said, smirking.

      “Had I known that was your plan, you would not have beaten me to it,” Crimson replied in challenge.

      “Prove it. See that rainbow colored one?”

      “Yes.”

      “Ready, set, go.”

      The two were off racing underwater toward the fish. The fish was not going to be easy. It moved left, right, up and down. Midnight swam above attempting to block Crimson, and it dived down near her claws. She swiped and missed, just as Azuran’s sharp teeth clapped down, catching the fish and flapping his wings underwater excitedly.

      Midnight and Crimson climbed onto the river bank.

      “Good work, Azuran,” Crimson said, and then to Midnight, “I would have gotten it.”

      “Sure,” he replied and leaned against her watching the dragons. He had never sat this close to her before. It was confusing, yet uplifting at the same time.

      Crimson felt such pride in teaching the young dragons to fish. It gave Crimson a greater purpose. It also reminded her of the time her mom taught her to fish. She woke her up early one morning, and they traveled down to the Crystal Lake. Tourmaline had shown her how to use the barbs on her claws to her advantage and how to swim sideways in the water to catch the fish at different angles. It occurred to her that her mom had taught her a lot. Her dad must have been off taking care of dragons. He had probably been teaching his dragons to swim when Tourmaline was teaching her. The thought brought up an upset feeling that she didn’t want to think about.

      One day, Midnight decided that it was time to go back to his den with Magnet until she had to leave. The dam was getting too crowded, and Midnight did not want to attract attention to the dam.

      “There haven’t been any attacks, and the snows have begun to fall. River weasels will hibernate. I would like to go to the Underground and check in as well,” Midnight said. “I will come back and check on you soon.”

      It was a short goodbye when Magnet and Midnight left. The dragons were melancholy that day and refused to go out of the den. Crimson felt the weight of Midnight’s absence. She had not realized how close they had become.

      That night Crimson fell asleep before the young dragons. Strange voices awakened her. They felt familiar. The dam was lit up in a bluish light, and the voices were nearby.

      “Her claws lit up,” a soft voice whispered

      “I wonder what she is dreaming of,” another voice chimed in.

      Crimson looked down at her claws and they were indeed glowing. The wood near her paws dried quickly. Chalcedony looked up at her, eyes glowing gold in the fire light.

      “You did it!” she said.

      Crimson was startled briefly. “We connected?”

      “We’ve felt connected with you for a while,” Chalcedony said rubbing up against Crimson.

      The blue fire on her claws continued to dry the wood, but it did not feel hot to Crimson, and the dragons were unaffected by it. Her sudden fear of burning down the den caused the fire to go out. Crimson concentrated on the feelings of the dragon’s connection, the warmness of Chalcedony’s and Azuran’s power. She felt it in her chest and then it traveled down her legs to her paws. She perceived a prickly sensation that she had not noticed before, most likely because of the adrenaline of battle. The tips of her claws lit again. She breathed a sigh of relief. She called the power. The connection could not have come at a better time, as Crimson had begun to miss Midnight, even if he was a bit moody at times.

      “Well, I’m sorry. I don’t know what to say,” Crimson said lamely to the young dragons she had cared for since hatching, “Do you know anything about dragons, because I am still learning.

      “No,” Azuran said. “We only remember hatching. Well, we talked to each other before we hatched, but just in the egg. And sometimes I hear and see a purple dragon in my dreams.”

      “I remember the cave lizard,” Chalcedony added. “It was scary. Magnet has been talking to us for a bit, but didn’t want to tell you. She said you had to learn it on your own.”

      “Well, I am happy you were friends.”

      “Do you think Magnet likes it in Alannador?” Chalcedony said.

      “I can imagine so. There are dragons. It’s good to be with your family. I miss mine,” Crimson said.

      They kept their minds off Magnet, Midnight, and families by exploring. Some days, they would venture down south where the red willows thinned out and the Little Blue met the Sapphire. One day they crossed the Little Blue and traveled much farther south. About one fourth of a mile down the river was a huge cliff, hundreds of feet above a vast plain below. The Sapphire River waterfall splashed down the cliff with a rushing and steaming sound. Looking out over the cliff to the land below, Crimson saw the plain stretched into small hills and on to a huge aspen forest. The autumn red and yellow leaves seemed to go on forever.

      “It looks like the dam is basically built on the stream with the Little Blue to the east and the Sapphire to the west. The three waters meet down south before the cliffs,” Crimson said. “Look how wide the river is. There’s no way to cross it.”

      Azuran’s blue eyes grew wide as he surveyed the land.

      “What’s beyond that forest?” Chalcedony said.

      “I don’t know. Maybe one day we will explore it.”

      Crimson looked over the aspen forest and then back toward the Black Mountains. Winter was coming, and there was no way she could return to the Underground. Is this what it means to be a dragon keeper? Always so far from home?
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      ONIXIAN arrived. He was starving and tired, but the thought of gaining more dragon power drove him on. Unpredictable north-eastern currents caused Onixian to use more energy than he had planned to stay in the air these long weeks. He relentlessly carried on, sleeping briefly when he could on the air currents as he glided. He let out a sigh of relief when he reached the sandy beach of Genorrdia, landing gracefully and touching down on the sandy soil with his large back feet. The sand felt soft and cool, so he collapsed there for a moment, letting the cool sand soothe his aching body.

      Moments later, he stood up and folded his wings flat against his body, breathing in the air. The air smelled clean and pleasing of winter and aspen. He looked up past the beach towards the forest. His wings ached. He stretched them and placed them back at his sides. He walked up the beach into the forest. The sand ended abruptly, and tall dead grasses and bare aspen trees stood like a wall between the ocean and the mainland. Roots jutted out of the soil where the ocean waves had eaten away at the shore.

      With each new step, strength poured into his legs. Oh, how good it feels to walk once again. He smelled the air once more. What was this? The repugnant smell of those strange leaves the dragon protecting creatures used? Faint, but yes. His mouth began to water in anticipation. He had never had such luck before. His steps were lighter, and his heart danced. He thought it would take him months to smell any sign of a dragon keeper. There’s at least one foul canine here protecting a dragon. Those leaves might fool other predators, but not this one. He wasn’t looking for dragon scent. No, he followed the canine scent. Sure, it wouldn’t be easy, as even dried Jasperillian held a strong smell, but he would find the Norterridane and kill it. What a fine meal it would be.

      Onixian was almost camouflaged when he moved slowly between the trees. Onixian’s black body blended in with the black and white aspen forest, just as before, but the tree leaves had changed from green to golden, and most had fallen from the trees to the forest floor.

      His feet crunched on the leaves as he searched the forest for prey. He walked past Jasperillian ferns that had turned brown and dry as winter approached. Perhaps it was too soon to think he had found dragons. These plants grew here naturally. Slightly discouraged, he continued his search for food.

      The sun was high in the sky. Onixian searched throughout the day, hunger his only motive. Ground squirrels and other small creatures moved too fast for him to catch. A group of carrion birds circled something in the distance. He ran up to take their catch. It was a small animal carcass, but he was hungry, so he took it. The taste of old meat turned his stomach. How long had this been dead? Days? He swallowed it down, knowing he would need his strength. He took another big bite and the small bones cracked in his teeth. If he was on Alannador there would be plenty of deer to eat. This continent was large, and he had searched only a small bit of Genorrdia in recent trips. There must be some other prey here.

      He dared not venture again to the Underground for fear that the small creatures protecting the dragons would learn of his presence and alert the dragons. While he was strong, stronger than any serpent he knew, save the king and the king’s guards, he was not foolish. Only a fool would go against an army alone. An army that may have magic stones. Plus, he wasn’t looking for stones today. He wondered if dragon power was more powerful than the stones. Malachite had grown very powerful with the help of magic stones. He had used that as an argument to become king when Calaver died.

      Onixian finished the small unsatisfying meal and stayed vigilant. Sooner or later he would find what he was looking for. He just had to be patient. When the sun set, snowflakes flurried around, melting on the higher branches of the trees, or settling on the dead leaves that fell from tree tops. After he found a suitable meal, he planned to fly to the mountains to the west of the Underground, for that is where the Obsidianwas flying to lay her eggs.

      A scent entered his nostrils. He stuck out his forked tongue to taste the air. The scent was weak but not far away. He looked ahead into the forest. His eyes widened, his heart pounded, and his blood rushed. Like a bird that had found a worm, he couldn’t believe it. A large green dragon hatchling up ahead chased after one of these forest critters. It flew briefly and landed. But that was not what Onixian had smelled. He smelled the Norterridane. He followed that scent for he did not want to chase away the dragon, he would let it come to him. He learned, after his first kill, that it was much easier to find and catch the keeper. The Norterridane saw Onixian, his massive figure moving through the trees toward their small dug out den. The dragon ran swiftly into the hole, called by its keeper. The Norterridane quickly followed. The hole was much too small for Onixian to go into. His head was about the size of a grown Norterridane and putting his head into the cave was not a smart thing to do.

      He positioned his body above the den and began to dig with his large claws. His back legs dug into the soil, supporting his weight and his clawed hands worked in unison moving dirt away. He tore furiously at the den, until at last, he unearthed his prey.

      The Norterridane stood strong and defiant underneath his protective shield with his dragon at his side. The dragon hatchling was as large as the Norterridane, its scales hardening each day. Soon it would be ready to fly. After all, Onixian had seen it practicing.

      The Norterridane looked at the Schorl serpent with boldness. He had confidence in his magic shield, and he stood there with his tail raised and hair puffed up to make himself look larger. He let out a low growl in warning.

      Onixian curved his long neck down towards the dog. Will I be able to destroy the shield alone? Both times before, Fairburn had helped. He moved his front arms to grab hold of the shield. He couldn’t grab it, but his claws against the magic shield could help hold him steady. Onixian’s tusks touched the shield. He felt the painful shock pulse though his tusks and up his spine. His muscles twitched. The muscles behind his eyes throbbed. But, if he could kill the keeper, the pain wouldn’t last long.

      He pressed his tusks against the shield, relishing in the terrified look on the Norterridane’s face as the tusks moved slowly through the shield towards the pair. The electric pulses stung his face.

      The Norterridane first tried to attack and swiped at the tusks on Onixian’s lower jaw to push them away. Then it attacked his face. When the claws did nothing to his hardened scales, the creature began to panic. It had nowhere to run. It was backed in the corner of its now destroyed den. Onixian moved his body closer and plunged his tusks through the creature’s chest. Bone scraped against bone. His tusks stabbed through its rib cage and into its heart.

      The shield disappeared. The terrified dragon hatchling attempted to fly away, but Onixian’s arms caught it mid-flight. He violently threw the dead Norterridane from his tusks and turned to the dragon. It squirmed inside of his claws. It was strong, and his scales had hardened almost to full strength. However, it was not an Obsidiandragon.

      Onixian’s red eyes gazed upon the helpless creature while his six arms held it in place. He breathed in a deep breath, feeling for the dragon magic. He moved his tusks to its heart. As the dragon died, Onixian felt its magic energy travel from his tusks into his body. This too was painful, like destroying the shield. He let out a blood curling scream as he felt the magic transfer from the dragon. He dropped the dragon’s body to the ground and stretched his sore wings. He felt stronger instantly and more elated than he had ever been. It almost seemed too easy.

      Moments later, as the dragon power coursed through his veins, he felt agitated and restless. He needed more power, and once again it was all he could think of. If I can find the Obsidianhatchling and its power, I will no longer feel unsatisfied. His stomach rumbled. It was time to eat.
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      SNOW-FILLED wind blew past the dam and dumped paws of snow onto the ground. The Sapphire rushed at a steady speed though it had slowed considerably in these first weeks of winter. Crimson imagined that it slowed in the Black Mountains first. The peaks looked white even from a distance.

      Crimson and the young dragons gnawed on willow sticks to pass the time. Chewing on the wood was calming and “good for your teeth” Tourmaline used to say. Crimson held the wood between crossed paws as she unconsciously broke off pieces of bark. Her thoughts drifted out of the dam and towards the Underground. The Crystal Lake would be almost perfect for ice fishing. Tourmaline would probably be enjoying the icy waters. If her dad was home, they would be fishing together. What would Midnight be doing? Training with the warriors? Why had Midnight not returned?

      Snowflakes floated softly and endlessly to the ground. A snowy blizzard had begun a few days before and actively dumped snow across the land. Luckily, several species of fish lived underneath the dam in the winter months. The fish must have preferred this location to the fast waters of the Sapphire River. Whoever had built this dam had chosen a great location. But whoever owned this home had also not returned. Perhaps they had died, killed by river weasels, or had seen the new occupants and had chosen not to return. For whatever reason, Crimson was grateful. Midnight was right, they had encountered very little danger the past month, and she hoped their luck would continue into the spring.

      The cold river water did not affect the dragons as much as it did Crimson. In the winter, her wiry overcoat and soft undercoat became somewhat waterproof and allowed for safer ice fishing. Her winter fur had begun to grow early in the fall, and its waterproof properties helped keep her warm. While Crimson and other Norterridane had a high cold tolerance, the freezing waters and cold temperatures would eventually take their toll. She would come back from a fishing trip, shake off any excess water and warm her fur with the dragon’s magnificent heat.

      Dragons are lucky to be able to create heat like that. She pressed her body closer to Chalcedony’s. It was too stormy outside to search the red willows or play in the ice, so Crimson told the dragons stories. Sometimes she told them of her family and other times of the Norterridane.

      “Norterridane had not always been a peaceful race. In the days of the war, it was clan against clan. The war of the Norterridane was brutal and lengthy. Their numbers dwindled. Several of the elder Norterridane banded together to bring peace. First, they did it with their claws, because violence and fear seemed to be the only way. Then with their words and teachings. Norterridane clans realized that they would need each other to defeat cave lizards, serpents and other animals that would prey upon them. The clans, once spread across the continent, moved to the Underground. Those who did not agree with the elder’s rules left to Alannador to live as they pleased. My grandfather was born of the clans that left Genorrdia. But he returned later when the dragons needed our help.”

      “How did they get to Genorrdia?” Azuran said.

      “My dad said dragons carried him across the ocean, but I wonder how they got to Alannador before they knew dragons. They never told us that part.” “What’s an ocean?” Chalcedony asked.

      “It’s a large body of water like the Sapphire River, but it goes on as far as the eye can see. My mother says it’s so deep that you can never reach the bottom.”

      Azuran’s eyes widened and curiosity pranced inside his questioning face. His mouth wide and scaled lips open, his sharp little teeth were exposed. “Have you seen it?”

      “No, but I can imagine it. You can imagine places you cannot see. Think of the calm Little Blue River. Imagine it stretches past the grasslands and even farther to the mountains. Calm and peaceful waters, with hundreds of fish, as far as you can see.”

      The dragons closed their eyes.

      “I can see it,” Chalcedony whispered.

      “Me too,” her brother agreed.

      “I imagine it is a very peaceful place. I can also imagine dragons across the ocean on Alannador.”

      “Tell us a story about Alannador,” requested Azuran.

      “I don’t know much about Alannador. I think it is because I was supposed to learn those things later. I don’t know many dragon stories. My dad told me a few of dragons, but mostly said I would know when I was older, so instead, I’ll tell you about the Underground.”

      “I guess that’s okay,” Azuran said slumping down on the hard den floor.

      “I have only been to the Underground a few times for training, but I remember nearly every detail. It’s so wonderfully different from the woods we’re in now. The Underground was built long ago at the base of the Black Mountains, and the elder’s homes are carved into the mountain above. They can keep watch over the lake, our dens, and the archive caves. The archive caves are the place where everything in history is written into stone. None but the members of the counsel have permission to enter those caves. The counsel is made up of the older Norterridane and other younger Norterridane such as the chief of the warriors and the lead Magi.”

      “The Underground  is a maze of tunnels, caverns and dens. Warriors occupy the outer dens while families reside in inner dens. If the cave lizards breached a wall, they would run into a warrior. That warrior would fight it off and call for help instead of the lizard being able to prey upon the young. The Underground was built in hills and slopes at the base of the Black Mountains and has tunnels that lead to the edge of Crystal Lake. It also has tunnels that lead deep into the Black Mountains. These tunnels lead to heated caverns where fish are dried and saved for the winter. My mom is a fisher who helps stock the fish stores. They hardly ever need to use their fish stores because Crystal Lake has plenty of fish. The elders wanted to have the fish stores in case of new enemies, or in case the Black Mountain volcano peak, Xenoti, erupted and filled the lake with ash. This happened thousands of years ago and was written in the history archives.”

      “I would love to see the Underground,” Azuran said, “And I’d love to see Midnight again, too. I miss him.”

      “I miss him, too. And perhaps you’ll see it one day,” Crimson replied. “When you’re stronger and your scales are hardened, I would love to take you to see the lake.”

      She noticed at that moment how large the pair had gotten. “Or you can carry me there,” she mused. She wondered how big the dragons would grow. She imagined they would be very big, and that they could fly her across the ocean.

      Night fell upon Genorrdia, but Crimson could not tell from inside the dark den. Instead she relied on her body to tell her when bedtime was. It had been three days of this storm, and she wasn’t certain it was night, but she was tired, so she went to sleep.

      Crimson awoke to a strange thumping sound. She looked around in the dark trying to find the source. What was it? Was it a creature outside? Her mind began to race. What was she going to do, awake the sleeping dragons and run into the snow? Then again, thump, thump, thump. Should she light her claws? Perhaps then she could swim out of the dam. But if her claws lit up at night, the creature would know she was coming. The noise sounded like it was in the dam. She sniffed the air, but all she could smell was the scent of dragons. She let out a low growl of warning and lit her front paws. She looked around the room. There was nothing there.

      Strange, could it have been a dream? She looked over the sleeping dragons. They looked so cute and peaceful.

      Chalcedony lay on her stomach and Azuran was sleeping beside her, his head resting on one of her front legs. He was laying on his back with his dragon legs hanging limply on his body. Crimson gazed at the dragons for a minute or two more and was about to extinguish her fiery claws. Then Azuran’s tail moved and made a loud THUMP. That was the sound. She called away the flames and lay down beside the dragons and closed her eyes. Thump, thump, thump. Crimson’s eyes opened again.

      She must be agitated. His tail had never bothered her before, but now it seemed like the loudest sound in the world.

      “Azuran,” she said, nudging the dragon with her head. “Wake up.” He did not respond, deep in his slumber.

      “Azuran, your tail,” Crimson said again loudly. The dragons didn’t move.

      “No wonder you need protection. You sleep like rocks,” she said annoyed. Thump, went his tail again.

