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    Chapter 1 
 
    Dragon Clan 
 
      
 
    “Ready to go?” 
 
    Mari sighs and nods doesn’t look like she has much of a choice. 
 
    The cell door slowly swings open and the guard stands there, towering over her, offering no help as she struggled to her feet. She shuffles out, and the   unflinching guard slaps a set of    manacles onto her wrists rather roughly. 
 
    “Come on then.” He grunts, grabbing the small chain that linked both manacles together and dragging her along the narrow tunnel of the dungeon. 
 
    She doesn’t say anything as they go, silently obeying the guard’s tugs as they climb several stairs before reaching a solid iron door that separates the dark prison from the world beyond. 
 
    Metal screeches as the door swings open, and two more guards are waiting for them on the other side. 
 
    “Get moving.” The first jailer grunts as he shoves her into the waiting pair. 
 
    Still, she remains silent as she was escorted through the castle grounds, eyeing the destruction of its walls, the scorch marks that blacken its western side, and the general lack of life to be found. This side of the citadel took the most damage, but the underground dungeon was undamaged. 
 
    Slowly, they make their way through the ruined corridors, large holes littering the ceiling allow the bright sun to filter through as they walk past hastily clear piles of rubble. 
 
    Finally, Mari is brought out to the main courtyard, and she could almost laugh. How hard did she fight to get to this place not three days ago, only now, to be all too happily dragged out here? 
 
    After her stint in the blackness of the cells, the sun is almost too bright as she’s near deafened by the roar of the gathering crowd, but she pays them no mind. Her attention is fully focused on the structure before her. 
 
    The gallows. 
 
    The two guards shove her forward hard enough to make her stumble. This is it; she thinks, this is the end of the line. 
 
    Citizens of a land she hardly knows shout and roar as she’s dragged up the steps, there 
 
    hatred clear in ever more spite-filled words. 
 
    She doesn’t look at them, doesn’t protest as the noose is pulled over her neck, doesn’t try to fight back as the guards finally let her go, leaving her in the presence of the black hooded executioner. 
 
    This is her fate for failure, for losing the war. 
 
    The cry of the crowd reaches new levels as the executioner pulls the lever, and Mari sighs as she drops.  
 
    14 years ago, … 
 
      
 
    “You two be careful now, you hear me?” Mari’s mother, a slender woman in her thirties, called from the doorway of the small cabin. 
 
    Her shout went mostly unheard by the two young children that had only moments before dived out past her in a race of hyperactive giggles and skips. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
    “Why do I even try?” She sighed, watching as her two youngest kids took off for the forest edge. 
 
    “Don’t worry, I’ll look after them.” Kasari said with an assured voice, readjusting her hold on her shoulder pack as she came to join her mother in the doorway. 
 
    “I know,” their mother sighed, “remember I want you all back before dusk.” Kasari chuckled as she headed out, following the trail of her younger siblings. “Come on. Mother, how old do you think I am?” 
 
    “Old enough to do as your told.” Their mother quipped back, smirking. 
 
    Kasari only nodded, bowing her head slightly before turning to bolt after the disappeared scamps. As the eldest child of the Ri clan, Kasari took great pride in her new household position; now that she was 12, it was her job to watch over her siblings. 
 
    The rugged clothes of her people hung loosely from her, held up only by the thick belt around her waist and buckled boots. Her long, deep blue cloak fanned out behind her as she ran, easily tracking the twins. As a Dragon-kin, tracking came naturally to her, her large amber eyes effortlessly picking out the footprints, her nose picking up their scent, and her narrow yet long ears twitched as she listened to them laugh. 
 
    She smirked when she found them and pounced. 
 
    “Got you!” She gloated as she snagged their backs in both of her hands, halting them from 
 
    getting any further away. 
 
    “Aww, no fair!” Dari huffed as he was stopped. 
 
    Kasari smiled softly as she put the pair down, but kept a hold of them, crouching to be at eye level. She couldn’t blame them for being excited, they were only four and this was the first time they were given full freedom to explore the forest. 
 
    They really did look like each other, both with short hair the colour of the forest in a rainstorm, wide violet eyes that remind Kasari of the sky at dawn, and crystal blue stumps poking between their hair atop their heads, the color inherited by all of the Ri clan. It didn’t help that their mother had a love of dressing them the exact same to further confuse anyone who didn’t know how to tell them apart. 
 
    “Now, now.” Kasari said as she laid a hand upon their heads, careful to avoid the small yet sharp stumps of their growing horns. “I know you’re excited, but remember, we’re out here to forage, so follow me.” 
 
    Dari huffed, always the energetic one of the young pairs, but Kasari knew just how to get him on board. 
 
    “How about this, I’ll show you what we’re looking for, then you two can go off and try to 
 
    find some. Whoever has the most before sunset doesn’t have to do chores tonight.” The pair happily cheered at the challenge, anything to get out of work Kasari thought. So, for the next few hours, she diligently searched and explained to the pair. 
 
    “We need more beta roots for Mother to make her potions that she sells.” She told them as they slowly wandered through the lush undergrowth, until finally she found what they were looking for. 
 
    “Ah, here, come see.” 
 
    At the base of a Scale Bark tree, Kasari kneeled to dig between it roots. “This is perfect, beta root grows by feeding off the nutrients of the Scale Bark… here we go!” She grinned wide as she pulled up the large spiked yellowish ball to show the pair. “This is what we need, the bigger the better. Now before you go…” Having heard all he needed, Dari quickly dashed off, but Mari was more diligent and remained to listen to the rest of her sister’s explanation. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    “… before you go Mari, you can find beva root if you can pick up on its scent. Have a sniff.” 
 
    She held the spiked ball out, patiently waiting for her sister to sniff it. Cautiously, Mari leaned over to get a whiff, and recoiled immediately. “Eewww!” She whined, pinching her nose from the strong pungent smell. 
 
    “Smells bad, doesn’t it?” Kasari laughed, “Shouldn’t be too hard for you to find it then, huh?” 
 
    Mari glared at her sister’s mean trick but turned to head off to start her own search. But the truth was, Kasari simply needed the twins out of the way, and leaving them to search in the safest part of the forest was her best bet. 
 
    Now alone, she stuffed the beva root into her pack, before turning to race through the 
 
    forest. It didn’t take her long to reach her destination, on the Far Eastern edge of the thick woods. Climbing up the tallest tree on the borderline, she perched herself high to scout the area. 
 
    She stayed there for as long as she dared, simple watching, waiting. 
 
    Danger was coming, she could sense it. Far past the horizon, over the distant mountains, something dark was brewing, but what exactly she didn’t know. 
 
    For as long as she stood watch, nothing seemed to change. The rolling meadows remained peaceful in their vastness, only disrupted but the rare traveler. 
 
    Humans. 
 
    Kasari knew very little of humans and their civilisations, only that they built large cities and had many small towns across the land. She had heard tales that such a city was just beyond the mountains she found herself staring at for hours on end. 
 
    But Dragon-kin were secretive by nature, rarely did any of them venture beyond their forest border, and certainly not into human territory. 
 
    Despite what stories Kasari had heard, the humans knew well to leave the Dragon-king's lands in peace, thanks to their protectors. 
 
    Speaking of protectors, Kasari thought, I should be getting back soon. 
 
    The sun wasn’t quite ready to set when Kasari returned to the heart of the forest, a smile playing on her lips as she spotted her siblings, all tuckered out from playing and foraging, lying curled up together in the shelter of the tall Scale Bark tree they’d started from. Her smile grew wider when she saw the small pile of beva roots beside each of them. 
 
    Mari stirred as Kasari quietly filled her pack with their finds. 
 
    “Mhh..sis?” She mumbled tiredly. “Have fun?” 
 
    “Mhh, hhm.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    Bag filled, Kasari slung it back over her shoulder before she scooped the twins up into her arms. Disturbed by the movement, Dari yawned as he snuggled into her neck, both youngsters reaching up to toy with Kasari’s short spiral horns. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Their mother was waiting for them in the doorway again as the sun began to set. 
 
    “Well?” She asked worriedly. 
 
    “No change.” Kasari mumbled as she passed. 
 
    Just like her, their mother could sense the incoming danger, but the twins were still too young to detect it. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
    “Found plenty of beva root though.” Kasari said as she carried the twins up to their bed on 
 
    the small second floor. 
 
    Their mother laughed as she opened the pack, seeing just how many roots the twins had found. “Even I can’t make all this into potions. Perhaps a visit the village Guardian is in order.” 
 
    Kasari nodded, she too thought it would be good to see the Guardian. 
 
      
 
      
 
    12 years ago, … 
 
      
 
    “Come on Mari, you’re going to be late!” Dari laughed as he bounced on his heals just 
 
    outside the door. 
 
    “I’m coming, I’m coming!” Mari huffed as she all but threw herself down the stairs and out the door. 
 
    Kasari was waiting patiently for the pair as always and smiled warmly at the twin’s excitement. Dressed in the ceremonial robes of the Dragon-kin, Kasari was very proud of her sister and brother. 
 
    “Remember, this is an honor rarely given to any Dragon-kin, so I want you both on your 
 
    best behavior.” 
 
    Kasari had matured greatly in the last two years after the sudden death of their mother, taking on the sole mantle of caregiver to her siblings. It’d been hard, but at times like this she couldn’t have been happier. 
 
    Taking a hand each of her brother and sister, she proudly walked them north, past other homes of their fellow tribesmen, and finally to the Great Caves that banked the north of their lands. In there, dwelled their Guardian, and today, the twins along with the other four young children of their tribe had been called upon. 
 
    At the cave entrance, Kasari knelt to hug the six-year-olds and whisper, “Good luck.” She felt a bit like a proud mother, marvelling at how tall the pair had become, already reaching just past her waist. 
 
    Mari and Dari grinned widely as they turned to gather with the other four and make their way into the cave. The caves were vast and complex, but this was a summons all Dragon-kin could understand, so the young group had no trouble finding their way in the dark. 
 
    Huddled together, they soon came upon a low light, and knew they had found their destination. 
 
    In the single largest cavern, they had ever seen lay the tribe’s Guardian. The Great Mother Dragon, Nehyjal. 
 
    Both Dari and Mari had seen her once before, two years previously, but for a six-year-old, that was a long time ago. 
 
    She lay calmly upon her belly, her sheer size filling most of the cavern, so large a single claw was bigger than the children. Her scales of deep grey and white, and golden eyes were lit only but the small fire in the center of the cavern. Coming upon a dragon in their cave would be a terrifying sight for anyone else, but not for Dragon-kin. 
 
    Nehyjal let out a low rumble as she turned her head to regard the gathered children, a sound they all understood as welcoming. She then nodded towards the fire, and they understood. 
 
    Just as they had all been taught, the six children slowly encircled the fire and slowly kneeled, fists pressed to the ground between their knees as they watched. For atop the fire was a 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    small pile of stone, glowing bright from the heat beneath them. And carefully balanced within the ring of fire warmed stones, sat a clutch of eggs. 
 
