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            "...It's not my war either, but we're caught in it because we chose to be. We all did. Kai and I could fly out of here and go home but for the stone that's in my heart and in Kai's heart. In Ala's heart. And in your heart."
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The King’s Nephew 
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Prasa Potama, 18 years after the War of Neverworld as seen in the novel Darkness Holds the Son.

Maurice flinched when the squire threw open the double doors, releasing the brilliance of the stained-glass windows and gilded walls of the throne room. He already had misgivings about being here and confronting King Barin, his uncle, whom he hadn’t seen for ten years. The elegance of the castle added to his angst. He drew in a deep breath and stepped cautiously.

His uncle requested his presence, but nothing was mentioned why.  Maurice could only guess it was to offer him the throne to Prasa Potama, a successful, and legendary kingdom that had been in their family’s reign for a hundred years. Even though he traveled over the Nisi Sea to answer his uncle’s call, Maurice already decided he would refuse. He enjoyed his youth, his freedom, his lack of responsibility. And he certainly didn’t want to live in a castle. 

Still, Maurice didn’t have the experience, nor had he ever stood up to such a prominent figure. He worried he might cave.

Why did I have to come? Mother already told him no.

His uncle turned sharply and stood on his Dias among alabaster statues and marble pillars, staring at him. Maurice had trouble focusing on all the distractions in the room. The crystals, the tapestries, the thick velvet drapery that framed the arched windows. He would have preferred to meet quietly in the garden, or perhaps at the seashore. The formalities of royal life were not his style. Even now, he wished he were outside on the back of his dragon, away from kingdoms, palaces, and royal people!

King Barin dropped the scroll he had in his hand, clasped his robe shut at the collar, and stepped down.

Maurice stood still as a rock; feet planted firmly apart, fully conscious of the contrast between his own dark, native complexion, and his uncle’s blond hair and pale skin. That alone would disqualify him from ruling this kingdom. His father had told him about the prejudices the Potamian people held.  He had little desire to subject himself to the scrutiny of his island ways. 

The sword, buckled neatly at his thigh, weighed heavy as he realized the intrusion of his presence, for he smelled bad, an aroma only reptiles emitted, combined with the scent of the sea, which he gathered from the long flight over the ocean.

“You wanted to see me?” Maurice asked, not sure how to address him. Should he bow?

Barin breathed a laugh. 

“I do, Maurice. Come, sit down, have a taste of wine and recover from your trip.” 

The sound of Barin's boots on polished tiles shattered the awkward hush as the king approached. With an outstretched hand, he ushered Maurice to the only furniture in the room, an oak table with rows of chairs on both sides of it. The meeting table where lords and emperors often sit. A space much too large for intimacy.

Barin took a decanter and poured a flask. Never having touched wine, Maurice held up his hand in refusal.

“No, thank you.” 

“Water, then?” 

“Water's fine.”

“Thank you for coming all this way.” Barin set the water in front of him and seated himself, his own mug filled with wine. He studied Maurice for a moment, his stare causing Maurice to shift in his seat. 

“Time has passed so quickly. Our families have been separated for too long.”

Maurice said nothing. Old people talked about time passing. Maurice’s adventures had just begun. 

“You know I would have loved to have mentored you throughout your childhood and raised you as an heir to the throne. If only your mother and father had consented.”

“I don’t want to be a king, Uncle.”

“Yes. So, I’ve been told.” He lifted his chalice toward Maurice and smiled, changing his demeanor to start anew. “Welcome! Were the winds kind to you on your way here? It’s a treacherous journey this time of year. Squalls arise unexpectedly on the Nisi Sea.” 

“I didn’t come by ship. But yes, the winds were kind to us.” Maurice took a long drink. Somehow, the water calmed his nerves. That he already told his uncle not to the throne set him at ease. It hadn't been as hard as he thought. He set the chalice down, leaned back, and stretched.

“What do you mean? How did you get here?” 

“Kai.” 

Barin held his gasp. “The dragon?”

“You know him as The Keeper? I’ve named him Kai.”

“The same dragon that rescued me and my crew from being shipwrecked?”

“And who saved Cho Nisi's magic. You were there.”

“If I remember correctly, our wizard, Kairos, also rode that dragon.” 

“The battle at Stahlberg Bay was not the first time I rode him, either, Uncle.” He smiled mischievously, remembering the time he first stole away with Kai. 