      Crimson moved over and lay her head down on the dragon’s soft scaled tail. She felt his tail trying to move under her weight. It eventually stopped moving so Crimson could sleep. Who knew keeping dragons would be so much work? She thought back to the days when they had just reached the willows, and she had to teach them to stay clear of the Sapphire and to stay near the red willows. Crimson knew that she would have to do the same teaching if she had pups of her own, but she wasn’t ready for that. She wasn’t even sure she was ready for dragon keeping, but here she was all grown and responsible. She didn’t feel grown. She wasn’t sure she was even doing the best job. The dragons seemed happy enough, and what was the measure of a dragon keeper anyway?

      Midnight had talked about taking care of the dragons till their scales hardened and said that Obsidian dragons would take a long time. Crimson wasn’t sure that she could make it. Trapped here at the dam for months, she longed to leave and explore the world on her own. The dragons were so young that they did not have much to add to her conversations. Sure, they used their imagination and ideas, but she longed for Midnight’s company. She longed to see her mother.

      Do all mothers feel this way when taking care of pups, or am I being selfish for wanting to be on my own? What would I be doing if I was not watching these dragons? I probably would have found a profession in the Underground . It wouldn’t be a warrior. She was sure of that. Exploring would be the most interesting. Explorers searched for magic stones. It would be exciting to find magic stones. Maybe she could just fish like her mom. No, that wasn’t for her. She needed adventure, and perhaps being out here with the dragons she was getting just that. If she had not found the eggs she would have never traveled so far from home.

      Suddenly Crimson felt a sting of guilt. She had these two wonderful dragons to take care of, and they would be gone in a year or so. She should embrace her destiny and stop complaining, even if they sometimes annoyed her. After all, she had chosen to take care of them. She closed her eyes, dreaming again of the dragons growing bigger and flying across the world.

      When the morning sun rose and Azuran awoke, Crimson looked at him with new eyes. He was so eager to explore the world, and the noises weren’t really his fault. She still had doubts about her abilities, but she knew that she had to be the one to protect these small hatchlings.

      “Can we go out?” Azuran pleaded, looking up at her with his beautiful blue eyes.

      “Let me make sure it’s safe,” Crimson said. Crimson swam down into the cold water. It felt like Crystal Lake in the winter when ice crept up across the shallow edge. She swam up to the surface, and her head bumped into the hard-solid ice. Crimson hadn’t expected it to freeze over this early in the winter. The Sapphire usually flowed at some pace or another all winter long. The small stream, off the main, river flowed slow enough for the ice to form. Plus, the storm had been freezing the land for days.

      Crimson didn’t panic though; she had practiced calling dragon fire often and was quite good at calling different levels of fire. She felt for the heat and brought the flames to her claws and stabbed them into the ice. Within seconds the ice melted, and not more than a minute later, a hole large enough to climb through had been made in the ice. An unsettling thought entered her mind of being trapped in the dam had she not been able to call the dragon power. Perhaps this was the reason the flat tails had two entrances.

      She climbed onto the slippery ice of the river, dug her claws in, and walked to the solid snow-covered ground of the willows. Crimson smelled the air and listened. She looked around, scanning the area. When it looked clear and safe she returned to the dam to see Azuran and Chalcedony anxiously awaiting her return.

      “So, can we go?” Azuran called out impatiently.

      “Yeah, come on out.”

      The willows were Azuran’s favorite place because of the hanging and twisted branches. Snow and ice clung to them making them appear like caves made of ice. Strands of sunlight shown through the branches lighting up the willows in a shimmering glow.

      “Don’t go too far ahead,” Crimson said. “Remember, if you can’t see me, you’re too far away.” She would let them feel like they had their independence, but was never too far away.

      “But can’t you smell us?” Azuran said.

      “Yes, I can, and I can track your scent, but you never know what can come out of the willows.”

      “Okay,” Azuran said, voice high and whiny. It was the voice he used when he didn’t want to listen to Crimson. She slowed her walk to let them get ahead. She listened to the hatchlings.

      “Azuran, slow down. It’s hard to move through the willow.”

      “Oh, come on, you just have to pick your legs up more.”

      “This is far enough away, right?”

      “We haven’t even gotten out of the willow.”

      “But what if a river weasel comes?”

      “It won’t. Don’t you ever want to explore on your own? We could find something new and exciting that Crimson hasn’t found yet.”

      “No, not really. I like it when she takes us to new places.”

      “Midnight said one day we will be these fierce dragons out on our own in Alannador. How are you going to be fierce when you’re scared of everything?”

      “I don’t know, maybe I’ll just stay with Crimson forever,” Chalcedony grunted, disapprovingly.

      A rush of beating wings filled the air, much louder than a bird. Crimson quickly ran through the willows, circling the young dragons. A strange lizard-like scent filled her nostrils. The dragons smelled it too. Azuran opened his mouth to speak.

      “Quiet,” Crimson whispered. A dark shadow blocked out the sun for just a moment and disappeared with the rhythm of the flapping wings.

      “What was that?” Chalcedony whispered from underneath Crimson’s body. Her smooth scaled body trembled against Crimson’s legs.

      “I don’t know, but whatever it was, it didn’t hear us.”

      “Maybe it was a dragon,” Azuran said jumping forward in the direction the sounds had gone, his paws deep in the snow.

      “Maybe, but I didn’t smell like a dragon—a lizard of some sort for sure. I thought perhaps a serpent like Midnight warned us about. But I couldn’t see it. Whatever it was, it’s gone now.”
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      THE ice sheets melted, and Crimson surfaced to feel the warmth of the sun on her fur. Almost overnight small plants had sprouted up around the river banks, and the red willows leaf buds could be seen like small red teardrops waiting to open and take in the full light of the sun. Crimson plunged down into the slow-moving river water and caught a small grey fish with her paw, then woke the dragons to enjoy the day. The winter had been mild and lasted only a few short months.

      A dark shadow stretched over the river, momentarily blocking the sun. Crimson looked up from underneath the water, still holding her breath. A huge snake-like beast with large tusks flew overhead. Its red eyes spotted her, and it flew down toward the group.

      Chalcedony and Azuran perceived the danger and swam toward the dam. Crimson followed the dragon hatchings inside the underwater entrance to their home. She hoped the beast would move on. No such luck. The booming voice sounded muffled through the thick walls, but terrified Crimson and the dragons nonetheless. Can it smell the dragons through the dam? Was it guessing, or had is seen the hatchlings? Crimson signaled for the dragons to be silent.

      The serpent’s claws scraped against the dirt. The dam was strong, and the mud packed on it made a hard stone-like shell. Perhaps the dam is strong enough to keep us safe. Crimson moved the dragons closer to the watery exit. The serpent dug furiously, pulling large logs from the top of the dam and knocking them into the water. Azuran and Chalcedony huddled close to Crimson. Their bodies shook in terror. Dust fell like rain upon Crimson and the dragons.

      Crimson pushed the dragons out of the underwater tunnel and into the river. Chalcedony first and then Azuran. Crimson quickly swam ahead of the dragons and led them under the water and toward the red willows. She climbed onto the bank and motioned for the dragons to follow. They climbed up the muddy bank into the willows, hiding underneath the branches. The willow masked Crimson’s color. The dragons immediately rolled in mud to mask their scent. They blended in perfectly with the muddy roots.  The dragons had grown larger and could scarcely fit in between the willow branches.

      The Serpent spoke in a deep guttural voice; one Crimson might have imagined an adult dragon possessed, striking fear in all that heard it speak. This voice now taunted her, and her body trembled.

      “Where did you go? The serpent asked. “What a lovely color red. I dare say, I may not have noticed you, had it not been for that wonderful fur. I saw you there under the water, clear as day. Oh, how it brought me pleasure. What are you doing out here alone?” Its voice dripped with sarcasm and Crimson knew it wasn’t looking for a response.

      Her heart beat fast, her mouth dried, and she swallowed in hopes of moistening her tongue. All she could think about was the creature killing her and the dragons.

      “It’s rude not to respond when spoken to,” it said, its voice loud and clear. “Nevertheless, I suspect you have a dragon in here. I know all about the keeping of dragons. Perhaps a water dragon? I think I saw something grey moving beside you. Let me have one look, will you? Just one.”

      Its voice changed suddenly, no longer playful and more threatening as it broke through several willow branches. Crimson could not judge the distance, but he was close. Its large snakelike diamond shaped head pressed into the branches. Red eyes searching.

      “I’ll find you, red one. You cannot hide forever.” The serpent jumped backward and flew over the red willows.

      After a while the beat of his wings faded.

      Crimson’s muscles relaxed, and for the first time in what seemed like hours, she breathed deeply. “It must have moved downstream,” she whispered to the dragons. Never had she seen something this terrifying. Unlike the cave lizards, the creature was enormous. Could this be the serpent that Midnight had warned about?

      Azuran’s belly grumbled loudly. “I’m hungry,” he whined, clearly not aware of the terrible danger outside the willows.

      “Me, too,” Chalcedony agreed stretching her cramped legs beneath the willow branches.

      Crimson sniffed again. She did not smell anything other than the dam. The world seemed peaceful once again, but she wanted to stay under the willow. She wanted Midnight to come and tell her what to do. But she couldn’t just stay there forever. They had to eat, and maybe the dragon power would protect them.

      “Let’s go back to the river,” Crimson said. “We can fish quickly and return here if it returns.” Crimson moved into the water, and the dragon hatchlings followed. She dived into the water, closing her eyes and feeling the calmness of the flowing river. She opened her eyes, and her heart stopped.

      A large black shape floated just under the surface. It was the serpent. His red eyes stared into Crimson’s, taking every ounce of her strength. It seemed almost motionless, save the water pushing it to and fro. It grinned, at least it looked like a grin from underwater. It moved, its large clawed arms lurching forward.

      Crimson called forth an arch of fire, which steamed through the water. The serpent drew back his claws. Crimson turned and surfaced. The dragon hatchlings ran down the river bank past the stream to where the Sapphire met the Little Blue. Then they turned back into the red willows to hide, but the sparse willows farther south provided little cover. Crimson swam out of the water and on to the bank, moving through the willows after them. The damp water weighed her down, but she had no time to shake off.

      Right behind them, the beast crashed through the tangled willows, breaking and tearing at the branches as it moved. Crimson turned and called forth another arc of fire. The blue fire immediately caught hold of the dead branches and the willows began to burn in front of the serpent. Black smoke rose from the flames. Crimson rotated and scanned the area. The dragons ran down the riverbank and away from the protective willows toward the cliffs.

      “Azuran, come back,” Chalcedony cried as she ran after her brother. He stopped, hearing her cry. A crackling blast caught Crimson’s attention. The serpent jumped up through the willow branches away from the fire. Broken branches rained down. Fearing the red willows would all burn, Crimson extinguished the fire on her claws. But it was no use. The flames moved from one branch to another, and thick black smoke filled the air. The serpent landed on the sandy soil between Crimson and the dragon hatchlings. It towered above them. Chalcedony crouched and instinctively prepared her tail to whip the massive creature.

      A black blur moved through the willows.

      Midnight. Crimson’s breath came fast, and her heart pounded. He’s here, he made it back. Relief filled her body even as the serpent closed in on the dragon hatchlings.

      Midnight rushed out of the southeastern willows, jumped across the Little Blue and landed at Chalcedony’s side. A shield immediately surrounded them. Midnight looked both surprised and relieved as the serpents’ claws scraped against the shield wall.

      The serpent’s laughter drowned out all other noise. “Poor dog. So brave. A pity I have to kill you.” It moved its massive head close to the shield, its arms surrounding the translucent pulsating light, and its tusks began to break through. Midnight froze and stared at the serpent for a moment, then exposed his teeth preparing to fight. That’s impossible. How did it get through the shield?

      Without hesitation, Crimson jumped forward, teeth bared, attacking the serpent who turned from the shield as Crimson’s fiery claws slashed his arms. The hot fire seared through skin, and Crimson felt a clump of its flesh tear from his arm. The serpent hit her away with one of its other six arms. Pain stabbed into her side as she fell to the ground. She growled, calling forth an arch of fire burning the creature’s back leg. The serpent’s scales bubbled in the heat. The serpent backed away, shocked at what had happened.

      Azuran moved quickly towards the Little Blue. He jumped in and swam around, attempting to get close to Midnight and underneath the protective shield. Azuran climbed onto the river bank and moved slowly towards Chalcedony. The Serpent noticed the movement and turned toward Azuran. Crimson attacked it again with a violent fury. Her claws burned every part they touched. Onixian opened his wings, violently knocking her away, and at the same time, hurling Azuran back into the Little Blue. The hit must have knocked him out. He didn’t try to swim or move. His body floated swiftly down the river toward where the Little Blue met the fast-moving Sapphire River. The Serpent jumped into the air as Azuran’s body moved into the current.

      Midnight directed Chalcedony into the unburnt southeastern willows. Good, they would be hidden for now.

      Crimson ran to the Little Blue and quickly swam across it to the east bank. She ran fast along the river. The Sapphire carried Azuran’s body rapidly downstream toward the waterfall. Crimson didn’t know what she could do.

      Her first instinct was to bark, to call, for help. But she knew that no one would be able to help her. The serpent followed Azuran in the air above the river. It dived down in the river to catch the dragon, but missed as another fast current carried his body further downstream. Azuran began to swim, suddenly awakened after the blow. He must have heard the rushing water of the falls. Crimson sighed in relief. He had a chance. Azuran swam relentlessly against the current toward the shore only a few feet away.

      Come on Azuran. Crimson prayed he could swim to the river bank in time. But there it was up ahead, the rushing waterfall and the cliffs. Azuran swam with all his strength, but he was still going backward. Crimson ran along the shore, but she was too far away. Helpless, she watched on in terror as the small dragon fell over the waterfall. Azuran’s body had disappeared. The serpent dove into the water and went over the falls after the hatchling, disappearing too.

      Azuran. Crimson’s heart beat wildly. The dragon heat that connecting them was fading.

      She reached out desperately as she ran, pulling at the fragments of heat being ripped away. Her chest tightened, and tears welled in her eyes. The heat was gone. Azuran was gone.

      She reached the edge of the cliff and looked over. There was nothing. The cliff dropped hundreds of feet below. She could see down to the plunge pool where the water hit and moved on to the lower Sapphire River. There was no sight of the serpent, and no sight of Azuran. There was no way his small body could have survived the fall, and she felt no magic. Tears fell freely from her eyes, rolling from her fur onto the grass seedlings at her feet. It was as if pieces of her fell as her tears fell. Emptiness had replaced what was once a warm and joyful connection. Chalcedony’s cool warmth flooded Crimson’s heart as she approached, but it was not the same. It did not fill in the missing pieces of dragon power that once wove together.

      “There was nothing you could have done,” Midnight said as he and Chalcedony joined Crimson at the edge of the cliff. His voice was soft and caring, and he didn’t deliver the biting remarks she was expecting and felt she deserved.

      Crimson said nothing. She couldn’t speak. She could only stare down the cliff thinking of his beautiful blue eyes and how she had failed him. Stabbing pain engulfed her chest and traveled down her rib cage. It was too much. She wanted to step off the cliff with him, to go with him and end the pain.

      Chalcedony moved up to the edge and rubbed against Crimson’s leg sensing her grief.

      “Where is Azuran?” she asked.

      “Azuran is gone,” Midnight said.

      “Gone where?”

      “To a place of peace, perhaps to the stars with his dragon ancestors. Come Crimson, Chalcedony, we cannot stay here,” Midnight cautioned. “If the serpent isn’t dead, he’ll return.”

      Crimson looked over the waterfall one last time. Azuran, I’m sorry I couldn’t protect you. I’m so sorry. Beryl was right, I’m too young for this.

      She turned to follow Midnight, vision blurry from the tears. The group moved back up the Sapphire River away from the cliffs. Every step away from the cliff felt like a betrayal to Azuran. I promise you, I’ll never again lose another dragon, and I’ll find a way to kill the serpents. I’ll become the greatest dragon keeper the world has ever known.
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      THE three companions walked with heavy steps on the east bank of the Sapphire River. Warm sunlight spread across the land, but the world was darker. They traveled through the red willows. The fire had gone out, but the once beautiful landscape was now a blackened reminder of the painful events. The greener willows had survived, and their wet roots and shoots near the muddy riverbank still stood. They would grow back, but they wouldn’t be the same. The dam was reduced to dust and broken sticks.

      “Crimson,” Chalcedony whimpered. “What are we going to do?”

      A hard knot stuck in Crimson’s throat. She couldn’t speak and had no comforting words to offer.

      “We find a new home,” Midnight said.

      The muddy landscape gave way to the grasslands between the rivers.

      “It wasn’t your fault, Crimson.” Midnight said as they walked. “It could have happened to any keeper. No one could have known that they could break through our shields.”

      It didn’t happen to anyone, it happened to me, to Azuran. I should have been more prepared, Crimson thought. Midnight brushed against her side. He was trying to be comforting she knew. “You came back. That’s what matters. How did you make the shield? Isn’t Magnet gone?”

      “I have no idea. I just wanted to protect Chalcedony. I think I used her power. She must have let me use it. Maybe all keepers can tap in to all dragon’s powers, not just the ones they keep. I don’t think any protectors know that, because we’re always alone.”

      “Oh, I guess that makes sense.”

      “I need to warn the elders of the serpent. They need to know that our shields will not protect against them.

      That must have been how Morian was killed.”

      “Was he the one who was supposed to train me?”

      “Yes. Now we know why he never came. I will go to the Underground  after you’re safe.”

      “You’re going to leave us? What if the serpent comes back? I can’t protect Chalcedony alone.”

      “I’ll be back as soon as I can, two days at most. It’s my duty as a warrior to let them know.”

      Your duty? Crimson did not reply, but a sudden heat flared up in her body, and her jaw clenched.

      “Come with me then. Maybe it’s worth the risk to take Chalcedony to the Underground.”

      Crimson didn’t say anything, but followed Midnight through what was left of the willows. Up ahead, on the left, a fallen tree recently toppled over into the Sapphire River making a bridge. Its branches stretched like arms into the water, roots holding firm to the river bank. The green leaves still caught the sun and kept the tree alive. Crimson stopped to study it. Perhaps it had not been rooted deep enough in the soil, or the water had eroded the bank and the roots could no longer hold it. It must have fallen recently.

      Is it a sign?

      “What are you doing?” Midnight asked.

      “I think we should cross the river,” she said looking at the tree and not looking toward Midnight.

      “I thought we agreed that we should go back to the Underground or my den. You could stay a while.”

      When she thought of the Underground, all she could think of was disappointment. She couldn’t return until Chalcedony had made it to Alannador. She couldn’t return a failure.

