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            One

          

        

      

    

    
      Reinfrid stroked his long gray beard and watched the magus Frendule work his powers. The magus had discovered the ability to weave water into intricate patterns, though his powers did not come from the Lapis dragons. Thin chords of water rose from a stream and hung in the air to the amazement of them all. Lailoken’s wide-eyed stare betrayed the child-like wonder inside him.

      It had been close to four moon cycles since they buried Thibaut and went on their quest to reunite with Etain. They avoided most Drakku and hid under tree cover when they flew overhead, especially the griffons. Reinfrid cursed every time one passed. He hadn’t meant to kill the thing and bring an extra bit of scrutiny on their small band.

      “Wonderful, Frendule! How did you ever find you had that ability?” Reinfrid asked. It seemed the former magus had found a new love of his power since leaving Tregaron. He still rambled incoherently at times but had no fear of trying new abilities he’d only read about. Somewhere in his mangled mind lived the soul of a genius.

      “Ability? Skill. All magus can do things if they apply themselves. The dragon’s blood does wonders. The power those beasts possess. Marvelous.” The magus grinned as he swirled his hands in the air. The three strands of water now rose and followed the same circular pattern. They twisted onto themselves and made a braid.

      Lailoken cleared his throat. “I fear the time for dragon’s blood is over. The magus will have to learn their skill another way or risk extinction. Myrthyd’s ways have left no other choice.”

      Frendule swung his head toward Lailoken. His grin slowly faded and the water splashed back to its source.

      “Evil, he is. Change does come for us all,” Frendule replied.

      As much as he agreed with Lailoken, Reinfrid couldn’t help but wonder how they and the Drakku were the agents of change.

      The men settled around a small fire as Lailoken busied himself with cooking the day’s catch of four small fish. Soon the delightful aroma of roasted fish penetrated Reinfrid’s senses and his mouth salivated.

      “Smells delicious again, Lailoken. No wonder Etain took a liking to you.” He winked when the slayer turned in his direction.

      “I often thought it was because of my dancing skills,” Lailoken replied. He tried holding back the smile threatening to crease his face. “Actually, if it was my dancing, she’d never have looked my way.”

      The light mood of the camp suited Reinfrid just fine. The tense moments scouring the wilds for information regarding Etain’s whereabouts never seemed to have a happy ending, much like other recent events.
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        * * *

      

      Once near a small village he’d never heard of, they were ambushed by four men dressed in similar black robes. Swords hung at their hips. The only distinguishing mark were black tattoos on their hands; a moon, a sun, a talon, and an eye. Lailoken swore they were Black Tower Guards, but Reinfrid wasn’t entirely convinced, since they were so far from Tregaron.

      The men blocked their path.

      “What have we here?” Moon asked.

      “Looks like we have a deserter,” Talon chimed in, nodding toward Frendule. Sun and Eye moved closer with their hands resting on their swords.

      Lailoken raised his hands to diffuse the situation. “Gentlemen, we pose no threat to you. We are travelers searching for our friend, nothing else.”

      Moon scowled. “What’s that then?” He pointed at the sword across Lailoken’s back. Reinfrid gulped. He forgot about the dragon-eye sword. Ordinary fighters didn’t carry such a weapon.

      “You a dragonslayer?” Talon asked, walking behind him. Reinfrid watched as the man inspected Lailoken’s sword. The slayer never took his gaze off the man. Frendule remained motionless, appearing to not want any further attention than what he’d already brought upon the group.

      “I’ve slain my fair share of Drakku,” Lailoken replied.

      “You know the Kull Naga has called all you in to fight for him, right? His forces need fighters like you. Why are you here and not with him?” Moon asked.

      Reinfrid cleared his throat to speak. “As my companion has already stated, we are searching for someone. I’m sure we can return to the Kull Naga when our mission is through. We seek no fight this day.”

      Frendule nodded agreement. “No fight. No fight this day, indeed,” he muttered.

      “You two,” Moon said pointing at Talon and Eye “Go into the village. Let Felb know what we have here.” The pair ran off.

      “We don’t need to involve anyone here. We are merely travelers on a mission,” Reinfrid said, hoping to diffuse the situation.

      “You will do as you’re told. Zale Mortem wills it and we must carry it out. The Circle bows to no one,” he growled, focusing all his attention on Frendule and Lailoken.

      Something snapped inside Lailoken. Before Reinfrid could say another word, the slayer had unsheathed his sword and struck at the men. Frendule assisted, the stone around his neck glowing. The soldiers were caught off guard and Lailoken pressed the fight.

      Moon quickly recovered his senses and held his sword defensively against Lailoken’s brutal attacks. Frendule cast a spell of protection over Lailoken. Sun waved his hand in the air and pushed. An invisible force knocked Lailoken and Reinfrid to the ground. Frendule’s eyes widened.

      “A magus!” he yelled.

      “Not exactly,” Moon replied. He lunged after Lailoken, swinging his sword at his chest. The slayer deflected the blow and kicked, tripping Moon and bringing him tumbling to the ground. Sun waved his hand again, but before anything happened, Frendule motioned, setting the stone glowing bright around his neck.

      “Not today. Not with Frendule. Bad, bad people, you are.”

      Frendule closed his hands together and Sun’s eyes grew large. His hands were yanked down to his sides. Frendule made a circular motion with a finger, and Sun spun in circles before being tossed backwards.