    Six eggs, six children. 
 
    Nehyjal rumbled again as she curled her tail around the ground and lay her head back down to return to her vigil. 
 
    There was something mesmerizing watching Dragon eggs twitch and shake, and Mari 
 
    couldn’t look away. 
 
    Finally, after a long time of sitting and watching, the eggs began to hatch. One by one, cracks formed down the smooth white curve of the shells. Mari didn’t notice when the others hatched, she was only focused on one single egg. It twitches a lot, shaking and threatening to roll out from its place upon the fire stones. But it stayed put as the first chip fell away. 
 
    More chips joined the first as a hole opened in the top, and a small, slim head poked through. 
 
    A dragon was born, and Mari was entranced. The hatchling was nearly as big as she was, but that didn’t matter to her. 
 
    The dragonets squeaked as they wriggled out of their shells, to the deep rumbles of Nehyjal. One by one, the hatchlings scrambled free, and roamed around the fire stones, exploring their new world and each other. 
 
    But the one Mari was watching was different. It squeaked as it sniffed the edge of the 
 
    stones, spreading and stretching out its tiny wings as it made the leap. The drop wasn’t high, 
 
    but no baby dragon can fly so soon. 
 
    The small creature tumbled down, landing upon its back, it squealed as it looked around, before locking eyes with Mari. That was the beginning for them, of Dragon and Kin. 
 
    Mari reached out to help right the fallen hatchling, and immediately it rumbled happily at her touch. She didn’t know it at the time, no child of their people ever does, but that was all it took to complete the ceremony of imprinting. 
 
    They spent hours in the cave, playing and exploring, the baby dragons and their chosen Kin. Later, when the children finally left, it was with a hatchling at their side. 
 
    As they exited, the adults of the tribe kneeled as they lined the path back to the forest, each offering a small gift to the new pairs. Arms full of gifts, Mari and Dari met with Kasari who smiled as she lead them all back home. 
 
    In the quiet of the dark forest, the group came to a halt as they heard the loud joyous cry of Nehyjal, and watched through the trees as she took flight, alighting the sky with her fire in celebration. Her children had been born and imprinted with the Dragon-kin she had long since guarded. 
 
    It was a good day for all.  
 
      
 
    8 years ago, … 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 4 
 
    Raising a baby dragon was no easy task. Unable to fly or make fire, the hatchlings were completely dependent on their imprinted partners for care. Luckily, Kasari was more than skilled enough to look after her growing family. She taught the twins how to fish in the rivers to the south, and hunt in the forest, how to make fire and cook for the dragons. 
 
    For a time, everything was peaceful, or so Mari thought. 
 
    She had been hearing talk from the tribe of a danger, but she never worried about it. Adults were always so worked up about trivial things, she thought, how wrong she was. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    It happened without warning. 
 
      
 
    On a clear summer’s day, while playing with her dragon, whom she named Aniljem, their fun was shattered as a deafening roar shook the skies above their forest. 
 
    Aniljem whimpered, cowering in fear behind Mari at the sound, as Mari herself was forced to cover her ears at the sheer volume of the roar. She may have only just turned ten, but even she could sense the danger in that cry. 
 
    Turning to try to comfort Aniljem, she urged him to hurry back home. 
 
    They raced as fast as they could through the forest, but what they found when they exited it was nothing but destruction. 
 
    Their home, the Dragon-kin forest, everything Mari had ever known, lay before her eyes in a burning inferno. 
 
    She stood there, frozen as she watched the flames consume her collapsing home and eat away the forest. 
 
    “Kasari, Dari!” Mari cried as she saw their burning home. 
 
    Aniljem whined as he backed up, trying to hide in the forest as another deep roar rang out over the skies, but this time, it was a roar Mari recognized. 
 
    She watched in awe as their Guardian swooped low over the burning forest, before turning to dive upwards, teeth bared and claws at the ready. The sight both terrified and gave hope to Mari, surely their Guardian would save them. 
 
    But the hope was soon dashed as another Dragon rose up from the burning forest, its 
 
    massive black wings fanning the flames towards Mari’s hiding spot as it took to the sky after the Guardian. It was a dragon unlike any Mari  had  ever seen or heard of, its rough scales encased in metal plating, like armor, it’s eyes sharp and focused, jagged teeth visible even when its mouth was closed, but oddest of all was Mari could not understand. She could not hear it’s ‘inner voice’, all she could hear was an unbridled rage. 
 
    The two great beasts clashed in the air, but it was clear this was a losing battle. The black dragon was nearly twice the size of Nehyjal, and far more powerful. It spewed flames as it blocked her path, going for her wings. 
 
    The roar of pain from the Guardian hurt Mari’s ears to hear. The fight only took seconds, but 
 
    to Mari it felt like an eternity. 
 
    The tribes Guardian, Great Nehyjal was defeated, crushed to the ground upon the ruins of 
 
    Mari’s home as the black dragon stilled her with an unyielding bite to the neck. 
 
    The force of such a large body crashing to the ground knocked Mari off her feet, sending her flying backwards into the forest. 
 
    She was ten when her world went up in flames. That was the first, but not the last time it happened. 
 
    When Mari came to, it was to Aniljem laying protectively over her, wings spread to shield her from the encroaching flames. He whimpered as he licked her face to wake her. She squinted and coughed, the smoke choking the air from her lungs as she looked around. 
 
    Just past Aniljem’s wing, she could see the body of Nehyjal, her house lost somewhere 
 
    beneath the great dragon’s legs. 
 
    Mari felt tears sting her eyes along with the smoke, and Aniljem whined as he tried to lick them away. 
 
    They had to run. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    It was a struggle, but Mari somehow found the strength to push herself to her feet. If the fire had reached their side of the forest, they couldn’t stay hidden here any longer, so they ran. 
 
    And they kept on running, past the forest, past the border of the Dragon-king's lands, until they couldn’t run anymore. 
 
    Mari didn’t know what time it was, or for how long they’d run for, only that they collapsed in a meadow of wildflowers she had never seen before. 
 
    But their beauty was lost on her as she crumpled, curling around on herself as she cried. For 
 
    what she didn’t even know anymore. For her home? Her people? Her family? 
 
    Everything she ever knew was gone, all she had left, all she had of anything, was Aniljem. But the young dragon was just as vulnerable as she was, still too young to fly, to make fire, to fight and defend himself. 
 
    They were alone in the world. They were doomed.  
 
    Humans… 
 
    Mari knew very little of them. Kasari had told her stories sometimes, of the other peoples of the world, but humans were a mystery even to her. 
 
    When Mari awoke in the meadow from her exhausted and tearful sleep, it was to the distant murmur of voices. 
 
    Parked a short distance away, was a wagon linked up to a pair of horses, and besides that, a small group of humans stood, staring wide-eyed at her. At Aniljem. 
 
    Aniljem nuzzled her back worried, just as nervous of these strangers. Trying to be brave, Mari moves herself between her dragon and the group, not that she could hide him, Aniljem was already a good head and shoulders bigger than her. 
 
    The humans looked between each other, whispering in voices Mari couldn’t understand. But 
 
    they must’ve come to a decision, as slowly the largest man began to approach. 
 
    “Hello, there little girl… are you… alright?” He asked, not that Mari understood. 
 
    Her blank face must have given it away, as the man sighed and slowly moved to kneel, smiling kindly at her. 
 
    “Are you hurt? Do you need help?” 
 
    Mari’s ear flicked at the strange words, but she at least understood the kindness of the tone. 
 
    The man looked back at the uneasy group. “I don’t think she can understand me.” “What is she? She’s not human, is she an elf?” 
 
    “With those horns? I doubt it.” 
 
    “Isn’t anyone worried about that dragon behind her?!” 
 
    “Oh relax, I don’t think it’s a threat, look at it, it’s cowering!” 
 
    The man sighed again, his group proving unhelpful, and turned back to face Mari. It was a risk, but he was willing to take it in order to help a lost child. 
 
    Stretching out his hand, he smiled as warmly and kindly as he could, gesturing her to come toward him. “Why don’t you come with us?” 
 
    Mari stared at the waving hand, unsure what to make of it. Did it mean he wanted her to go with him… them? And if so, should she? She was lost, and alone. What other choice did she have? 
 
    Her ears flicked as she reached out to the man and smiled back in what she hoped was a friendly way to the humans. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
    Aniljem followed with every step she took, and while the others of the group still seemed uneasy, Mari was at least sure this was better than staying in the meadow.  
 
      
 
    3 years ago, … 
 
      
 
    “Come on Aniljem, I know you can do it!” Mari cried as they took flight. 
 
    The young dragon had grown much in the past five years. His wide wings had strengthened, giving him the power of flight, and he’d found his fire. Able to fly and fight, he became a strong hunter, and partner to Mari. 
 
    The humans who found her five years ago in that meadow were a group of traveling merchants. It took some time, but eventually Mari picked up the human tongue. Jacob, the 
 
    leader of the group, always laughed that she spoke with an odd accent, turning r’s into deep rumbles. Mari didn’t mind though, as she still practiced her mother tongue of the Dragon- kin. 
 
    As it turned out, having a young dragon as a mascot helped bring in business as people came from far and wide to see the beast with their own eyes. Mari wasn’t so comfortable with that, but it was the least she could do for the people kind enough to save them. 
 
    Still, she had urged Aniljem to learn to fly and make fire as soon as possible, and now, he was a powerful dragon in his own right. 
 
    Mari grinned as she hugged low to Aniljem’s neck, reveling in the rush of wind blowing her long green hair out behind her. 
 
    She had grown too. No longer a child, she proudly wore the colourful cloth and silks of the Drako Traders, bright oranges hugged her body while decorative strips of blue and red gave detail to the designs. She kept the rugged boots though, preferring them to the dainty shoes Anna, Jacob’s daughter, insisted she wore. 
 
    She was an attraction too they’d joked. Not many people knew of the Dragon-kin and the sight of Mari’s violet eyes and short spiral horns often drew just as much attention as Aniljem did. And why wouldn’t she? As far as anyone knew, she was the only Dragon-kin humans had ever seen. 
 
    She tried not to think too much about that. After all, she knew there were other tribes out there, even if she was the only survivor of that day, she couldn’t be the only one of her people left. 
 
    She couldn’t be. 
 
    Aniljem brought her out of her thoughts with a deep roar, a theatrical flair they came up with, before setting the sky alight with his orange flames. 
 
    Far below, a city full of onlookers cheered at the show. Fireworks were set off, and Aniljem effortless weaved his way between them, using the light to show off his silvery scales. 
 
    He had grown to resemble his mother well, but the deep red markings across his back and 
 
    at the tops of his wings were all his father’s. 
 
    Mari knew nothing of the dragon who mated with their Guardian all those many years ago, that part of a dragon’s life was secretive even to the Dragon-kin. But Aniljem was proud is his colors, and that was all that really mattered. 
 