      “No,” she replied “We won’t be safe there. It will come back. I was foolish to think we would be safe in the red willows.”

      “It was a good home, and a good place. No one could have foreseen such a creature coming to this place. Don’t blame yourself.”

      Chalcedony listened, but did not say anything.

      Crimson nodded her head in agreement, but did not look directly at him, instead looking off toward the fallen tree. “I feel like something is telling me to cross.”

      “I won’t stop you,” Midnight said. “But you’re not going alone.”

      “Why. Are you worried I can’t protect Chalcedony?” Even as she said it, she regretted it.

      “No” Midnight said, “I am worried that the serpent may come back, and he might not be the only one. Let’s travel west toward the ocean. There may be good shelter and there will be plenty of fish. I have heard of a few keepers living near the ocean. It could be good for us.”

      Crimson nodded again. “Okay, come then.” But what she wanted to say is, how could we let Azuran die? I thought we were supposed to protect the dragons. The air grew thin. Like the air in a newly collapsed cave, scarce and running out. Thoughts of Azuran moved in and out of her mind and trampled upon her already wounded heart. She felt empty and lost. She paid no attention to the smells that assaulted her nose and hardly noticed Midnight leading them into the forest. She should leave Chalcedony with him. She would be better off.

      A sharp pain registered in her paw. She hadn’t noticed how far they had walked into the woods. She lifted it off the ground to see a thorny green vine stretching across their path. The forest was full of large leafed trees, and under the trees grew strange bushes with low hanging thorny branches and vines. It seemed like a similar maze of branches that the red willow had, except these branches curved and twisted in all directions, fighting to reach the sun. The further they walked in to the forest, the darker it became. Branches twisted and turned, blocking out the sun. At the ends of the thorny branches, small flat needle like leaves turned towards the light.

      Dense bushes grew in some parts, and in other parts massive tree trunks stood tall and majestic in their path like the fallen redwood log that Crimson’s den was made from. They smelled different. Surprisingly, no leaves littered the ground, and none had fallen on the thorny vine bushes. If they had fallen, something must have eaten them.

      “These thorns are strange,” Midnight said.

      “Why do you think that?” Chalcedony asked.

      “Well they are very green and quite large for spring to just have begun. It’s just a little strange. Let’s hope we get out of the forest soon.”

      They had traveled for several hours, and going back wouldn’t be wise. Going forward was also going to be a challenge. Crimson looked for a path with the least vines and the maze that seemed easiest to go through. The thorns stuck out on all sides of the vines and poked and scratched Crimson and Chalcedony. The thorns, like fingers, reached out to scratch and grab Crimson’s fur. She moved ahead carefully, limping at some points due to the pain in her paws. Chalcedony’s wings had scratches on them, and small drops of blood appeared on her grey skin.

      “These are strange and painful twisted trees,” Chalcedony said dropping underneath another thorny branch that scratched the tip of the spike protecting her ear.

      “Perfect description. Twisted trees,” Crimson said. “If I didn’t think that serpent would follow us, I would burn all these trees to ashes.”

      “It’s got to let up soon,” Chalcedony replied pulling her wings tighter against her body.

      Crimson breathed in the air. There was a familiar scent.

      “Dragons,” Crimson and Midnight said in unison.

      They moved closer to the scent. Chalcedony smelled it, too, and her eyes light up. There was a small den opening ahead. Just as Crimson neared the entrance, a tan Norterridane appeared. She was much older than Crimson, most likely older than her mother and father as well. Grey fur mixed in with her shaggy tan coat. “Dragon keepers,” she spoke, her voice melodic, sweet and somehow comforting after the day’s events. “Come in, come in.”

      “Thank you,” Midnight said following the Norterridane into the den. Crimson followed. The den was much larger than they expected, and the four of them fit comfortably. The ceiling and walls were littered with roots, just as in Midnight’s cave, but the soil was reddish in color mixed with dark black humus. Along the walls were several stones with etching upon them. The smell of fresh fish was stronger than dragon. Two recently caught fish lay on the floor. Chalcedony licked her scales.

      “Help yourself,” The Norterridane said. “Dragons need to keep their strength.”

      Chalcedony did not need prompting to eat and devoured one of the fish. Crimson’s stomach turned. The thought of fish was unappealing.

      “My name is Galena. What brings you out this way? I haven’t seen Norterridane in such a long time, and my frail body would not make it to the Underground. Finding a den for your dragon?”

      As she spoke, she reminded Crimson of her grandmother who had passed away when she was a pup. A glow caught her attention. It was the stones.

      “Oh, don’t mind the stones dear, their magic is nearly gone.”

      “Magic? You’re Magi?” Crimson asked. She had never heard of Magi living alone.

      “Are you also a keeper?” Midnight interrupted. “We seldom hear of Magi keepers, in fact—never, since Jasper.”

      “Yes, they call me a Magi. I prefer the term healer. And I was a keeper, but have not been in years.”

      “But your den smells of dragons?”

      “Sometimes I have visitors.”

      Chalcedony moved closer to Galena, now more interested in the conversation.

      “Oh yes, young one, dragons visit me. For I was around when Jasper lived. I was young then, but I played a part in later negotiations of dragon keeping. But that is talk for another time. What brings you here?”

      Midnight recounted the events of the day and Galena’s face changed from calm to concerned.

      “The serpents have found where the dragon young were taken,” she said as much to herself as to Midnight. “This is a concern. You are right to think of alerting the others.”

      She moved slowly around the den to get a closer look at Crimson.

      “Curious that Midnight was able to use the dragon power. Dragon power is usually only for one keeper or parent. The keeper who connected is linked to that power. If you used her power that means Crimson was not linked.”

      “But I could use dragon fire while he used the shield. Could I have been using only Azuran’s power?” Crimson asked.

      “No dear, you copied the dragon power and weren’t using it from your dragons at all. Midnight could only use it because you were not. Imagine how dangerous it would be if a dragon shared power with more than one keeper? It would drain their power and leave them unprotected.”

      “What? That doesn’t make sense. How can she use fire without a dragon?” Midnight said.

      “You said that she felt your dragon, correct?”

      “Yes, but what does that mean?”

      “It means she can feel all dragons and use their power. The dragons keep their power and she copied the first power she used, and it is now a part of her forever. It is a rare gift, and it makes for a strong keeper if you can learn to use the powers correctly.”

      “How is that possible?” Midnight asked.

      “Some Norterridane believe it is a random gift passed down through generations. Other’s believe it is a gift with a purpose or destiny. Only you can decide what it is for you. Jasper had the same ability although her power was the ability to breath underwater indefinitely. But she was a Magi. Are you sure you are not a Magi?”

      
        
        “No, I can’t be. I don’t think so,” Crimson replied.

      

      

      “I have never heard of it. How do you know all this?” Midnight asked.

      “I can sense it. I felt the magic when you walked in. There’s no way to prove it, and Crimson will have to find how to use it on her own. With the serpents knowing where Genorrdia is, it will be very important indeed.”

      “Why do you say that?” Crimson asked, feeling the weight of yet even more expectations.

      “Because the serpents are looking for magic. They have always been magic hungry. Some say it’s because they lost their magic. Perhaps dark magic took it and serpents are always searching for their missing piece. If you ask me, it is rather sad.”

      Sad. Crimson did not think of it as sad. That creature had killed Azuran. “I don’t pity the serpent, and if I ever see it again, I will kill it.” Crimson was surprised by the anger that gripped her body. In that moment, she didn’t even feel like herself, but a warrior intent on killing the enemy. “Have you ever seen a serpent?”

      “Yes, I have seen a few. I stay clear of them. Though, once you learn to fully control your power you may well be able to kill them. But remember, we only kill if we must. That is our way. Also, be wary, the serpents may try to take your magic as well.”

      Our way? Is keeping dragons our way? Is leaving your child all alone for months to take care of dragons our way?

      Crimson was suddenly very aware of how much the pressure to keep dragons had led to this moment. If she hadn’t felt the pressure to be a keeper, Azuran might still be alive and in the care of a more capable Norterridane.

      Galena turned to Midnight, her voice still calm and melodic. “I think that you should return to the Underground  and make them aware of the danger. The dragons need to know as well.”

      “What about Crimson and Chalcedony?” Midnight asked, looking at his two companions with concern.

      The calm in her voice had Midnight sitting and listening once again. Crimson was eager to hear her words.

      “There is a place where they may be well protected. I know of these caves built by furless, scale-less creatures that walk on two legs. We call these creatures the cave dwellers. They lived south of here near the ocean many years ago. Their scent is much stronger than that of dragons, and though they have long since left Genorrdia, the caves remain, and the scent remains.”

      “I’ve never heard of such a creature,” Midnight said.

      “We do not talk of them much. I think most want to forget of their existence. It was their kind that created the dragon plague, mixing magic of stones that were never meant to be mixed.”

      “These caves could be a good place, and I need to return to the Underground to tell the elders about the serpent,” Midnight said, drawing Crimson from her thoughts.

      “I guess so,” Crimson replied. Another place to go and survive. She wanted to be strong and find her own path with Chalcedony. Isn’t that what dragon keepers did?

      Galena moved up next to Crimson.

      “Young keeper. I know that losing a dragon is hard. Other keepers have lost dragons. I would tell you that loss is a part of life and that in time you will heal, but you have another dragon to take care of. Just as your power is rare, so are Obsidiantwins,” she said, as if she had read Crimson’s mind.

      She placed her paw on Crimson’s and her other paw on the stone. She muttered some words that were neither Norterridane nor the common tongue. The stone glowed bright for an instant then disappeared. She did the same thing to Chalcedony. Within moments Crimson felt the ache in her heart almost disappear.

      “What did you do?” Crimson snapped.

      “I opened your mind. Temporarily anyway. You cannot take care of this young dragon if you do not find out who you are.”

      “Right now, I’m angry,” she growled. How dare she use her magic on me?

      “Good,” Galena said. “You will need your anger, and once you move past it, you can heal. Self-pity is not good for you or your dragon. The magic only makes you more open to dreams, dreams that may hold answers and keys to your next journey. Come, let me show you the way out of here.”

      Galena led the group past the thorny bushes to a sandy path.

      “Follow that path and it will lead you to the sand dunes. Travel at night when the sun isn’t too hot, and try to burrow in the sand in the day. It is not going to be easy, but you never know what help you may have along the way”. She winked at Crimson as if she had a secret she was not quite ready to tell.

      Crimson turned to Midnight, “I am suddenly wishing you were coming with us.”

      “I need to warn the elders. I will look for you as soon as I can. The caves have got to be your best chance.”

      It was a small comfort, but Crimson was glad that Midnight cared for her safety. Midnight and Galena turned around and walked away, back into the thorn forest. Crimson watched him walk away, took a deep breath, and then turned to lead Chalcedony down the sandy path.
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      THE  twisted thorny branches gave way to the short bushes and grasses. A river flowed through the sandy wasteland up ahead. Crimson and Chalcedony ran to the river and lapped up the cool refreshing water. The cold water helped ease the pain caused by the thorns on Crimson’s paws.

      “She should have healed my paws instead,” Crimson said bitterly. She couldn’t help but feel the Magi Galena knew something more than she was telling. Small ripples and waves came down the shallow river into the cool soft sand. The river, fed by melting snow from the mountains, was very shallow and would dry up in the summer heat.

      “Fish couldn’t live here. It isn’t deep enough,” Crimson said. Her stomach rumbled. “When was the last time I ate? I can’t remember.”

      Chalcedony shrugged. “I ate at Galena’s den. I hope Midnight makes it safe to the Underground. Do you think the serpent will go back to the willows?”

      “I am sure Midnight will be fine. The serpent, who knows? Galena said to go over the dunes, but I don’t know. I want to trust her but…” Crimson paused, Chalcedony had run off towards the dunes after a small spiked lizard. The lizards ran fast, darting this way and that way. Chalcedony was fast, too, but would she catch it?

      Crimson stepped out of the water. She winced and pulled her paw back. The dry sand was hot. Very hot. That was unexpected, for the snows had only recently begun to melt.

      “Wait,” Crimson yelled to Chalcedony. Chalcedony quickly stopped and turned. Her nose wrinkled, and she scowled when she lost her prey. She looked at Crimson, hopping from one paw to the next.

      “How can you handle dragon fire and not sand?” she asked impatiently.

      Good question, Crimson thought. Why did her paws not burn when she was channeling dragon power? She felt for the heat and brought forth the flames. It worked. The magic protected her feet from the heat of the flames and the sand. Crimson walked on the sand with ease. Chalcedony turned her attention to finding more lizards.

      Chalcedony enjoyed the sand. She would run up higher on the dunes and dig in random places waiting for Crimson to catch up. She didn’t seem to be thinking of Azuran at all. Crimson had to push thoughts of him out of her mind. She couldn’t think of him or she wouldn’t make it to the caves.

      They climbed up the first sand dune and Crimson saw a sea of dunes. This dampened Crimson’s mood even more. How far away is the ocean?

      Chalcedony found more lizards to chase. She ran swiftly across the sand catching one of the lizards under her paw. Chalcedony looked at it.

      
        
        “Yuck, it doesn’t look very good to eat up close.”

      

      

      Crimson agreed, “It  looks like a dragon.”  She smelled it. “It doesn’t smell very good either.” The dragon let it go and they continued their journey.

      The sun’s heat baked the sand. Crimson felt the heat of the sun warm her fur and her body. Chalcedony did not seem to be bothered by the heat. Must be from being born in volcanic fire. Crimson opened her mouth and let her tongue hang free. Panting helped cool her body, but only slightly. The heat soaked into her muscles and a tiredness filled her body. A few sand dunes later the pair was exhausted. The heat was too much for Crimson, and Chalcedony had been running and playing much of the day. Crimson walked on until her weakness crept into her legs, and her paws ached from the hot sand. Sand so hot that her fur felt on fire. She collapsed on to the sand and closed her eyes. Something blocked the sun. A large shadow.

      Crimson’s eyes burst open. The serpent. The shadow of the serpent.

      But as she looked up into the sky, it was not a serpent but an enormous tan dragon. Scales glittered in the sun, reflecting the sun’s light like diamonds in the sky. With each beat the dragon descended closer to the sand dunes.

      Crimson froze and kept her eyes on the dragon for fear it was a dream and would disappear. One paw reached out touching only air, but feeling for the dragon. Cool air from the wings blew through her fur. A cold ripple flowed through her body. Smilier to the warm heat of Chalcedony’s power, the cold ripple instantly became a connection to the dragon. Crimson felt her power, such power, stronger than she had ever felt. A swirling shield of blue fire engulfed Crimson in a dizzying blur. The flames vanished.

      Chalcedony came into view, dashing back from the higher sand dunes toward the dragon.

      “Stay back, young dragon, you cannot come near me,” the dragon hissed. “For I would take your strength. I’m here only to help your keeper.” Her golden eyes were piercing and almost cold as she spoke.

      The dragon landed quite a way from Crimson. Crimson sat up on the hot sand. Laying down seemed rude.

      “Where did you come from?” Crimson called to the dragon.

      “I came here to leave my young amongst your kind, but I saw you and the hatchling out here on the dunes. Why have you come to this wasteland?

      “I’m trying to reach the ocean and some caves. Perhaps I didn’t travel the right way.”

      “I trust you know best, but you cannot make the journey alone, young pup. If you die, who will watch over the young Obsidian? I’ll call my friends to help.” The dragon opened her wings and closed her eyes. “They will be here soon.”

      What friends? Who had the dragon spoken to? Now is the chance to ask all the questions I have. But it seems rude to ask this dragon why they don’t take care of their children. And it must be true about the power because this dragon did not want Chalcedony close.

      Feeling the dragons power, Crimson knew Galena had been correct. Did the dragon feel it, too?

      “Something moved up here,” Chalcedony called from the distance, still obeying the dragon.

      “Don’t worry young one, the worms are here to help. What’s your name?”

      “Chalcedony,” she answered warmly.

      “My name is Citrine. Stay strong and safe. I look forward to meeting you again when you come to Alannador.” The dragon leaped into the sky and hovered above. “I will wait for my friends to arrive. They will take you to safety.”

      Chalcedony ran down the dune to Crimson.

      “She’s amazing. Do you think I’ll be like that when I’m grown?”

      There was a rumbling sound and the sand moved. Chalcedony jumped up and out of the way. Crimson, still exhausted, moved closer to Chalcedony.

      “Be careful.” The hair on her neck and back stood up. She growled, loudly.

      More sand began to move, and the dune shook. A large worm creature emerged  from the sand. It opened its large, circular, toothless maw. It seemed to be trying to communicate, but it was speaking a language she couldn’t understand. Another worm emerged behind Crimson. A strange wet feeling was upon her shoulder. She looked back. The worm had latched onto her shoulder with its strange worm mouth. The creature reminded her of the leaches in Crystal Lake; those blood sucking creatures that would grab hold in the small grasses near the shore. Before Crimson could move in protest, it was pulling her into the dark sand.

      The sun’s heat disappeared with the darkness. Crimson’s body cooled down. This must be what the dragon was talking about. A sand dragon, friend with sand worms. Her mind raced as the worm moved swiftly underneath the sand. Crimson called the fire, but the light was barely visible as the creature moved. The sand tunnel collapsed inward as fast as the creature made it. Crimson could feel sand falling near her paws, and small dust particles pulled at the oxygen moving into her lungs.

      She began to panic. If the creature let her go, she would be buried alive in the sand. It wouldn’t let go, would it? After all, a dragon had called it.

      Galena said she could call dragon powers. Would she be able to communicate as the sand dragon had? She closed her eyes and felt for the power. She searched for Citrine, imagining her mind floating out of the sand to the hovering dragon. Then she felt it, a cold ripple of power. That chill made her shake.

      “Can you hear me?” she asked, channeling the power and focusing on the worms.

      “We hear you,” the worms said without words.

      Crimson heard them in her mind.

      “Where are you taking us?”

      “Dragon said go to the ocean, so we go.”

      Crimson relaxed a bit. Still, being pulled underground did not bring comforting feelings. She wanted to ask them more questions, but her exhausted body would not let her. Using dragon magic pulled the strength from her body. Her eyes closed involuntarily, and the fire from her claws faded.

      Crimson walked beside her mother near the redwood tree into the forest. Her mother walked faster, and Crimson had to run to keep up. Her mother went farther and farther away. A dark and familiar shadow crossed the sky. The serpent flew down towards Tourmaline with its six arms reaching towards her. Crimson barked to warn her mother, but no sound came out. “Mother, run,” she tried to call, but she had no voice. Her mother couldn’t hear her. The serpent turned toward Crimson with an evil tooth-filled grin. His red eyes stared intently at her. Then, another unfamiliar white Norterridane appeared. It called Crimson to follow. It began to fade, and the face of a dragon appeared. Purple scales surrounded old tired eyes. “You’re safe; I’ll protect you.”