      “Friends, we don’t need to do this!” Reinfrid called out. He feared bringing undue attention to the group, preferring to remain in the shadows as much as possible.

      Moon growled; his fury directed at Lailoken. Both men got to their feet, slowly circling one another.

      “What kind of dragonslayer denies his Kull Naga?”

      “The kind that realizes what evil he is!” Lailoken replied. He went on the offensive, swinging his large, powerful sword in graceful arcs normally reserved for dragons. Moon tried his hardest to parry the moves, but the more experienced swordsman wasted little time to end his opponent.

      Soon, he stood above his broken and bloody body, wiping sweat off his forehead. Frendule waved a hand in his direction, casting a minor healing spell over him.

      “What…what happened?” Reinfrid asked.

      “Pick your jaw off the ground. It was them or us. If those other two come back with a magus, we’ll have far more serious problems,” Lailoken said.

      He wanted to protest, but Reinfrid knew he was right. They weren’t working under normal rules anymore. Myrthyd had upset the entire balance of power and normalcy.

      “Let’s go before something worse happens.”

      The three left the dead man and the wounded one where they lay and avoided the village, seeking the safety of the dark forest around them.

      Though preferring taverns and inns, Reinfrid steered the group away from other settlements for the time being. He thought they’d be safe this deep into the Dragon Lands, but it seemed the Kull Naga’s evil reach extended farther than they assumed.
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        * * *

      

      Reinfrid let the memory fade and allowed himself to enjoy the moment. With the tasks at hand and the inevitable conflict brewing, tiny moments like this would be the only points connecting him to sanity.

      The sun hid behind heavy clouds as night approached.

      “Looks like rain tonight. Frendule, can you do your thing for us?” Reinfrid asked.

      “Frendule can help. It’s what I do,” the man replied. Lailoken raised an eyebrow but said nothing.

      No sooner had they spoke it then the rain came pouring down on them. Frendule waved his hands frantically and the stone around his neck glowed bright. Soon a clear dome of power covered them. Rain splashed against Frendule’s magic and cascaded down the sides.

      “Let’s hope the storm doesn’t last long,” Lailoken said.

      “Once. That’s all I need. Once and it’s done. See! I can let go and it stays,” Frendule said. To demonstrate, he pulled his arms to his side and stood still. The dome held against the downpour.

      “Well done!” Reinfrid called out. Though the magus had done it once before, he made the point that he had to hold it in place. In his constant state of trial and error, he must’ve learned the secret.

      “Yes! Wonderful Frendule! You seem to be growing stronger with your abilities. It’s a wonder the Order hasn’t come searching you out some time ago,” Lailoken added. His words struck a chord with the magus. His face turned down and the glee he’d expressed moments earlier fled from his countenance.

      “The Order cares not for innovation, but looks back to a mythical time of wonder and power. They’re wrong. They’ve been wrong for a long time. I cannot bring myself to ever accept their rule over me again. Ever.”

      Reinfrid was speechless. The magus had yet to speak so plainly and coherently since he’d met him! Lailoken appeared to be just as struck by the man’s words.

      “Frendule, are you feeling well?” Reinfrid finally asked.

      “Frendule is well. Well. Of course, I am. No matter. We search.”

      The magus left the dry chamber and wandered out into the rainy forest. For a moment, Reinfrid assumed the magic would collapse on them, but he had to hand it to the magus. When he found out how to perfect a spell, he left nothing undone.

      “He’ll be back. I hope,” Lailoken said with a grin. Reinfrid felt the levity of their situation return.

      “He’s not left me yet. I doubt this is what forces him away.”

      The two men let the sound of the rain beating against the magic covering replace their usual banter, both of them lost in their thoughts. Reinfrid imagined Lailoken was dealing with an immense amount of personal anger with the disappearance of his wife and daughter and knowing his son had instigated the upheaval Tregaron now faced. Reinfrid’s thoughts turned to his estate and he wondered if any of it still stood. He’d left on good terms with the Queen, but knowing the way Myrthyd manipulated people, he could only imagine how the Kull Naga turned his attention to Pethinia. Without forewarning or a counselor who knew better at her side, she might give in to his demands. If Myrthyd knew anything about him, it’s possible his estate was in ruins.

      “A problem for another day,” he said softly. The problems of this day were far greater and demanded attention.
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      Reinfrid and Lailoken awoke in the cool light of the morning to find the rain had stopped overnight and the shield Frendule created had held up.“Got to hand it to the magus. He knows his power,” Reinfrid said. Lailoken smiled.

      “That he does.” The slayer scanned the area around them. “Where is he?”

      Reinfrid rubbed sleep from his eyes and stood, stretching his aching back. The sunlight cascading through the trees felt warm on his face. The smell of rain-kissed dirt greeted him.

      “I have no idea. He was here last night, right?”

      “After he made the shield he raced out into the rain.”

      Reinfrid silently nodded his head.

      Something crashed in the brush behind them and both Reinfrid and Lailoken jumped, the slayer brandishing his dragon-eye sword. Reinfrid pulled a dagger from the waistband of his dark blue heavy pants.

      “Be ready, Reinfrid.”

      The men held their ground, the haziness of sleep quickly leaving Reinfrid’s foggy brain.

      “Gray-souls?” Reinfrid asked.

      “Maybe. Could be more of those guards.”

      Since they’d last fought with the guards near the village, they had encountered at least three other squads in the wilderness. It wasn’t until the second group that they realized all the soldiers had tattoos on their hands, most likely indicating the ability or regiment they belonged to. They hadn’t spent enough time with the guards to find out for certain.

