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The sun rose over the sea, playing with the waves until its rays reached the pebbled beach. Light swept the mound of Bargsea Fortress, reaching its stone towers and the thatched roofs of the small town at its feet before heading for the forest and mountains beyond.

Birds sang the wake-up call for the Humans who slowly started their day. Fishermen who had gone out before sunrise brought back their catch, and the noises of the waking town and castle soon filled the air.

It was Torik's twenty-second spring after a very bad winter. The blooms and scents of the rebirth of nature didn't bring any joy for the first time in his life. A sense of impending doom seemed to squeeze his heart, even though no real threat was approaching the sturdy stone walls of Bargsea Fortress.

Torik rose from his too big and empty bed and headed for the basin. He washed his face and shaved out of habit. Florina never liked it when he had stubble. He finger-combed his shoulder-length light-brown hair and put on his long-sleeved tunic and breeches, still barefooted on the wooden planks of the floor.

He opened the window and inhaled the morning air, trying to dispel the night anguish that still lingered inside him. The smell of the sea mixed with more Human scents even though it wasn't in sight.

The forest seemed to have shrunk again. Logging to build townhouses and make room for fields of cultivated crops meant part of his life was being destroyed with every passing year. The area might be thriving with new arrivals, but catching a glimpse of the clearing on the riverbank where he had spent so many childhood afternoons with his magical friends made his heart sink even more.

He turned his back to the window and the changing world outside. He felt as if he no longer had a place in it, although he'd been born in that town out there. But since he had moved to the castle, he had lost contacts with most everyone except his siblings.

Torik put on his leather boots and quickly made the bed, then he decided to take away the empty crib and children clothes still in the family chest. He put the clothes inside the crib and lifted it over his powerful shoulders, taking it downstairs via a spiral staircase. Nobody at the castle needed the extra crib and clothes, so he put everything on a cart of things to take to town during the king's visit scheduled for that morning.

The courtyard was already milling with activity in preparation. He used the latrine, then sat on a stone bench in the courtyard, waiting for the king to show up for the yearly visit. He wasn't really hungry and still felt anxious.

Stableboys were taking horses out of the stables for the king's escort, that included Torik. A woodsman's son, he had been invited to the castle three years earlier by the then Prince Lambert, who had never forgotten how, among all the children, Torik had been the only one to offer real friendship.

Prince Lambert had been a fat child with no friends, but Torik – who had always felt an outsider himself – had introduced him to his magical friends when they were both ten years old. Every year since, the plump prince had looked him up whenever he left Bargsea Fortress, on a hill outside of the big village where Torik was born, for the yearly visit with his father the king.

Now Lambert was king and considered Torik his only friend. He had relieved him of his woodcutting duties, that had befallen his younger brother Baldric, and kept him at the castle as a companion.

The king was no longer plump, but well-toned, with long brown hair and blue eyes. He had a handsome, clean-shaven face with high cheekbones and fleshy lips. His father had arranged his marriage with a princess from a nearby kingdom, Brigit, and they had married the same year as Torik and Florina.

Lambert had inherited the throne shortly after Hannibal's death, and Torik thought things had gone downhill since. The death of the blacksmith had started grumbling rumors in what was now a fast-growing town that now straddled the river and surrounded the castle hill well beyond its original wooden walls. People wanted all dragons dead, oblivious to the fact that dragons were the true form of a Magical Race, the Fajrulo.

The river had flooded parts of the town the previous spring, sparing the uphill castle, of course, but almost destroying the watermill on its shore. People blamed the king for the losses and damages they had suffered. They still considered the king a father figure who protected his people, except Lambert couldn't do much when the thaw waters flooded his town.

For Torik it had been a succession of personal tragedies after the blacksmith's death. His cousin Lorelia had miscarried Hannibal's son and died a few months later. Florina had died in childbirth a year later and the surviving little girl, whom Torik had also called Florina, had just died during the long cold winter, leaving Torik empty and lonely.

But Lambert still needed him, so he kept going, bound by duty and friendship.
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The sun entered the royal bedchamber and touched the closed curtains of the bed. The square keep of Bargsea Fortress was already milling with activity, and soon servants entered the royal bedchamber, opening the heavy curtains and allowing light to touch the king.

Lambert hugged his pillow with a sigh, wishing he could stay in bed a little longer. The crisp salty air wiped away the smells of the night in his cozy alcove, including the residual scents of the queen mother that still lingered on the curtains five years after her death.

Lambert still missed his mother, and sleeping in the bed she had shared with his father made things slightly better. Being king was a hassle. Having a wife was a hassle. Lambert wished he could be free to do whatever he pleased.

He was aware of his duties to his people, though, so he let go of the pillow with another sigh and sat, stretching his limbs and yawning before getting out of bed and meeting the servants.

He let the barber shave him, then a servant combed his long brown hair while another passed him his breeches and the formal velvet tunic he wore for the annual visit to town. He grabbed his torc and golden circlet, and took a last deep breath in his sanctum before leaving the bedchamber to start a new day.

In spite of the lingering smell of his mother – he could still feel her in the room, especially at night, calming him like when he was a child – he didn't particularly like the royal bedchamber, also because Brigit refused to share it with him. She said it was cold and uncomfortable, and had stayed in the room close to the nursery, as far as possible from him.