    As they came into land atop the Drako Traders building, Jacob was already waiting to begin his expert selling. Mari wasn’t much for trading herself, the ins and outs of economics were beyond her, she was more interested in action. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
     Never one to sit still, she made light work of moving goods around in the store. A fact she had come to learn about herself over humans, she was naturally faster, stronger, her senses greater than anyone else. 
 
    But one sense she had learnt to hone above all else, a kind of sixth sense for danger. 
 
    She was no longer a weak child, and she knew in her heart that the black dragon was still out there somewhere. She knew she’d see it again someday; she just didn’t think it’d be so soon. 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Anna tell Jacob I’m heading out!” Mari called as she rushed for the door, dressed down for a day of fun rather than showing off. 
 
    “Again?” The young blonde woman sighed. She was only a year Mari’s senior, but often 
 
    acted far older. 
 
    “What?” Mari drawled, backing out the door, “You know Aniljem needs his morning run.” 
 
    Anna could only shake her head as Mari disappeared. 
 
    “That girl,” she huffed, “she’s nothing but trouble.” 
 
    Mari wasn’t lying, Aniljem was more than willing to get up with the sun for a morning flight. It had become routine for them, to rise with the sun, to soar high above with the birds and roar with the wind. 
 
    Today, Mari decided to fly south, over the cliffs and above the waves of the Trade Seas she once crossed two years ago with her unlikely family. 
 
    For a while, as the sun shone across the blue water, all seemed peaceful, but a tingle at the base of her neck told Mari not all was as it seemed. Aniljem could sense it too; danger was coming. 
 
    They barely had time to scan the horizon before a deafening roar, one that haunted both 
 
    Dragon and Kin’s nightmares shook the cliffs. 
 
    Wide-eyed, Mari turned towards the sound as her worst fears were realized. The black dragon was back. 
 
    It’s dark figure blotted out the rising sun to the sound of powerful wings and clinking metal. Mari couldn’t tell if it was her imagination or not, but the dragon somehow looked even larger than last time. 
 
    Had it grown? She fearfully wondered. 
 
    She stared at the menacing sight, before suddenly shaking herself free of her fear-filled stupor, directing all her attention to Aniljem. 
 
    “Hurry Aniljem, we have to warn the others!” 
 
    Twisting in the air, the young dragon dove down, picking up as much speed as he could to race back home. Their only blessing in that moment was for all its size, the black dragon was slow. Too slow to keep up, and hopefully- to follow them home. 
 
    Mari sighed with relief as the city came into view and then shrieked softly as Aniljem nearly crashed with the speed of his landing. The city was full of confused onlookers, so blissfully unaware of what doom was coming for them. 
 
    “Jacob, Anna, everyone, we have to run! We have to get away, now!” Mari cried, tripping 
 
    over her own feet as she plowed through the door. 
 
    “Mari?!” Anna gasped, worriedly coming to meet her terrified sister. “What’s wrong? What’s going on?” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    “There’s no time!” Mari shouted, tugging on Anna to get out of the shop. “We have to get away before-” She didn’t need to finish that sentence as the roar that shook the whole building did it for her. 
 
    “Oh no, it’s here…” Mari wailed as screams soon took over the curious talk outside. 
 
    Seeing how afraid Mari was, Anna took charge. “Mari, go. Take Aniljem and get out of here, 
 
    I’ll get the others.” “No, you can’t-” 
 
    “This is no time to argue, now GO!” Anna shoved Mari out the door, turning back to fetch the others downstairs. 
 
    Not wanting to argue, Mari hurried to climb back onto Aniljem and take flight, hoping to somehow help everyone get away. 
 
    They flew low over the burning eastern end of the city, avoiding the black dragon’s gaze as they searched for survivors trapped within the flames. 
 
    “Ah, down there!” Mari cried, directing Aniljem to a group of kids trapped under the burning canopy of a stall. 
 
    Dragons were more fire resistant than any other creature, so it wasn’t hard for Aniljem to use his back legs to pull the burning structure away from the children. Once a path was open, they scrambled out. 
 
    “Hurry, head south, don’t stop until you get to the sea!” Mari ordered. 
 
    It was they only safe place she could think off, and someone had to take charge of all the chaos. So, despite her fear, she hung low, helping and directing as many people as she could. 
 
    Together, she and Aniljem cleared a path out of the city for the fleeing people, but with so many humans gathered and heading in one direction, they soon drew unwanted attention. The black dragon roared as it lay its dagger like eyes on them. 
 
    “Aniljem run!” Mari screeched at being seen. 
 
    The black dragon dove for them and Mari flattened herself as much as possible to Aniljem’s back, tightening her hold in fear as they flew low, weaving between the burning buildings for cover. 
 
    Rather than chase them, the black dragon growled as it spewed it’s fire down over the area. Had Mari been wearing her usual fancy loose clothes, she’d surely have caught on fire, but thanks to Aniljem’s quick movements and her simple, more rugged clothes, the flames only singed the ends of her hair. 
 
    Weaving wasn’t working, so Aniljem flew up, rising above the buildings to hopefully just outrun the beast with his superior speed. But rather than give chase like Mari thought it would, the dragon landed, roughly shaking its head, making the metal armour and chains it was covered in clank loudly with the movement. 
 
    Mari’s eyes widened in shock as for the first time, she saw a rider upon the black dragon 
 
    back, but something was very wrong… 
 
    The dragon let out a roar that almost sounded pain filled as it turned, swinging it large tail around to destroy what little remained of the city. 
 
    That was when dread set in Mari’s heart. 
 
    Two streets down from the black dragon’s tail, was the Drako Traders shop, where Anna was trying to help a limping Jacob get out the broken building. If the dragon turned again, it would surely see them. 
 
    “Aniljem, we have to help them!” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
    The young dragon rumbled in agreement as they made their move. He was little more than a quarter of the size of the black dragon, but that didn’t matter, because this dragon had a weakness. 
 
    “Go for the rider!” Mari cried as they looped around. 
 
    The black dragon was distracted, shaking its head and rumbling nonsensically, so the rider was wide open. 
 
    Aniljem’s claws ripped through cloth and skin as he pulled the rider from the dragon’s shoulders. Not strong enough to carry the weight of two people, Aniljem used his momentum to pull the rider down, dropping them into a burning building. 
 
    Mari didn’t have time to decide if that was right or wrong, all she could do in that moment was look over to see if Anna and Jacob had gotten away. She couldn’t see them on the street anymore and hoped that was a good sign. 
 
    The black dragon, now free of its tormentor, rumbled lowly as it dropped to roll around in the ruined city. 
 
    Mari was torn; her instincts as a Dragon-kin told her to help it, but her fear was stronger. She turned Aniljem away as they headed for the sea, hoping to find everyone who made it out alive, hoping to find Anna and Jacob and the others.  
 
      
 
    They had survived, somehow. Jacob was left with a permanent limp in his right leg and many had scars from the fire, but they were alive. Others were not so lucky. 
 
    Only a few hundred remained of the city that once housed thousands. 
 
    “What do we do now?” “Where do we go?” 
 
    “We’ve lost everything!” 
 
    The people were lost, they needed a leader. Someone to guide them, to protect them… 
 
    Mari was not that leader. In her heart, she knew she could not remain. The black dragon, it’s rider… the impending danger the adults of her tribe once spoke of… 
 
    She knew what she had to do. 
 
    Turning to Anna, she smiled weakly, “Look after everyone.” 
 
    “What?” She cried, turning to look at Mari. Anna knew her too well as she reached out to grab her arm. “You’re leaving us? Now?! You can’t!” 
 
    “I’m sorry, but I have to go, that dragon…” Mari couldn’t look her in the eyes, she knew if she did she’d end up staying. 
 
    “Forget that dragon, we’re your family, we need you!” 
 
    “You know something…” Jacob frowned from his spot-on a nearby rock. “I’m sorry…” 
 
    “No, I’m sorry.” He smiled warmly. “I’ve seen how you’ve stared longingly out your window, as if there was something out there calling you. We’ve kept you rooted for too long, you need to spread your wings, just like Aniljem.” He grinned, knowing he was making the right decision. “Go, do what you need to do, find what’s out there calling you. But remember 
 
    Mari, no matter what, we’ll always be your family.” He chuckled, “There will always be a place for you in the Drako Traders.” 
 
    “Thank you…” Mari sighed as she climbed back onto Aniljem. “I’ll come back someday; I promise.” 
 
    With a strong nod from Jacob, they took to the air and left.  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Where exactly they were going, Mari wasn’t sure. She thought over what Jacob has said to 
 
    her, that something out there has been calling her, but was that true? All she really knew, was that she needed to go south.  
 
      
 
    The journey was a long one, but at least she was never lonely with Aniljem by her side. Finally, though, they reached their destination. 
 
    Mari had no idea where they were, but in her heart, her soul, she knew they’d found 
 
    something important, something precious to both Dragon and Dragon-kin. 
 
    A large lush forest surrounded a single central clearing of stone; and sat within the clearing were thousands upon thousands of dragon scales. The ground was littered with them, creating a colorful mosaic of both bright and dull patterns. 
 
    They landed on the edge of the clearing, mesmerized by the sight. As Mari dismounted, she stared across the clearing. 
 
    “What is this place?” 
 
    Just as she was about to step out, a voice suddenly stopped her. 
 
    “Halt! Not another step unless you want to die, stranger!” 
 
    It wasn’t the warning that made Mari turn around with such speed, it was how they were 
 
    spoken, in Dragon tongue. 
 
    Mari felt like she could cry as she laid eyes upon the warrior pointing his spear at her. 
 
    “You’re a Dragon-kin…” She whispered. 
 
    The man blinked at her as if she grown a second head, “As are you, stranger.” 
 
    Clearing forgotten, Mari turned her full attention on the warrior, “How many of you are there? Please, I must speak with your tribe at once.” 
 
    “Tribe?” The warrior asked, “You really are a strange one, stranger.” He then shook his head, “Well whatever, you can’t stay here, you’re coming with me.” 
 
    More than happy to follow the first member of her people she’d seen in five years, Mari 
 
    happily, tagged along after the man. 
 
    So caught up in her thoughts, Mari hardly had time to pay attention to the path they took before suddenly she was surrounded with fellow Dragon-kin. Tears sprung to her eyes at the sight of so many of her kind. 
 
    She wasn’t the last one after all. 
 
    “Everyone, gather around!” The warrior called, stamping his spear to the ground. 
 
    Their attention was soon drawn, not to him or Mari, but to Aniljem as he clambered through the trees after the pair. 
 
    “Look, another dragon!” 
 
    “Has it come to hide here as well?” “That’s good right?” 
 
    “Good for who? Not us!” 
 
    “Kador, what is the meaning of this?” A tall and wrinkled old man demanded. 
 
    “Father, I can explain.” 
 