      A roar split the air.

      “Griffons!” Reinfrid called out. His heart raced as adrenaline coursed through him.

      “We don’t need a repeat of what happened before. Be careful!” Lailoken said. Reinfrid agreed, nodding his understanding.

      “Get off me! Let me go, you brute!”

      “Frendule?” Lailoken asked.

      Another roar followed with Frendule crying out. “You don’t have to do that! I’m going this way. Frendule is not your enemy!”

      “There!” Reinfrid cried, pointing with his dagger into the forest. The large shape of a griffon pushed smaller trees aside as it approached. In front of it staggered Frendule, who constantly turned to scold the griffon.

      “Be careful! Don’t upset it!” Reinfrid called out.

      “Seems kind of late for that,” Lailoken replied as a slight grin emerged on his face.

      “What’s so funny?” Reinfrid asked.

      “Clearly the thing didn’t want to kill him, or it would have already. It must want something.”

      “Can you hear it? Like the way dragons speak to you?”

      Lailoken closed his eyes in concentration. “Yes, yes I can,” he replied softly.

      Reinfrid marveled at the abilities given or inherent-he wasn’t sure which yet-Lailoken possessed when it came to the Drakku. He envied the skill of speaking in their tongue while not speaking aloud.

      “Is it speaking now?”

      Lailoken nodded. “It is, and it’s a she.”

      Lailoken held up a hand for Reinfrid to be quiet. The griffon and Frendule went still, the griffon’s paw resting on the magus’s shoulder.

      “Don’t move, Frendule,” Lailoken said in a calm voice, “or she will hurt you. She doesn’t want to, so don’t give her a reason.”

      “Don’t move? I want away from this thing!”

      “It’s not a thing, she’s a griffon and she wants answers. As we all do.”

      “It wants…answers?” Frendule shook his head.

      “Listen to him. You’ll be fine. Right?” Reinfrid said.

      Lailoken nodded. “I think so.” He closed his eyes.

      Several tense moments passed, the griffon’s heavy breathing breaking the silence around them.

      Reinfrid had been close to griffons before and even spoke to some who had the ability to transform into humans, something they rarely did. It was his understanding that griffons found the process tedious and cumbersome. Many could not transform, as it wasn’t something highly regarded. There was a small contingent that held to the practice out of necessity, though, and in that fashion they worked with the southern kingdoms to secure a truce and long-lasting peace.

      He hoped this griffon could and would transform. He often found those that did were highly intelligent and valuable sources of information.

      “Lailoken,” he said softly, “see if it will change to human form so we can all talk to her.”

      The slayer opened his eyes with a disturbed look on his face. “They change too? I had no idea.”

      “Not all of them. They don’t often like to lower themselves to our status, but yes, some of them can.”

      Lailoken turned back to the griffon and waved his hands as he spoke to the beast in his head. Reinfrid shivered when she turned her head in his direction, narrowing her eyes.

      “I don’t think she liked that suggestion, Reinfrid,” Lailoken said.

      “No need to press the issue, then. I only hoped we could all speak with her.”

      The griffon roared and pushed Frendule forward. The magus stumbled and fell to the ground. He muttered words Reinfrid couldn’t hear as he stood and dusted off his dingy white robe.

      “That wasn’t necessary!” Frendule scolded the griffon. She roared and stood on her hind legs, extending her wings. The three of them cowered at her imposing figure.

      “She wants to know what we’re doing out here with him,” Lailoken said, pointing at Frendule. “She doesn’t trust the magus, especially since he’s from Tregaron.”

      “Do you blame her? They hate the Drakku! It doesn’t matter if they’re dragon or griffon. That hatred goes back centuries.”

      “Hate? No, we don’t hate. We have kinship. Yes, yes. Kinship. We deny, but it’s there.” The magus returned to his scattered speech, nearly incoherent and nonsensical.

      “What?” Reinfrid replied. As much as he appreciated the help Frendule offered, he was just as maddening when it came to rational thought.

      The griffon roared and stomped her forepaws on the ground. The heavy paws shook the earth and Reinfrid turned his attention back to her.

      “I think—” Lailoken began, and the griffon exploded in a bright white light, making all three men cover their eyes. They opened them to an older woman with long red hair streaked with white. Her eyes were golden, and her flowing light brown robe was similar to the color of her fur. Her tanned skin nearly blended in with her attire.

      “Is this better?” she asked Reinfrid.

      “I meant no disrespect. I know your kind does not like to⁠—“

      “My kind? What are we to you? Evil? Monsters? Tell me, who do you think we are?” She approached him slowly and Reinfrid held his dagger pointed at her.

      “I’m not here to fight you. I’m from the south. I’ve met many griffons in my day, and I’ve had nothing but respect for them.” Realizing he held the dagger, he slowly slid it inside his waistband and held up his hands in a show of peace.

      She grunted but said nothing else.

      “We are from Tregaron,” Lailoken said. “My name is Lailoken and the man you brought to us is Frendule. He’s Reinfrid.”

      The woman took each one in slowly as if seeing them all for the first time.

      “My name is Thalia. I come from the tribe of Ni-Haille along the southern coast.” Her voice was strong, authoritative. Reinfrid wondered how often she spoke aloud like this.

      “Thalia, we are pleased to meet you,” Reinfrid said. He gave a slight bow.