Lambert never regretted giving his own room to his one and only friend, Torik the woodcutter, and his wife, Florina, though. His father had allowed him, and Brigit had no right to complain.

Torik was lucky – well, sort of. His wife had slept with him until childbirth had taken her. They were in love, they were a family.

Lambert, not so much. Brigit seemed to despise him even more now that he was king. Yes, she had given him three living children during their seven-year marriage, but more out of duty than out of love, and in the past two years she had found all the possible excuses not to sleep with him.

As if it weren't bad enough that he was king and had all those duties and responsibilities. Lambert headed downstairs for the great hall, hoping today his queen would be in a good mood. Lately she was so grumpy, she sometimes refused to be present even at official gatherings.

Lambert entered the great hall, and there she was, with the children and the maids, nannies and ladies-in-waiting all fussing around them.

If he'd been considered a spoiled prince, Brigit was definitely the most spoiled princess-now-queen who ever lived. As if her father's castle and kingdom were so much bigger and better than Bargsea Fortress, where everyone was beneath her, her husband included.

"Brigit, honey, you know what day it is, don't you?" he greeted, noticing she still wore a nightgown and her long brown hair was loose on her shoulders.

"You go, Lambert," she snapped. "Those equinox festivities made me really sick, can't you see?"

She looked perfectly healthy to Lambert, but he had stopped arguing with her a long time ago. His father had chosen her, and she'd never become the motherly queen his people needed. So he might as well meet them without her.

He shrugged and left her to her umpteenth tantrum. The children were too small and under her full responsibility, including the eldest, five-year-old Fiona, so Lambert left the keep and joined his men gathered in the castle courtyard, ready to accompany him to town.

His horse was ready and he climbed in the saddle, nodding at Torik. Relief had flooded him when he'd seen his friend's light-brown mane in the courtyard. Torik was already there. Lambert could always count on Torik.

Now, if only he could make his friend smile again... Torik had lost his child during the winter and his beloved wife was dead. Lambert wished he could bring them back, so that at least Torik would be happy.

His late father had kept telling him he was a dreamer. And a king had no time for dreams. A king should be practical, strong, just. All things Lambert sorely lacked.

Still, he was king now, a few months shy of twenty-two. And he kept wishing and daydreaming. Especially now that he knew a king couldn't solve the world's (or his kingdom's) problems. Not even with wishful thinking.

He never said it out loud, not even to Torik, but he hated his position. His father's advisers didn't seem to trust him, and the townspeople only had complaints.

The castle residents were fine, and the building was his birthplace, but he didn't like the supposed power he had now, having to take care of everybody when he wasn't even sure how to take care of himself.

Maybe he should stop these yearly visits and let the people come to him, but locking himself in the castle with Brigit seemed even worse. Her grumpiness would take him down even more.

Maybe he should do the opposite, intensify the visits to the town that was growing too fast for his tastes. Too many new people to control. He didn't like it at all. He must get to know them better, so they could learn to trust him.

Sometimes he really wished he had his father's wisdom. Or some magical friend who could advise him. But he knew even Torik had lost contact with the magical creatures he'd befriended as a child, except Coralie who wasn't the right person to ask for advice.

Torik climbed in the saddle of his gelding and followed the king outside the castle, down the hill and across the wooden bridge that led to the older part of the town. The captain and four guards cleared the way, followed by Lambert and Torik, then the rest of the guard.

The road went down the artificial mound on which the castle had been built, and through the new town. Lambert often watched it from the battlements with a frown. Not even his father had kept immigrants at bay, but the situation had worsened since.

Few people greeted him as he passed through. New residents, probably, although his status was obvious. He crossed the wooden bridge over the river and entered the old town – or the original village with a wooden palisade – now surrounded by stone walls on two sides, the other two being protected by water.

The smell of the sea sometimes wafted through, covering the more unpleasant smells of people and livestock. Food fumes also mixed with other scents. Spring had arrived at last, and that made Lambert happy. He could get away from the castle to go hunting more often now.

He glanced at Torik's serious profile. Yes, they both needed to get away from the castle walls for a few days. As soon as he was done with his kingly duties, he'd organize a hunt.

He dismounted in the main square and headed for the dais. Torik didn't follow, but he wasn't supposed to. He might have been given a sword and some training, but he wasn't Lambert's bodyguard.

Captain Michael stood by his side, though, a middle-aged, bulky man who had served Lambert's father before him and had pledged to protect him too. Lambert felt safe at the castle with him, much less so here in town, exposed on an open-air stage, at the mercy of the crowd.

People started gathering and up front stood Klaus and Harold, scowling at him. He ignored them. He had never liked them in the first place and they weren't as dangerous as Hannibal, their fearless leader, had been.

Fearless and obsessed with killing Copperscales, Torik's dragon friend, Hannibal had died early – as a hero according to Klaus, his sidekick, and Harold, his younger brother. Except not even Lambert's father had acknowledged Hannibal's "heroic deed", hence the constant hostility from those two.

He looked for a friendly or at least impassive face in the gathering crowd and saw none. Men and women, young and old, all had frowns and seemed to blame him for something. Lambert repressed a sigh. Not a good start.