      A bright light hit Crimson’s eyes, pulling her from her dream. She closed them momentarily to adjust. She was again on top of the dunes. The wormlike creature’s body faded under the sand. The dunes were once again smooth and appeared untouched, as if the sand worms had never disturbed the earth at all. No tunnels remained, and no evidence that anything other than Crimson and Chalcedony had ever been on those dunes.

      The sun was setting, and the sand was cooler now. Crimson scanned the area. Just over the next dune the sight lifted the weight off Crimson’s shoulders; water. Water as far as the eye could see. It sparkled in the vanishing sun. Chalcedony was by her side.

      “That was so fun,” Chalcedony said. “I want to do it again.”

      “Apparently, you did not have the same fears I did under that sand.”

      “What was there to be afraid of? Citrine told us she would help. She was so beautiful, wasn’t she?”

      “Yes, very,” She looked down toward the ocean. What filled these waters? Nothing had gone as Crimson though it would. What new challenges could it hold? She wondered if she should have been less afraid. Why was she so untrusting of everyone and everything, even herself? Was it because of Azuran that she was so afraid? She wondered if she would ever be able to trust herself enough to make the right decision. It seemed that all her choices hadn’t been her choices at all. Even the sand worms were not her choice. She tired of trying to cater to creatures that she barely understood. But as she looked at Chalcedony staring at the same ocean with hope and awe, she knew she had to protect that more than anything. Chalcedony was a shy and sweet dragon, not a fierce killer that dragons were made out to be. She had to protect her.

      “There doesn’t seem to be anything around,” she said, pushing the dragon with her paw. “I’ll race you to the ocean.”

      Crimson and Chalcedony sprinted down toward the water. The water was cool and full of life. The waves crashed against the sand and against Crimson and Chalcedony’s legs. Unsuspecting fish swam around her sand covered paws. She looked out on the ocean and wished Azuran was there. He would have loved to see this. But maybe he was here with them now. The thought comforted her.

      She smelled the strange sea shells. A small creature with six legs and a hard-shelled body scampered into the ocean water. Crimson lapped up the ocean water with her broad, rough tongue. It tasted of minerals, but was cool and refreshing. Under the calm waves creatures of all shapes and sizes lived. Strange new creatures and fish. Farther out, the sand dropped off into deeper ocean waters. Crimson stayed in the shallower water and caught her first meal in a day and one for Chalcedony as well. The dragon, not the greatest fish hunter, could catch one every so often with her mouth, but couldn’t compare to Crimson’s fast barbed claws.

      “It’s more beautiful than I imagined,” Chalcedony said between mouthfuls of fish.

      “I agree, but it is really out in the open. We should look for a well-hidden shelter, and then we must travel south along the shore in search of these caves. But for now, we can enjoy ourselves a bit.”

      They swam and played till the sun was gone and the waves grew larger and larger. The sand moved into the ocean underneath their feet. Chalcedony was enthusiastically diving over the waves and moving farther out in to the ocean. Crimson moved on to the beach, taking in the sparkling of stars that had appeared over the colorful sunset.

      She glanced down to where the dragon was swimming, but she couldn’t see her any longer.

      Crimson bolted to the edge of the water. “Chalcedony!”

      Nothing. No splashing, no response. A moment. She had only looked away for a moment.

      Crimson ran into the ocean waves where Chalcedony had been. A large wave hit her with such force that it knocked her over. She stood up as the wave passed. She wouldn’t be able to find Chalcedony this way. To the side of the large waves was a section of strangely calm water. She swam towards it and immediately felt a river of water pulling her forcefully deeper into the ocean. The rip current was strong. She moved her legs rapidly, trying to swim out of it, frantically searching for Chalcedony as she moved.

      It was no use. Like the faster currents of the Sapphire, there was no escape. Crimson let it carry her out into the ocean. She saw Chalcedony up ahead and swam with all her strength to meet her. I can’t lose her. Not to the ocean. The flow of the current dispersed and Crimson helped Chalcedony up to the surface for air. The ocean was calmer out here and Crimson could see waves up ahead on both sides of where the current came in. “What was that?” Chalcedony asked gasping for breath. Swimming with all her might, legs and wings moving to keep her small scaled nose above the water.

      “A strong current that is pulling water back out to the ocean,” Crimson said. “I think we need to swim back with the waves and stay out of it.”

      They swam for a while away from the rip current, toward the waves heading to the beach.

      “When we get to the beach, we need to get out of the waves quickly, so the undertow doesn’t send you under the ocean or toward the current.”

      “Crimson, I’m so tired. I tried to swim away from the current. I’m not sure I can make it,” the dragon said, she trembled, nervous and scared.

      Crimson wanted to calm the dragon, but it was getting darker, and soon it would be hard to see the direction of the beach. Strange triangular-shaped fins appeared in the ocean waters ahead and moved closer. Crimson swam down into the water. Those creatures had large powerful fins and very sharp teeth. Five of them moved closer. Crimson had to get Chalcedony to those waves and back to shore before they got too close.

      “Hold on to my back,” Crimson said to the dragon that was now almost twice her size. She swam, moving her webbed paws forcefully under the water to keep her afloat. Chalcedony wrapped her front legs around Crimson’s neck, holding on tight. She was surprisingly light in the water.

      “Whatever happens, don’t let go,” Crimson said and swam with all her might towards the waves. She dared not look back.

      Crimson swam into the first wave, relief filled her mind. She felt the wave helping her swim as it pulled them towards the shore and away from the danger. Just as she felt her paws touch the sand, she felt Chalcedony’s body being pulled back by the water. With all the strength, she had left, she lunged forward onto the sand. The weight of the dragon was too much for her now and she collapsed on the sand underneath Chalcedony’s body. Another giant wave approached.

      “Come on Chalcedony, we need to move,” she pleaded. The dragon let go of the death grip she had on the Norterridane’s neck and crawled up the beach to drier sands. Crimson followed and collapsed closer to Chalcedony. The sand was harder here, and small grasses had taken root. The waves crashed a few yards away. The pair moved up to higher ground, and the last daylight faded into darkness.

      “I thought the ocean was peaceful,” Chalcedony said, still shaken by the experience. She stretched her legs and wings.

      “Mother nature can also be ruthless,” Crimson said. Her eyes adjusted to the dark. She looked around.

      Seeing no immediate danger, she lay down by the young dragon. They rested. Crimson watched over the dragon as Chalcedony looked out at the ocean. She had passed another test. How many more would she have before Chalcedony was old enough to fly?

      

      Crimson and Chalcedony spent the next week traveling along the coast. Without places to hide near the ocean, the pair found themselves spending the nights sleeping under the sand in the dunes and most days in the ocean. The sand was much too hot in the day and it was safer at times to be underwater at low tide. Chalcedony and Crimson did not swim into the deeper waters, and large creatures avoided the shore. The ocean waves carried fish closer to the beach so getting food was not a problem.

      Crimson and Chalcedony practiced their fighting and evading skills every day. Crimson did not have much warrior training, but the small carnivorous ocean creatures made perfect fighting targets, great for perfecting evading techniques underwater. Chalcedony became a very good swimmer, despite her nature. They would swim against the waves and into the shallower ocean practicing underwater battles, careful of the rip currents. When night fell, they moved into the sand dunes and practiced land battles, or found safe places to rest.

      Being out in the open wasn’t safe, and hiding in the dunes at night was just as dangerous. Every night Crimson slept lightly, waking up to every noise. Luck had been with her. No serpents flew overhead, and no large ocean creatures came to attack. Crimson napped as often as she could during the day, but she longed to find these mysterious caves and a peaceful night’s sleep.
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      A wall of trees rose from beyond the sand  dunes. Pinecones and pine needles lay upon the forest floor. Marked with newly fallen needles, a dirt path led down the hillside. The path was well worn as if something traveled this way often. Wide enough for Crimson and Chalcedony to walk side by side, the forest off the path was filled with thick bushes and ivy. A strange musty smell was everywhere upon the path, mixed with the smells of dirt, pine and other woodland smells.

      “Galena said the caves are somewhere in this pine forest,” Crimson said to Chalcedony.

      “Maybe,” the dragon replied walking close to her keeper.

      A new smell mixed in with the smells of soil. It did not smell of dragons, or any smell Crimson knew. This was a new part of Genorrdia. Could this be friend or foe?

      Crimson was alert, hair standing on her back and neck. Her ears were raised, listening for any movement. The smell was strong up ahead. Strange caves protruded out of a rocky overhang. Huge stones had pushed up from deep within the earth creating a rock ceiling. Underneath it, caves the color of the dirt in the forest, had been created with square stones piled upon more square stones. Crimson moved forward to investigate. The stones were constructed of mud and straw. Something had built these stones almost the same way Crimson had packed mud onto the dam. She called forth the fire of her claws and motioned Chalcedony to stay put.

      She jumped in through the oddly shaped opening. Inside was a large room. The ceiling was high above her, unlike the dens and tunnels of the Underground. Were these the caves Galena spoke of? They had to be.

      Burned wood was piled near the center that had been out for a long time. Nothing else in the cave had been burned. Strange and smooth objects lay upon the floor, some of them shattered into tiny pieces. Odd sticks with pointed rocks tied to the end lay against the wall. They looked like teeth, but different. The musty smell came from this place. It came from the walls and the objects. There was something made of dried leaves woven together and on the cave walls, drawn by whatever lived here, symbols like those that the Norterridane wrote in the archives and on the magic stones, but different. Birdlike creatures that walked on two legs, but with no wings. Depictions of dragons drawn strategically between the other symbols.

      These must be the cave dwellers. They drew dragons. Crimson couldn’t make out the other symbols.

      There was another square opening that lead to another cave. Several other caves nearby and tunnels that lead deeper into the ground to large chambers. It was in many ways like the Underground, so Crimson and Chalcedony explored the remaining caves. Each carved out in a similar fashion to the first and abandoned. Galena was right, this was the place they could stay. The weird smells would mask Chalcedony’s scent, which was less potent now that she had grown, and the ocean was not far away. She found no signs of cave lizards around, and the area seemed peaceful.

      “What do you think Chalcedony?”

      “I guess it’s okay,” the dragon replied.

      It didn’t seem as cozy as a den or the dam, but this would be their home.

      At first Crimson felt lonely. Although she normally preferred exploring alone, going to the Underground  has always been an option. Now she couldn’t go there. She couldn’t talk with the other pups and tell them of her adventures. Worst of all, she didn’t have Midnight to share stories with or to protect her if something went wrong. I suppose this is my home now. Did Dad ever make it back from Alannador? What does he do there with the dragons? Always questions and no answers. She would be glad when Chalcedony was old enough to fly. She could finally return home. But she didn’t want to think about the future. Instead she must live in the present.

      Chalcedony had grown so much. She was now much bigger than Tourmaline and still growing. She would grow as large as Citrine in the sand dunes. She thought of the archives and how the history of the Norterridane was written upon the walls. What about her history? What if she died out here and no one would ever know? She scratched her claw against the hard cave wall. It scraped away at some of the dried dirt. She slowly began to carve out images. She wasn’t good at making them. She had never been taught to carve the symbols. That was saved for chosen Norterridane. She did her best to carve out a dragon image and an image of herself onto the wall. Next, she drew the serpent. The tusks did not quite look right, but she made it the best she could. She wanted whomever saw the cave to know of the serpents. She drew a shield over the dragon and its tusks moving inside. Crimson stared at her work and snarled. It was quite horrible. Maybe she should ask Chalcedony what she thought when she awoke. At least I have all winter to improve, she said to herself and shrugged her shoulders.

      Months passed by and one-day Crimson was no longer concerned with the Underground.

      She thought of how she had very few friends and felt disconnected to everything there. She felt connected to Chalcedony, and though she lacked conversation, she began to enjoy the peace of the caves. She was finally embracing her destiny. She looked upon their symbols on the wall and wondered what Galena had meant about destiny. What was she destined to do? She didn’t know, but she had a feeling it would not be found staying in the Underground. She missed her mom and thought of her often.

      Crimson had tried to teach Chalcedony to fight, but she gave up on that.  She had taught her as much as she could. She didn’t know enough about fighting, so instead she taught her how to tell apart the scents of the forest and how to find her way in the forest by studying the plants and rocks. Tourmaline had taught her how to tell the difference between plant scents and to study foot prints on the ground. Jasperillian grew everywhere, but some plants only grew in certain places. In this forest was a plant called Locoweed that was deadly to eat.  Crimson noted this, in case she ever had to bring an Earth Dragon here.  The cave held numerous good hiding places and areas where they could hide from a serpent if they needed too. Some rock crevasses were much too small for a serpent to fit into. Maybe she wasn’t the best type of dragon keeper, but she would have to do. There was no one telling her how to train her dragon.

      Crimson’s peace turned to concern when, in the next few days, Chalcedony seemed ill. The dragon lay around the cave. She did not move around as much and would not eat. Her cheery explorer demeanor and awe of the world changed to sullen and gloomy. She slept for hours, and hardly engaged in any conversation at all.

      Crimson brought fish from the ocean and placed it at her feet. She ignored it. Crimson wondered if this was supposed to happen, or if something was wrong. Could it be the dragon plague? She had no way to get the answers, and now, not for the first time, she wondered if she had made the right decision to travel so far from the Underground.

      Crimson lay by the young dragon listening to her heartbeat and feeling the dragon heat in fear it might disappear. She suddenly felt very alone. Chalcedony was much too big to move, and it would take far too long to return to Galena and ask for help.

      On the fourth day of Chalcedony’s peculiar ailment, her eyes had turned cloudy and dull. Crimson moved out of the caves into the sunlight, unable to look at her. The wind blew past the cave and forest pollen filled the air giving it a yellow hue. Crimson bit back tears. “Please,” she whispered into the wind. “Don’t let Chalcedony die. It’s not her fault she was born here on Genorrdia, or that she got me as a keeper. Please.”

      Scraping noises began inside the cave. Chalcedony was awake. A strange sight unfolded. The dragon was scraping her head and body against the walls frantically. Her eyes glowed with a golden fire, and she moved as if something was crawling on her skin. She rubbed her nose so hard that Crimson feared she would make it bleed.

      “Chalcedony,” she cried, but the dragon did not seem to hear and rushed frantically from the cave. Crimson followed the dragon to the rocky cliffs surrounding the cave. Chalcedony began rubbing against the rocks. Sharp edges cut into the dragon’s side.

      Crimson felt for their connection attempting to calm the dragon. Chalcedony turned toward Crimson feeling her presence now. When she turned, grey scales hung from her nose and shed from her body. Crimson’s eyes widened, then relaxed. She breathed a sigh of relief. There was no blood, and underneath the hanging scales were shiny black ones. Chalcedony went back to rubbing against the walls. Crimson had seen lizards do this before when they shed their skin.

      Crimson said not another word and watched the dragon as she worked at removing the old layer of scales from her body. When she had finished, she let out a shriek and leapt into the air. When she landed, her green eyes blazed with delight.

      “I feel so much stronger now,” Chalcedony said. “I feel so much energy. It’s amazing!”

      When Chalcedony wasn’t practicing flying, she watched Crimson write symbols on the wall.

      “Are those the symbols used in the Underground?” Chalcedony asked.

      “No,” Crimson replied. “I really don’t know how their symbols look. I figure if we get them as close to real as possible, maybe someone will be able to read them.”

      “Why not just copy some of the symbols they already have on the wall?” Chalcedony said.

      “It’s not our language.”

      “What if it’s dragon language?” Chalcedony asked, her eyes lighting up.

      “I highly doubt that because whoever made the dragon symbols didn’t draw them quite right. I think this was made by those two-legged creatures,” Crimson reasoned.

      “Maybe,” Chalcedony said, clearly still hoping dragons had created them.

      Crimson looked at the young dragon. It must be strange not knowing where you came from or anything about your kin. Perhaps the other keepers told stories of dragons, like Midnight had.

      “Maybe dragons made them. We should learn these symbols just in case.”

      Chalcedony jumped up and down excitedly.

      “The first step will be to match symbols with the world. We know this one is a dragon. Let’s try to find more.”

      The pair looked through all the caves and only a few symbols seemed to mean anything. The creatures that lived here had created symbols for the trees and the ocean like those the Norterridane used, some for the different animals on Genorrdia, and a symbol for fire. The rest didn’t seem to make any sense.

      “Look” Chalcedony said, looking at some symbols. “I think that is Genorrdia.”

      Crimson looked at it. The symbols alone did not make much sense, but moving back away from the cave wall she saw that the symbols made a picture. Some symbols represented trees, and a long snake-like line across the jagged outlined drawing might be for a river.

      “I think you’re right,” Crimson said, studying the drawing further. “That appears to be the Sapphire River and the cliffs. It’s a picture of Genorrdia. And that over there… it shows another land.”

      “It must be Alannador.” Chalcedony said looking over the strange drawings on the wall. “It shows more dragons there.”

      “I think that is where they went, look, the two legs are in some sort of wooden log floating on the ocean. I think they left to Alannador,” Crimson said, excited that they had found this wonderful cave.

      They continued to look at the symbols until Crimson came to the last one. It was a Norterridane, one made with white colored paint. Crimson put her paw up against the stone. Jasper.

      The Norterridane was drawn surrounded by fire. What did it mean? Galena had said something about them being responsible for the plague. It seemed as if those who drew the symbols were afraid of her. Did Jasper chase away the cave dwellers? Crimson’s paw fell onto the floor. Was it her destiny to chase away the serpents?
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          ONIXIAN

        

      

    

    
      ONIXIAN clutched the dragon close to his chest. The waterfall beat down against his body as he fell hundreds of feet down the cliff. His wings pushed against the water to slow the fall, but the water was powerful. It pushed him down at a tremendous speed into the plunge pool. It knocked the air from his lungs and jarred his senses. For a moment, he was unsure which way was up. When he got his bearings, he swam away from the waterfall with all the strength in his muscular legs and all the motion his wings could muster. His cuts and burns shot pain into his body, and the cool water did little to stop the burning sensation still upon his skin. He cursed out loud at the red Norterridane that had damaged his beautiful scales.

      He clawed at the shore at first and then let the river take him down stream until he could stand. Stepping onto the shore he felt drained, but he knew in a moment he would feel renewed and full of energy—as soon as he took the Obsidian’s power, the moment he had been waiting for.