“No. You’re right. Your mother panicked because you ran away, and no one knew you were off gallivanting on the back of a dragon! But you were a child. I was under the impression The Keeper was no longer on the island. That your dealings with him had come and gone.”

“Not so. Kai and I have a bond. He became a part of me, Uncle, and I of him. There is nothing in this world that can break our union. Should I die, he would die. When he ceases to exist, so, too, I will be buried.”

“Indeed.” Barin breathed another laugh. “Those are the words of a Dragon Rider. Or so the tales tell.” He shook his head, their eyes locking.  

“It’s good to see you, Uncle. This is more than a mere family reunion, though. Surely there’s a purpose for you calling for me.”

“In a way, it is a reunion. But not the traditional kind. I have a proposition for you.” 

“I assumed that was the intent. I hope you are not, once again, begging to crown me ruler of your kingdom when you die. I won’t do it.”

“It disappoints me, of course. You know Anna had a child.” 

“Mother told me. A girl.”

“Yes. Iris is her name. You’ll meet your cousin while you’re here. She’s quite a bit younger than you.” 

Maurice took another drink and set the flask on the table. “I look forward to it. Good! Now, I don’t have to worry about refusing your crown.” 

“Traditionally, Potamia should be ruled by a male heir. However, if I’m not ever blessed with a son, we would no doubt need to break tradition. It would thrill your mother to have Iris crowned queen.” Barin ran his finger around the edge of the goblet, causing a soft ring to fill the room.

“Indeed, it would. Mother is adamant about proving the power of women.”

“I will see to it that Iris is trained in both diplomacy and war. Maybe you could help?” He peeked up at Maurice. 

“Surely you jest, Uncle. I know nothing about war.”

The conversation became stiff again. 

Barin poured himself another flask and took a drink. “That surprises me considering how skilled your parents are.”

Maurice’s cheeks flushed. He was not his parents. He was not a warrior. He hated war and carried a sword because his mother insisted. He was happy with only a dagger for cutting his steaks or making new laces for his boots.

“Iris will be a wonder to the kingdom, I’m certain.” Maurice held his peace on the subject after that.  “I’m glad you aren’t trying to twist my arm in this matter. My future is in the skies. I have no desire to rule anyone. Nor to fight.” 

“If I have to make concessions, I have another request. I’m asking you to be my ambassador to the northern islands.” Barin rolled open the map. 

“Uncle—” 

“Hear me out before you refuse. This will be an enlightening opportunity for you.” 

Maurice rolled his eyes, but he sat up and watched as Barin touched an island on the map far to the north. 

“As you know, when Cho Nisi was robbed, we insisted King Delitar sign a contract to punish the criminals and return the goods they stole from our kingdom, as well as to leave Cho Nisi’s magic alone. The king and I entered a trade agreement afterward. In return for shipments of Lord Garion’s wine, from which Delitar claims he needs to make armor, Allotrope is to send us new weaponry technology and fuel for the airship that we have. This pact lasted for the first couple of years. But lately they’ve been faltering in their part of the bargain. The last shipment we received from them contained an assortment of useless tools no one knows how to use, or what their purpose is. They’ve also failed to send us fuel. On top of all of that, they have not returned our barrels from the last five shipments we sent, and Lord Garion refuses to relinquish any others. He can’t afford it, and I don’t blame him. I need someone to go there and talk to Delitar. If nothing else, get the recipe for the fuel so that we can be self-sufficient.” 

“Did they say why they aren't shipping these things?”

“There are rumors. Something about an invading kingdom, but I don’t believe them.”

Maurice sipped his water, an uneasy feeling in his gut. Barin leaned back against his chair and fingered the etching on his goblet. 

Certain his uncle was waiting for an affirmative, Maurice remained silent. 

“I feel Allotrope is playing us the fool.”

“Perhaps. Or perhaps King Delitar is no longer king.”

“Regardless, they have a debt to pay. Do you think you could look into this matter?” 

Maurice shrugged.

“Not right away. I want you to enjoy your stay here. Perhaps in a week?”

He shrugged again.

“You know I will pay you well.” 

“That’s not the issue.” 

“Then what is the issue?” 

A smile crossed Maurice’s face again. 