"You're an unworthy king," someone said angrily. Lambert wasn't sure he knew the man's name, but he was a long time resident.

"There were no floods and no damages this year, I believe," he replied. "What's your grievance?"

The fortune of the king was bound to the fortune of the land, and since his father's death, things hadn't gone well for Lambert. He was obviously not good enough at handling emergencies. He should definitely come to town more often, he had never seen his subjects so angry.

Yes, it had been a harsh winter, but there was food for everybody, wolves hadn't left the forest and there was still plenty of fish to catch until the next harvest. And the hunt would bring in more food for everyone, since the town now had two butchers.

This didn't seem to calm the crowd and Captain Michael ordered the guard to push everybody back. But they were outnumbered. Angry citizens pushed the guards away and grabbed Lambert.

They pulled him off the dais, threw him to the ground and started beating and kicking him. He covered his head, ignoring the insults and wondering if he'd die now.

It wasn't fair. He'd been doing his best! Why did they hate him so much?

Excruciating pain in his back, belly and head made him lose consciousness.
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Torik's village had been built at the mouth of a river, sandwiched between the forest and the sea. There was the king's castle on an artificial mound overlooking the stretch of land that went from the forest to the beach and a couple of fishermen's houses on the shore, outside of the wooden walls.

Now the fishermen's houses and old thatched houses of the original village mingled with the wattle-and-daub homes of merchants and artisans. There was still no real harbor, since there were too many reefs that made it hard for sailing ships to stop on that stretch of coast, but merchants and traders reached the small kingdom by land, following dusty or muddy roads.

The original village now had stone walls with two gates, making a square around it with the mouth of the river and the sea. The newer side of the town had no walls and was less cramped, but surrounded the castle mound on the other river shore.

The streets were busy with pedestrians and carts as well as pigs and dogs, but in the saddle, Torik was above that mess. Some parts of town were completely new to him, and there were more shops around this year. If originally it had been a village of mostly peasants, now it was definitely a small town with many craftsmen.

The whole atmosphere made him feel a stranger in his hometown, especially that spring. The sky might be blue, but the faces of the townspeople didn't look happy. The shadow of doom seemed to linger overhead even though there were no clouds in sight and the scarcity of food of late spring was still a couple of months away.

The king's train stopped in the main square, in front of the stone temple that had started the settlement about a century earlier. He dismounted with the king, but let Lambert go to the dais erected across from the temple alone.

It was mid-morning by now, and the smells of cooked food made his stomach rumble. He headed for a food stall, buying the crab skewers he liked so much and eating them before looking around.

He always used the yearly royal visit to see his siblings, and he looked forward to it. They were all so busy with various duties that the spring royal visit became a reason to celebrate. There were other occasions, such as the end of ploughing, the completion of harvest and a couple of fairs, but the royal visit was the first thing after the cold winter months.

His sisters were probably still at home, but his younger brother emerged in the square as Torik was heading for the street he'd been born in. His parents' house was now outside the stone walls of the old town, which suited Baldric just fine.

"Hey, Torik!" Baldric patted his back in greeting. "How are you?"

His younger brother was nineteen, with darker hair than his but the same hazel eyes with golden specks. The new fashion everywhere was to shave, so neither brother had a beard, like their father used to have.

"I'm fine, I guess." He sighed. "Lambert promised to find me another wife, although I'm really thinking I should leave here. Too many bad memories."

"I hear you." Baldric nodded gravely. "How about you go looking for your magical friends?"

"Well, Coralie is still here, somewhere," he replied with a shrug. "But I haven't seen the others in years."

"They're hiding." Coralie's voice startled them both. She had long dark hair braided and coiled around her ears and always wore the same dress – a crimson corset over a white shirt with short puffy sleeves and a copper-colored gown with a white apron. The only thing different from the ten-year-old was the bosom that made her look in her late teens. She shot them an impish smile. "You grew up too fast, Torik."

"I did?" he said, puzzled, looking at her.

She sometimes came to the castle and always came to town for the royal visit, but they didn't see each other as often as they'd used to.

"The Magical Races live longer, and therefore grow up slower," Coralie explained.

"So are you the only one still willing to play with my brother?" Baldric asked, amused.

Torik scowled at his brother. Baldric didn't know the truth about Coralie.

"I'll always be willing to play with your lovely elder brother," Coralie replied, batting her eyelids at Torik. "I think even Lambert would love to see us together."

Torik glared at her too. "Not going to happen," he snapped. "Forget it, Coralie!"

She pouted. "You're mean. I should call Goldenberry and Winged Ylenia to scold you on my behalf."

He rolled his eyes. It had been a strange beginning. Him finding the weird children – one winged, one with pointed ears and one wearing a strange, nacreous fabric – in the forest and discovering the fourth member of that little gang was a dragon cub. He'd been afraid of dragons back then – too many bedtime stories of fire-spitting destroyers, probably.

But then he had found true friendship with the children of the Magical Races who had taught him to be the best version of himself. Except he didn't feel that good lately. He might be the most educated Human of the century, he might know more about the Magical Races than Lambert and anyone else, but he still felt like a failure for losing his wife and their children.

"Where's Florina?" Baldric asked, changing the subject.

"She didn't make it," he grumbled, feeling a lump in his throat. "Not even the castle was warm enough for her."