      “We come in peace,” Lailoken added. “We are not here to sow discord amongst our races. We’ve done far too much of that over the years.”

      Thalia’s expression didn’t change. She was clearly accustomed to holding the power in her interactions.

      “Why are you this far north?” Reinfrid asked, disregarding the pleasantries and going right to the point.

      “Why are you in the forest this far from Tregaron? In the Dragon Lands, no less?” she retorted.

      “Fair enough,” Lailoken said. “We’ve crossed the Dragonback Mountains into these lands in search of my wife. We found her and found…something else. Information. Things have changed. The Drakku, specifically the dragons, have a revolt amongst them. Grymryg leads a faction against the rightful rule of Etain, the Dragon Lord.”

      Thalia raised an eyebrow at the mention of Etain. “How do you know the Dragon Lord? What do you know of Drakku dealings? Those blasted dragons never could contain themselves.”

      Reinfrid sensed a thawing of Thalia’s rigid countenance as she spoke.

      “My wife. Etain is my wife,” Lailoken replied.

      In reply, Thalia’s face lit up in a smile. “The dragonslayer,” she whispered. “The man who hunted dragons now allied with them. Yes, yes I do know who you are.”

      Lailoken shifted on his feet and tried to shake off the words. Reinfrid knew the man was uncomfortable with his past, but it could not be changed. What’s done was done and all he could do was move forward.

      “The Order demands blood. Blood,” Frendule said. “Needed for the stones, it is. Or so they say. Maybe not. Who knows, who knows?” he said, throwing his hands into the air.

      “Our friend here is dealing with a lot. Please excuse his outbursts,” Reinfrid said.

      “You’ve come to find your wife, the Dragon Lord?” Thalia asked, ignoring Reinfrid.

      “Indeed. I have found her and discovered a truth I’d never known. But we were separated when Grymryg revolted. She flew away and I ran until I found these two.” He indicated Reinfrid and Frendule.

      “And killed one of mine in the process.” Thalia narrowed her eyes. Reinfrid sensed her anger rising.

      “It was a mistake. We are truly sorry for our actions. I had no idea⁠—”

      “You? It was you?” She spun and pointed at Reinfrid.

      “Well, not exactly. The man responsible was avenged by one of yours. He’s dead.”

      Lailoken exhaled heavy. “He was a friend of mine. They didn’t know not to attack. They thought I was in danger. They didn’t know I speak with the Drakku in my mind.”

      Thalia’s expression became one of reflection and sorrow. “Sometimes,” she began, “we must give up something for the greater good. It doesn’t make it less painful.”

      “I deeply regret our actions,” Reinfrid replied.

      “North. Why north? Why are you here?” Frendule blurted out, turning the conversation back to where it began.

      “I’ve come to ally with our cousins. Rumblings have reached us concerning the Blood Stone. It has been found, correct?”

      Lailoken wiped his face and took a deep breath. “It has and is now in the Kull Naga’s possession.”

      “It is as we feared, then. My arrival might have been too late. Many of my brothers and sisters have come north, but my purpose was to unite us once again, like days of old.”

      “Who exactly are you, Thalia?” Reinfrid asked. He wondered if she were the lord of the griffons.

      Thalia smiled. “I think you know, don’t you?”

      “Tiarna Lis,” Reinfrid replied softly. “You are the Tiarna Lis, aren’t you?”

      “Yes, I am. I’ve come to support my cousin, Etain. The Drakku must all unite against the evil threatening our world. My griffons would rather stay apart from this mess, but it is our duty to repel the gray-souls and rid Rowyth of the Blood Stone for good.”

      Reinfrid stroked his beard. One little gem had set in motion a series of events that would change Rowyth forever, and he stood in the very center of it all.
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      Myrthyd straightened his black robes and scanned the stoic faces of the four Keepers staring back at him. Seated around an obsidian table, they awaited their trek to the shadowy world of the nightwraith. Torchlight flickered across the stone walls of the room hidden deep within the Black Tower.

      The four Tower Keepers represented the rest of the Order: Nyle from the Blue, Manathon from the Verdant, Romari from the Opal, and Enaxx from the Crimson. As the Kull Naga, Myrthyd stood in for his native Black Tower. All were dressed in robes of their Tower colors except Romari, who wore a sleek white dress.

      “Are we ready to walk?” he asked. The others nodded.

      Closing his eyes, he first channeled energy into the Blood Stone that hung freely and visibly from a thick leather cord around his neck. Then from the stone, he directed threads of light to each Keeper, binding them together in a strong bond of power. As the circle connected, he felt an overwhelming surge of power course through him. The rest would not feel what he was experiencing; they’d only know the power flowed through them. It was he who held all the control and directed their actions. Not only with the bond, but with the entire Order of Eschar.

      The five of them were transported from the stark stone room to a world of ash and sulphur. The dirt was gray and charred. Barren trees were scattered like lost souls. Large mountains rose in the distance covered in blackness.

      They had come to the mysterious dream world in search of Myrthyd’s nightwraith.

      “Why do we always come here? Shouldn’t we see the world as it will be?” Romari asked. Myrthyd seethed inside but kept his annoyance with her in check. Losing control meant disaster for the circle. For now, he needed their power for these walks. Calming himself, he spoke slowly and clearly.

      “My dear, this is a warning to us about what might be if we fail our mission. I bring us here to remind us why we act. Look around at the ugliness. Do you want this? If we grow complacent, we grow weak, and this will be our future. Weakness will not aid us. Only uniting our strength assures us victory.”