“That grin. I’ve seen it before whenever you caused trouble. What?” Barin pressed. 

“I’ve been somewhat spoiled all my life."

“Impossible. My sister would never spoil a child. Besides, you were raised as a Cho Nisi native. You couldn’t have been spoiled.” 

Maurice laughed and shook his head. “You don’t know Cho Nisi ways. Sandy beaches, warm weather. Sweat lodges. We drum. We dance. We eat.” He patted his belly. “Spoiled.” 

“You hunt, don’t you?” 

“And fish. And swim. And lay in the sun.” He closed his eyes, thinking about island life. “And with a dragon as my partner, what worries do I have? Why dive into someone else’s troubles when the heavens and the earth are both at my fingertips?” 

“Someone else’s troubles? We’re family, Maurice.” 

Maurice shrugged again. “Still.” 

“The day will come when you’ll have to grow up. I’m offering you your first chance. And it’s not as dangerous as you think. The people of Allotrope are peaceful. Somewhat barmy, I admit, but they mean no harm. Even their thieves have morals.” 

Maurice laughed. “That’s not exactly how I remember them. After all, they did steal Cho Nisi’s magic. What about the sorcerers?”

“Destroyed or returned to the Neverworld.” 

“And these rumors? The invaders? Is there, or is there not a war going on?”

“None that I know of. It’s probably just an excuse not to fulfill their commitments.” Barin stood and stepped away from the table, his back to Maurice. “But if there is, I need to know about it. Any war in the region would be an affront against us.”

“Uncle, you aren’t sending me into an international conflict are you?”

He spun around. “Of course not. I wouldn’t send my nephew into danger, especially if you ... if you aren’t a warrior. You’ll stay here long enough to learn all you need to know about the island, the king, the trade deals. You’ll be well educated before I send you off on your own. If there’s trouble, mount your dragon and come home. You only need be there long enough to talk to King Delitar and encourage him to communicate with me.”

Maurice leaned back in the chair; his eyes fixed on Barin. “Do you have anything to eat? I need to chew on this. And you might need more time to persuade me.”
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The Storm 
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One year ago on the mountain village of Telwa

Tamati waited outside the stone shelter where her white dragon, Laurel, nested, thankful she lived high in the mountains, free from the turmoil upsetting the nations on the plains. The conversation that Teo and the elders in the lodge were having made her uneasy, and she needed to get a breath of air to calm herself. War was never a pleasant subject, and she couldn’t understand why a prosperous kingdom such as Sethland would invade Ellington, burn its crops, and kill innocent people. Most of all, why would her people want to get involved? They were a peaceful tribe that lived far away from the turmoil. 

Teo, the Telwa chief, had been to war and battle in the old days before the Telwa migrated to the mountains. He was at this very moment planning to journey to Ellington to offer help. Tamati feared getting involved would be detrimental to their home. “Who would stop the enemy from coming here?” she had asked.

“The mountain itself would stop them,” Teo had argued just before she stepped outside the lodge. 

“Perhaps.” Her voice carried little weight; it seemed. Any argument she put forward would face opposition. The men would do what they wanted. 

“Tamati, come back in here.” Rena, her best friend stood in front of the lodge and waved at her. “You’re a part of this.” 

Tamati shrugged, pushing her long, black hair over her shoulders. Her lips quivered, hesitant to return to the crowded room. She hated meetings, anyway. Not that her friends weren’t reasonable, but they took so long to decide anything. 

“Teo wants to ask you something. Come back in here!”

Tamati relented, took a deep breath of fresh air, and returned to the lodge.

The room was stuffy, filled with smoke from mountain sage that hung like a cloud over them. She hated that the men needed to puff on pipes to have a serious conversation. She coughed deliberately and stood at the door with her arms crossed, studying their faces. Her brother, Elio, smiled mischievously at her from across the room and winked. Malosi, the handsome shepherd whose attention she vied for, stooped near the fire, studying the ground. Always so thoughtful, that man.

Malosi’s brother and his wife sat next to him. The couple was planning a trip with her father to hike up the treacherous Landspoint Gorge to forage for the healing herb Crow’s Tongue later that week. The other men and women sat in the shadows, away from the firepit. 