      The dragon squirmed in his arms. Its eyes opened, and it looked upon the serpent. The dragon wasn’t afraid. Something unexpected happened. Heat, ripples of hot sun rays, flowed through Onixian’s body. He felt calm and peaceful and connected to the dragon. It was like they had been brothers.

      He dropped the dragon on the ground and backed away. What was this? What was happening? Onixian thought about that red Norterridane and how she had injured him so easily with her fire. He wondered how she had fire and no shield. It must have been her link to the dragon. Was it because the dragon was Obsidian? He stared at the young dragon who moved slowly on the ground, possibly hurt by the fall. It looked so much like an adult Obsidian. Onixian should have been afraid of it, or filled with rage and anger. But he could not move to flee, or move forward to kill it. It was almost as if power radiated between them, connecting them.

      He stared at the dragon for hours watching it move with a limp across the river bank. Was it looking for food? For reasons unknown, Onixian wanted to feed it. He dove into the river and caught one of the bigger fish swimming beneath the surface. He dropped it at the dragon’s feet. The dragon chewed off a mouthful.

      Strangely, Onixian did not crave the dragon power as strongly.

      Onixian’s brow wrinkled, deep in thought as he watched the dragon. He had found the Obsidian, but how would he explain to the other serpents why he didn’t kill it? What if he could become as invincible as the Obsidianwhen he matured? Perhaps that is why he was connected. Perhaps the young dragon could sense the possibilities of power. Most likely it was just luck, but whatever the reason, he had to find out if the dragon maturing would lead to more power. Soon, the Schorl would be at the mountain peak, called Xenoti, digging for the magic stones. If he could somehow train the dragon to be a serpent and convince the others that he could share the invincible power, they would leave him and the dragon in peace. Then a thought occurred to him. What if he used the power to become king of the serpents?

      No, he thought. I do not want to be king. That is too much responsibility.

      He did not know why, but he needed this young dragon.

      His thoughts drifted back to his days of youth. He had heard that dragons went to the stars when they died. He had asked what happed to serpents and Calaver replied “Dragons have stupid ideas about death, we all just turn to dust”. From that moment Onixian feared death. He was always looking for new ways to become stronger, though he never really figured out why. All he knew is that he had to be the strongest serpent so that none could harm him. What if this dragon was the key to reaching the stars? A connection to a dragon could save him.

      Why should dragons be allowed in the stars and not serpents?

      A single tear fell from his eye, down along his scaled cheek. He snarled, pushing the sadness away, and with-it thoughts of death. It was probably just fairy tales anyway.

      Onixian made up his mind that regardless of stars and hopes, regardless of serpents looking down on him for sparing a dragon, he would keep it. Onixian had an Obsidian, and it had to be the key to great power. Greater power then the magic stones.

      Months later, Onixian and the young dragon joined the serpents at Mount Xenoti. Malachite entertained the idea that the dragon power could be transferred when the dragon matured, but he also cautioned that the dragon could mature and not share his power and kill all the serpents.

      “At least most of us could flee as he tears you apart,” he had said, not hiding the satisfaction that would give him.

      Onixian ran down a mountain deer and stabbed into its back with his huge tusks. He meant to slow it, not kill it. Within seconds, Azuran was upon it, tearing out its throat with his hardened claws. Blue eyes looked up at Onixian waiting for his approval as blood dripped from his hungry scaled mouth.

      Fairburn flew down beside Onixian and landing on the rocky ground. She motioned for Onixian to move out of earshot of the young dragon. “I still don’t like this; his scales harden every day. If he turns Obsidian, he could kill us all and ruin our plan to find the stones. We dug deep into the mountain, and the stone glows brighter the deeper we go. We’re almost there; he could ruin it all.”

      “You cannot understand the power until you’ve felt it.”

      “You’ve shown us that power can be gained by killing dragon hatchlings. Why are you so sure that keeping him alive is worth it? Dragons are our mortal enemy.”

      “Because of the power I feel since we have connected. The power I felt when I first grabbed him from the rushing waterfall was more powerful than all the dragons I killed before. I believe that when he matures, I’ll have just as much power as the Obsidian.” But what he didn’t tell her raced through his mind. I couldn’t kill him. When he’s around, I no longer feel the hunger for power I felt on Genorrdia, but it wasn’t just the power. I feel like we’re alike. He is like my brother, and I’d kill any serpent that dares try and kill him.

      “What about the other Obsidian? Are you still planning to kill them?”

      “Yes, they must pay for what they did to our kind. We must still take back what is ours, and the dragon young can help us do it. Imagine an army of dragons loyal to us. The others would never expect it.”

      “And with the crystalline sardonyx we’ll take back the Alannador forever.”

      The Schorl serpents gathered. The young dragon was shedding his skin. He tore at the old scales with his claws revealing shiny black scales underneath. Onixian stood by him waiting patiently. He felt nothing. Onixian pushed him out of the cave. “You’re maturing, time to fly. Mature dragons can fly.” It was Onixian’s last hope. His scales were already changing. If the dragon power did not transfer, then perhaps the dragon would still be loyal. He hoped.

      Azuran lifted grey wings and jumped off the ground, stopping every so often to scratch off more scales. The crowd of serpents watched. They had seen how much power Onixian had gained by sharing the dragon’s power. Serpents were anxious to find their own dragons, but Malachite wanted them to wait to see what happened when the dragon matured. There was no point in keeping dragons alive if they matured and turned on them. They all saw how strong Onixian had become from killing the dragons and connecting with one. Onixian knew that if Malachite had believed he could take the dragon’s power, Malachite would have killed him. The other serpents waited impatiently to see what would happen when Azuran gained his hardened scales. Would he fly away, now invincible? Would he kill Onixian for capturing him? Some of the serpents would be pleased to see that happen. Onixian believed the dragon was loyal. After all, the dragon had lived with the serpent for almost a year learning to hunt. They had bonded, like brothers. Onixian had his doubts, but kept them hidden. He did not want to show any weakness.

      Azuran showed no fear of the other serpents for Onixian was more powerful. Onixian had promised the dragon that when the time came for Onixian to take his rightful place as king, the dragon would share in his power. None on Genorrdia would challenge Azuran or Onixian. Had they been on Calimdural where most the serpents stayed, Azuran probably would not have made it this long.

      
        
        With the crowd, Onixian was getting impatient.

      

      

      “Oh, enough of this, Azuran. Time to fly,” Onixian said, grabbing the dragon with his arms and leaping into the air.

      “What if I’m not ready?” Azuran said as they moved farther and farther away from the ground.

      “Trust me, you are. I’ve seen you practicing,” he said with confidence. “Your wings are strong, and serpents don’t whine. Just do it.”

      When Onixian had reached an acceptable height, he dropped the dragon in the air. The dragon moved his wings frantically, then in a more organized pattern. Soon, he flew unsteadily in the air.

      “Good,” Onixian sighed. He did not want to have to catch the young dragon, or have the other serpents questioning how powerful the young dragon was. He swiftly flew down beside the flying dragon. He could see the joy on his face. Onixian felt a sense of pride watching the dragon fly more gracefully each moment.

      For a moment Onixian worried that he would lose the dragon’s power, but something else happened. Onixian could feel a powerful heat move through his body. He looked down at his clawed hands and watched them harden like stone. His black scales turned glassy and shimmered in the sunlight. His claws hardened and sharpened. He was transforming with Azuran. Azuran looked over at his teacher in astonishment. The serpent hid his surprise as if he knew this would happen. He signaled for Azuran to land. The pair landed, and the other serpents looked on in wonder.

      “Azuran, I want you to see your power. Know that none can harm you.” Onixian said. “You,” he called to one of the serpents nearby. “Attack him.”

      The serpent looked nervous for a second. He knew he could not kill the dragon. Azuran assumed a fighting stance. His claws came out, and his tail rose off the ground, ready to whip the serpent in defense. The serpent ran forward slashing with his claws and moving to spear the dragon with his tusks. The dragon put up his wings to block, but strength of the attack knocked him over. He was only a third of the size of the serpent, and the serpent was strong. The serpent again attacked the dragon, slicing with his six arms while he struggled to get up. Azuran whipped his tail, creating a red welt on the serpent’s face and knocking it backwards. Azuran rolled to a standing position unharmed. No blood fell from the dragon’s skin. No cuts shown upon his beautiful ebony wings. The claws had slid off his scales and wings without making a mark. Azuran began attacking the serpent, drawing blood with his sharp claws. The serpent stopped his attack and backed away in surrender.

      Azuran was not finished. He opened his mouth, and for the first time, he exhaled a stream of hot bluish red fire near the serpent’s feet.

      The dragon was indeed an Obsidian, if any had doubted, and Onixian’s scales were stronger and shinier, creating a confidence that the serpents had only seen in Malachite before. Onixian needed to test if he was also as invincible.

      “Now, come at me,” Onixian said, booming with confidence.

      So confident, in fact, that when one of the serpents attacked, he didn’t move a muscle to counter. The claws slipped across his neck as if hitting armor.

      “You see,” he bellowed. “I told you keeping a dragon would give us the power. The power to defeat our despicable enemies.”

      The serpents cheered and roared.

      “It is time. Time for us to take back Alannador for our own kind,” Onixian said.

      “Not so fast,” a voice said in the crowd. The serpents moved out of the way as King Malachite approached Onixian.

      “First, we must all become stronger,” he said to the energetic crowd. “We shall go to search for more hatchlings. We cannot possibly win a war with just one invincible serpent.”

      “You don’t really expect to find more Obsidian, rare as they are,” Onixian whispered below the roar of the cheering crowd.

      “No,” Malachite said. “But I suspect that other dragon hatchlings will make us stronger than before and give us more of a chance to win in war. We are also closer to finding the stones.”

      Onixian grinned. He knew where the king was heading. They would take Genorrdia and all the hatchlings. Then they would take back Alannador. Did this mean they were allies? Or was the king waiting for an opportunity to destroy him?

      “Rally the Schorl,” Malachite said. “Tomorrow we search for hatchlings.”

      The roar of the serpents filled the air.

      “What of the stones, my king?” Fairburn interjected.

      “We dig them from the mountain, and we take them from the Underground, along with any dragons they keep there.”

      Onixian looked at Azuran who was cheering with the serpents. It seemed he believed he was a Schorl serpent. He had been one of them for the past year, and Onixian was glad all his hard work had paid off. He knew the look in the dragon’s eyes. He wanted to kill.

      Onixian and Azuran moved back into their hastily created caves in the Volcano. Onixian laid down to rest. The dragon never did mention that red Norterridane pup he had lived with, nor the dragon that lived with him. It was as if his memories had gone with him over the waterfall. That was a good thing. Onixian wondered if other dragons would bond with serpents, or if it was only because Azuran had lost his memory. Something to worry about later.

      Azuran moved to the cave entrance and stood, like a stone wall, muscles tense, teeth clenched and a questioning stare.

      “What is that sound?” he asked.

      Onixian listened carefully. “What do you hear?”

      “That beautiful melody. I think it is calling me. It is telling me to fly home.”

      Onixian moved to the dragon. “Come inside and ignore it. This is your home. It must be a trick to call young Schorl to their death.”

      What nonsense was this? he wondered. What could the dragon be hearing?

      Onixian watched the dragon lay down in the cave for the night. Azuran tried to sleep, but every now and then he would lift his head and look out of the cave into the darkness, listening to a sound that only he could hear. This could be a problem. One that Onixian couldn’t afford. Would his powers disappear if the dragon left? How long would he hear the melody? Perhaps he and Azuran could fly to Alannador, and Onixian could kill whatever was calling his dragon away. That thought made him feel better, and he closed his eyes.
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          CRIMSON

        

      

    

    
      CHALCEDONY sat outside the caves on the dirt path swishing her tail. Crimson moved beside her.

      “Chalcedony,” Crimson said softly.

      “I hear someone speaking to me,” Chalcedony said.

      “It is telling me to come home.”

      Chalcedony stretched her wings. Her black scales seemed so shine in the sunlight.

      “It feels so strange. They are talking without words in my mind,” Chalcedony said. She paused a moment and excitedly exclaimed, “It’s a song, a beautiful song.”

      Chalcedony began to hum an unfamiliar melody. Crimson perked up her ears hoping to hear whatever it was that called to the dragon. Insects chirped, and the wind whistled through the forest, but no song.

      “I wonder if it’s the same one Magnet heard. It must be time to go,” Crimson said. “Think of what new adventures you will have instead of being stuck around this cave.” She wanted to be positive and for Chalcedony to have hope. “Remember we talked about this day. It’s a good thing.”

      “Magnet, I almost forgot about her. It will be good to see her again.” She paused. “That makes me think about Azuran. I thought we would go together.”

      Crimson pushed back tears. “I did too.”

      “Sometimes I feel like he’s alive,” Chalcedony said. “Maybe that’s why it still feels so unreal. We never saw him die. Part of me hopes that he will be there, waiting for me. He was always braver and stronger than me.”

      Crimson didn’t know how to respond. She felt her pain. Crimson realized at that moment that Chalcedony had never grieved Azuran’s death. She had simply moved on, not fully understanding what his death meant. They had to. They had to survive and now, Chalcedony was invincible, yet more vulnerable at that moment than she had ever seen her. She was a lost hatchling looking for answers that Crimson couldn’t give her.

      The pair sat there for some time until Chalcedony heard the call again. Chalcedony stared into the sky  full of wonder and hope.

      “I know we will see each other again, and you can find Citrine and meet all the other dragons.”

      Chalcedony nodded her head. She looked at Crimson. Crimson smiled and nodded approvingly.

      Without another word Chalcedony leaped from the ground, opened her wings and gracefully flew into the sky. She looked back at the small red Norterridane. Crimson looked back with sad but hopeful eyes. She knew the dragon had to follow the call and see where it would lead her.

      Chalcedony gave Crimson one last wave good bye. “I love you,” she called. She watched as the dragon flew up higher into the sky and disappeared. Crimson turned and started down the path. It was time to return home.

      A rustle in the bushes startled Crimson. In the moment of goodbye, she had not thought to be cautious. She smelled the scent of the visitors long before they emerged.

      “Midnight!” Crimson said overjoyed as she recognized the figure.

      “I finally found you,” Midnight said happily. “I was looking everywhere.”

      “Glad to see you, too,” Crimson replied.

      “Schorl have come to Genorrdia, and they have been gathering near the Underground. We need to bring Chalcedony back. Perhaps an Obsidianwill scare them off.”

      “Serpents are at the Underground? Why? What could they want?”

      “We think they are after the dragons. The elders moved most of them to the Underground after more serpents came. More keepers were being killed.”

      “Chalcedony can’t help. She is gone. She heard the call just before you came.”

      Midnight shook his head and sat down in defeat. “We are too late.”

      “What would you have had her do? Take on an army of serpents?”

      “She could have.”

      “It is time to return anyway, and it was a time for her to go.”

      “This is Torbern,” Midnight said, almost forgetting to introduce the young tan and sable Norterridane standing next to him. “We trained together, and Chief Beryl wouldn’t allow me to look for you without him.”

      “Good thing, too. You’re not half as good a warrior as I,” Torbern said in a deep voice that seemed out of place for his young age. He was about the same size and age as Midnight.  His his paws and chest large like some of the other warriors.

      “It really wouldn’t matter against serpents anyway,” Midnight said.

      “Glad to meet you,” Crimson said. Crimson tried to contain the excitement of seeing Midnight, but she couldn’t stop wagging her tail.

      “We actually lucked out and came out of the twisted forest near the ocean. I have to say, I have heard horror stories about death upon the dunes. I was even worried that your bones were in the sandy wasteland.”

      “Lovely thought,” Crimson said sarcastically, pleased that her friend had found her.

      “Did you see Galena?”

      “No, we ended up going a different way, along the coast from the end of the Black Mountain range to avoid the wastelands.”

      “What’s that strange odor?” Torbern asked.

      “The caves. Galena said it was cave dwellers who lived here and left the scent. It’s everywhere.

      The three walked the short distance back to the caves. Midnight sniffed and looked around the first room. “What a strange place and strange scent.”

      “Very strange indeed,” Torbern agreed, inspecting the dusty cave and digging on the floor.

      “Yeah, but perfect to hide dragons,” Crimson said.

      Midnight agreed. “A lot has changed this past year. The serpents have been gaining in numbers, and dragon keepers have been moving to the Underground. It’s risky, but it’s now safer than being on their own. The elders are preparing for a war.”

      “I want to show you the most amazing thing,” Crimson said.

      She took Midnight and Torbern to the caves at the far end of the village with the strange symbols.

      Midnight was speechless for a while looking at all the symbols. “I studied a few symbols in the Underground before deciding to become a warrior. But the symbols are very different.”

      “Wow. You were going to scribe?” Crimson said.

      “It was before my dad died. It is more interesting than you would think. Magi are scribes, too. They use different runes to draw magic from the stones.”

      “Those symbols there. The two-legged creatures.”

      “Yeah, I see them.”

      “I think they’re the cave dwellers. And look at the last symbol. I think it’s Jasper. What could that mean?”

      “I don’t know. We will ask the elders when we return. Scribes have to memorize a lot, and I’m not good at that.”

      “Chalcedony and I think this is Genorrdia.” Crimson said.

      Hey, you’re right, it is Genorrdia,” Midnight said after a moment. The elders call it a map, and look, there seems to be a short cut from the caves to the Sapphire River. We should move along here.”

      Midnight moved his claw along the wall. “We can avoid the dunes, and it’s a much shorter trip.”

      “How are we going to get across the Sapphire?” Crimson asked curiously.

      “There is a path, and according to these signs, it goes behind the waterfall.”

      The group left at once on their way toward the Underground. They spent a day moving through the dense brush of the pine forest. Flowing water could be heard from quite a distance away. When Crimson finally gazed upon the river, the Sapphire looked very different. Large green grasses grew up near the river, and the rushing water was deep and wide. The rush of the river and the waterfall filled Crimson’s ears, making her more anxious.

      “The path has to be around here somewhere,” Midnight said.

      “It’s probably going to be covered with plants. The cave dwellers were here a long time ago,” Torbern said.

      “That’s it, we search for the scent. Any hint of it,” Crimson said.

      They searched for some time along the edge of the cliff. Some large bushes with red berries grew outward from the edge as if reaching off the cliff.

      “Over here,” Midnight said.

      Underneath the branches of the bush was a path made of stone. It was cut into the cliff and easy to miss with all the vegetation. Midnight started down the path, and the others followed. Crimson was suddenly aware of how easy it was to follow his lead. After all this time alone, she still had confidence in his ability to lead. He would make a great Alpha one day.