Baldric squeezed his arm in sympathy. He had lost children too. Life was harsh for Humans. Torik wondered if Goldenberry had become a healer and if her mother could have saved his wife and children. He looked at Coralie who stared back, serious.

"You Humans are so frail," she whispered.

"We have wise women and shamans but no real healers," he said. "I should have kept in touch with Goldenberry."

But after the accident that had claimed his little sister, his mother had died of heartbreak and Baby Alric hadn't made it to his first year. Torik was the second-born, and at eleven he was responsible for his siblings and had wanted to help Dad and Alexa manage the survivors. He had no time left to play, and his magical friends had to be left out of his life.

"The Genn have retreated further," Coralie said gravely. "They now live underground, with the dwarves. I don't think Goldenberry's mother would have come to help you again."

Torik sighed. The Genn healer had saved Baldric when he was seven, but couldn't help little Greta. Torik was Goldenberry's little Human friend back then. Who knew where Goldenberry – or Winged Ylenia, or even Erwan were now. One underground, one up in the air and one underwater, probably.

Clamors from the dais caught their attention. Torik looked that way, wondering what was going on. Baldric cursed under his breath.

"It's a revolt," he muttered. "I knew we shouldn't trust Klaus and Harold!"

Harold was Hannibal's younger brother, now the main blacksmith of the town. He had never forgiven the king and his son for forbidding dragon-hunting and not doing anything to avenge his brother's death. And Klaus had always been Hannibal's right arm, even when, as children, they had bullied Torik.

Newcomers had brought news of city-states governed by mayors or city councils in the great plains that had been part of the Moren Empire, and the locals had started thinking it sounded heavenly. If the king couldn't protect his people, they might as well get rid of him!

The fact that Lambert was only twenty-two was also against him. He didn't have as many followers as his more charismatic father. Unless his father-in-law helped him, Lambert was doomed. And as far as Torik knew, Lambert's brother-in-law didn't like him – another thing he and  Lambert had in common.

The sense of dread he'd had since morning was now becoming real danger for his royal friend. The townspeople had waited for the king to come for his yearly visit and were now getting rid of him with sheer numbers. The royal guard couldn't protect Lambert in the town's main square like they did at Bargsea Fortress.

Torik might have learned to hold a sword, but he wasn't a warrior. He was still better with an axe than with a sword. He hesitated as Lambert was pulled down from the dais where he'd been meeting people. The screaming mob was a terrifying sight.

"You should leave now," Baldric said quickly. "They know whose side you're on." He pushed Torik towards his horse. "Go with Coralie," he urged. "Might be the break you were looking for."

"I can't abandon Lambert, he's my friend!" Torik protested.

"Do you want to live?" Coralie grabbed his wrist. "Then come with me and become the dragon rider you wished to be."

Torik hesitated and Coralie squeezed, making him wince.

"Leave the horse," she snapped. "You don't need it."

She dragged him away from the main square, still stunned by how things were changing too fast again. The sounds of the lynch mob slowly vanished as he ran after Coralie through the narrow streets towards the forest.
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Coralie was fast for a girl wearing a long skirt. She seemed to know the alleys and streets of the town better than Torik himself, and her fingers were still wrapped around his wrist.

They ran out of the gate and past Baldric's house before heading for the forest. The narrow, dusty road Torik had walked with his father followed the river shore, and then they plunged under the cover of the trees. Only birds watched them from up above.

"Coralie, stop!" Torik said, out of breath.

She did and her Human form blurred as she resumed her true form, trashing bushes all around her. Torik had no idea how long she could keep Human form now, but ten years ago she was able to keep it for a couple of hours at the most.

Copperscales had grown since the last time he had laid his eyes on the dragonette. She had another pair of horns, and her wing-span was much wider as she stretched her bat-like wings. Her amber eyes stared at him.

"Climb on board, young man." Her voice was different when it came out of a dragon muzzle, but still understandable. "Let's have a look from up above."

He obeyed and she crouched to allow him to find a place on her neck, sitting on her ridge of copper scales. She was much bigger than a horse and probably much stronger now. A saddle could be useful, though, if he wanted to be a dragon rider.

She batted her wings and soon was airborne, heading back for the town. Torik couldn't see very well from that high up and was afraid to fall off, so he sat stiffly as Copperscales did a couple of sweeps over the main square. Torik heard the clamor and screams, but no arrows hissed by.

When he was ten, he'd been exhilarated, but Copperscales had flown away from the village. Now that he was an adult, fear gripped at his heart. Good, it meant he wasn't ready to die after all. He hoped Copperscales would keep out of shooting range and not spit fire on the mostly-timber town.

"I think Lambert is dead or dying," she said. "Baldric is right, you should get the hell out of this stinky place."

Torik sighed. If he was really losing his only friend, he might as well leave his hometown and look for a better life elsewhere.

"Fine," he said. "Are you sick of your lair?"

"As a matter of fact, yes. We could go looking for my mother. Or just explore the world and be heroes, like we talked about a long time ago."

Childhood dreams of adventures in the big bad world... Yes, maybe it was time to leave Bargsea Fortress to be a hero with Copperscales.

"Take me to the castle, I need to pack a few things first," he ordered, determined.