“What does Teo want to ask me?” she asked, her eyes resting on the chief. He had a broad jaw and prominent nose which gave him a look of antiquity, and his smile resonated with peace, no matter what the circumstances. Regardless of his quiet demeanor, Teo was strong, bold, and moved with authority. People respected him, and Tamati thought the world of him, like an older brother. Teo was the Rider of the powerful dragon, Firetongue, and from the two sprang unspeakable power.  

“I want to ask you if you are willing to take care of our responsibilities alone for a few days.”

“Weather watching?” 

The Telwa people depended on her and Teo, the only Dragon Riders on the island to bring news of storms approaching. Should the villagers fail to seek shelter during the tempest, the ferocious winds would obliterate their homes and belongings, leaving nothing but debris. It had happened once before many years ago, and the Telwa had to rebuild. 

“Where are you off to?” she asked, holding back the angst that orchestrated her rapid heartbeat. Tamati had never taken the weather watching trip alone. The journey was long and tiresome and never without danger.

Teo nodded toward the door, as if she should know. She did, but because she was the only other Dragon Rider, she had a right to hear it from his lips. 

“War?” she asked.

“To see if there is a way to negotiate peace,” was his answer. He turned his smile toward her. “What happens there affects us all, you know.”

“I can take care of things here, although I will miss riding alongside you.”

Teo nodded and set his pipe on the ground in front of him. 

“It is settled then. I leave in the morning.”

***
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TAMATI WOKE LAUREL at first light. Both fearful and eager, she murmured to her sleepy dragon as she packed her bags with a day’s supplies—bread from pinion nuts, raisins, and dried fish for Laurel should they need to stop and rest. On the way home, once over the lake they would land, and she’d allow time for Laurel to fish while she rested. She explained all of this to Laurel while she packed. Communication with her was important, lest Laurel become distracted and chase after the birds. Crow eggs were Laurel’s favorite meal, but crows were awful pests and could hamper their mission if the dragon tried to raid a nest.

Laurel was reasonable whenever Tamati convinced her to be. The dragon understood Telwanese and would answer when she wanted. She also had healing abilities and had healed an injured elk one time, but to what extent could the dragon exercise that power? Tamati didn’t know. Laurel had a mind of her own and was not easily persuaded.

“It’s just you and me going this time. I’m depending on you to stay the course.” Tamati whispered. 

Laurel stretched her neck and puffed a cloud of steam. 

“Please?” Tamati asked. 

With that, the dragon nudged her hand gently. Of course she’d stay the course, for the two of them were close friends. They loved each other. It was a common belief that the life force of a dragon and its rider were so interconnected that if one passed away, the other would soon meet the same fate.

Miles away from the village, over the plains and past the eastern mountain ranges, Tamati and Laurel traveled, heading for the Purple Mountains far in the distance. There, if a storm was brewing, the massive clouds would assemble and start its destruction.

They flew high above the earth, over the morning mist and gentle cloud cover. Laurel’s wings sang as she swept through the air, a constant rhythm that pulled and floated the air much like a team of oarsmen in a rocky ocean. The breeze blew Tamati’s braids over her shoulders and stung her eyes, but she smiled at the thrill of being above the world, almost forgetting the mission she was on until she eyed the dark mass to the east. The air cooled as they approached the thunderstorm, so Tamati pulled her cloak from her bag and slipped it on. 

“I think we’ve found us a storm, Laurel,” she whispered. “Let’s take notice of how strong it is and if it’s headed toward Telwa, and then we can go home.”

The dragon veered northeast, heading toward the darkened sky. The beat of her wings became labored as they bucked the wind. Soon both Laurel and Tamati were wet from the vapor they had flown into; Tamati shivered, her hair soon drenched.  

Laurel dropped and without warning spun uncontrollably. Tamati gasped and screamed as they plummeted. She leaned over, clenching Laurel’s horns. 

“Easy girl! Go back, go back,” she said. Fear tightened her gut and she clung to the dragon’s scales as the wind rolled them through space, falling like a bird without wings.

“Turn, Laurel, turn toward home,” she shouted close to the dragon’s head. The storm was huge and powerful, blowing them in circles. Poor Laurel’s wings bent, her body twisted, and her tail quivered as she tried to propel herself back around. Within seconds they were in freefall, plunging toward earth, Tamati holding on for life. Air pushed into her lungs, gagging her. 