    “I don’t want to hear it! And who is this girl?” 
 
    Arguments broke out across the entire tribe, much to Mari’s confusion. Rather than be happy at the sight of Aniljem, they sounded on edge and even angry. 
 
    “Um, excuse me?” She asked, but when unheard by the quarrelling groups, she yelled instead. “Hello? Uh, can I just ask… I just want to know…” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
    Seeing Mari was getting nowhere, Aniljem stepped forward and let out a mighty roar, silencing everyone. As all eyes turned to Aniljem at her side, Mari chuckled nervously. “Heheh, uh, yeah. I just wanted to ask; why are you all so upset? You’re Dragon-kin, shouldn’t you be happy to see Aniljem?” 
 
    “Aniljem?” The old man from before parroted, narrowing his eyes at her. “You have named it?” 
 
    “Of course!” Mari smiled confidently. “I don’t know how things are done in your tribe, but in 
 
    mine, we respected dragons.” 
 
    “Respected?” The old man murmured, his eyes widening in understanding. “Child, from what clan do you hail?” 
 
    Mari blinked, then bowed slightly as she introduced herself. “I am Mari of the Ri clan.” “Ri clan? Then, you are a survivor?” 
 
    “Survivor?” 
 
    “Of the Dark One, the beast who brought ruin to all Dragon-kin.” 
 
    “You mean the black dragon? Yes,” Mari sighed sadly, “Twice now actually.” 
 
    Whispers broke out all over as people stared at her in wonder. 
 
    “Father, what are you talking about?” Kador asked as he looked between the elder and 
 
    Mari. 
 
    “Five years ago, the Dark One came out of nowhere, laying waste to many Kin tribes all over the lands. We we’re only spared from destruction by the protection of the Sacred Grounds. The Ri clan we’re once vast across our tribes, but they were all wiped out, or so I thought.” He said, eyeing Mari. “But if you survived, then others may have as well.” 
 
    “I don’t know…” Mari mumbled, looking away. “After… then… I was alone until some 
 
    humans took me in. You’re the first Dragon-Kin I’ve seen in five years.” 
 
    “I see.” The old man sighed. “Then there really is no hope against the Dark One.” “That’s not true!” Mari cried, head snapping back up, “The black dragon was being controlled!” 
 
    “Impossible, Kin would order a dragon to do such a thing! The beast was wild, uncontrolled in its rampage.” 
 
    Mari frowned, “If that’s what you think then you’ve clearly never seen it. The black dragon was being controlled. It had armor and chains wrapped around it, and it’s rider forced it to attack.” 
 
    “Like I said, impossible! No dragon can be forced to do anything against it’s will.” The old man snapped, “How could any Kin order a dragon around so?” 
 
    “That’s just it…” Mari took a deep breath, preparing for the backlash to come with her next 
 
    words, “The rider wasn’t Dragon-kin.” “Preposterous!” 
 
    Just as she had thought, she was met with outrage at her claim. Only the Dragon-Kin had the ancient link to dragons that let them understand each other. The mighty beasts would never allow another being near, let alone ride them, only the Kin had that privilege. 
 
    “I know how it sounds!” Mari tried to say. “Good!” Someone shouted back. 
 
    “But it’s true, the rider was not Kin.” “Then what were they?” 
 
    “Do you have proof?!” 
 
    “No…” Mari sighed as she explained. “The rider is dead, killed in the attack against a human 
 
    city.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    “So, they were a human?!” “No… worse, an elf…” Silence falls at Mari’s words. 
 
    Of all the races that inhabit the world, the elves had always been known to be vicious in their pursuit of both knowledge and land. They, above all others, had caused the most wars and strife across the lands. So, to say that an elf has somehow gained control over a dragon, is an omen of doom to all that might believe it so. 
 
    And of all the races, an elf was the most likely to succeed. 
 
    “If what you say is true…” The old man said shakily, “Then we are all doomed.” 
 
    “That is why I’m here!” Mari blinked at her own words, unsure of where she was going with this. “As Dragon-kin, we cannot stand by as our brethren are abused. It is our duty to them, who have always protected us. Now, it is our turn to protect them.” 
 
    “What are you suggesting?” 
 
    Looking to Aniljem, Mari knew in her heart that this was right. This was why they had come here, to find and rally the scattered remains of her people. 
 
    “I know we have always been a peaceful people, but it is time we took a stand. Not for us, but for our Kin, for Dragons! We must rise up and find the elves responsible for controlling the black dragon and stop them, before they can bring their cruelty upon any others!” “Are you mad?!” The old man shrieked. 
 
    “No, she’s right.” Kador suddenly spoke up, moving to stand beside her. “You said so yourself once before father, ‘we are a people on the brink’, well I for one don’t want to sit around waiting for someone to find us and wipe us out!” 
 
    “Yeah, he’s right!” 
 
    “We’re just sitting ducks here, waiting to be found!” Cheers of agreement soon began to join them. “Kador, this is madness! You can’t fight alone.” 
 
    Mari smiled. “But we won’t be alone, right Aniljem?” Her dragon roared loudly in approval. 
 
    “This is insanity!” The old man shouted but was drowned out by cheers all in favor of standing up for their fellow dragons. 
 
    Mari smiled wide as she was gathered around, her people rallying to the cause, but even as she cheered along with them, doubt tickled at the back of her mind. She couldn’t lead the humans, could she really lead her own people?  
 
      
 
    Three days ago, … 
 
      
 
    This was the moment of truth, they would either win the war, or lose. It had been a long two years of fighting. The humans, after their capital was suddenly swarmed with hundreds of refugees from their neighboring city telling of a terrible disaster, became on edge. 
 
    It was only thanks to Jacob vouching for Mari, that she was able to gain an audience with the human King. 
 
    Surrounded by guards, she didn’t waver as she knelt before him and explained her story, the black dragon, it’s attack upon the ruined city, and of the elf she saw controlling it. 
 
    Together, they negotiated an alliance between the human armies and the Dragon-Kin warriors. Her people were strong, Mari knew, but they were small and could not breach the elven border alone. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Luckily, she knew humans where ones to carry a grudge and used that to win the King to her side. Humans and elves never got along; this would only be another war in the hundreds fought between them throughout history. 
 
    The war went well for them. Unprepared to be on the sudden receiving end of an attack, the elves were taken by surprise. As they human armies covered the ground, Mari lead her people in an aerial assault atop their dragons. 
 
    When she first crossed into the elven territories, she could suddenly sense it. Danger unlike anything she’d felt before. It was what the elders had always been worried by, she realized, and at the same time understood just how little she had truly learnt since losing her tribe. Had she been more in tune, had she grown up and been raised to spot the signs, maybe things would have gone differently. 
 
    The assault was going well, the elves where on the retreat, and they we’re getting closer to finding the secret hidden within the elven lands. Little did they know, that the secret would come to find them first. 
 
    As the humans cheered another successful victory, Mari found she couldn’t sit still. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Anna asked. Much to everyone’s surprise, after their home was destroyed, 
 
    she joined the army, wanting to protect her family if danger ever came knocking again. 
 
    “I don’t know, something just doesn’t feel right…” Mari frowned, looking out over the wide rocky plains to the elven castle in the distance. “I’m going to go on patrol.” 
 
    Anna knew her too well to try to stop her, so she only nodded. “Come back safe.” 
 
    Mari gave a half smirk as she took off on Aniljem, but she wasn’t alone. Having seen her leave, Kador soon joined her in the air upon his own friend, a rather impressive looking blue dragon. 
 
    “What’s up?” 
 
    Mari didn’t have a chance to answer, as suddenly the ground below began to shake as cracks formed. People shouted and ran as they tried to avoid falling, the Dragon-Kin taking to the air, but it was what came out of the fissures that stunned everyone. 
 
    Dragons. 
 
    An army of armored dragons with riders rose up in a surprise attack and what followed could only be described as pure chaos. Dragon verse dragon, human against elf, Kin against rider. 
 
    All order was lost as everyone tried to just survive the attack. Mari lost sight of Anna and Kador as Aniljem weaved through the attackers, breathing his own fire and fighting back as best he could, but there were too many of them. Attacked from underneath, Aniljem was ripped from the sky as Mari was pulled from his back and tossed to the ground, her world turning to black upon contact. 
 
    They were overrun. They were defeated.  
 
      
 
    So, her she is, a noose around her neck, dragon less as the elves cheer for her death. The lever is pulled, and she sighs as she drops… 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    Will of Fire 
 
      
 
    In life, there are only two guarantees. The first; nothing ever goes as planned, and the second? The second is death comes for everyone in the end. 
 
    But when that death is planned, now there’s a conundrum. 
 
    The roar of the crowd becomes background static as Mari listens for the click and clunk of the lever, feels the shift beneath her feet in the moment the trap door is released, free to drop away and let her fall. 
 
    But Mari didn’t come all this way, survive fire and destruction, learn and grow, just to die here. So, as she sighs, she knows this is not over yet. No, this was never meant to be her end. 
 
    She sighs, because the elves have made one big mistake… 
 
    Now the wooden planks quickly fall away, Mari moves even faster, reaching up above her head to grasp the rope of her noose, and swing. It’s only a matter of strength and leverage as she kicks off the last inches of the trap door and backflips over the hole to land safely on the edge of the platform. 
 
    Back on solid ground, but far from saved, Mari tugs fervently at the knot of her tightened noose, but her manacles are making it rather difficult to do, as the executioner turns on her, the two guards not far behind as they hurry back up the steps. The crowd falls silent for only a second, before they roar with renewed vigor in their outrage at her antics. 
 
    Mari may not be a skilled fighter, but she’s fast, and agile. 
 
    Taking a moment to look between the hooded man and the incoming guards, Mari grins as she grabs her rope again and jumps. She swings across the open trap door and back, kicking out a leg to bounce off the first guard. From there, she changes her angle to the hooded man, high enough now to jump off his tall shoulders and up to crouch on the cross beam of the gallows. 
 
    Safely out of reach for the moment, Mari smirks as she’s finally able to tug herself free of the noose. But she’s not out of the woods yet. The crowd are furious and looking across the courtyard, she can see more guards rushing to stop her. 
 
    Turning her gaze to the sky, she prays her voice will be heard. 
 
    “Aniljeeeeeeeeem!” She cries as loud as she can, her lungs burning with the effort. “Aniljeeeeeeem!” 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    The blue sky remains clear as the guards close in, surrounding her. 
 
    With a cry in the elven tongue, the reinforcement traps her within an all-encompassing blue force field. 
 
    “Aniljem!” She tries to call once more, but her voice does not escape her magic prison. 
 
    The walls of blue energy close in around her and she screams as what feels like a thousand lightning bolts courses through her. 
 
    
     Unconscious, she falls to land at the feet of the eleven guard. 
 
       
 
       
 
   
 
      
 
      
 
    Far below, in the darkest caverns, a distraught young dragon roar. His flames serve as the only light, revealing the heavy chains binding him, and the stout figures that shrink back at his rage. 
 