      The rush of the water grew louder as the waterfall crashed down from the cliff. It was almost deafening. As they got closer, the thin path led underneath the falls just as the map had said. Water droplets splashed about, and water vapor steamed the pathway creating a misty fog. The drumming in Crimson’s ears drowned out all other sounds. If Midnight had tried to speak, she would not have heard him.

      The path of stone curved upwards, and soon they were near the red willows. They traveled swiftly, passing the familiar place where the Sapphire River met the Little Blue. The burned red willows bloomed and looked alive and well. Burn scars formed upon some of the large trunks and stems, but they had healed. The path through the red willows was not as difficult as it was when Crimson first led the hatchling to the dam. Most of the low branches had burned to ash. Large reeds and cat tails grew on the bank between the rivers. The mud of the broken dam now held small grasses and reeds as well.

      “Wait here a moment,” Crimson said to the group. She dived into the water. Fallen wood and dirt covered the dam entrance that once led to her home. This was the place she had raised the dragons. She could see headstrong Azuran stomping through the willows. She could see Chalcedony swimming after the small fish. She could almost hear their voices. She touched the covered entrance where they used to swim into, safe from the world. Tears fell from her eyes and immediately vanished as the water washed them away. She shook her head, letting the water swirl around her. She surfaced and swam back to the group, shaking the water from her fur as she climbed the river bank.

      “Are you okay?” Midnight asked.

      “Yes, I’ll be fine.”

      The group stayed quiet, each in their own thoughts. It was evening when they finally reached Midnight’s old den. It was still in good shape. It looked unfamiliar. Green grasses filled the grasslands instead of the brown dying grasses Crimson and the hatchlings had passed through. Grass had grown up closer to the entrance as well, and the smell of baby dragons was gone.

      “It’s too bad we did not know about that path under the waterfalls. We were so close to the caves and never knew they were there,” Midnight said.

      “That’s because no one ever crosses the Sapphire. If that tree had not fallen, we might not have either.” Crimson said, “Let’s get moving. We can stop at my old den in the Redwood Forest.

      The Redwood Forest was quiet. The usual birds and animals that filled the forest hid within the trees. The serpents flew in and out of the forest for days, and the animals did not want to be their prey. Crimson, Midnight, and Torbern made their way slowly through the forest towards the Underground, their ears erect, listening for movement. A large serpent flew over the trees, unaware of the group below. Crimson crouched as it flew by. She felt uneasy. If these serpents were as strong as the one before,  then this would be a difficult battle. She hoped for safe passage to the Underground. Unconsciously, she lit her claws.

      Midnight jumped back surprised. “Put them out, the serpents will see.”

      Crimson extinguished them without a second thought.

      “The old Magi was right, you copied the power.”

      Crimson thought about how she had linked with the sand dragon and created the shield of fire. Maybe, if she could channel the power from all the dragons she had met, she could create a shield powerful enough to stop the serpents.

      The group stopped briefly by the fallen redwood tree that had been Crimson’s home. A quick check showed her that her mother had not been at the den in some time. The leaves and pine for the bed had dried, and the floor was dusty. The scent of her mother was old, just as the scent of the leaves and pine had faded. The dried wood was crumbling and falling apart more than it had been before.

      Just outside the Redwood Forest, they came upon the east entrance to the Underground. The Underground  was in the middle of the vast mountain range partly hidden in the foothills. The entrance was hidden by boulders and bushes and guarded by two large warriors. To other creatures, it looked like any other part of the Black Mountains. The sentries hid in small side tunnels, so they could keep watch without being seen. Crimson could smell them, though, and other creatures would be able to as well. The sentries were not at the entrance to keep creatures from coming in, but more as runners to get help quickly if needed. This entrance led to the warrior dens on this side of the Underground. Other entrances similarly led to warrior dens. It was a purposeful design to keep their families safe.

      A guard moved out of the side tunnel to welcome Midnight and Torbern. He looked at Crimson briefly as if he recognized her, nodded to her, but said nothing. He may have just been admiring her fur color. After all, she was the only crimson colored Norterridane in the Underground  and had not been in the Underground since she was a pup. Crimson and Midnight followed the main tunnel down toward the main cavern, and Torbern went back to his den, complaining of needing more sleep.

      A lot in the world had changed in a year, but the Underground was the same majestic Underground she remembered. The main hall was for large gatherings and was filled with glow stones that created a light almost as bright as the morning sun. As Midnight and Crimson made their way toward the Elder Caves from the underground passages they smelled the scents of the Norterridane.

      Some other tunnels led to the inner dens. These tunnels slanted downward deeper into the earth through the subsoil and bedrock. The caves below were created within the stone so that if some caves collapsed, the stone ones would be safe until they could rebuild. Every den was connected to others with possible escape routes, but the entry and exit tunnels turned and twisted so those passing by could not see in the dens. The only den that was different was the Elder Cave. It had one entrance from within the Underground, and a cave opening that looked out over the entire landscape. The one long tunnel led up and deeper into the rocky Black Mountains. Crimson had always wanted to see the archives and now this was where Midnight was taking her. Newly created dens branched off to the left and right. As they passed, they could smell the unique scent of baby dragons. Crimson felt their power reaching out to her. She felt waves of cool and warm powers trying to connect.

      “I can feel them, Midnight. I can feel all of them.”

      Midnight looked at her with curiosity, “What do they feel like?”

      “Waves of heat at different temperatures, or a cool breeze, but inside of my body.”

      “I wonder what this means? That old Magi didn’t explain it too much. Maybe the elders will have more answers.”

      The earth passage sloped upward to the north and into the Black Mountains. The multicolored layered stone of the passageways caught her attention. The elders had once said that the layers signified different ages of the rocks and soil. Some layers formed into rock thousands of years ago. Crimson had never questioned this before, but now she thought they must have been made by the Magi, or perhaps dragons.

      When they entered the Elder Cave, it divided into two large rooms. The room to the west was filled with conversation. Several Norterridane argued, teeth bared, and fur slightly raised. Norterridane rarely ever fought, even in anger. They had become more civilized. The room to the east lit up from the sunlight pouring in from the mountain entrance. The room had been carved out near the edge of a small drop off. A familiar scent made Crimson rush into the room.

      “Mom,” Crimson cried.

      Tourmaline moved forward to embrace her daughter, tail wagging happily. “Oh Crimson, you’re alive!” She rubbed her cheek against her mother’s soft fur. Her mom looked older. Grey had begun to grow on once white fur. It seemed like forever since she had smelled her scent or felt her embrace. She was alive and well. Overwhelmed, Crimson collapsed into her mother’s fur. She sobbed uncontrollably. She cried for Azuran, she cried for Chalcedony, and she cried for that little pup who had smelled the dragon scent almost a year and a half before. That naïve dreamer who had no idea what she was getting herself into. They were all gone, and here was her mother, the same, yet changed, and Crimson was all too aware of how close she had come to losing her as well.

      “My dear, you are safe. Why all the tears? You must tell me all about your adventures,” Tourmaline said. “I’m so proud. I want to hear every detail.”

      Crimson smiled briefly, then lowered her eyes. She wanted to tell them all about Chalcedony, their adventures, and how she became a strong and brave dragon. She wanted to tell them about the strange square caves, the ocean and the red willows, but that also meant telling them that Azuran was gone. She didn’t know how to tell them she failed to protect him. How disappointed everyone would be.

      Midnight walked in to the room after Crimson.

      “Glad to see you again, Midnight,” Tourmaline greeted.

      “And you as well,” Midnight said.

      Crimson raised her ear inquisitively.

      “We met after Magnet left,” Midnight said, “when I returned home.”

      “Why are you here in the Elder Cave?” Crimson asked.

      “I’m part of the council now, and they are discussing what actions to take because of the serpents. I stepped out for some fresh air.”

      “Where is Dad?”

      “He is gone. He was here for a while, but left again about a month ago.”

      Left again? “Did he know about the serpents?’

      “We had heard rumors, but they were not at the Underground at that time.”

      It figured, he was always gone when they needed him. Crimson clenched her jaw. “What is he doing that was more important than serpents killing Norterridane?”

      Tourmaline looked at her daughter in surprise. “He does think that serpents being here is important. I do not know all the reasons why your father goes on missions. He said this was very important, and I know how much it hurt him that he could not see you. One day you may be able to understand. Sometimes there is more going on out there in the world than we know. Don’t judge him to harshly.”

      A loud shout came from the other room. Crimson and Midnight followed Tourmaline into the next room. Not many noticed them because the council was engaged in heated conversation.

      “We cannot possibly,” one was saying as another interrupted.

      “We will all be killed.”

      Crimson’s mind drifted from the conversation. She saw for the first time all the hieroglyphs on the walls. They seemed to go on forever. Crimson admired the beautiful patterns of writings and symbols. She resisted the urge to leave the meeting and study the drawings. Five tunnels connected to the main room. Each led to another room with more recordings of their history. The Elder Cave was enormous.

      “Armor is our best bet. Have the healers focus all their energies on creating protection for our keepers. They cannot possibly save dragons when their shields are penetrated,” a tan Norterridane was saying.

      Crimson recognized him immediately. Beryl. She had the sudden urge to hide from him and avoid the typical disappointed stare that found its way to his face whenever Crimson was near.

      “We don’t yet know how many serpents have this power. We need magic resources for healing. As you know, Beryl, magic use takes its toll,” a black elder said.

      “And the gemstones only hold a limited amount of magic,” a sable Norterridane interrupted.

      “The serpents have never gathered against us before. Something must have changed,” another grey one added. “Because they didn’t know Genorrdia existed,” the sable Norterridane snapped.

      “They’re gathering in the masses near the wasteland and the eastern Black Mountain range. We have to prepare for an attack,” the chief guard, Beryl, snarled angrily. “If they’re looking for magic stones and don’t find any, they’ll come to take ours. Better we have used the magic for our protection then to have it taken.”

      “Beryl is right,” the elder Ferruginous, the old grey Norterridane who had been sitting quietly in the corner of the room, said calmly. “There has been word that more have been coming out of hiding on Alannador as well. They are looking for something, be it stones or dragons.”

      “So, are the dragons coming to our aid?”

      “Yes, I believe so. We sent a messenger to Alannador weeks ago. The dragons will agree to send help, but we cannot say when they will arrive,” Ferruginous said. “But the dragons may not be in as much danger as our home.”

      “What do you mean?” Beryl asked.

      “The serpents are no longer killing the hatchings; they’re just taking them.”

      “How do you know?” the tan elder said.

      “Cinna has confirmed it,” Ferruginous said. “The dragons are reluctant to do anything that could endanger the captured hatchlings.”

      “So, we’re on our own? What of the promise to protect? Will they not keep their word?” Beryl growled.

      The room filled with conversation.

      “What are the Cinna?” Crimson whispered to Midnight.

      “Cinna is a death dragon. She can communicate with dragons through their dreams. Death dragons feel death, especially the death of other dragons. Each hatchling that is born they feel, and each death. Since sometime last year, only a few dragon hatchlings have died, even though their keepers have been confirmed dead.”

      “If they’re alive, we can find them.”

      Ferruginous, the high elder, moved to the head of the room. The long wiry grey fur on his muzzle made him look wise. When side conversations had settled, the elder spoke.

      “I have decided it is in the best interest to have the Magi healers create armor. We don’t know how soon the dragons will come, and the serpents may attack at any time. It is in the best interest of the Norterridane. The serpents are gathering and taking dragons. War is inevitable because we cannot just hand the dragons over. The serpents are bringing the dragon war to the Underground, and Norterridane are caught in the middle. Beryl, get the warriors ready. We must prepare for war.”
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      SERPENTS filled the air above the Underground. They had been performing sporadic attacks on several entrances for days, trying to find weaknesses. The Norterridane prepared to fight. Their magic armor fit snuggly around their ribs, shoulders and backs. They would be a bit safer from the Schorl’s sharp claws and tusks. Sadly, most of the magic gemstones in the Underground had been stripped of all their magic properties. There would be less available for healing until the explorers could find more. The warriors lined up in the tunnels, ready to defend their home.

      They couldn’t defend their home from above ground with the serpents waiting to attack them. The standstill had been going on for a while. The serpents had claimed Crystal Lake as theirs, and the Norterridane had to fill in the underwater tunnels with piled rocks. The serpents couldn’t fit in their tunnels, but they closed them as a precaution nonetheless. The Norterridane had to use their dry fish stores. Dry fish didn’t taste bad, but it hardly compared to fresh fish.

      Some of the serpents stayed active during the day and others at night. The warrior captain, Beryl, instructed the warriors to stage an attack on the west entrance near the Redwood Forest just before sunrise. Intelligence officers had reported a large group of serpents sleeping in the woods at night. Most of the main tunnel entrances had serpents watching them. The entrance tunnel close to the forest had not been detected because of numerous brush that grew nearby. Beryl planned to attack the serpents in the forest that slept during the night.

      Beryl chose several skilled warriors, including Midnight and Torbern, to go out on the raid, and Crimson wanted to go. Beryl said she did not have proper warrior training, and he wouldn’t allow it. Crimson reluctantly said goodbye to Midnight and watched as fifty Norterridane left the Underground in a sneak attack against the serpents. When the last of the warriors left the tunnel, Crimson followed a good distance behind. The darkness hid her color, and her small size helped her stay hidden in the brush and grasses. So, what if I don’t have proper training? I’ve fought off a serpent before. I’m not going to sit back and hide while my best friend goes to war, Crimson reasoned. I’ll keep a safe distance and come out only if they need me.

      The musty smell of serpents occupied the air. Unpleasant as they smelled, it was nowhere near as bad as the foul cave lizards. Crimson rubbed her nose against her leg attempting to get rid of the smell. She looked up at the growling of the warriors. Through the trees the warriors set upon the sleeping serpents with a violent fury, claws tearing at their weakest points; the neck and face. Alerted, serpents woke up and fought back.

      It would have been better to bring along some dragon keepers and hatchlings. At least then they could have some shields to use, even if it only provided momentary protection. The captain was against it in case a dragon was taken. Seeing the warriors in action, she knew Beryl had made the right choice not to endanger the dragons. Anyway, if Chalcedony had been here, she wouldn’t have wanted her to be in harm’s way. The Magi would go into battle. They would also stay behind, keeping what magic was left in the stones for healing, and they would probably need every bit of magic.

      One serpent was using its six arms to attack one of the warriors, slicing against the magic armor and across its back leg. The serpent had the upper hand until another warrior jumped at it, slicing with its barbed claws. The skilled warriors attacked the serpents three or four on one. Like a dance, they wove in and out of the serpent’s reach. The magic armor blocked the serpent tusks from hurting the Norterridane warriors. Every so often a claw or tusk would hit an unprotected portion, and the injured warrior would retreat, and another would take his place.

      The turns and twists and combinations the warriors used with such speed and skill was amazing. One warrior ran up, jumped and tore a talon right off the serpent’s hand with his teeth, landed and turned to continue the attack.

      A few feet from that serpent, Midnight fought a particularly large serpent. His magic armored vest glowed faintly in the dark, like the magic dragon shield, but more translucent and dull. Midnight attacked the serpent without mercy. His barbed claws tore at pieces of flesh left and right. Another warrior was at his side. Torbern attacked the left, while Midnight had the serpent’s right. Unknown to the fighting pair, another serpent approached behind Midnight. It moved in fast, tusks ready to strike.

      “Midnight, look out,” Crimson barked, running out from the cover of the bushes and drawing a fiery arc from her claws.

      Midnight turned, seeing the tusks just in time to dodge. He jumped right, and the claws of the serpent he had been attacking sliced his shoulder. He rolled to the ground. Two serpents would be too much of a match for the pair of warriors. The other Norterridane were busy in battles of their own and left no one else to help.

      “Crimson, stay back,” Midnight barked, concerned.

      Crimson ignored him and furiously attacked the nearest serpent. Her fire scalded and burned the serpent’s flesh. One of the serpents clawed arms grabbed her. She felt its talons stab into her side. She let out a pained yelp. It glared at her with its evil red eyes. Midnight tried to help but the other serpent was keeping him busy.

      This is it. The end. I was so foolish. Crimson clawed and scratched, the air pressed from her lungs. She couldn’t get away. The serpent’s tusks moved to stab her. She struggled to release herself from the grasp. It held fast even as the fire burned its skin. The fire wasn’t enough. She concentrated on feeling the power of the dragons in the Underground. If she could indeed use all the powers, she should be able to create a hotter fire. She felt small waves of dragon power, possibly the ones closest to the entrance tunnel. Her claws lit up again, this time with a hot white flame. She slashed at the serpent’s tusks. The power of her swipe tore into the bottom part of his jaw and clean through his tusk. Fire, with the fury of her rage, exploded from all four of her paws. The serpent released its grip. Crimson tore from its face to its chest with her fiery claws as she fell. The serpent collapsed on the ground, lifeless.

      Suddenly filled with pride, Crimson looked over her first serpent kill. His lifeless eye was open. The eye was red with a purple catlike pupil. As she looked at it, the eye reminded her of Chalcedony. How similar to dragons it appeared. Crimson swayed, her head felt dizzy. She fell to the ground.

      Beryl howled to the warriors and they retreated into the Underground. They had killed over twenty serpents, which wasn’t bad since they were such formidable beasts. Beryl looked at Crimson with a strange look. He ordered a warrior to help her up.

      “We need to go,” he said. “More serpents are on their way here.”

      Crimson pulled herself up and leaned on the warrior as she stumbled back. She turned to the Underground  entrance. The sun was rising.  Serpents nearby heard the commotion and moved closer to the Norterridane.

      “That was some great fighting out there,” Torbern said as he made his way to Crimson’s side and back to the entrance.

      Midnight also walked near Crimson and traded places with the warrior letting her rest against him. “That was amazing, but it seems you’ve taken quite a punch. You need to be careful.”

      Midnight’s shoulder was bleeding. The armor had protected most of it, but a claw had found his skin right beside the protective barrier, and a large patch of fur and skin was missing from his arm. Crimson could keenly feel the pain in her side where the serpent had stabbed her. They would both need healing.

      “If you’re going to be disobeying orders and fighting the serpents you may as well get yourself some armor,” a rough voice said. Beryl stood at the entrance to the den. “Come on, I’ll take you to the Magi.”

      The Magi lived near the Elder Caves. While Beryl took Crimson and the wounded warriors to the Magi, the rest of the warriors guarded tunnels and awaited more orders.

      One of the Magi, with a stone in her mouth, began measuring Crimson. When Crimson looked at her in question, she dropped the stone and said, “Magic has to be precise.”