Just before they combed the top of the trees, Laurel opened her wings again, yet even then, she leaned awkwardly, her flight labored. Tamati sat upright and glanced back at the darkened sky. Yes, the storm was heading their way and at the speed it was traveling, they would be lucky to make it home before the downpour. Today was the day the hikers were heading for the Gorge. She must warn them. 

No matter what Tamati did to get Laurel to hurry, her efforts only labored the dragon’s flight and brought them lower to the ground. As if the dragon were a wounded dove with only one wing, Laurel clipped the top of fir trees and bounced against their trunks. Tamati held tight to her horn with one hand and covered her face with the other. A broken limb flew at her, and she ducked. Pine needles stung her cheeks and once she nearly fell off. Lower and lower they tumbled until, with a low moan and a hot breath, Laurel crashed into a clearing near to the lake. Tamati spun off her back as the dragon skidded across the sand. There Laurel stretched her long body over the shore, closed her eyes, and panted.

Tamati landed in a puddle just as thunder shook the earth and rain fell. It took a moment for Tamati to gather her senses and stagger to her feet. Drenched, with rain pounding the earth, she stumbled to Laurel. 

“What happened?” she mumbled, wiping rain that streamed down her face.

The dragon moaned, lifted her head out of the mud, and gave Tamati a pitiful look. 

“Are you hurt?” Tamati asked. “Where? How?”

Laurel lifted herself enough to plant her feet solidly on the ground, then turned her head and licked her belly. 

“What? Where?” Tamati asked.

The dragon whimpered and made a noise she had never made before, a sort of cooing like a mourning dove, all the while nudging her belly. 

Tamati stepped back and watched Laurel as she pawed at the ground, rotating her weight as a cat would nesting on a bed of straw. 

“Laurel, are you with egg?”

Laurel perked up, looked into Tamati’s eyes, and blinked. “You could tell?”

Elated, Tamati laughed and clapped her hands. “Oh, Laurel, I’m so happy for you.” Tears of joy added to the raindrops streaming down her face. She hugged the dragon’s neck and the heat from Laurel’s body warmed her. Steam from the rain hitting her scales rose in a cloud around them. 

This was wonderful news. That there would be a new dragon hatching to the Telwa tribe was worth celebrating. How thrilled her people would be when she told them. And then reality hit her. She should be there by now, ahead of the storm, and yet it was too late. Thunder roared above her, and lightning sizzled through the heavens. They couldn’t fly in this torrential downpour. 

“Come, Laurel. I won’t make you take me home in this storm. But we must find shelter and get away from the lake. Let’s see if there’s a cave nearby in those cliffs where we can be safe from falling trees. Come with me.”

Slowly, the dragon got to her feet and, to Tamati’s relief, followed her through the woods.

***
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THUNDER SHOOK THE LODGE as Elio paced frantically by the open door, waiting for his sister to return. What was she doing? She should have been ahead of this storm. She should have returned with a warning. Had Teo been here, he would have sounded the alarm long before the first raindrop fell. 

Most of the village residents, now in their homes, had rushed to shelter when the first storm cloud broke. Smoke, thick and grey, swirled from their chimneys, mingling with the wind and creating a hazy blue mist that clung to the mountainside. The Telwa had seen storms like this before, but with the help of the Dragon Riders, they were usually better prepared. Today, with no forewarning, some folks were left out in the gardens harvesting. Others by a rising river. Caught in the downpour, they hurried back to their homes.

Elio hoped his father, who left at first light that morning to Land’s Point with Malosi’s brother and his wife, would find shelter in the dragon caves on the mountain, or perhaps they made it back to the village before the worst of the storm. If so, they were no doubt, waiting for the storm to pass. Elio would check to see after this cloud burst. He stuck his head outside the door and heard shouts down by the river. 

As he listened, the voices sounded like calls of distress coming from the river’s bend. Elio quickly put on his leather cloak and pulled a hood over his head. Slipping down the slick muddy path, he hurried toward the voices. Across the river, an immense mass of land had given way. Mud, trees, and boulders had tumbled in an earthen avalanche and had dammed the river’s course, causing the water to rise. Men ran along the bank below the dam. Elio could not hear what they were saying, but he recognized Malosi leading them. 

Elio caught up to his friend Hawea and stopped, breathless. Hawea turned to him with a pale and stunned expression. 

“They were washed away,” he said.

“Who? What?” 