      The Keeper grumbled but refused to argue her point.

      Nyle cleared his throat, jumping to Myrthyd’s defense. “Don’t you see the reason behind the Kull’s plan? His wisdom is unsurpassed.” A questioning look crossed Nyle’s round face.

      In his head, Myrthyd applauded the man but remained noncommittal in his expression.

      When the call went out to all the Towers to send their best dragonslayers, the Blue Tower failed to keep up, claiming they had need of their swords. When confronted, the former Keeper Ogran adamantly voiced his opposition. Three days later, he was found dead with an arrow through his eye, slumped over his chair in the great hall of the Blue Tower. Accusations flew about traitorous activity, and more than one rumor indicated Myrthyd was behind the assassination, though none dared accuse him openly. Ogran’s replacement was a suggestion from Myrthyd and unanimously approved by the Blue Tower. Since then, Nyle had been a vocal advocate for the Kull Naga and supported his every decision.

      Romari answered the young Keeper. “I shall voice my dissent when necessary. We Keepers must assure the rest of the Order that we operate with their best interests in mind. All of Tregaron looks to us for guidance. I shall not blindly follow orders when I see something amiss.”

      Instead of proceeding toward the prescribed meeting spot with the nightwraith, Myrthyd stopped and addressed Romari as flames rose from the ground not far away.

      “You’ve done well thus far to follow my orders. Your Tower diligently sends new recruits; more than any other Tower. If you disagree with me, why send so many? If you think my actions to be  wrong, you don’t behave as such.”

      “I send what’s required; nothing more. Tregaron is my home. The people within our borders deserve protection. They need sustenance. I swore to the Order to do my duty and my interpretation is to provide when necessary and to follow the rule of the Order as commanded by the Kull Naga.”

      Despite her antagonistic ways, she touched a sore spot the rest of the Keepers had tried to hide, and Myrthyd knew it. They sent far less than he commanded, but with Romari’s continuing efforts, they weren’t too terribly undermanned. The gray-soul army was also growing much larger than expected, balancing the lower human numbers.

      “Besides, my Kull, all I asked is why do we arrive in this desolate place? If we can be anywhere, why not a lush pasture or stand of shade trees? I, for one, would love to visit fields of flowers with birds singing and  gentle warm breezes.”

      Myrthyd strained to hold his composure. He felt his face heating up. How did they not see the truth right in front of them? “Luxury is for the victors, and we have yet to overcome our enemies. Remain hungry for that, and strive harder to achieve it. Maybe then we can share in overindulgence. All of you have yet to fully understand the consequences if we fail. This will remind you.”

      “Wise words indeed,” Manathon chimed in, nodding at the rest in a weak attempt to garner their approval.

      “Whatever the case may be, just once I’d appreciate something other than this bleak landscape,” Romari grumbled.

      Myrthyd glared at her until she finally turned her gaze elsewhere.

      Sensing the short disruption over, Myrthyd led them toward the cliff’s edge where they had arranged to meet with the nightwraith.

      The Keepers scanned the skies. Myrthyd growled. As of late, the nightwraith had failed to arrive on time, always with one excuse or another. For a being under his command, she often acted as though her will were her own.

      “Wraith!” Myrthyd boomed into the air, amplifying his voice with his power. The Keepers cowered and covered their ears.

      “A little warning wouldn’t hurt,” Enaxx muttered. Myrthyd let the comment slide for the moment, though disrespect like that would not be tolerated for long.

      “Wraith, come to your maker!”

      The ground shook with the deep vibrations in his voice. A thin veil of red slipped over his vision. His arms tensed at his sides. His eyes narrowed.

      Despite seeking as many halflings as she had, Chepon used every opportunity to deny him, especially in front of the Keepers. Her success had kept her from oblivion, but lately he’d considered ending her existence and replacing her with a more obedient dragon, though he had no idea what removing her soul entirely would do to the Blood Stone. It was with her essence that it held any power, and losing it and possibly losing his control over the gray-souls meant he’d reluctantly tolerate her ways for the time being. There had to be a way to bend her to his will or replace her with little disruption to his plans.

      “Wraith!” he bellowed once again.

      “There! Over there, Kull Naga!” Nyle cried out. The Keepers followed his outstretched hand pointing at a dark blur racing toward them in the gray sky. They watched in silence as the shape of the dragon emerged, thin strands of smoke escaping its mouth and swirling behind it.

      The tension grew thick as Myrthyd’s anger simmered under the surface. Through their shared bond, he felt the other Keepers stiffen, awaiting his outburst.

      “Wraith! What is more important than me?”

      How dare you make a mockery of me. I will remember this.

      The nightwraith dropped from the sky and landed in front of them. Smoke swirled from its eyes and the ragged condition of its wings made Myrthyd wonder how it could fly at all. But none of that mattered. It was late. Again.

      “Where have you been?” Myrthyd growled. The nightwraith dropped its head in a bow.

      “My apologies, Lord Myrthyd. The halflings are many.”

      Early on, the enormous number of halflings living in Tregaron surprised Myrthyd. He expected to root them all out, but never imagined there’d be so many. It seemed like every village sheltered those abominations. With Chepon, he could hunt them all and turn them to a useful purpose.

      “Where this time?”

      “Near the Blue Tower. Almost every home was filled with them. It takes so long, my Lord.”