      The Magi placed her paw on the stone and muttered strange words. The same words as Galena had spoken. She scratched the stone with her claw and carved a diamond shaped symbol with strange lines. A warm glowing light moved from the stone and surrounded Crimson. It felt like calling on dragon fire but different. The magic hugged tightly around the chest. The shield glowed around her.

      “Let me heal those wounds on your ribs as well,” the Magi said, using magic to close the wounds the serpent had made.

      “Come with me,” Beryl said, when the Magi had finished. “I want you to practice being a warrior. I think you will do well with some of the more seasoned female warriors. They can help you learn some quick attacks and blocks. If you do well, that just may be the best place for you.”

      “Why would that be helpful? I can use dragon magic.”

      “I saw that. I also saw that you were weakened by using it. It will be better to use the magic as a last resort. Having a team to fight with may keep you safe.”
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      ONIXIAN and Azuran flew over the peak of Mount Xenoti. Fairburn awaited their arrival. She was one of the few serpents that Onixian tolerated, even though she was one of the kings most trusted Schorl guard. Onixian and Azuran landed on the mountain side, spotting the caves the serpents carved out to keep the young dragons. He had wanted to keep Azuran away from the other dragons, but Malachite had requested he help Fairburn. Onixian could have killed Malachite now, but he wanted to see the serpents win for once, so he obeyed.

      The serpents relished being on this new land, away from the ice and cold of Calimdural. They feasted upon the goats and the creatures of the mountain and rejoiced in their freedom. Malachite was careful not to let them fully enjoy the freedom, reminding them that dragons could come at any time. They stayed on the eastern side of the Black Mountains and searched for dragons on the west side with care and caution.

      When Onixian landed, Fairburn got straight to the point.

      “We are having problems. The dragons are not sharing their power.”

      “And you think I know why?” Onixian said.

      “Well, we expected you would have some suggestions.”

      Azuran shifted around anxiously. He stared into the cave at the young hatchlings.

      “What is it?” Onixian snapped.

      “Why didn’t you tell me about my kind? All this time I thought I was the only one. Where did these creatures come from?”

      “Those dragons are collected from vile creatures called the Norterridane,” Onixian said annoyed that he should have to explain anything, but he wanted to stay on the dragon’s good side.

      “Collected? What do you mean?”

      “He means we took them,” Fairburn interrupted, her red eyes proud. “The Norterridane watch over dragons and share their power. Now it’s our turn to share in the power.”

      “We take what we want, you have always known that,” Onixian said.

      “So, you took me?” Azuran questioned.

      “I saved you. You fell over a waterfall, and I saved your life. Show a little gratitude,” Onixian hissed. “The only difference between dragons and Schorl is that when their parents leave their eggs, they have those retched canines to take care of them. Schorl hatch alone and survive on their own, becoming strong on their own. If we did not have a common enemy, we would probably still work alone. I have taught you to be strong.”

      Azuran looked at Onixian. “I can see your point, but you should have told me.”

      “Told you what? That you are a privileged species born of magic while others must take it? Or that you had a dragon keeper who could not keep you safe and let you fall to your death?”

      “Told me our species were at war, and that you need our power to win. I’m not stupid, and I hear the talk of the serpents. They forget I can speak your tongue as well as the common one.”

      “You’re right,” Onixian said. He often forgot how intelligent Azuran was. “Maybe you can help let the dragons know that we mean them no harm.”

      “I’ll think about it. I’m not a dragon keeper? I would rather kill something than train them. When will we fight?”

      Onixian chuckled. Did the dragon feel such a disconnect to his own kind? He had grown up with serpents after all. “Soon, very soon.”

      He spoke to Fairburn. “First I would suggest that you stay with the dragons instead of keeping them as prisoners. They cannot learn to trust if they’re not bonding. Show them how powerful serpents are and how to hunt. It took a long time for trust to build between Azuran and I.”

      He moved in close to Fairburn and whispered in her ear. “If they don’t yield, kill them.” Fairburn nodded.

      Onixian wondered if the serpents would be able to connect with the dragons. Could they feel the power as he had? Could they feel the warmth and connection as he did with Azuran?

      Days passed by. Azuran was sent to visit them several times so they could see Schorl and dragons working side by side, and if it worked, soon they would have an army of dragons at their side. It had started out as the serpents just wanting power, but an added benefit could be a new ally. It helped tremendously that there were not adult dragons around. The young dragons only had the Schorl and the Norterridane to compare, and the serpents seemed a better option.  The Schorl hoped that soon they would share their power. If they did not, the serpents would kill them and take it.

      Azuran saw the young dragons as weak and avoided being around them unless told to do so.

      “They sicken me,” he told Onixian. “How can they be so helpless?”

      “It’s learned behavior. They learned it from their keepers. They relied too much on their keepers to protect them instead of helping themselves. We must teach them to be strong.”

      A serpent landed beside Onixian. “Come quickly, Malachite calls you. He found something. He said to bring Azuran.”

      Onixian was curious. Why would the serpent want to see his dragon? He took flight after the serpent who lead him deep into the mountain, the heat of the volcano raising his body temperature to almost unbearable limits as they descended.  Though it seemed, Azuran was not bothered by the heat. It was then Onixian realized he did not share all the Obsidian’s strengths.

      The serpent king stood near a very small pool, not much bigger than his hand, of melted cherry colored liquid. Malachite and two of his most trusted guard were there, their once grey tusks now red from the liquid. A fourth serpent body lay lifeless on the ground by Malachite.

      Malachite leaned down and stuck one clawed hand into the liquid, careful that it did not touch his scales. It clung to his claws like tar.  His claws soaked up the last of it.

      What’s the point of this show? Onixian asked himself, standing proud and staring at the king.

      “That, Onixian, was the Crystalline Sardonyx,” he said grinning, “My guards had to test it first to see if we could indeed use its power. Zircon tried to eat some, as the dragons do, but he died almost instantly. Tragic, I know, but I noticed the substance stuck to his tusks.”

      “Why is it liquid? I thought we were looking for a stone?”

      “Fairburn insists that it is because of the heat of the volcano. The strange stone turns liquid in immense heat. It must also turn to liquid in the Obsidianfire stomach, which makes them breath hot fire.”

      Malachite moved closer to Onixian. “I had an idea. Why not cover our tusks and make them stronger? The stone is so powerful. I can feel it radiating from my tusks throughout my body. Perhaps the same way you felt with Azuran’s power.”

      “So why did you call me here? To gloat?”

      “No, young Schorl. I want to see if my tusks can harm the Obsidian.”

      So, Malachite wanted to see if he could kill Azuran. That’s not going to happen. Onixian stood tall and snarled. The king came at him. Their tusks smashed together. Onixian was much stronger than Malachite, even with his newly enhanced power. Malachite had eaten many magic stones. Their particles flowed through his veins. He was now perhaps stronger than the Obsidianthemselves.

      Malachite released his lock and swung his right claw into Onixian’s shoulder.

      Onixian howled, the claws sank deep into his armored skin. Blood oozed from the wound. Onixian fought back slicing Malachite’s hand with his sharp Obsidianlike claws. Malachite let go of Onixian and backed away.

      “So, you still have much strength from the Obsidian. Fine, I won’t fight you. I will let him live. But I want to test if these magic enhanced tusks will hurt him.”

      “One claw,” Onixian said, for he too, wanted to see if the Obsidiancould be injured. But he did not trust Malachite. He stood between them and instructed Azuran to put out his hand. Azuran leaned forward glaring at the serpent king.

      The king grabbed hold of him with his front left hand and placed his red claw on top. With one quick movement, he sunk it deep through the top. Azuran screamed and jerked away, causing the hooked talon to cut an even larger gash. Malachite released him and stared right into his eyes. “Now I know I can kill you. If you show one hint of treachery against our kind, I will do it. It is only for the respect of Onixian that I do not kill you now.”

      Malachite turned to Onixian, “And I only spare you out of respect for our late king Calaver. Don’t forget that.”

      He leapt into the air. Onixian and Azuran followed.

      They landed in the crowd of serpents.

      The thunderous voice of King Malachite called the serpents together. “It is time to attack. The Norterridane have attacked first and killed Schorl. They have taken much power from their stones. The stone reader says the magic is almost gone. We must attack now and take their stones and the dragons. Then we will kill the Obsidian. I have the power now. See how the dragon bleeds?” He pointed toward Azuran. “Let us rid this continent of our enemies! We will rally at the lake.” He leapt into the air and the serpents followed.

      Onixian looked at the dragon with respect. He had not cried from the pain and humiliation.

      Azuran held his clawed hand and pressed on the open wound to seal it back together.

      “Use your fire to seal the wound. Only your breath is hot enough.” Onixian said.

      Azuran sucked in air and blew hot blue fire on his on hand. His scales bubbled on his hand. He breathed in loud slow breaths. Onixian knew it was to stop himself from showing weakness despite the pain.

      He patted Azuran on the back and sprang into the air. Azuran followed a second later, his large black wings easily navigating the winds.

      Onixian and Azuran flew over the Crystal Lake toward the Underground. Serpents circled in the air, landed and rested nearby the lake shore opposite the Underground. The news about the serpents that had been attacked and killed by their enemies made Onixian angry. If only they had attacked first it would not have given their enemies time to prepare. A shame that it has taken this army so long to dig them up. Why did they wait?

      Onixian spotted Malachite and flew down to join him, noting that Azuran landed a safe distance away. Malachite was creating a strike plan. A plan to draw out the keepers. Foolish. That would never work. They had already taken the lake and the Norterridane had to eat, but Onixian was starting to think these Norterridane were quite intelligent.

      “You won’t be able to draw them out. They will stay there for months in their protective shields and their nice dens, and let’s not forget the new armor they wear. We need to strike soon, or our advantage will be over.”

      “You have a better idea?” Malachite snarled. His six arms raised in a defensive posture, ready to attack.

      “Why yes, your highness,” Onixian said. His voice dripped with sarcasm, but somehow sounded respectful at the same time. “They have already used most of the power from their stones. The only thing they have left are dragons, and I say we dig them out.”

      “Dig them out?”

      “Yes, we dig them out of their caves,” Onixian said.

      One serpent interrupted “What if the caves collapse?”

      “Well one less Norterridane to worry about,” Onixian snapped. “Plus, we can smell the dragons. Once we start opening the earth, the dragons shouldn’t be hard to find.”

      The serpents did not outnumber the Norterridane, but what they lacked in numbers, they made up for in size and strength. Malachite called to the nearest serpents and gave the word to begin the attack. There was no reason to wait. The attack would begin immediately. His specific orders: kill the canines and take the dragons.

      With the roar of a stampede, serpents ran from the lake toward the Underground. Their large legs carried them swiftly across the ground. Others flew over the lake. Azuran flew near Onixian. The sounds of Norterridane barking warnings was barely audible compared to the sounds of the Schorl feet hitting the earth. The first to arrive began digging furiously. Norterridane warriors began coming up from the ground and defending their homes. Onixian flew down, snatching one of the emerging Norterridane and quickly finishing him off.

      Malachite was not too far off. He sliced one of the emerging Norterridane with his sharp hind claws and used his wings to knock the other emerging Norterridane away. He fought viciously, stabbing one with his tusks while attacking another with his claws.

      The Norterridane came from the ground, like ants, up from within the earth to protect their home. Onixian spotted a small red Norterridane. His eyes widened. Could it be the one who kept Azuran? That disgusting creature injured me and ruined my beautiful perfect scales. It had taken months to fully heal. Finally, a chance at revenge. This one is mine.

      “Azuran, go find something to kill,” he said, sending the young dragon off to make sure no memories resurfaced. He flew up into the air towards his intended prey. He would get revenge on the creature, and oh how she would fear him now as her fire could not hurt him.
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          CRIMSON

        

      

    

    
      A FEW moments earlier in the Underground, Crimson felt quite uncomfortable going into the warrior den. It was large, large enough to fit ten grown Norterridane. These dens held the warriors. The female warriors practiced attack and defense techniques. Occasionally, groups of female and male warriors trained together, but they always slept in separate caves.

      Crimson had not been with warriors for quite some time, and being here now brought back memories of her failures in training. The scent of unfamiliar Norterridane drifted out into the hall, but one familiar scent caught her attention just as Beryl spoke.

      “Mica, Crimson will be joining you. We do not know when the serpents plan to attack. Please show her some of the formations so we can be ready,” Beryl said and left the room.

      “Crimson,” Mica said. “It’s been a long time. Let me introduce you to the other ladies.”

      Crimson had the urge to greet her old friend in a more relaxed manner, but it seemed that duty called for professionalism. Mica was a seasoned warrior. She was black ,with scars upon her legs and a long scar across her muzzle. It was so large that her fur did not cover it. It had not been there when Crimson left two years ago. What battles had the young Norterridane seen?

      “I heard you got your wish, Crimson,” Mica whispered in her ear.

      “Yeah, I guess I did,” Crimson said, wondering if she should ask Mica if she was chosen to keep.

      “I love being a warrior. Dragon keeping has never really appealed to me.” That surprised Crimson. She thought everyone wanted to be a keeper.

      There was a distance between them that Crimson could feel. It wasn’t just years apart, it was something else. It was as if they were now from two different worlds. The warriors briefly exchanged greetings, then continued their training with a sense of urgency.

      “Serpents could attack at any moment, and we have no time to waste. Practicing formations is the best use of our time.” Mica and her team practiced several fight formations; one was a triangle shape, while the other was a half circle with two rows of fighters that would alternate in attacks. Mica also had Crimson practice quick turns and twists from below an attacker. She was not used to fighting on her back, and these tricks would sure be helpful in a fight. Crimson was not a match for most of the warriors, and they bested her in practice easily.

      “You haven’t improved much in your training,” Mica said matter of fact, looking at Crimson disapprovingly.

      “I’ve found different ways to fight,” she replied, resisting the urge to show up Mica with her new powers.

      “No offense, but I think you may be in the wrong group. I’m curious as to why Beryl would put you with our group. There must be another group you could train with.”

      The comment stung a bit. Crimson had thought they were friends. So much for modesty.

      “I’m guessing it’s because I can do this,” Crimson said and lit up her claws.

      “I see,” Mica said. Her attitude changed immediately.

      “And you can do that without a dragon?”

      “Yes, for some reason the power stayed with me.”

      “It would make killing cave lizards easier. But you’ll still need more training. I still think that starting with the basics in a lower level group would be good for you.”

      “There’s no time. The serpents are here and may attack any time,” Crimson said. She wondered why Beryl had put her in such an advanced group. For her protection, or because of her father?

      “I’m aware of the situation, but throwing you into a group to learn quick tactics may not be beneficial. But I’ll follow orders and train you as much as I can before they attack. Maybe a few things will keep you from being killed.”

      Crimson noticed the other Norterridane in the group did not share such warmth toward her and they whispered disapprovingly to one another. Warriors trained since birth or as yearlings depending on how much promise they showed in alpha battles. They ate together, slept together and hunted together. This built trust and loyalty. To them, Crimson was an outsider.

      Crimson’s ears stood up. There was a strange rumbling sound above. Dust began to fall from the roof of the cave.

      “That’s odd,” Mica said.

      Crimson didn’t think it was odd at all. No, this reminded her of the red willows. Her heart began to beat fast. Her body shivered. The warrior caves are built just underneath the surface.

      “It’s the serpents!” she cried, puffing up her fur. Mica stared at her for a moment in disbelief. Then a claw broke through the roof of the den. The warriors crouched for a second, taking a defensive stance. More dirt fell, in clumps. Sunlight shone through the newly made hole, and a serpent head looked in from above the ground, it’s cat eye darting around in its large scaled socket. Mica called for a formation and sent a runner to the captain of the guard. She moved quickly, striking the creatures exposed eye to make it draw back. But as it moved, two more serpents joined in tearing apart the den.

      The first serpent jumped into the opening. It did not expect a den full of warriors, but learned its mistake as it was attacked in a fury of bites and scratches. It died in minutes. Mica led the group out of the cave using the serpent as a step up and out into the light. Serpents everywhere tore and dug at the Underground.

      “Crimson,” Mica called.

      Crimson’s attention returned to the fight. Crimson lit her fiery claws, running to join the formation and attacked the nearest serpent. Crimson saw more warriors rising out of the underground to attack, but more serpents flew down to join in the fight. Crimson blasted a nearby serpent with a fire arc and then moved forward into the circle formation.

      The Norterridane attacked. Each time Crimson got close to a serpent, she would tear and burn at its skin. Something hit her side. She was in the air and landed hard on the ground a few feet away. Her magic armor barely protected her from the blow of the fall. Dazed, she turned and saw the serpent that had hit her. It leaped into the air. Its strong legs tried to crush her. She unleashed an arc of fire and rolled out of the way.

      Everywhere Crimson looked was a battle. Female warriors clashed with two other serpents. Norterridane and serpents sliced and bit. Blood splattered to the ground.

      “We meet again, little red one,” a deep and menacing voice said. Crimson turned around to see a shiny black serpent. That familiar voice of the serpent that had attacked them when Azuran died. The burn scars on his back leg and arms gave him away. She didn’t fear him as much now. I can kill him now, for Azuran.

      She called forth an arc of fire. The fire burned at his diamond snake like face. When it disappeared, he was still moving forward. No burn marks. The fire hadn’t hurt him.

      Crimson jumped forward in a frenzy of attacks. Her claws hit against his arms. He didn’t attack back. He seemed to be enjoying the fact that her claws could do nothing against him. How could this be? Her body shivered. He must have taken his power from Azuran! She could tell now. His black scales looked exactly like the scales of an Obsidiandragon. Her eyes opened wide, and she turned to run as fast as she could away from the serpent. She could hear his loud footsteps behind her. She ran past Norterridane fighting and holes in the ground. Deep pits now where once solid ground had been. The serpent wanted her, only her, and he wasn’t slowing his pursuit.

      She jumped over a fresh dirt pile and ran on. Perhaps if I can get to the Crystal Lake I can out swim this beast. The once flat ground now felt bumpy and uneven with fresh soil unearthed all over the place. Crimson heard evil laughter behind her and smelled the beast getting closer. She jumped over a large patch of dirt. A black dragon flew down over her head and landed behind her.

      Crimson stopped suddenly and almost fell over, her legs weak from the effort to flee. She turned expecting to see the serpent. She breathed a sigh of relief. Chalcedony had returned and was attacking the serpent. She was both happy and puzzled to see her. How did she return so quickly?

      Chalcedony’s claws drew blood. The serpent struck back and sliced her shoulder. The cut wasn’t deep, but he had cut her impenetrable skin.

      Is he as strong as an actual Obsidiandragon?