“Your father. Malosi’s brother and his wife.” He nodded toward the landslide. “That was Landspoint.”

Elio regarded the cliffs that had given way. Indeed, the gorge that once cut through Mt. Telwa was now a solid mass of fallen trees, mud, and displaced boulders still flowing like lava into the river. 

“How do you know my father was ...?”

Hawea placed a hand on his shoulder, his eyes filled with sorrow, his voice sympathetic. “We saw them. They almost made it home. Malosi and Gilad are looking for them down river in hopes they survived.”
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The Gift 
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Weeks later on the slopes of the Telwa Village

Tamati stood on the slope above the river, oblivious to the frosty breeze that rustled through the grass at her feet. The early mist hovered over the rocky shore below her, obscuring the gentle current while white boulders peeked above the mist. A lone figure walked the trail below, his youthful body fading in and out of the fog, his head bowed, his shoulders dropped, his stride slow and melancholy. Even from where Tamati stood, she felt his grief. It was not unlike hers, except he had lost more. Though Tamati lost her father, both of Ala’s parents had died the week before. 

Malosi, Ala’s uncle, and his friend Gilad, finally found their bodies. The tragedy left Ala an orphan with the only living relative, his uncle, Malosi, to care for him. Ala was fourteen. He still had years of growing up ahead of him. He still needed the guidance of his parents, but here he was, alone.

“There you are,” Elio joined her, wrapping his fur over her shoulders. “I worry about you when you disappear like that.”

The warmth of the cloak embraced her, and she smiled her gratitude. “It’s not only I who needs your comfort, Elio. Look at him,” she whispered, nodding toward Ala. “He is all alone now.”

“He has his uncle.”

“Malosi?”

“Malosi is able to care for him.”

“Malosi lives by himself and he’s bitter over the loss of his family. What does he know about raising a child? The boy needs a mother.”

“Tamati, leave it be. Ala will be fine. He is heartbroken, but time will heal him.”

“I have known Ala all his young life.”

“What are you saying? That you want to mother him?”

The way he said it brought tears to her eyes. Was it a farfetched idea? Couldn’t she somehow make up for his loss? Not only had Ala’s parents died, but it was her father who led the couple up the ravine when the earth gave way. It was she, a Dragon Rider, who should have warned her people of the coming storm. The tragedy could have been avoided, but for her mistake.

“Malosi blames us.”

“Malosi is grieving.”

“I should have warned the villagers of the coming storm. That was my duty, and I failed.”

“You tried. You told us that Laurel couldn’t fly in the storm, that you had to land because she was too heavy with a new life. Teo should never have given you the responsibility. If we had known her condition beforehand, he probably wouldn’t have.” 

She shook her head and wiped her tears. Nothing Elio told her would take the guilt away.

“Malosi is right to be bitter.”

“It’s hard for him to accept his brother’s death. But he will heal, just like Ala. Perhaps they’ll be each other’s support.”

“He was your best friend,” she argued. “Overnight, the man is estranged.”

“I believe he will lose that anger. There’s nothing we can do about it, Tamati.” Elio smiled gently at her. She appreciated his caring, but it did nothing to appease her angst.

“No. But Ala needs something to bring him back to life. To give him hope. He’s so young.” She glanced at the mountainside across the way. Above the mist that hovered over the river, the white dragon, visible against the snowy cliffs only by the green of her eyes, and the heat of her breath, perched majestically. Laurel, the Healer. Tamati’s dragon.

“If I can help him, I will,” Tamati said.

“You? Or Laurel?” Elio asked, following her gaze.

“Laurel will move to the caves where she’ll make a nest,” Tamati whispered.

“And you think Ala might be brave enough to tame a hatchling?”

“Yes. Ala is a healthy boy, and he needs this. He will be brave.”

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Proposition 

[image: ]


Present, the Telwa Village

Malosi faced the mountain Lionface, the lower ledge and viewpoint of Mount Telwa and watched breathlessly as his foster son, Ala, scaled the monstrous cliffs of the summit. The boy clung to the bluff as he climbed, his tan arms and legs sprawled across the rocks much like a spider weaving a web. If Malosi were not confident in Ala’s abilities, he’d never have let him continue this quest.  But Ala was coming into manhood and had been preparing for this day.  