      Myrthyd spun toward Nyle, glaring at him. His anger bloomed inside, but he forced it down. The halflings’ worth lay in their ability to be transformed into gray-souls. Still, there shouldn’t be too many left; not after all their work.

      Myrthyd then turned back.

      “What else have you to report?”

      Chepon flapped her tattered wings at something but did not reply.

      “I asked you a question.” Through the bond they shared, Myrthyd channeled his energy into sharp, biting bolts of pain. The nightwraith doubled over, roaring her agony.

      The Keepers covered their ears to the horrific sound.

      “Least you forgot your place, wraith!” Myrthyd jolted her again, the dark and wretched body squirmed on the bleak soil.

      He let go of the power and the nightwraith regained her footing gradually, stunned by the actions.

      “My Lord, please…no more,” she stammered.

      “Then do my bidding when I ask,” Myrthyd growled in reply.

      “The griffons, my Lord.”

      Myrthyd twisted his face in surprise. “The griffons? What about them? Our focus are the dragons of the north, those horrid creatures destroying our lands and infecting our people with their disgusting children.”

      “My Lord, the griffons are assembling. They seek to unite with their cousins. They hold the south against you, but they are weak. They don’t trust each other.”

      “How do you know this? Where did you obtain this information?”

      “The halflings, my Lord. They tell me things before I…before I…turn them to your will.”

      “The griffons? How can this be?” Romari asked.

      “This is too much! We aren’t prepared,” Enaxx added, fear evident in his large eyes.

      Manathon’s mouth hung open, words not easily coming to him.

      Nyle shook his head slowly. “The griffons add a whole new dimension to our plans. What will we do now?”

      Myrthyd hadn’t expected this. He knew animosity existed between the two branches of Drakku. With them possibly uniting against him, he might not have enough power, even with the Blood Stone and the gray-souls to counter their numbers.

      “You’re positive this is true? Do you suspect lies from your sources?” Myrthyd asked.

      “No, my Lord. I speak only truth.”

      “You say they don’t trust one another. Is that right?” Enaxx asked. The Keepers turned to him. “The griffons might unite with the dragons, but yet they’re not united?”

      “That is true, Keeper Enaxx. They have yet to decide. They quarrel with one another, common ground not easy to find,” Chepon replied.

      “Then we exploit this,” he replied. “Kull Naga, if we can sow division amongst them, we might be able to thwart their efforts to join the dragons. A force divided is easier to defeat. It changes our plans, but when presented with such a gift, should we not open it?”

      “Wise words, Enaxx,” Myrthyd said.

      Myrthyd faced Chepon. “Do you know who the most vocal opponent of unity amongst the griffons is?”

      Chepon lowered her head. “My Lord, I do not.”

      “Of all the dragons to trap inside this gem, I have to be saddled with you? How incompetent can you be? You bring me information, but not enough for me to make sound decisions. I have a people to save and a land to heal. I need knowledge,” he growled. He peered at her, weighing his options. “By the time we walk again, I expect an answer. Fail me, and you will regret you ever lived.”

      “Yes, my Lord.”

      “You may go.”

      The nightwraith flew into the sky and darted to the south until she disappeared in the darkened skies.

      Myrthyd turned to the Keepers. “It seems we have an advantage to exploit. We need to send a delegation south to be in position for the next step. If we can infiltrate the griffons and plant seeds of discord, we will avert their union with the dragons. We must be ready to act.”

      They nodded their understanding.

      “Good. Our walk is over.”

      Myrthyd ripped them from the dreamworld violently, the Keepers screaming as they hurled through the black nothingness. They opened their eyes to find themselves once again seated at the black table. All panting heavily, they looked to each other.

      “Go and prepare. I will send a group south today. Soon we shall move.”

      The Blood Stone vibrated against his chest and he held it out in front of him, watching as two blue streaks raced inside. He rose from his seat and exited without another word.

      What other secrets does Chepon keep from me? I’ll find out and derive a way to destroy her when I do. Insubordination will not be tolerated, as Ogran found out all too well.
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      From the look of the entrance outside the cave, Alushia never would’ve guessed how much beauty and wonder existed within the dragon mountain. An amazing kingdom thrived inside the rough shell. It was a stunning disguise that had fooled her until the Ryn revealed the secret city.

      Lush meadows teaming with wildflowers covered the floor. Streams and waterfalls laced through the tall grass. Trees taller than a dragon rose into the air. Houses and huts were arranged carefully along worn walking paths.

      The sheer number of dragons living inside the enormous cavern made her gasp when she first set eyes on them. Ryn had to speak her name several times before she realized he was talking, breaking her astonishment.

      Nearly three moon cycles since entering, she no longer felt nervous living amongst the Drakku and freely traversed the enormous cavern.

      Lying back on the warm grass, she delighted in the aerial feats Ryn performed above her while remembering those early days in the cavern. She liked the way her bright green dress complemented the grass.

      Ryn loved to spend hours practicing twists and flips while exhaling deadly flames and circling on himself. Other dragons joined him in a beautiful sky dance, their various abilities on full display. Her favorites were the Opal dragons. Their powerful lightning bolts illuminated the already bright sky and their thunder echoed off the cavern walls.

      Though completely within the granite mountain, the sun burned bright in a blue sky, as it did now with clouds drifting lazily by. She thought the ceiling reflected the true sky outside, but she didn’t quite understand how it worked and how it seemed as though there were no ceiling at all. She asked Ryn once and after a long explanation that was really no explanation at all, she gave up on trying to understand and just accepted it for what it was—a beautiful sky above an extraordinary land.