Copperscales chuckled, but obeyed, circling back and landing in the castle courtyard. Torik jumped off the dragon's back in time to see the queen rush out of the keep and head for a closed wagon with her children and maids.

"Your majesty!" he called. "Where are you going?"

"Back to my father's castle before you crazy people kill me too," she snapped, glaring at him.

Queen Brigit had never liked him, and Florina even less. She was too uptight to appreciate the company of a miller's daughter, and probably wasn't too fond of her husband either.

As the wagon left the castle courtyard, Torik wondered if someone had warned Queen Brigit ahead of time, since surely she couldn't have been ready to leave so quickly.

"Torik, move your ass before they get here," Copperscales said, reminding him of the lynch mob probably already marching on the castle.

Torik ran inside the keep and up the spiral staircase to his room. He slammed open the chest of clothes and pulled out his travel pack. He shoved in his tunics, spare breeches and spare boots. He folded his winter hooded cloak and shoved it inside the backpack as well.

He already had a light sword by his side, but he took his woodcutter's axe too and tied it at the back of the backpack, so it would stay on his back and not encumber him while he rode on Copperscales's back. He needed a saddle, but he doubted he could get one in town.

He rushed back down and climbed on Copperscales's back again. As the dragonette lifted off, a crowd of townspeople erupted into the courtyard with pitchforks and sticks, mostly commoners' weapons.

Copperscales flew over the town and suddenly dived.

"What are you doing?" he protested, holding for his dear life to the copper ridge.

"Lambert is the only one in the square, I'll grab him, just in case he's still alive."

Vertigo made Torik close his eyes. The wind slapped his face and hair, and he gulped. Then Copperscales's flight seemed to stabilize and he dared look again. They were flying over the first trees of the forest. Torik could see the mountains further ahead.

"Did you get him?" he asked.

"Yeah," Copperscales answered. "I think he's alive. We're going to my lair first, I'll see if I can find some Genn to heal him."

Torik nodded and frowned. The dragonette was aiming for a high-placed cave opening on the mountainside.

"Hold on," she warned. "I need to land on my hind feet."

She must be carrying Lambert in her front claws. Torik clenched his teeth and held tighter.

Copperscales hopped forward three times before putting down whatever she was carrying on the floor of the cave. Then she crouched to allow Torik to get off in the cool shadow of the rocky chamber.

Torik dropped his backpack and rushed to the side of his friend. Lambert was bloodied, bruised, his tunic ripped, but he seemed to be breathing still. Torik turned to look at Copperscales and saw Coralie vanish into a dark tunnel on the other side of the cave.

He closed his mouth and looked around. There was no furniture, but also no treasure. Who knew why Humans thought dragon lairs had treasures in them. Maybe Copperscales hadn't started gathering her treasure yet.

It was just a cave, possibly used by bears during winter, with no running water. Torik frowned, getting a glimpse of what looked like bones in another dark corner. Of course Copperscales ate meat. The bones didn't look Human anyway.

He rose and looked outside of the cave. It opened onto a ridge and the forest was below it. He heard no sounds of water, so there were no streams nearby. It also looked like the cave could be accessed only by flight.

At least the townspeople could never get to them. If they were even trying to get to them. They probably had enough with plundering the castle. Torik tried to see the blue expanse of the sea and the towers of Bargsea Fortress, but he had no idea on which side he should look.

Besides the mountainside and the top of the trees, there wasn't much, so he went back inside and tried to clean off some of Lambert's blood. No big wounds, now that he checked him closer, but some bruises on his face and chest, and possibly a bump on his head. Maybe a broken nose or rib. Nothing lethal.

Quick footsteps from the direction Coralie had vanished made him look towards the dark tunnel. A ball of white light popped out of the tunnel, followed by Coralie and a lovely Genn girl, with long golden hair and pointed ears.

"Goldenberry?" Torik asked hesitantly, rising. The baby blues and the smile were still the same, but she now had tiny bumps on her chest. Genn women were less voluptuous than Human women, from what he had seen, but he still wondered if his childhood friend was an adult or not.

"Hello Torik," she greeted with a smile. "Yes, it's me. Copperscales told me what happened."

"Yes, Lambert is hurt," he answered, pointing at the unconscious young king. "Are you a healer now?"

"Yes, like my mother before me," she answered, kneeling next to Lambert.

She wore a Genn gown with long puffy sleeves very similar to the one she'd worn during childhood. Pink was still her favorite color, although she wore a darker shade now. And her gown had golden embroidery on the front of the bodice, at the end of the sleeves and at the hem of the long skirt. Torik was always impressed by the fabric his magical friends could weave. Sila and Genn were more colorfully dressed than Humans.

Torik watched as Goldenberry closed her eyes and imposed her hands on Lambert's body, barely brushing it as she felt for his wounds. Sometimes golden powder came out of her hands and filtered inside Lambert's body, much like when her mother had healed seven-year-old Baldric under Torik's awed eyes.

Goldenberry started at the head and ended at the feet, then she exhaled and opened her eyes.

"Let him rest," she said. "Don't move him before tomorrow. He'll be fine."

"All right," Torik said. "How do we feed up here?" He looked at Coralie who rolled her eyes.

"I'll go get food. Goldenberry, can you bring some water for the men here?"