    “Don’t just stand there! Tie it down!” One of them shouts, as the small group rush to further restrain the dragon. 
 
    Fighting against his chains, Aniljem stretches out his wings and swings his tail, getting a few good hits in on his captors. 
 
    In the absence of his flames, the darkness is slowly lit by the gentle white glow of an approaching light. Aniljem narrows his eyes and growls lowly at the figure that stands back, watching. 
 
    The elven wizard only grins back at him.  
 
    
     “Good, this one will serve us well.” 
 
       
 
   
 
      
 
    The captured dragons all rage from several more days, but eventually they begin to calm. They all do in the end. Held under the watchful eyes of a few dozen elven wizards, but they are not the ones who do the heavy lifting. 
 
    That job, of forging chains strong enough to withstand dragon fire and tie down such mighty beasts, is given to one group of enslaved captives of the elven kingdom. 
 
    After all, no one knows darkness and caverns like a dwarf. 
 
    The unlucky losers of past wars, those not fast enough to escape their homes when the elves invade, now all dwell down here, as the keepers of the dragon army. 
 
    Thurnik Warmtoe is one such dwarf. He was never a fighter; his life was simple. By day he dug in the mines deep below Mount Dromer, and by night he sifted through the rocks for anything valuable.That was his life, and for a dwarf it was a pretty good one. But working so deep in the mines to the tune of his own pickaxe, he never heard the warnings. Never saw the elves coming, never had a chance to get away, before they came and dragged him away. 
 
    Eight years he’s been down here. Not the longest of their unhappy group, but still far too long for his liking. 
 
    Elven dirt sucks. The miles upon miles of rough stones and loose sand never have anything remotely valuable in them. Also, the whole ‘dragon slave army thing’ is a bother. 
 
    So, when one of the elven watchmen order him off to help deal with a particularly troublesome new dragon, he’s not surprised in the least. 
 
    Wandering through the lonely caverns, it’s not hard to find where he’s meant to go, especially when everyone is shouting, and fire was spewing all over the place. 
 
    Huffing at the sight, he slowly meanders his way over, grabbing the end of a particularly hefty chain as he goes. Some people might be somewhat disinclined to approach an angry, fire breathing monster that wants nothing more than to bite your head off, but Thurnik isn’t most people. 
 
    He makes it look easy, fearlessly walking up behind the raging beast to clamp the chain onto a spare hook in its metal harness. Apparently surprised by this, the dragon turns to look at him. Head tilted, Thurnik locks eyes with the wild beast and something in them makes him pause. 
 
    The dragons’ momentary stillness is all it takes for the others to rush into resecure the silvery beast.  
 
    As the group heave a collective sigh, the watchman hardly gives them a passing glance as he moves off, taking their only light with them, the bastard. 
 
    “Bastards.” Thurnik grumbles as he watches him go, before giving a hard smack to the small jar clipped to the side of his belt. 
 
    The glow worms held inside light up at the disturbance, their bioluminescence a poor substitute for the light orbs the watchmen tote around. It’s only thanks to the dwarf’s ability to pick up even the slightest of light that the glow worms are of any use to them. Thurnik could almost chuckle at the old Dwarf saying: ‘So long as there’s light, we can see the tunnel ahead.’ Well he can see the tunnel alright, and quite frankly he’s sick of this one. 
 
    While others might be satisfied with their lot in life, stuck down here serving these pointy eared leaf lovers, he’s not. 
 
    
     Thurnik smirks as he eyes the chained down dragon. Oh yes, he’s going to get out of here very soon. And he knows just how to do it. 
 
       
 
   
 
    Slowly, awareness returns to Mari. The first thing she feels is the numbness stinging her whole body. The second is the cold. 
 
    Groaning, she tentatively cracks open an eye and, thankful for the lack of light, slowly opens them both to fully to look around at her new surroundings. 
 
    Well, not very new as it turns out; she’s back in the cells again. 
 
    Sighing, she shifts, wincing at the pain ricocheting about her body as she pulls herself into a more comfortable sitting position against the wall, rather than the heap she’d been dumped here as. Still, the cells are better than the gallows. 
 
    Squinting through the darkness, Mari stills as she trains her ears to listen. Once the ringing stops, only silence meets her. She’s alone down here it seems. 
 
    Again. 
 
    She winces once more at the sporadic bouts of pain as she considers her options. She may have made her daring escape from the gallows look easy but falling from a dragon mid-flight is not fun. Her protesting ribs, back, legs… and everything is a testament to that. Add getting electrocuted by elf magic to the mix and Mari can safely say this is the most pain she’s ever been in. 
 
    Apparently, the elves don’t trust her much now either, Mari thinks as she eyes the manacles left on her wrists. She couldn’t break out of the cells before, so it’s not like the chains are necessary. 
 
    The distant sound of footsteps brings Mari out of her sulking as she trains her ears to capture the sound. She frowns as she listens in. They’re quiet, not like the heavy clunk of the guards, and the stop and start movement sound like someone trying to sneak around unseen. 
 
    Holding her breath, Mari’s ears twitch as she focuses in on the sound, they’re getting closer. 
 
    Gradually, the faintest of white light begins to fill the corridor outside her cell, and Mari watches with cautious eyes as a hooded figure creeps in front of her cell. 
 
    Their dark cloak hides them from view, but they’re short and slender, a small hand clutching a weakly lit orb provides the only luminance between them. 
 
    “They’ll be coming for you soon.” The figure warns in a small female voice, her words spoken in the elven tongue. “But we have a plan. We will come for you when they do, follow the Midnight Star.”  
 
    A sound further down the dungeon spooks the female, making her jump and turn, the low light gives Mari a glimpse of wide green eyes, before the girl uses her free hand to tug her hood down further as she hurriedly turns back. 
 
    “I have to go.” Then she’s gone, disappearing into the maze of cells out of sight, taking her light with her. 
 
    Mari frowns as she sits back. She’s no expert on the elven tongue, having only learnt a few words here and there, so the strange girl’s message is a mystery to her. But one thing Mari did understand, whoever she is, she’s not working for the elven army. 
 
    
     Mari can feel a smirk tugging at the side of her mouth. Perhaps she’s not as alone down here as she thought. 
 
       
 
   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 9 
 
    There is one benefit to the lack of watchmen down in the caverns, a benefit Thurnik is all too happy to take advantage of. 
 
    It took a while, skulking around and sneaking off when he could, but finally he had completed it; his secret hideout. 
 
    Built behind a small natural crevasse; the watchmen wouldn’t have a clue anything was hiding back there even if they looked. 
 
    Tucked away in his hideout, Thurnik has everything he needs for a daring breakout. Tools, gear, supplies, he’s a one-man rebellion. Or he was, until she found him. 
 
    The hooded elf girl in question now sits across from him as Thurnik huffs. He’d been all set to launch his little breakout, planned everything perfectly, all he had to do was swing by his hideout to grab a few essentials, and suddenly there she was, waiting for him. 
 
    He’d thought she was one of the watchmen’s spies at first, grabbed his pickaxe and was ready to take a swing at her the moment he saw her. 
 
    But she had hushed him as she pulled him away from the entrance as a watchman was passing. Not something a spy would do, unless they were a pretty bad one anyway. 
 
    “A right, start talkin’ lil’ missy.” He huffed. 
 
    The girl frowned, then slowly spoke with all the skill of a drunken miner. “You wish… escape. We… will, no, are… escaping.” 
 
    “Eh? You’re no making’ much sense, what are you blabbering’ on ‘bout?” Thurnik grumbled. 
 
    Shaking her head, the girl tried again. “Sorry, I’m not very good at dwarven. We… help you… escape. We have… plan, plan to escape.” 
 
    “Now you’re getting’ somewhere. But who’s this ‘we’? And how do I know I can trust you?” 
 
    The elf girl frowned further, mulling over her words before saying, “We are… rebel like you. We will help you. Trust me… we can free… all dwarves.” 
 
    Thurnik grumbled as he considered her broken words. “Well, I don't care much for the other yellow-bellied arses down here.” He then glared. “Besides, I already have a plan. A damn good one too, so what’s in it for me?” 
 
    The girl blinked, making a face that either said she didn’t understand a word he said, or she understood everything he said. 
 
    “Your plan… is our plan. We want the… the same thing. Freedom.” 
 
    Thurnik huffed, looking the girl over. She’s wearing the same type of dark cloak as all those annoying watchmen, but the way she sits, so jumpy at the smallest sound, constantly looking towards the hideout’s only exit, she’s clearly on edge and not meant to be down here.  
 
    Rubbing a hand down his long brown beard, Thurnik grins as a plan of his own begins to form. He could use this. If what this girl says is true, then she could prove an even better distraction for his daring escape. After all, if it comes down to him or a pointy eared menace, he’d have no quarrels throwing her to the wolves to save his own skin. 
 
    He smirks as he thrusts out a hand. “Alright, you got yourself a deal lil’ missy.”   
 
    Clearly pleased, the girl hops down off her rock to shake his hand. 
 
    
     Sucker. 
 
       
 
   
 
      
 
    Sunset, the plan begins. 
 
    Mari is awakened from her nap in the darkness of her cell as a group of guards dragged her to her feet. They don’t say a word as she’s pulled down the dungeon corridors and tunnels. She thinks they’re taking her for round two of the gallows, but rather than drag her up the stairs, she frowns as they take her further down into the cavernous underbelly of the castle. 
 
    After several minutes of hurried, silent walking, they meet with a group of three hooded and cloaked figures. Their attire looking remarkably like the strange girl that visited her some hours ago. 
 
    Nothing is said as she’s handed over, and more importantly, the guards remove her manacles. Rubbing her sore wrists, Mari raises an eyebrow at the group. 
 
    “Let’s hurry.” One says as they place a hand to her back, and that much Mari can understand. 
 
    Nodding, she doesn’t protest as she follows the three strangers through the long and winding maze of tunnels, the cells thinning out until it’s only bare rocky passages ahead of them. Mari has no way of telling time down here, but after a while she’s panting heavily from the rush. Eventually, they come to a section that looks like a dead end. 
 
    Looking around cautiously to make sure they weren’t followed, one of the three steps forward to place a hand upon the stone wall. 
 
    “Reveal.” They whisper a foreign word and the stone melts away to reveal a smaller, more cramped tunnel. 
 
    Mari can’t help but stare, this is the first time she’s seen magic close up that wasn’t aimed at hurting her. 
 
    It’s another fast-paced rush through the smaller tunnel, until they suddenly come out into a massive cavern. But rather than continue their escape, the three strangers remain nervously huddled together by the opening. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Mari asks in her native language, then again in the human tongue. 
 
    Neither gain her an answer as the three shifts worriedly, before a small shadow slinks along the wall to greet them. 
 
    It’s the girl from before, Mari realizes upon hearing her voice. 
 