The teenager had scouted the location of the nest and had primed his hands and feet to adhere to the slippery bluff with sap from the pinions. He had watched the two parent dragons for weeks, rising from his bed before sunrise in order to pin the location of their nest. In those misty hours before the light of day, the horned creatures would disappear into the clouds and then hover over their breeding place to feed their young. The dragons blocked out the first rays of the sun with their majestic wings shadowing the land, and then as if cued by the wind, the fire-breathers soared into the air and disappeared beyond the peaks, leaving their hatchling in a shallow cave along the southern cliffs. They mated once every ten years; the dragon named Firetongue and his mate, Laurel. This year, Ala was old enough to pursue the quest. His foster mother, Tamati, had tamed the female dragon years ago. It was she who had asked Ala to care for this young one. Today, he reaped his reward for his hard work, and, as dangerous as it was, Malosi refused to interfere.

Not to say observing him climbing that precipice wasn’t nerve wracking. Ala was his charge, his deceased brother’s son. Malosi would die if anything happened to the boy, and so he watched with angst at the figure daring death, breathing in deeply when the teenager reached a ridge, turned around, and waved.

“Just find the nest,” the uncle whispered as he gritted his teeth. 

The wind whistled through the crags of the steep incline, sending sprays of snow into the air that veiled Ala. Soon daylight would fall into the shadow of the mountain. making Ala’s descent perilous, unless he climbed to the summit and took the mountain trail home.

Were Tamati standing next to Malosi, she’d be calling out for him to be careful, though her voice would be lost in the canyon. Fortunately, she was not there. Her presence would have added to Malosi’s anxiety. 

“I cannot watch,” she had told Ala that morning.

Though Tamati took the role of Ala’s foster mother, she was not Malosi’s wife. A year ago, after the tragic the death of Ala’s parents, she insisted on acting as the boy’s foster mother. Malosi begrudgingly consented—but only for Ala’s sake. He wanted little to do with her or her brother because of the circumstances. 

What Ala did today had been the boy’s dream, and yet the danger was eminent. Ten years ago, a young man had climbed the same cliff and had fallen; his body lost in the river far below and eventually washed into the sea.

As soon as Ala scrambled into a cave on the side of the bluff, Malosi’s attention was diverted by a man calling his name. Sir Walter of Ellington, a knight from the lowlands who had come to Telwa specifically with a request Malosi thus far, refused to honor. The man’s patent leather boots crunched the ground as he dismounted the reindeer and approached. His cape overly warm under the sun, a sharp contrast to Malosi’s linen shirt blowing freely in the breeze. Mountain air dipped into the sub zeros at night, but the sun could bake one's flesh during the day. 

Sir Walter’s hounding had become a nuisance ever since the man arrived at their village. That he was, even at this moment, stalking Malosi and his son irritated Malosi. He shouldn’t have to deal with a stranger on a day like today. The nobleman’s vexing voice made Malosi’s position difficult. 

“I see Ala is mountain-climbing again. He wouldn’t be in search of dragons, would he?”

“Ala’s business is his own,” Malosi replied sharply. 

“His own and the king’s, I might add.”

“Add what you like. Your proclamation doesn’t make it so. Neither Ala, nor I, nor anyone on this mountain belongs to your king. You can wager your sword that no dragons belong to the king, either.”

Sir Walter glanced up at the cliff behind Malosi and squinted, shading his eyes with his hand. “Indeed, your boy is on quite the quest. I presume he’s not risking his life simply for the fun of it.”

Malosi glared at him. Sir Walter smiled cordially.

“As I’ve discussed with you before, the king has a handsome prize for you and your people if you accept my offer. But you must do it soon. I have no more time to waste. I and my men will leave in the morning.”

Malosi glanced over his shoulder, hoping beyond hope that Ala did not appear from out of that cave with a dragon in his arms while Sir Walter was watching. If he did, it would change the dynamics of the man’s request. Malosi would have to ask Ala to honor the tradition of gifting the foreigner his prize should Sir Walter compliment him.

“You would only need to advise the army. There would be no threat to your lives,” the ambassador whispered. “Nor to your son’s. We would pay you in gold and supply your ladies with enough fabric so they would never have to weave wool again. The Telwa people would be blessed.” 

“You cannot recruit a dragon without recruiting their riders,” Malosi responded.

The man cleared his throat and
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