And turning back into dragon form, she flew out of the cave. Goldenberry giggled.

"Relax, Torik, and settle down. I'll be right back," she promised. And she vanished with her magic white light.
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CHAPTER THREE
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The sun shone over the courtyard of the barracks, to the side of the queen's palace. The white walls left very little shade, but the warrior women seemed to ignore the heat as they exercised. No man participated since the Maadrian army was the only all-female army un the world.

The clangs of metal on metal filled the courtyard of the palace. Under her helmet and full-body armor, Tamika was sweating profusely under the spring sun, but she wasn't going to surrender. Soon she'd be nineteen and she had already passed her final exams. Her training was complete.

A violent blow to her head made her wince. The padding of the helmet didn't protect her forehead and she felt the metal hit the bridge of her nose and blood add itself to sweat. The imminent bruise made her mad and she swiftly disarmed her opponent, still panting.

The mock duels around her were slowly coming to an end. Tamika took off her helmet and swiped away the blood from her face, cursing under her breath. It was nothing, but Babirye would scold her anyway.

"You're definitely a Tigress," Miria said, taking off her own helmet. She was a tall blonde who happened to be the granddaughter of Queen Amazonia. She was twenty and one of the strongest warrior women of the Queendom of Maadre, but Tamika kept beating her despite being younger.

"Thanks," she muttered heading for the barracks to take off her armor and drop her weapons. At least practice was with lighter, shorter swords and a shield, not with the two-handed broadsword she had learned to use against a dummy.

The armory felt cool compared to outside, with a slightly musty smell mixed with sweat. Other women were dropping their weapons in the big square room with only two small windows on the side of the door. Racks for swords and lances were slowly filling, and the tables were covered with shields, helmets and armor parts.

Miria also dropped her helmet, shield and armor, still chattering away. "They should call you Black Panther because of the color of your skin, though. Will you join my grandmother's guard now that your training is complete? Or will you go back to your family?"

"I don't know," Tamika snapped, grabbing a towel from a corner stash to swipe her sweat and whatever blood was left from her face. "I'll have to decide with my sister."

She unbuckled the chest plate and shoulder-covers. Sheesh, she stank! Her short, sleeveless tunic under the padding was drenched and clung to her body. Her bronze skin felt clammy all over.

"She has almost finished her own training," Miria said. "I'm told she's a very good shaman..." She sighed. "I'll miss you both!"

Tamika wasn't sure she'd miss the Queendom of Maadre. She was homesick and missed her brothers and the relationship she had with them. Queen Amazonia was way too harsh with members of the other sex, and men on this side of the world were too meek for Tamika's tastes.

Miria and Tamika shook hands and left the armory, one to head for the palace itself, the other for the exit. The back door of the palace courtyard led to a narrow street that followed the walls of the royal palace and led back to the main square, where the brand new Temple of the Goddess stood. A marble building smaller than the palace, it was barely half a century old.

Tamika crossed the square and quickly reached the small house across the palace, half-hidden by an inn and a big shop. Two-story, with a flat roof that doubled up as a terrace, it was enough for her and her sister, and their landlady, Leila, a middle-aged woman who kept the temple clean.

Her daughters had moved away from the capital, so she'd been happy to have the foreign twins in her spare bedroom. At fourteen their parents had sent the twins to Maadre for training, and they needed accommodation for five years. Tamika was going to be a warrior woman, Babirye a shaman or priestess.

Even though the Queendom was the one and only place where women ruled, Tamika and Babirye would always look foreign because of their tawny skin and frizzy hair. But then, they'd look foreign even in Agharek, or Sannia for that matter. The only place where they could mingle and vanish was the kingdom of Azhar Aswad, where their parents had come from.

Except they'd been there only for a short visit when they were seven and didn't remember much of it. Their parents were merchants and the twins had been born in Sannia, capital of the Sannish Kingdom, before moving to Agharek, capital of Akkora. The twins were used to pale-skinned friends, although in Agharek there were more brown people, but most weren't as dark-skinned as their father.

Tamika knew Babirye was as sick as she was of the country they'd moved to five years ago. Surely soon they'd be off on a ship and back to Agharek, where their brothers still lived and worked. Their parents had died while the two of them were away, that much they had learned from their Waiora friends.

She entered the small house, that had a main room below – with an oven and a door that led to the backyard and the outhouse across from the entrance – and two smaller bedrooms under the roof. A wooden staircase led upstairs and to the terrace.

Leila wasn't back from temple duty and Tamika took the steps two by two to check if her sister was in. Babirye sat on the floor in their bedroom, eyes closed, probably in some kind of trance.

The two bunk beds were against the wall with a bed table between them. Tamika slept by the window that made an angle with the door, Babirye preferred the other corner. A small chest of clothes at the foot of Babirye's bed held their few belongings.

Tamika huffed. She really needed a bath after the exertion in the palace courtyard.

Babirye opened her baby blues and smiled. "Back already?"

"I need a bath," Tamika answered. "Fancy coming?"

"Sure." Babirye rose swiftly and grabbed two towels and some hair lotion. Their hair needed special care and they liked to braid each other's mane after washing it.

Tamika wore the short, sleeveless tunic of the local warrior women, Babirye the long one all the other women wore, but they were obviously twins, even though Tamika had brown eyes and Babirye blue. Also, Tamika had more muscles from her training, Babirye was more sedentary.