    “He’s agreed. The dragon will be set free, and we can make for the portal.” 
 
    “Good, then let’s move. We’ve only got one shot at this.” 
 
    Mari may not understand them, but she’s not about to run off into the caverns on her own. So instead, she sticks close by as they lead the way in almost pitch blackness. They soon come to a stop again however, as the four cloaked figures nervously await some sort of signal. 
 
    Mari soon understands what that signal is when she hears a very familiar roar echoed through the cavern. 
 
    “Aniljem…” She whispers, her heart skipping a beat. “He’s alive… Aniljem!” 
 
    Throwing all caution to the wind, Mari calls out for her beloved dragon, and is more than a little surprised when he comes storming around the corner. But her joy is short lived, as hot on his tail is a group of rather short people which she belatedly realizes are dwarfs, but it’s not the dwarfs that worry her.  
 
    The cave brightens with blinding light as blue lightning crackles and whips at Aniljem from the elf wizard chasing after the group. 
 
    “Get back here! You will obey me!” The wizard roars as he casts another bolt at the dragon. 
 
    “Eat rocks, you bastard!” 
 
    Mari can only stare in shock as, sat laughing his head off, a single dwarf slings what she can only assume to be insults back at the elf from atop Aniljem. 
 
    She’s drawn away from the sight of the incoming carnage as one of the hooded figures tugs at her arm. 
 
    “Time to go!” 
 
    Mari looks to them, and back to Aniljem. She doesn’t even have to think about it, she goes for her dragon. 
 
    “Aniljem!” She shouts again, racing straight for him. 
 
    To anyone else he might look like a wild and enraged beast, but Mari knows her dragon, she knows how to get to him. How to save him.  
 
    And even in all his anger and fighting, he must hear her voice, as he ducks his head down as he passes, allowing Mari to grab and pull herself up onto his back. Unfortunately, this also meant coming face to face with the laughing dwarf. 
 
    “Who the hell are you?” He snaps, not that Mari can understand him. 
 
    Choosing to ignore the dwarf for the time being, Mari directs her attention to her dragon. 
 
    “Aniljem, follow those four there, they know the way out!” 
 
    He rumbles deeply, showing his understanding, and makes a sharp turn to follow the hooded figures down a different tunnel. Another dead end, or so it seemed. 
 
    Putting her trust in strangers, Mari hugged close to Aniljem. 
 
    “Not matter what, don’t stop!” She says, closing her eyes as she prays this will work. 
 
    “Open!” She hears one of the figures call and braces for impact. What she feels instead is wind. 
 
    Lifting her head up, she’s met with the sight of a deep valley, tall cliffs bordering them on either side as Aniljem comes to a skidding halt. Turning to look behind her, Mari’s eyes widen at the glowing portal of swirling blues and violets, shimmering in the middle of the valley floor. 
 
    The group of running dwarfs tumble through, followed by the four hooded figures. Hurriedly, the three tall ones turn on the portal. 
 
    “Close!” They all cry, but not before a hand of the elf wizard reaches through and grabs the arm of the cloaked girl. 
 
    “Ahh!” She screams, but the other three come to her aid, holding tight to stop her from being pulled through. 
 
    Freeing her of her cloak, the four tumbles backward as the portal finally closes, the elf wizard only succeeded in taking the girl’s cloak. 
 
    Silence falls over the group as de-hooded, the girl is revealed. 
 
    She’s an elf, that much was clear from her language, but it’s what kind of elf that shocks everyone. 
 
    “You’re a High-Elf.” Mari whispers, both mystified and confused. 
 
    Elven society has a long and complex history of hierarchy and subjugation, even amongst their own kind. Elves, she was once told, aren’t a singular people, but rather a mix of three distinct classes.  
 
    There is the Wood-elves, who lived in the forests, the Dark-elves, who prefer to work in darkness and master black magic, and the High-elves, who sought knowledge and power. A long time ago, there was an elven civil war, and while not much is known about the details, what is known is the outcome. 
 
    The Wood-elves, simple in their nature, put up little resistance, while the Dark-elves fought longer, they too, untimely fell to the winner, and to this day the current ruler of the elven people, the High-Elves. So, out of those three, nobody would have expected it to be a High-Elf that helped them to escape. 
 
    Realising their secret is out, the three others lowered their hoods, which only further served to confuse everyone. 
 
    Their saviours are a group of two Dark-elf males, a female Wood-elf, and the High-elf girl. 
 
    “The hell is this?!” Thurnick muttered to no one in particular. 
 
    And that was another thing, Mari thought. Still perched behind her on Aniljem’s back as if he owned the place, is a rather loud dwarf. One of nearly a dozen who made it out with them, now all staring at the elves. 
 
    Elven was one thing, but Dwarven is a completely different matter. The sharp, guttural language is beyond Mari’s understanding, but even so, she thinks she shares the same thoughts as the dwarf. 
 
    Still- she has more pressing matters to attend to right now. Turning to the dwarf, she snaps at him in the human tongue. “Get off my dragon.” 
 
    Aniljem gives a growl of agreement, but the dwarf doesn’t seem to get the message. 
 
    “I said, get off!” She tries again in her native language. 
 
    Thurnick scowls at the girl sitting in front of him. “What you yappin’ ‘bout?”  He grumbles back, but not knowing what Mari wants, he doesn’t move. 
 
    Tired, sore and generally fed up with the world at large, Mari gives up trying to be nice and instead shoves the Dwarf hard enough to unseat him. He tumbles backwards, only catching himself on the edge of the metal harness. 
 
    “The hell was that for?!” 
 
    Ignoring him, Mari grabs for the fasteners of the harness and pulls, trying in vain to break the restricting pieces off. While she’s distracted, the dwarf tries to pull himself back up, but a shake and kick of Aniljem’s back leg is all it takes to send him tumbling to the ground. From above, Mari smirked down at him, patting Aniljem’s side around the harness. 
 
    “Why you lil’ pointy eared-” 
 
    “Everyone, please calm down!”  
 
    Mari blinks, looking over at the one who spoke. The Wood-elf is standing with her hands out, trying to placate the group. 
 
    “You speak human?” Mari asks, wondering why they never answered her before now. 
 
    Turning to look up at Mari, the woman nods. “Yes, please forgive our earlier rudeness, but time was of the essence.” 
 
    To her side, one of the Dark-elves frowns deeply as he speaks in the same language as the annoying Dwarf, and by the looks of it, Mari guesses he is repeating the Wood-elf’s words. 
 
    “Everyone, please listen.” The woman continues. “I know it may be hard to understand, but we are not your enemy. We are just like you, fighting against the tyranny of the elven Queen and First Family. We helped free you, so that you might join us in the fight to stop the coming war, and destruction of our entire world.” 
 
    Mari doesn’t know if she should laugh or frown. Destruction of their entire world? Thinking back to the war she lost less than a week ago, she could be persuaded to believe what she’s saying. 
 
    That annoying Dwarf on the other hand, chooses to laugh. 
 
    “Help you? An’ why in Ores name would I do that? I could have busted out of there all on my own, you know. Didn’ need lil’ missy there’s help or anything.” 
 
    Mari is still clueless as to what the Dwarf is saying, watching as he points at the cloak-less girl. The rest of the dwarves break out into deep grumbles and what sounds like snarking. 
 
    Turning to the Wood-elf, Mari decides to make her own position clear. 
 
    “Look, I don't know about these Dwarves, but right now Aniljem is my number one priority. He and all dragons are my responsibility, so unless you can help get this-” she makes her point with a hard kick to the metal fastenings, “-off and save the other dragons those elves have captured, then I don’t have a reason to stick around.” 
 
    A quick glance at the deep frown of the Dark elf told Mari talks were breaking down with the Dwarves too. 
 
    “Please, just hear us out!” The Wood-elf begged, first turning to the group of Dwarves. “Dwarves, you forged the chains and harness on this dragon, with your help, we can break the chains. And you, Dragon-kin,” She adds, turning to look pleadingly up at Mari, “with your help, we can free all dragons from elven control.” 
 
    She doesn’t know it, but Mari asks the same thing as the grumpy Dwarf, “And how do you plan on stopping them?” 
 
    “With me.” The young High-Elf says, not that anyone other than her protectors understood her. 
 
    “Please, just trust us. We’ve come this far to free all of you, won’t you at least give us a chance?” The older woman asks. 
 
    Mari sighed, leaning back against Aniljem neck and looking to the sky. The sun has long since set, the last hues of twilight giving way to the bright starry night sky. Where could she even go from here? She could take Aniljem and fly far away, out of the reach of the elves. Find somewhere hidden, somewhere secret to hide and then… and then what? Live out the rest of their lives in hiding, abandoning all the other dragons she had been so set on helping? 
 
    It was different before. When it was only that black dragon and the possibility of others under the elves control. But now… 
 
    There were so many of them, bursting out of the quaking ground. And what of her own people, their dragons, or the human army that was helping them? 
 
    Everything fell to pieces in one night, all their plans, all their hopes. 
 
    Gone. Consumed by dragon fire. 
 
    Mari frowns as she remembers the battle, remembers the chaos, death and destruction. If she walked away from this now, she’d be condemning the world to a fiery fate.  
 
    She’d be no better than the elves… 
 
    “Alright,” Mari sighs, looking back down at the elves. “I’ll do it, I’ll help you save the dragons.” 
 
    “Thank you, truly.” The elf woman smiles, her face showing her relief at Mari’s decision.  
 
    The Dark-elf translator must have come to some agreement with the Dwarves, as he too smiles to his fellows. “The Dwarves are in agreement as well, they will help us.” 
 
    Though not every Dwarf appears happy with the decision, as Mari notices the grumpy one huffing, standing off to the side of the group. 
 
    The elves, having gained the allegiance of the Dwarves and Mari, turn to face the valley. Mari can’t see exactly what they’re doing, as the adults shuffle about in their cloaks before holding a handout to the open space before them. 
 
    “Open!” They call as one, and another portal begins to form in the space before them. 
 
    “This way.” 
 
    Trusting them, Mari nods as she guides Aniljem forward, through the portal. 
 
    On the other side, they come out in a massive cavern, but unlike the previous ones she’d been in, this one is well lit. 
 
    Orbs filled with light float high above as a small town’s worth of elves, Dwarves and even a few humans go about their business. You would almost think you were in a town somewhere above ground, what with all the stalls, talking, laughter and general ease of life. 
 
    The peoples only stop and turn when they finally notice Mari, and the others coming through. But rather than be met with fear like she expected, Mari is quite surprised when the gathered folks start to cheer at their arrival. 
 
    “They’re back! They made it out with a dragon!” She hears a human shout amongst the many languages bouncing around the cave. 
 
    The Dwarf group file through, and seem more than happy about the underground setting, readily moving about to explore and meet the natives.  
 
    Coming to stand at Aniljem’s side, the Wood-elf smiles up at Mari. 
 