      Crimson looked up to see more dragons flying in from the west and landing nearby. Other dragons had already landed and furiously fought the serpents. They flew in over the Redwood Forest and toward the Underground  like a flock of birds. There must have been at least twenty. Even the weaker dragons proved deadly against unpowered serpents. One tore at serpent flesh and blasted red hot fire onto their bodies.

      The world seemed to be spinning. So much was happening at once. Chalcedony continued to fight the Obsidianserpent. There was Midnight and Torbern with other warriors in the distance fighting a serpent, and a young black Obsidiandragon was flying down towards them. Oh good, more help. The dragon flew down and slashed his claws at Midnight and opened his mouth spewing a stream of fire. Midnight jumped out of the way. Crimson left Chalcedony to go to their aid. Why would a dragon attack Norterridane?

      Crimson’s knees buckled as the scene unfolded. The dragon grabbed a nearby warrior with its sharp claws and pulled up, sliced across its chest and dropped him to the ground. The dragon landed and clawed at Midnight again. Torbern jumped up to intercept, and the dragon claw cut deep in to his muzzle. Torbern yelped and fell to the ground. Blood oozed from the wound.

      The dragon moved toward Midnight just as Crimson called an arc of fire to block his path. The fire didn’t hurt the dragon, but it caught it off guard. It looked at her curiously. Deep blue eyes gazed upon her. A strangely familiar face. Dragon heat, hot like the sun called to her and tugged at her heart. She knew this dragon.

      “Azuran,” she said and nearly fell over with the weight of the realization. She felt betrayed. How dare he attack Midnight? Midnight had cared for him. They had raised him, protected him with their lives.

      The dragon paused a moment and tensed his face in what Crimson took as a resolve to kill her.

      “Azuran,” Midnight said. “What did the serpent do to you?”

      A cheering roar from the serpents drew the attention of the combatants on the ground. Other Obsidiandragons had come to Genorrdia and were fighting the serpents. Malachite and his guards slashed their claws against the Obsidiandrawing blood. The serpents cheered on their leader. Dragon and Schorl clashed, claw against scales, the serpent’s six arms slicing at the dragon’s face and neck. The serpent was strong enough to do damage. Blood fell from the sky. The Obsidianmoved back, momentarily surprised by the serpent’s strength. Malachite’s guard flew up readying his tusks. The distance was just enough for the dragon to use his secret weapon. A blood curling scream filled the air. The silvery fire breath of the dragon turned the serpent to dust.

      Malachite used that moment to stab his tusks through the Obsidian’s heart. It fell hundreds of feet down to the ground with a loud thump.

      The battle stopped for just a moment as all had realized the Obsidianwas dead.

      Two more Obsidianappeared and incinerated serpents with their deadly fire. Terrified, the serpents began to flee. Azuran looked at the dragons in awe and terror and turned toward the serpent that had attacked Crimson.

      “Onixian, what do we do?” he cried, terror in his eyes. He looked to Onixian as if asking for guidance.

      “The Obsidianwill kill us all. Go to the mountains, I’ll follow you.” Onixian said, then, turning to Crimson, he roared, “But not before I kill you.”

      He sprang forward with full force, knocking into Chalcedony and straight toward Crimson. His tusks stuck out like spears. Crimson jumped back out of the way. Midnight jumped forward attacking the serpent in fury, not knowing he was invincible. Onixian snarled and pulled Midnight from the air. “You…got in my way,” he cried and stabbed his tusks through Midnight’s shoulder. Avoiding Midnight’s magic shield, his tusks stabbed into his heart. The serpent threw Midnight’s body to the ground.

      Crimson howled in terror as the serpent jumped into the air. Chalcedony dashed forward to Crimson’s side.

      “Midnight!” Crimson yelled.

      Another serpent was approaching. His tusks were red, and his eyes were fixed on Chalcedony. Crimson didn’t know why, but she knew the serpent would kill her. Crimson shielded Midnight’s body with her own and placed her paw on Chalcedony, pleading with her not to move.  Just ahead a silvery-white Norterridane appeared walking through the air. Like in her dream it spoke.

      “Use the power of the dragons.”

      The Norterridane vanished. All she could see now was the serpent. Crimson called on the dragon’s magic. Not just Chalcedony. She felt for all the dragons. The Obsidian, the sand dragons, the forest dragons, the hatchlings near the Underground, and the ones flying around. She pulled all of them together. As Crimson felt the dragon magic flow through her body, a white flame came from her claws and circled around her, Chalcedony and Midnight. The flames grew higher and more intense turning into a swirling sphere of white hot fire. The serpent close to the fiery shield burned up instantly.

      Then it was gone.

      Crimson collapsed on to the ground. All the strength had been pulled from her body. Dragon tears fell from Chalcedony’s eyes onto her red fur.

      “I couldn’t save Midnight. I couldn’t stop the serpent,” Chalcedony cried as the large Obsidiandragon flew down beside her. “Hornblende?”

      “I only wish we would have gotten here sooner,” Hornblende, the great Obsidiandragon, said. His rough voice soft with sympathy. “I’m sorry for your friend.”

      Crimson couldn’t speak. She looked over Midnight’s body. He lay there full of blood. No, you can’t be dead. Why did you always have to protect me? I could have protected myself, you didn’t have to intervene.

      Chalcedony moved up close to her keeper and placed her head near her shoulder.

      “Wait,” Chalcedony said. “He is breathing, not a lot, but, he is still alive.”

      “Get the Magi,” Crimson yelled. “Help us! Someone help us!”

      “They’re all over the field. I’ll find one,” Hornblende said and flew off. Crimson embraced Chalcedony. When she moved back from the embrace, she saw wounds on her friend’s glassy scales. Small drops of blood dripped down her body. “They don’t hurt too much. Did you see him? Azuran?”

      “I saw him, Chalcedony.” Crimson said sadly.

      Hornblende landed and set down the Magi on the ground with his front claws. The Magi ran to Midnight, dropping the magic stone from her mouth. “The magic stones are almost empty. There may be enough to heal him, I’m not certain.”

      “You have to try,” Crimson pleaded.

      The Magi placed one paw on the stone and the other on Midnight’s body where blood still flowed onto the ground. She chanted, and the magic light flowed from the stone through her body and into Midnight.

      Hornblende and the other Obsidiandragon burned serpents to dust left and right as they evacuated. Word spread quickly that the fight had ended, and the Norterridane came out of their broken tunnels and dens.

      The deeper tunnels remained intact, but many others would have to be repaired. Tourmaline rushed out of the Underground to her daughter’s side.

      Crimson looked around. The ground was littered with bodies. So many had died, serpents, dragons, Norterridane.

      Another Magi had gone to Torbern’s aid. Crimson ran over to look at Midnight’s injured friend. Torbern was still alive, but blood ran down the wound in his face. It was large and deep, from near his nose up to his ear. His eye was swollen shut and Crimson could see the bone in his jaw where the flesh was gone.

      “The magic from the stone stopped the bleeding, and the wound began to heal, but the scar will be there forever,” the healer said.

      Crimson returned to Midnight. She couldn’t hear his breath or tell if the bleeding had stopped. Torbern’s breath was heavy, and he fell into a deep sleep. Crimson looked at the Magi with a questioning glance. She wanted to hear that he would be all right, and there was enough magic in the stones to heal his heart. She wanted him to open his eyes and let her know that he was okay.

      “Magic can only heal so much. If he fights to survive then maybe he will.” The stone she had used for Midnight lay on the ground. Crimson placed her paw on it. It seemed cold to the touch, like rocks covered in winter snow or ice.

      “Is the magic gone?” she asked.

      “The magic in the stone is gone, but he needs more care. I’ll see who has stones left. In the meantime, he needs rest. The dragons are moving the injured to the Elder Caves. You can visit him there.”

      Crimson nodded as one of the dragons lifted Midnight from the ground and flew off towards the caves. Crimson stayed in the battle field. She couldn’t bear to see Midnight like that. If he died, he would have been glad to know he died a warrior, and he died saving her.

      Crimson looked around again. She wanted to be with the Norterridane when they said goodbye to the dead.

      The Norterridane and the dragons gathered at the edge of the Crystal Lake. The Norterridane normally buried their dead. Dragons burned their kin and today, in honor of their sacrifice, the brave Norterridane warriors would go with the dragons to whatever world was beyond this one.

      Crimson was filled with sorrow. Warriors lay dead on the blood-soaked dirt of the Underground. Dragons lay dead. Never had they seen so much death. Crimson placed her paw on a warrior’s fur. She did not know her, but hoped she was at peace.

      Mica whimpered by her side. “She was my best friend. We did everything together.”

      “I’m so sorry,” Crimson said as she and Mica backed away to the edge of the lake.

      When Hornblende gave the signal, all Norterridane in attendance turned to join the others at the lake. And it was then that the Norterridane heard the most beautiful song. A song that only dragons had ever heard. Chalcedony’s voice rose over the sounds of sadness. The slow and melancholy melody touched the heart of everyone around.

      
        
        Come home, come home

        To the place you belong.

        We’ve been waiting here,

        We’ve been waiting so long.

        Overseas, over mountains,

        The journey is long.

        Come home, come home

        To the place you belong.

        Don’t be afraid,

        So many have gone.

        We’ve been waiting here

        So, you won’t be alone.

        Come home, come home

        To the place you belong.

      

      

      

      The other dragons joined in as she sang. They sang the song that called young dragons to Alannador, and the song that sent dragons on their journey into the next life. They repeated the words, singing louder, as the two Obsidiandragons flew over the Underground, and their hot silvery breath turned the dead instantly to ashes. The ashes filled the air like a cloud of smoke. Dragons of all kinds flew off the ground moving the smoke and ashes up into the air. Their wings created currents of wind that spread the ashes across the land.
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          CRIMSON

        

      

    

    
      THE dragons had  left Genorrdia soon after the serpents retreated. Hornblende remained cautious because if the plague was still in their bodies their young would be infected. He ordered the dragons to leave, save two Obsidianto keep watch from a distance. He wanted to find the hatchlings, but he was concerned. The serpents had found the Sardonyx and could now kill obsidian. He told the council they all had to be careful. The serpents could return.

      On the shores of Crystal Lake, Crimson said goodbye to Chalcedony a second time.

      “You’re leaving?” Crimson asked, sensing Chalcedony’s sullen mood.

      “Yes, I belong on Alannador. The only reason I came back so soon is that Obsidianare supposed to be invincible and I wanted to protect you. Now that the serpents can injure us, Hornblende has ordered us to return to Alannador.”

      “Why?”

      “He thinks they’re planning a large-scale attack.”

      “That sounds like what they would do. Do you like it there?”

      “It is wonderful. It’s a huge place, bigger than Genorrdia. There are strange plants, deer and elk. More food to eat than you can imagine. I like fish, but not as much as elk. Oh, it is so much better.”

      Chalcedony looked at her keeper with concern. “What are you going to do here?”

      “I think I’ll continue training to be a warrior even though I’m not certain I fit in. I don’t know if I want to be a warrior, but I feel an obligation because the serpents will be back.”

      “How is Midnight?”

      “He is doing better. He has a long way to go to recover because magic stones are scarce. The explorers are not venturing far because of the serpents. We don’t know if any stayed. I hope the explorers find some more stones soon. Norterridane were badly injured.”

      The friends sat quietly for a while avoiding the one thing they both wanted to talk about. Crimson broke the silence.

      “I can’t believe Azuran is alive.”

      “I know,” Chalcedony replied. “He didn’t even recognize me. What do you think’s wrong with him?” “Maybe it’s some sort of magic or something,” Crimson said. She wasn’t sure if she should feel happy he was alive, or sad that he was on the side of the serpents. “Surely the elders will be working on finding the answers.”

      “I think the dragons will be working on it as well.” Chalcedony looked up suddenly, hearing again a call that Crimson couldn’t.

      She hugged Crimson and then leaped into the air. Crimson was glad that Chalcedony was not fond of long goodbyes. It made things easier. Crimson made her way to the new warrior den. One of the gathering rooms had been changed into the female warrior den until the old ones could be reconstructed.

      She peeked in and saw that Mica was instructing some of the newest warriors in evading techniques. Crimson did not want to train today. She left the crowded warrior cave and went out into the Redwood Forest. She found her way quickly to her old den. She wanted to be alone. She wanted to sort out what seeing Azuran meant. Dried leaves on her bed broke and crackled beneath her body and she lay down. It wasn’t soft like she had remembered. She would have to bring new leaves for bedding. She spent the rest of the day collecting leaves and needles. It wasn’t the softest bed, but this would do for tonight. She lay down and let out a sigh.

      Cool fall breezes blew past the den. The night was peaceful, but dark dreams entered Crimson’s mind.

      The white Norterridane stood in the shadows. It whimpered and gestured for her to follow. She followed it deep into the woods. Dark clouds rumbled in the distance, and the wind howled loudly.

      “Who are you?” Crimson called in vain, her voice drowned out by the wind. Through the darkness and in the shadows, she saw Azuran. He walked toward her covered in deep scratches that oozed dark red blood. He wobbled unsteadily and could hardly stand. Their eyes met. A deep pain shown within Azuran’s blue eyes, stabbing Crimson’s heart.

      The pain was so strong that it was with her when she awoke. Concerned and unsettled, she stared into the darkness of the den. I must help him. I was the one who let him down. It’s my fault he’s with the serpents.

      When her eyes had adjusted, she left the den and made her way back to the Underground. Mica questioned her whereabouts.

      “I just needed to get out,” Crimson explained.

      “If you’re going to be a warrior, you need to be training. You may need to run missions or defend the den at any moment. You’re a warrior and you need to stay here.”

      “I understand,” Crimson said feeling the pressure of being a warrior once again. She needed to make an excuse to leave. “I forgot to eat last night. I’m going to go catch some fish.”

      Before Mica could answer, Tourmaline approached. “Midnight is awake.”

      Crimson’s heart jumped, and the stress she was feeling left instantly. She followed her mother to the healing den. Midnight was laying on his side. A large scar was healing on his shoulder. He looked weak, unlike the strong warrior she was used to seeing. He put his paw out to touch hers.

      “Don’t look so sad, I’m tough remember.”

      “As tough as they come,” she replied and managed a smile while a tear slipped down her muzzle.

      “I’ve got to get back to the fish den,” Tourmaline said softly and left the room.

      “You should not have tried to protect me,” Crimson said.

      “You know me well enough by now. I had to.”

      He was right, she did know him. All their time together told her that his harsh exterior was for his own protection. But perhaps she had broken that hard shell just a little. Perhaps it was the dragons.

      “But I know you can take care of yourself and a dragon. You proved that taking care of Chalcedony. That doesn’t mean I can’t protect you. That’s what friends are supposed to do. Just like you helped me in an earlier battle with the serpents.”

      “I do remember that.” She smiled and placed her forehead against his. Another tear escaped her eye.

      “He needs more rest,” the Magi said, interrupting their conversation. Midnight grunted.

      “I’ll visit again soon,” Crimson said.

      “Bring fresh fish. These dried ones are horrible.”

      Crimson left the Underground. She wanted to lay out in the sun and just let her mind rest.

      Just as she moved out of the southern tunnel, she ran into Beryl. Oh great, she thought.

      “Crimson, I overheard what Mica said earlier. Have you been leaving the Underground?”

      “I went to the old den where I slept as a pup.”

      “Why? I thought you wanted to be a warrior, and it’s dangerous out there.”

      She took a breath, she had to say what she had never been able to say to Beryl before. “I never said I wanted to be a warrior. My dad just pushed me into it. I feel so out of place here.”

      “Everyone feels like that sometimes,” Beryl replied. “You’ve been out on your own for a while now. Just give it a chance.”

      This was the chance, Crimson thought. She felt suffocated by the walls around her. These tunnels and caves seemed small and cramped compared to the roomy square caves, and she wasn’t used to sharing space with other females. She had been alone so long that she missed it, a little. Beryl’s a chief guard in the Underground, and this is his home. How can he understand?

      Deeper than that, she felt responsible for all that had happened. If Midnight had not tried to protect her, he wouldn’t be injured. If she had taken better care of Azuran, the serpents wouldn’t have come to Genorrdia, and why wasn’t anyone out there searching with the dragons to find the serpents and rescue those captured hatchlings?

      “You no longer need to train as a warrior,” he said in a matter of fact manner. “I can tell it isn’t the job for you. You should take a few days to think about what you really want and where you fit in. We can talk with the others later and find out where you belong.”

      Crimson nodded and began to leave, but turned to confront her old teacher. “All of my life I wanted to be dragon keeper, my dad was a dragon keeper, and I wanted to be like him. I think it’s because I wanted approval, appreciation, and the highest honor of being a keeper. I know I wasn’t the best warrior, but haven’t I proven that I can fight and protect dragons? Why does everyone think you need to be the best? The best warrior, the best explorer. I don’t have to be the best at one thing. I can be good at many things, and I am okay with that.”

      And she really was okay with it. She felt a weight lift from her shoulders.

      “Why don’t you go explore the eastern shore of Crystal Lake?” he said. “I saw something there that might interest you.”

      Crimson was angry. She knew in her heart that she did not want to be a warrior, but she didn’t want to be told that she couldn’t be one.

      Crimson left the Underground and found herself following the Chief Guard’s suggestion, heading toward Crystal Lake. She had enough of talking and wanted to be alone. She missed Chalcedony, and she even missed Midnight.

      Swimming free in the refreshing water reminded her that she loved to explore, like she had done when she was younger. The lake was very large, and Crimson had to explore it. She swam down under the water swimming fast toward the eastern bank. There had not been serpent sightings in weeks. It was probably safe enough. Her body felt weightless, and she spread her claws to let the webs between her toes catch the water and move her swiftly through the lake. She wasn’t hungry, she just needed a reason to get out; to get fresh air. The reeds and grasses grew thick near the edge of the lake and tugged at her paws as she swam though them. The ground after the grasses at water’s edge quickly turned into dry desert. Crimson had never been to the wastelands and would be a fool to go. There was nothing but death out there. What had Beryl seen over here that would interest her?

      A strange and familiar sound interrupted her thoughts. It was muffled under the water, but the sound was unmistakable. A heartbeat. Crimson held her breath and swam down into the reeds and shallow water on the edge of the lake. It was hard to narrow down where the sound was coming from under the water, but Crimson saw what seemed to be sand moving. She swam closer to inspect. She moved her paws along the lake floor and uncovered part of a grey egg, feeling the soft shell with her paw. The dragon was already hatching, and its nose was poking up into the sand. Crimson’s heart warmed at the sight. Beryl, this what you sent me to find. He had finally accepted her as a keeper, and this was his gift.
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