They headed for an alley that led directly to the river shore, their favorite place to bathe. Since the family had moved to Agharek, that had plenty of pools and public baths, they had got into the habit of bathing frequently. But since Maadre had no public baths and Leila had only a small, wooden bathtub in her backyard, they went to the river shore, which had also allowed them to meet the local Waiora.

Maadre was a relatively new town, since it had been built less than a century earlier, when the Queendom had been founded by the Goddess Benjasmine and her daughter, Amazonia, who had been crowned the first queen after she united the various tribes scattered on that continent under her rule.

Maadre had been built in the middle of the country, therefore didn't have walls. Houses were scattered around the square where the Palace and the Temple of the Goddess stood, limited only by the two rivers that met on the southern part of the city. No bridges had been built yet, and the rivers were fully navigable, so barges brought people and goods from the coast to the capital in a little more than a week.

The good thing about the town was the rivers, although only Tamika and Babirye were aware of the inhabitants that lived in them. Their luck with the Children of Water had started when their elder brother Adwin had fallen off the ship that was taking them away from Sannia and had been saved by a Waiora boy, Erwan.

In Agharek Adwin and the twins had become friends with Kellan and Ellawen who lived in the River Pila that ran next to Agharek. And about a month after they'd reached Maadre, Babirye and Tamika had met Karianelle, who had introduced herself while they bathed in the river behind Leila's house.

They had found a secluded bank where they could get naked and into the water without being seen from the town. The place was hidden by willows, so even barges or boats rarely disturbed them. It felt almost like a private bath chamber under the sky, although in winter it was quite chilly.

The thaw waters had come and gone by then, though, and the water was just perfect. Maadre was neither as cold as Sannia nor as warm as Agharek. The twins had quite enjoyed the temperate weather for five years.

Tamika and Babirye dropped their tunics and sandals on the shore and dived. Almost immediately Karianelle joined them, further warming the water for their comfort. Her skills in manipulating water had allowed the twins to bathe even in the dead of winter every now and then.

The Waiora had chestnut-brown hair and turquoise eyes, and her pale skin had hues of blue underwater. She wore a simple sleeveless tunic like the local women, but of a nacreous fabric that wasn't Human-made.

When she saw the gash on Tamika's forehead, she touched it and laughed.

"Can you help her?" Babirye asked, now worried. "That stupid helmet is useless!"

"You Humans have quite violent games," Karianelle commented. "Come with me."

She went underwater and Tamika followed her. She knew the Waiora magic didn't work outside of their element.

Tamika and Karianelle stood on the riverbed, completely submerged, and Karianelle again touched the gash. Bubbles of air rose to the surface and Tamika barely felt the Waiora's touch. Long ago she'd been allowed to breathe underwater like the Waiora, a gift from her friends in the River Pila, so she stood still, breathing regularly, while Karianelle worked her magic on her whole naked body.

"Done!" Karianelle sighed.

Both pushed up their bodies and emerged again. They swam back to the shore where Babirye was waiting for them.

"Thank you, Karianelle," she said, relieved.

It was time to groom their manes, and the twins sat on the river shore, putting their tunics back on before combing and braiding each other's hair under Karianelle's gaze.

"How long do you still have here?" the Waiora asked, still half-submerged but reclining on the river shore.

"My training is complete," Tamika said. "What about you, Babirye? How much longer?"

"Benjasmine likes her too much," Karianelle said with an impish smile. "You should just leave."

"When you tell us the Goddess's secret," Babirye answered. "You've been taunting us for five years... don't you think it's time you told us the truth?"

Karianelle chuckled. "I'm sure you can guess," she said. "You know about the Magical Races. I'm sure you know the blue dragonette is not a pet, but the Goddess's full-blooded daughter."

Babirye nodded, thoughtful. She knew more about the Magical Races than Tamika. She was more spiritual, and Tamika would be her protector, that was why she was learning weapons, and how to defend a loved one. Because Babirye was harmless, especially when she went into a trance.

Not that there were wars in Akkora, but women were less respected down there, so it felt right to be able to defend herself and her twin. Even the Queendom of Maadre was at peace now, although it had an all-female army. And with the living goddess still at the capital, it had felt like the right place to train for both twins.

Except apparently the living goddess was a member of another Magical Race. Waiora held no secrets for Tamika anymore, but Fajrulo were something else. She listened, fascinated, as Babirye and Karianelle discussed the most powerful of the Magical Races, whose real form was dragon.

The women of Maadre only knew the goddess was real and immortal – in fact she hadn't changed at all since she had come, almost a century earlier – and they had all seen what they called her pet dragon as big as an elephant. That was the reason the Temple had been built with a big door, so the dragon could come and go.

Tamika wasn't sure how those dragons took Human form, but that was probably why they were called Magical Races in the first place. They had true magic. The Children of Fire – or Fajrulo – were more mysterious than the Children of Water, though.

"Dad mentioned the King Dragon of Azhar Aswad," she said at last, as she finished the last cornrow on her sister's head. "Do you think some Fajrulo might have inspired him, or helped him set up his kingdom, like Benjasmine has done here?"