      At night, the light slowly dimmed with the setting sun until the cavern grew dark. Twinkling stars dotted the black sky inside.

      And every night, the dragon activity continued. Small fires appeared on the landscape as the dragons that chose to remain in human form tended their homes. Garnet dragons practiced  various forms of fire-breathing, like emitting large balls of fire or long strands of flames that cast bright yellow and orange glows on the cavern walls. A fungus that grew sporadically throughout the cavern glowed a faint blue, almost making night within the cavern as beautiful as the day.

      But night was far off from now.

      “Ryn, are you done yet?”

      She had nowhere to go and no one to meet, but he had been at it for at least a couple hours, if not longer.

      I suppose so. I never get tired of this! There’s something about being home that energizes me, you know? she heard in her head. Communicating with dragons through her thoughts had turned out to be one of the more enjoyable aspects of being a halfling

      And she did know. Though Tregaron had grown dangerous for her, it was still home. She missed the small homestead she shared with her father. She missed tending the farm in his absence. All the animals she had named would either be eaten by wild animals or running free on the farm by now. She had left in such a hurry and didn’t make plans to have them looked after.

      “I’m hungry. Can we eat now?”

      Ryn blew one long last blast of flame, punching through it in a dramatic display and then landed next to her.

      “You are a special dragon. And you’re my special dragon.”

      He quickly transformed into his human form wearing blue pants and a white tunic, and she wrapped her arms around him and planted a long, loving kiss on his lips.

      “What was that for?” he asked.

      “Just because. Nothing more. You’ve awakened something in me. When you taught me what being Drakku meant, you opened my eyes to so much.”

      He held her tight. His scent invaded her senses, making her heart beat faster.

      “I thought you were hungry?”

      She smiled as she  nestled her face against his chest. “I am. Let’s get something to eat.”

      Most dragons ate small animals like sheep and lamb. The Drakku kept a farm on the farthest edge of the rolling plain inside the cavern to satisfy their needs. As nervous as she was when first meeting Grymryg, he had been nothing but gracious to her. Knowing she was not a dragon, he assembled a small rotation of dragons that would transform into human form and prepare food for her and Ryn and join them for conversation. It was a kind gesture, and the best way she found to acclimate herself to the workings of the Drakku while she was waiting to find her mother..

      She and Ryn held hands as they walked toward the small building set aside for them. Inside were three dragons she’d met before, all in their human forms. There were two female Jades, Bursat and Lamy, and a male Lapis named Orron.

      “Hello, Alushia!” Bursat said when she noticed them. She winked and smiled at Alushia, taking her in longingly with her eyes.. She knew the lustful gaze was meant for her, not Ryn. Though Lamy was her partner, they seemed comfortable with a more open relationship than Alushia was accustomed to.

      “Hi, Bursat. What’s for lunch? It smells magnificent!” Alushia said.

      “It’s lamb stew. It’s been simmering for a couple hours now. It should be perfect,” Lamy added.

      “Please sit. I’ll get you some water,” Orron said. He didn’t talk much, but when he did, Alushia was enraptured by his tales. She hadn’t met many Lapis dragons, and to hear him speak about flying under the sea took her breath away. Ryn always dismissed his stories as overblown, but she didn’t care.

      “Orron, do you have any stories for me today?”

      He set down a wooden mug of cool water in front of her, chips of ice created by Lapis dragons floating inside.

      “Stories? Not today, I’m afraid. I won’t be here long. I have to go. I’ve been ordered by the Dragon Lord⁠—”

      “Dragon Lord! My mother is here?” Alushia jumped from her seat.

      Orron walked back his comment. “Oh! No, no. I apologize. I didn’t mean to say that. What I meant was that Grymryg had something for me to look into.”

      “Oh.” She took her seat again.

      “Wow! This looks and smells amazing!” Ryn said, breaking the moment. “I’m starved. Thanks, ladies!” Orron narrowed an eye toward him. “And gentleman. I know you had a hand in it too.”

      “You two enjoy your meal. I’ll be seeing you, Alushia.”

      Orron nodded to the Jades and left, transforming into a dragon when he left the small house. A cloud of dust erupted from the ground as he flew into the air.

      “If you don’t need anything else, we ought to be going as well,” Lamy said. Like Alushia, she had long black hair that hung to the small of her back. Bursat’s was nearly the same length, but a warm golden color. Her emerald eyes sparkled.

      “You know where to find us if you need us.” Bursat winked, Lamy playfully punching her arm, and the two of them left.

      After a few moments of silently eating their stew, Alushia spoke. “That was odd, don’t you think? They’ve never just left us before.”

      “Maybe they didn’t have something to do after all. Maybe,” he said pulling his chair closer, “I asked them to leave.”

      A sweet smile bloomed on Alushia’s face. “You didn’t!”

      “With Bursat and Lemy, I sure did. Orron actually did have to leave.”

      “Ryn!” she smacked his leg.

      “Hey! Can you blame me? I enjoy your company.”

      She kissed his cheek.

      “Enjoy all you want, because I’m going to do the same with this stew,” Alushia said.

      “Hey…what?”

      They laughed and finished their meal.

      After lunch, Ryn proposed they go for a walk.

      “Let’s visit a place in the cavern where you haven’t been yet,” he said.

      “Like where? I thought I’d been everywhere.”

      “Well, it won’t be a walk, but more of a…ride.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Do you trust me?”