    “Welcome to the base camp of our rebellion. With your help, we may just finally pull this plan off.” 
 
    
     For some reason, in that moment, Mari felt the strangest sense of foreboding. 
 
       
 
       
 
       
 
       
 
       
 
       
 
       
 
       
 
       
 
       
 
       
 
       
 
       
 
   
 
    Chapter 10 
 
    Though Mari was reluctant to let anyone near Aniljem, she finally gave in and allowed the resident Dwarves of the camp to get to work on removing the harness. But she stuck close by, never letting them out of her sight. 
 
    Never letting Aniljem out of her sight, never again. She thought she lost him once, she won’t risk losing him a second time, no matter what. 
 
    “You’re very loyal.” The Wood-elf says, suddenly appearing out of nowhere. 
 
    She’d disappeared shortly after they arrived, but now it seems she’s back. 
 
    “I suppose I could say the same about you.” Mari quips, watching the High-Elf girl as she wanders over to join the working Dwarves. 
 
    “Yes…” The woman sighs, “I suppose that’s true.” She then shakes her head. “Forgive me, we haven’t even introduced ourselves. I am Naevys Farqen, and I am, or rather, was, a teacher of sorts.” 
 
    “Was? So, what are you now?” Mari asks, but she thinks she might already know the answer as she watches Naevys’s eyes follow the elf girl. 
 
    “Now I am nothing, an outcast, a wanted fugitive among my own kind. And all because I would not abide the Queen’s actions.” 
 
    “Why did you turn on your Queen?” 
 
    “I never turned!” Naevys cries in her own defence, “Never. I am loyal, as all elves are. But I did not agree, and that is unforgivable.” 
 
    Mari frowns, watching the elf girl herself. “And what about her? How does a High-Elf child come into all this rebellion stuff?” 
 
    “I am loyal.” Naevys repeats.  
 
    “Loyal? To her?” 
 
    “Yes. She is Tehlarissa Yesrora, first born of the Second Branch.” At Mari’s raised eyebrow, she explains, “The High-elves rule over all elf kind, and we are loyal to First Family. For as long as it has existed, the First Family has been the ruler of our people. The family is divided into branches, the First Branch’s bloodline can be traced back to the very roots of elven people. For each son born from the main line, a new branch is made. That is why the First Family is so large, it’s branches are numerous and widespread, almost all High-elves have a connection to the First Family.” 
 
    “So, the kid,” Mari asks, “she’s from the First Family?” 
 
    “Yes, she is niece of the Queen.” 
 
    That give Mari pause.  
 
    “Wait, wait, wait! If she’s the Queen’s niece, then what’s she doing here?” 
 
    Naevys looked away sadly. “She is running for her life.” 
 
    “What?” Mari gapes. 
 
    “Our Queen, she has become possessed with a need for power. Ordering war after war with our neighbours, more than anything we’ve seen before. I am just a lowly Wood-elf, so I have no right to comment on our ruler’s decision, but…” 
 
    Mari frowned as she could sense where this was going. “But she ordered something you couldn’t stand by and watch?” 
 
    Slowly Naevys nods, “Yes. She… I don’t understand why, she’d always loved Tehlarissa so much, I couldn’t understand why… but she…” She squeezed her eyes shut, unable to say it, but Mari understood. 
 
    “She wanted her dead. Why?” 
 
    “I-I don’t know… but Tehlarissa, she is just a child. I couldn’t let her be killed. So, I took her, fled the citadel and went into hiding. Ever since, our Queen has only grown more power-hungry. And now this, capturing and entrancing dragons to destroy cities. Not capture or enslave like we used to, just… destroy.” 
 
    Silence fell between them. Mari had never considered that the Elves might also be just as troubled by their own destructive reign as she was. 
 
    “So, what do you plan to do?” Mari finally asks. 
 
    “I am loyal.” Naevys says again, and Mari is beginning to think it’s more for her own benefit than anything else. A mantra to convince her that she’s still doing the right thing. “All I want, is for Tehlarissa to be safe.” 
 
    “Even from your own Queen?” To that, Naevys doesn’t answer. 
 
    Instead, the loud crash of a metal harness falling away to Dwarven cheers is all the answer Mari needs. 
 
    “And all I want,” she says, moving to join Aniljem, “Is to protect the dragons from your Queen.” 
 
    Neither say it, but they both know what must be done. The Elven Queen must be stopped. 
 
    
     No matter the cost. 
 
       
 
       
 
       
 
       
 
       
 
       
 
   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Thurnik will be the first to say, he hates this plan. Of all the plans they could have come up with, this seems like the single most foolish, destined to fail in a spectacular blaze of dragon fire, the worst plan he’s ever had the misfortune of being part of. 
 
    Just his luck, he thinks, that the one thing that can break the metal chains used to bind the pesky fire-spewing monsters, he happens to be an expert in.  
 
    Of all the things, why did it have to be Kruks Stones? He grumbles to himself as he watches the harness fall away and land at his feet. 
 
    Because, sure enough, just like he thought, the stupid elf bastards had reinforced the metal with Al’Qin sand. Not much of a leap to make, since the caverns were full of the gritty stuff. 
 
    So, now that he’s done what none of these other slack-jawed idiots could, they’re all looking to him for some sort of Dwarven leadership. Couldn’t one of them have worked it out after the months they’d been hanging out down here. Then they’d be getting the googly-eyed look from this not so merry band and they could lead, instead of him, ‘cos that’ll never happen. 
 
      
 
    Speaking of things that’ll never happen. He watches as the weird horned girl who tried to kick him off the dragon, who he saved by the way, saunters up to the beast as if they’re best buds. 
 
    Quite frankly, Thurnik is baffled. He doesn’t have the slightest clue what a ‘Dragon-kin’ is, or why that means this dragon hasn’t gone off on a wild rampage to eat all of them. But he’ll take small blessings where he can. 
 
    Still, he brought this dragon here, and no pointy eared weirdo is going to take that from him. 
 
    “Hey, horn girl!” He shouts as the dragon dips its head to rumble at her. 
 
    She ignores him though, and rather than blame it on the apparent language barrier between them, Thurnik take it as a personal slight. “Hey, am talking’ to you!”  
 
    Storming over, her grabs her wrist, not letting the fact she’s nearly twice his height get in the way of a good telling off. 
 
    “What?” She asks in what Thurnik recognizes as the human tongue, not that that matters. He’s never bothered learning any of the languages of other peoples, a waste of time, considering he never planned to talk to anyone, ever. People are always bothering him, never the other way around. 
 
    She blinks, then switches to another language that’s even more nonsensical and Thurnik can only roll his eyes at her. Deciding actions are better than words. 
 
    He pushes her away to stand before the fiery beast alone. 
 
    “Dragon. Mine.” He says, purposely speaking slowly and loudly as he gestures to the beast and his chest as he says the words. 
 
    The girl doesn’t even say anything, she just gives him a look. Thurnik might have been slighted again by that, if it weren’t for the deep growl the dragon makes behind him, showing off its rather large teeth. 
 
    “Aniljem, come.” The girl draws something, and Thurnik is for once impressed as the dragon huffs it’s foul hot breath over him, before stepping over him completely to stand behind the girl again. 
 
    
     Perhaps, he considers as he strokes his beard, there really is something to this whole ‘Dragon-kin’ lark after all. 
 
       
 
   
 
      
 
    The next several months are spent planning. Every detail of their attack must be considered, every outcome accounted for.  
 
    It’s rather simple really; step one, infiltrate the dragon den. Step two, free the dragons. Step three, use the dragons as a distraction so the assassin guard can sneak into the capital of the elven city. 
 
    Step four… convince the Queen to give up her mad plan for world destruction, or… kill her and place Tehlarissa on the elven throne. 
 
    Step five, the world is saved, and everyone can live their lives in peace once more. 
 
    Simple, or so it would seem. 
 
    Mari, as a Dragon-kin and the only one with any hope of controlling a horde of enchanted and maddened dragons, is on the vanguard. Thurnik, as the resident expert on how to break the dragon’s chains, is also on the vanguard, making for a rather… interesting team dynamic. 
 
    At the stroke of midnight, as the brightest star in the night’s sky shines down upon their camp, the plan is put into action. 
 
    “Good luck.” Naevys says as the portal opens. 
 
    “And to you to.” Mari nods, then exhales as she focuses on the mission at hand. 
 
    She’s no leader, she’s learnt that much in her life. If her failure and running away has taught her anything, it’s that she can’t trust herself to know what’s best. 
 
    But she can trust others. So, she’ll put her fate in Naevys and everyone else to do their part, and she’ll do hers. This time, they must succeed. 
 
    No more second chances. 
 
    “Let’s go, Aniljem.” Her dragon grumbles fiercely in agreement as they head on through the portal. 
 
    
     They couldn’t protect each other last time, but this time it’ll be different. 
 
       
 
   
 
      
 
    Thurnik isn’t normally one to put his neck on the line for others, but he’s gotta admit, nothing about this is normal. Still, he’s always wanted to stick it to the Elf Queen for forcing him to work in such a crappy place for the past eight years. A little revenge certainly sounds sweet, and the prospect of all those gems kicking around in the Elven palace as a reward is a good motivation for any Dwarf. 
 
    So, he’ll keep his head down for now and play along. For gems and revenge, and not because he likes any of the attention the other half-pint idiots have been giving him.  
 
    Dragon girl leads the way, her scaly pet carrying a light orb in its mouth so they can see. It’s funny, Thurnik chuckles, you’d think something that big would make more noise than a quiet scrap scrap of its claws on the cavern rocks. 
 
    It doesn’t take them long to locate the first chained dragon, and Miss Horn-head gets straight to work. Thurnik doesn’t care if she’s singing the beast a lullaby, all he knows is it’s oddly distracting as he’s trying to snap of the chains around its legs. 
 
    They come off with a resounding clank and drop to the ground, his little posse quickly following suit on their hold points. 
 
    
     “One down, several hundred more to go.” He grumbles as the dragon shakes its head and stretches out its wings. “This is going to be a long night.” 
 
       
 
   
 
      
 
    Mari can’t help the smile on her face as she talks another dragon down, the Dwarves making quick work of its chains. Naevys had been rather insightful on the type of magic used to control the dragons. It all made sense, why the black dragon had acted so strangely. 
 
    Mental possession, enchantments, bewitching.  
 
    Anna has once joked that Mari was like a magical being, but she had never considered herself capable of possessing, let alone learning any kind of magic. If anything, the only magic her people might have been their connection to the dragons. 
 
    But this… 
 
    She slowly whispers the words Naevys had her memories. Whether it is the words alone, or Mari really does have some skills for magic, she’s not sure. All she knows, all she cares about right now, is that it’s working. 
 
    Another dragon freed, they move on. The dragons remain in place, awaiting her signal. Or rather Aniljem’s signal. But of course, things couldn’t stay so simple. 
 