"It's very possible," Karianelle answered, thoughtful. "Oh, by the way, before I forget! I got word from Kellan and Ellawen. Your little brother will get married soon, so you really might want to be back in Agharek by then..."
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CHAPTER FOUR

[image: ]


Lambert came back to his senses in a cave. The sun was setting outside, and shadows danced on the irregular stone walls. A fireplace flickered nearby, its orange light playing tricks on Torik's worried face.

Lambert inhaled the smell of roasted meat and slowly sat, helped by his friend who inquired how he was feeling. The pain was gone, but he was still dazed. Happy to see Torik still by his side.

Then he focused on two young women sitting by the fire across from him. One was Human, with dark hair braided and coiled over her ears, the other had an ethereal beauty, a golden mane and pointed ears.

Lambert hadn't seen the latter in twelve years, but he had no doubt she was Torik's Genn friend, all grown up and beautiful.

"Coralie and Goldenberry?" he asked, surprised.

"Hello, Lambert," the blonde answered with a smile. "Yes, it's us. You'll be fine, but I'm afraid your castle is lost."

"Ah!" Lambert remembered what had brought him to that cave. He had survived the mob, which was a miracle. Probably Torik had saved him, calling upon his magical friends somehow. "Where are we?" he asked, confused.

"In my lair," Coralie answered. "I picked you up from the main square where they had left you for dead."

Lambert knew Coralie was the Human face of Copperscales, a dragonette that had found refuge in some cave where Humans wouldn't bother her. Where was she while the mob attacked him? A dragonette, even if not as big as a full-fledged dragon, might have scared people away, couldn't she?

"Oh! And Brigit?" he asked, frowning. It was slowly sinking in. The castle was lost. His life would change now.

"She went home," Torik answered sourly. "I saw her leave before the townspeople reached the castle."

Lambert shook his head. "Why am I not surprised," he muttered. Brigit had only waited for the right excuse to go back to her father! He looked at the roasting meat and his stomach grumbled. "It smells heavenly, is it done?"

"Yes, if Torik helps me take this off the fire," Goldenberry answered.

Darkness fell in the cave as they ate, except around the small fire that soon turned to embers, so Goldenberry lit up a magic white light and Copperscales curled up in a corner to sleep.

Lambert and Torik went over the day's events, trying to decide what to do next.

"Going back to Bargsea Fortress makes no sense," Torik said. "Nobody wants us there. Only my brother was happy to see me."

"I wonder if Copperscales could burn it down, though," Lambert grumbled. "So that nobody stays in my father's castle after they threw me out."

"The castle is stone, it would still stand," Torik said.

"The roofs and floors are wood, it would be impossible to live in," Lambert retorted. "I'd ask her to burn the whole town if I didn't know your family still lives there!"

"I think you should just let it go, Lambert," Goldenberry said.

He looked at her defiantly. "Would you take on a Human lover, Goldenberry?"

She giggled. "Why not? I like Humans since the day a dirty-blond-haired boy with poop-colored eyes walked into the clearing I was spending some time in, close to my parents' home." She shot an impish smile at Torik.

She was obviously still quite fond of him. What if Torik's magical friends gathered again to help him get back on his feet? Torik wouldn't abandon Lambert and they could both start a new life with some real protection.

"Then why don't you come with us?" Lambert suggested, brightening.

"Where are you headed?" she asked with mild curiosity.

Puzzled, Lambert looked at Torik. "Do we have a plan?"

"Sort of," Torik answered, hesitantly. "We were thinking we could look for Copperscales's mother and see where that takes us."

"Sounds like a plan," Goldenberry said. "I'll see you in the morning. Sweet dreams."

She vanished with her white magic light, leaving the two young men in the semi-darkness of the last embers of their fire. Enough light to spread Torik's cloak and lie down side by side. Soon both were asleep, oblivious to Copperscales's regular breathing.

***
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Torik awoke hurting everywhere. He wasn't used to sleeping on the ground with only a cloak between him and raw earth. His tunic and breeches were crumpled from sleeping in them and the warmth of Lambert's body made his heart jump in his throat for a moment.

Not Florina, of course. And not Bargsea Fortress, but Copperscales's cave. The sun was up, from the light coming from outside, and the dragonette must have gone hunting. Torik sighed and sat, realizing how Lambert had nestled against him.

He tried not to wake his friend, noticing how all the bruises were gone from his pale skin. Goldenberry was really a miracle healer like her mother.

Torik stood and stretched his legs and limbs. He headed outside the cave to relieve himself.

Another sunny day with a clear blue sky. The sense of doom seemed gone, but he still felt empty. Should he really leave his hometown and travel the world? What had happened to his childhood dreams, when he wanted to be a wizard, then a dragon rider after his magical friends explained to him he had no magic?

He had settled with Florina, forgetting all the marvelous things that had happened during his childhood. Being a husband and a father seemed to have sucked out his dreams. But now he was a widower with no children – no attachments, no duties, no responsibilities...

Could he really reconsider his old dreams and make them come true? Copperscales seemed eager to go with him, but what about Lambert and Goldenberry? What were their dreams? Were they even allowed to dream as adult, responsible people?

The sound of leathery wings flapping made him turn around, and he saw Copperscales gliding towards the cave entrance with something in her mouth. He quickly buckled up his breeches and
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