      “That’s a foolish question. You know the answer.”

      “Come with me, then. Let me show you something special.” He stood from the table, taking her hand in his, and led her outside. “One second…”

      A bright light flashed in front of her and instantly winked out, revealing Ryn in his noble garnet dragon form  towering over her.

      Get on. I’ve wanted to take you here for a while now.

      She climbed on his wing, taking her usual seat at his shoulders.Ryn’s wings flapped and they rose in the air. He roared and shot forward. She had to clutch his spine   to keep from falling off.

      “One of these days, you’re gonna drop me.”

      Not a chance. But if I did, I’d catch you. That’s a promise.

      “You’d better! I can’t fly!”

      Swooping up and down, gaining speed and twisting back and forth, Ryn flew them high into the cavern toward a tall waterfall that dominated the eastern wall. Taller than five dragons end to end, the water fell from such a height that it created a constant cool mist where it crashed into the pool below, and many young dragons loved to play in it.

      As they drew closer, Alushia noticed indentations in the stone wall.

      “Are those steps?” she asked in her mind.

      Yep. Mostly for the Jades if they come up here, but I couldn’t tell you the last time they have been here.

      He rose above the edge of the waterfall to the rocky landing. A small stream flowed gently from under the cavern wall, its source hidden. To the right of the stream, a dark tunnel led deeper within the wall.

      “What is this place? Are we allowed in there?”

      No one has told me otherwise.

      “Don’t get me in trouble!”

      Relax. You’re under my protection. And Grymryg’s.

      She grunted but said nothing.

      As Ryn landed, she dismounted and he transformed.

      “Kinda neat, isn’t it? Come on, let’s go inside.” He extended his palm  and a bright ball of flame emerged in the darkness. “Ready? This way!” He walked forward, the flame flickering and casting shadows on the dark stone.

      Up this high, vegetation was scarce and only a few vines crossed the stones, leaving the rest barren and lifeless. Alushia clung to Ryn, her arm intertwined with his, and they walked into the darkness.

      “A cave within a cave, right?” Alushia asked.

      Ryn laughed. “Yeah, I guess so.”

      Their footsteps echoed. The tunnel was tall enough for them to walk through, and only accessible to the Drakku in human form.

      “Is this a natural cave, or something created by the Drakku?” Alushia asked.

      “I think you’ll have your answer in a moment.”

      Her curiosity piqued, Alushia  waited anxiously to discover why Ryn had brought her there.

      They followed the cavern into murky depths,Ryn’s flaming orb providing the only light. Alushia ran a hand along the wall of the tunnel. It was smooth and seemed to be cut from the surrounding stone.

      The tunnel turned to the right, and they had no more need for Ryn’s fire. Bathed in sunlight, the large domed chamber in front of them made Alushia inhale sharply.

      Along the eastern wall were open archways overlooking the forests around the mountain. Clouds slowly crept across the sky. Birds soared above the treetops. Dragons flew in the distance, their fire streaking across the sky.

      “That’s magnificent,” she whispered.

      “Come here! Look farther.” Ryn pulled her toward the center of the yawning expanse. The walls were no longer dark gray, but a warmer light brown.

      “Look up,” Ryn said. Alushia followed his gaze and saw that the dome of the chamber opened to a large circular cavity.

      “I bet a dragon could fly through that,” she said.

      “Yep. I’ve done it several times myself.”

      “But what is this place? What’s its  purpose? It certainly makes the larger cavern less secure, doesn’t it?”

      “The Drakku used this as a meeting space with the magus. It’s our ancient council chambers. There’s one in Tregaron too. I stayed there for a while.”

      Alushia let her gaze drift from the overhead view to the walls of the room.

      “Wait…what are those?” she asked, pointing at paintings delicately crafted on the polished surface of the wall.

      “Those are records of past feats and great moments in our history. Actually, all are victories except for one.”

      “One?”

      “Yeah. Come here.” He pulled her toward a panel slightly obscured by the afternoon shadows.

      She stared at it for a long time, taking it in. The image depicted a man in black robes holding an object. It was difficult to tell what it was, but it looked like a rock or. Yellow rays, faded from time, radiated outward and touched on a Garnet dragon that appeared angry or saddened by it.

      “What is this?” she asked.

      “Of all these images, this is the only one that depicts a source of misery for the Drakku. This is the creation of the Blood Stone. That man is a magus named Drexon. That dragon you see there?” He nodded at the image.

      She leaned closer, her heart beating faster. “Yeah? Who is it?”

      “That’s your grandfather, the Dragon Lord Avess now trapped inside the Blood Stone because of Drexon.”

      She considered his words carefully, making sure she understood. “You mean the item Myrthyd now possesses? The item my father stole for him?”

      “That’s the one. The nightwraith is your relative.”

      Alushia covered her mouth with her hand. The revelation sent a shiver down her spine. She’d spoken with him many times and had no idea.

      After a few moments staring at the horrible image, she’d had enough.

      “I want to go now, please.”,

      The smile on Ryn’s face faded. “Of course. I’m sorry if I upset you. I only wanted to show you this place and this image. I thought you’d want to know. I’ve been trying to find a way to bring you up here without anyone knowing.”

      She nodded and tugged on his arm. “Thank you. I’m ready to go now.”

      Without saying a word, Ryn transformed into a dragon and she climbed atop his back. As he rose in the chamber toward the cut out above, Alushia turned back to stare at the scene on the wall, trying to understand it all.
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