    As they round the next corner, they come face to face with a patrolling elf watchman. They’ve silenced others, but this one, as fate would have it, is the same wizard who tried to stop them escaping months ago. 
 
    “You!” He hisses. 
 
    “Go!” Mari shouts to the group, “I’ll hold him off!” 
 
    The cavern may be large, but it’s still a cramped fight for Aniljem. He roars as he spews fire, drowning the whole tunnel ahead in his flames as the group backtrack to find another way around. 
 
    But much to Mari’s fear, this wizard isn’t so easily stopped. When Aniljem’s flames end, the wizard glares through the ripping forcefield he raised. 
 
    “Subjugation is too good for you! Death is all you deserve!” 
 
    Mari’s eyes widen as the elf jumps back, bringing his hands together as he casts a spell. 
 
    “Death shall rise to serve me once more!” 
 
    Between his hands a shadowy ball of black and scarlets swirl as from out of the group, walls and ceiling shadows of elves rise to face Mari and Aniljem. 
 
    “Kill them!” The wizard roars. 
 
    “Aniljem!” Mari cries as her dragon steps back before unleashing another burst of flames. 
 
    But much to both their shock, the shadow people are unaffected. 
 
    “Nothing can kill what is already dead.” The wizard taunts as the pair continue to back up. 
 
    Holding tight to Aniljem’s back, Mari closes her eyes and prays this will work. 
 
    “Protection!” The elven world comes out sounding somewhat mangled, but as she opens her eyes, she stares at the shimmering light radiating off her. 
 
    But more than that, she watches as the shield light around her flows down her hands, into Aniljem. 
 
    It’s only a hunch, a feeling of possibility, but Mari knows to trust her gut when it comes to dragons. 
 
    “Aniljem, fire!” She calls. 
 
    Never one to question her, Aniljem unleashes another wave of flames, and this time the shadows are beaten back. His fire, Mari notices, is different somehow, as if her protection spell was entwined with it. 
 
    Working on this newfound instinct, she presses her hand to Aniljem’s back and calls with all her might. “Begone!” 
 
    From her dragon to fire, the magic flows, and the shadows screech as they dissipate, not even the wizard can fight back the powerful flames as they swallow everything they touch. 
 
    Now alone, silence falls as Mari stares. She can’t say she understands it, but she’s thankful for this newfound power all the same. 
 
    
     “Come on, boy, let’s go find the others. We still have dragons to save.” 
 
       
 
   
 
      
 
    Far away, Naevys sits hugging Tehlarissa close as they wait with the assassin guard for the signal. She doesn’t like the idea of what they’re about to do, but deep in her heart, she knows that there is only one way they’ll all come out of this alive. 
 
    “Naevys?” Tehlarissa ask, looking up from the tight hold of her once teacher. 
 
    “Don’t worry Rissa,” she whispers fondly into the young girl’s hair, “I’ll always be by your side to protect you.” 
 
    “I know.” Tehlarissa smiles. 
 
    The peace of the forest is shattered by the roar of over a thousand dragons taking to the sky, and despite their mission, the assassin guard can’t help but stare at the sight. 
 
    Dragons of all colors, large and small flood the night, spewing flames and roaring at their freedom, but leading the charge is one they all recognize. 
 
    “Aniljem.” Tehlarissa grins, having grown quite fond of the young dragon. 
 
    
     “They’ve done their part,” Naevys sighs, standing. “Now, it is time we do ours.” 
 
       
 
   
 
      
 
    Aniljem’s roar of power and delight is almost more than Mari can take. Never could she have imagined, all those years ago when she was just a kid playing in the forest with her brother and sister, that she’d one day lead the way for hundreds of her once Guardians to freedom. 
 
    The dragons flee in all directions, all to safety Mari hopes. Looking down, she can hardly imagine how the elves kept this place a secret for so long. The ground crumbles away with all the heavy bodies breaking through it to freedom. The cavernous earth below revealed for all to see.  
 
    Not every escaping dragon is relieved of its harness or loose chains, but between their own group and the recruited Dwarves enslaved down there, they did it. 
 
    The dragons are free. 
 
    “Now, to stop the Elven Queen.” Mari says as she directs Aniljem to the awaiting citadel.  
 
    
     With any luck, Naevys and her group should already be inside. She’ll play the part of distraction, and when the deed is done, they can finally put all these years of hardship behind them. 
 
       
 
   
 
      
 
    It’s easy for the assassin guard to break into the palace. They, the loyal few who helped smuggle Tehlarissa out when the Queen called for her head, know the ins and outs of the grounds well. 
 
    Well enough even to make it to the Queen’s chamber unnoticed by the rushing guards distracted by the escaping dragons. 
 
    While others guard the door, the original three approach the sleeping Queen with Tehlarissa before them. 
 
    Sensing danger, the Queen stirs and awakens. 
 
    “What’s going on! Who-” She starts, eyes widening as she recognizes who is in her room. “Tehlarissa… how… how did you get in here! Guards!”  
 
    “No one is coming to save you.” One of the Dark elves warns. 
 
    “How dare you threaten me!” 
 
    “Like you threatened Rissa?” Naevys asks. 
 
    “We do not want this.” The second Dark-elf says. “But you have left us little choice. 
 
    “How dare you, how dare you! I am your Queen! I rule you, and you are sworn to be loyal!” 
 
    “We are loyal.” Naevys counters, glaring down at the Queen as she places a hand upon Tehlarissa’s shoulder. “Just not to you.” 
 
    Eye’s widening in realization and horror, the Queen pushes herself backward, desperately trying to crawl away from the High-elf girl smiling up at her. 
 
    “You wicked child, this is your doing, isn’t it?!” 
 
    “Whatever do you mean auntie?” She sings oh so sweetly. “I’m sorry about what happened to your legs, but you really were getting out of line.” 
 
    “Guards! Guards!” The Queen screeches as she tumbles to the floor, using her arms to pull herself towards the doors. 
 
    Slowly walking around the bed, Tehlarissa smiles as she steps in the Queen’s way. 
 
    “Sorry, but not this time auntie.” 
 
    
     “No! No, stay back! I am your Queen, get away!” 
 
       
 
   
 
      
 
    Outside, Mari watches as the signal fire is lit. She could almost cry, it’s finally over.  
 
    They did it, they won.  
 
    The dragons will forever be free of the Elves control. 
 
    ~The End 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    *Bonus* 
 
      
 
    The Witches of Asgmod 
 
      
 
    A thousand years ago under a cave in Asgmod, lies a helpless boy who seeks the favor of the dreaded witch, Sabsa. “Please great one, help me. I have seen what power has done to an ordinary man. I see how it makes a man feel like a god. I want that same power” Mican said in desperation. 
 
    Sabsa moves to and from listening to the pleas of a desperate young fool, at least that’s what she thinks of him. She put her long nails which look like claws under her chin as she accesses the boy from head to toes. 
 
    Suddenly, she burst into laughter so much the mockery is glaring, “You tiny wretched looking boy? Power?” She laughs hysterically. “Do you know what power entails?” she asked. Mican who is now confused and terrified replies, “I do not know much about it but if I am given, I will” 
 
    Sabsa floating in the air with her long white hair and her wand proceeds to say, “Men of valor have come before me to seek favors. They have paid with the things that they hold very dear to their hearts. What do you have to offer in exchange for this power that you seek?” 
 
    Without thinking or any form of hesitation, Mican says, “Anything great one, I will give anything”. Sabsa pauses and then says, “Very well then. Come back in three days before sunset. At this point, there is no turning back”. With the meanest look that Mican has ever seen, she says, “If you tell anyone about this, I will place a curse on you and your generations yet unborn”. 
 
    These words sent shivers down his spine, not like he intended to tell anyone about it in the first place. In the land of Asgmod, only the men who had power had the right to buy his fellow man or do as he pleases. 
 
    They had control within the land and even beyond, Mican wanted all the power that these men had. He didn’t care how it was gotten, he wanted all of it. He had pondered for days whether to meet the dreaded witch, but he made up his mind the night before he eventually did. 
 
    On the third day, he set out to the cave of Sabsa the dreaded witch ready to be made powerful. In her hut under the caves were seven pots containing seven different elements that boiled and produced so much heat. 
 
    “Welcome” She said, “We begin at once”. Mican is more than ready for this. Sabsa instructs, “Stretch out your hands to the North, to the East, to the West, and to the South of the land. While you do this, you must chant the names of the gods of Asgmod. You are inviting the spirit of the gods upon the land”. 
 
    Mican does as he is told and is now ready for the next step which Sabsa tells him about. She says, “Now you will have to shave off your hair and put it in all the seven pots that are boiling”. Mican does this and then decides to ask, “Is this what is needed to be sacrificed? My hair?”As soon as Sabsa hears this, she bursts into hysterical laughter. 
 
    “They didn’t tell you, did they? We are not even close yet” She says. “Now we will need blood, you have to cut yourself and spill the blood in all seven pots”. Now the process is making Mican uneasy but there is no turning back. 
 
    He does as he is told and Sabsa begins to mumble some chants under her breath as she waves her wand. The smoke begins to rise from the pot and form frightening images, Mican is terrified as the flames find their way into his body. He is left unconscious for a few hours; he doesn’t even realize it. 
 
    He wakes up and enquiries, “What happened?”. Sabsa answered, “You got what you asked for. Power”. Mican said, “What then did you say I had to sacrifice?” Sabsa pauses then proceeds, “Your heart and all the good that ever lived in it.” 
 
    Mican is terrified and confused, he says “But all I wanted was just power. The kind that rich men had all over the land. I didn’t want my conscience taken from me”. Sabsa looks at Mican seeing the horror in his eyes she says, “There is a way out”. 
 
    Mican is relieved, Sabsa proceeds to say, “We reverse the spell and a curse is permanently placed on you and your generation to come to wallow in abject poverty till the very end.'' Mican realizes that this means there is no way out, he had to enjoy his power, his evil powers. 
 
    And now Mican is never the same again, he breaths, eat, and sleep power. He does all he pleases with no mercy or remorse. He terrorizes the land and wages war with the people, with a snap of his fingers, he can make it rain. 
 
    The power got to him so much that he killed the dreaded witch, Sabsa. He feared that she might be the only one who could stop him or try to curb him. 
 
    As a dreaded wizard, Mican now decides that it is time to conquer territories. He feels powerful in himself and doesn’t see the need to have an army to conquer the earth. There were elves who protected the neighboring territories. They had heard about him and his intentions and were getting ready for him. 
 
    Mican had equally heard about them and didn’t find them a match for his kind of powers. Mican had moved from the young boy who wanted power, to this tyrant who could kill a thousand people with the snap of his fingers. 
 
    After all, his heart was now void of everything that seemed like goodness. The battle line had just been drawn, Mican was out to conquer territories and not even the elves nor the gods could stop him. 
 
      
 
  
  
 cover.jpeg
LAS”

HEIR

1

Sl

DRAGON
WARRIORS

ADIDAS WI





