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It was dark as he waited. He knew he could wait no longer. But he could not see it. She had it, but kept it hidden. And she kept mumbling her wild incantations. Thorn knew this was going to be his greatest heist. He was insane to consider it, suicidal to dare. But if he succeeded he would be considered a hero, and his adoring fans would worship him. And he knew who he wanted to worship him in his bed. And giving her the Emerald of Destiny would surely get her to love him. And Lady Ryana finally raised her hands holding the green emerald. He smiled. Glancing he knew what would follow. And he would swoop and grab the emerald out of her hand. By the time she realized what happened he would glide out the arched window of her castle and into the dark night. That was the plan. But what happened was different. He clawed her first, leaving her marked, only by doing so did she let go of the emerald. The guards were stunned and reacted late. By the time they fired their arrows at him, he had swerved out of the way. And though Dark Angel flew to get him, she was unable to fly through the small hole that was the only way out of the tower. But he, however, had the ability to shapeshift into many creatures and scampered out in the form of a rat barely dragging the emerald out. The moment he was outside of the castle, he transformed into an eagle, grabbed the jewel with his talons, and swooped upward. He flapped vigorously to make his ascent, and glided out of harm’s way. But Lady Ryana was a powerful witch, and the unpleasant surprise greatly upset her. She was an instant away from immortality, and Thorn deprived her of her greatest moment of triumph. 

And she sent Balrog after him. Thorn for his part kept flapping ferociously as he knew he was far from safety. The loud growls and the flaming sulfur burning in the night sky told him Lady Ryana wanted him dead. Balrog was a dragon, the only dragon to have been subdued. And Lady Ryana was the only witch with the power to do so. It was not an easy undertaking, but that was another tale. Balrog hastened to do its master’s bidding. And that was to kill the intruder who dared attack Lady Ryana and steal the most precious jewel in Arkantara, the Emerald of Destiny.  Though Thorn was swift and skilled as an eagle, he was no match for Balrog, the ferocious dragon, with fire and brimstone emanating from its mouth, with claws as large as daggers, and a tail so strong it could knock down a large tree with a single blow. With wings the length of a building, it gained speed swiftly. As Thorn did not want to be torched to death, he kept flying erratically avoiding the burning flames. He plunged down abruptly, but Balrog was not impressed. It arched its large wings making a downward wedge and closed in on him. Thorn could feel the air sucked around him, and the intense billowing heat. He swerved as far as possible to the right seeking to avoid the incoming spear named Balrog as it descended. And he barely evaded Balrog and flew away. But he had to urgently find a refuge. Though he was a shapeshifter he could not remain in that form much longer. The most he could remain in any given form was an hour. And he spent the greater part of the hour waiting on Lady Ryana to show up. His body told him he had to land as he felt the tremors. Before he transformed back into this human form, he had to find somewhere to hide. But time ran out, and he transformed back and plunged. To his good fortune, the trees below saved him. He kept falling on branch after branch. With each branch his fall was lessened. In the end, he plunged on the ground. Splintered branches and shrubs fell with him. His fall temporarily broke the silence of the night. But it became eerie once more though he did not know what dangers lurked as he was unconscious most of the night.

Balrog soared above. He could not find the elusive eagle. Balrog sensed he was nearby. The creatures in the forest went silent. They knew Balrog and his kind. Dragons were dangerous creatures, and their mystical stature did not fully describe their barbaric nature. They were cunning beings, with dogged persistence. But Balrog was frustrated. He lost the scent and his master wanted the Emerald returned to her. He could not burn the forest as the risk he could destroy the Emerald was too great. Though the Emerald had its own powerful magic destroying everything could bury it, and it may never be found again. Balrog kept flying but grew tired and knew it was futile to continue. He returned to his master who was angered greatly at his failure.

Lady Ryana commanded Dark Angel, a woman with white wings tipped with metal she used to cut her enemies, to come to her. Dark Angel was adept at hurling her sharp feathers at her opponents. She was to lead a group of warriors to find the intruder who stole the emerald. Lady Ryana did not know who the intruder was. But shapeshifters were few in the kingdom. In fact, Arkantara had none. They all came from one place, Shifting Valley, the enchanted valley. There the remaining shapeshifters lived. It was in a remote location far south. Now her sight was placed on it. Lady Ryana ordered all shapeshifters be killed unless they handed the emerald to her. She considered the mission the most important of them all. 

And accompanying Dark Angel was the teleporting Black Widow deathly for her fighting skills using sharp blades. 

The third powerful warrior sent was Arkane who had supernatural healing powers. Though he could die, few came close to killing him as injuries inflicted with blades or arrows merely slowed him down. He always rose again and killed off his enemies.

Thorn finally opened his eyes. He was battered, and groaned in pain. Lying on his face he struggled to get up. His bones splintered, and the pain was intense as if he had shards of glass in his body. He gritted his teeth and closed his eyes. His hands and sides had many lacerations, and he bled. But he was alive and more importantly had the emerald in his hand. The only thing he could think of was how to profit from his daring heist. Was he to gift it to Samantha? Or was he better off selling it to the highest bidder? He could give it to Samantha and have his way with her and steal it from her and sell it to the highest bidder afterwards. That sounded better. It would be yet another win for him. Who would want the emerald but not dare kill him for it? That was the most important question. Everyone in Arkantara sought the emerald. Now the price on his head was surely a fortune. And he had no shortage of enemies or people he had upset over the years. Any of them could come after him for revenge and certainly for money. Perhaps he did not think things through properly. But regret was not his game. What was done was done, and he would find a way to profit.  But he had a problem. He was lost and had to find out where on earth he fell. He knew the direction he was supposed to have taken. But with all the turns he made, his head got scrambled. But he was happy to be alive and out maneuver Balrog. That was yet another tale he would give his children if ever he settled down and had any. For now, there was too much fun to be had, too many ladies to please. That meant, he had to walk, and each step reminded him he had to ask for a lot of arkans for the emerald. He checked his pocket, and he had a hundred arkans left. It was enough for a day of fun. But where was he again?

Thorn kept walking and mumbling to himself. He had narrowed it down to two possible places. Either he was in the valley of the Elwoods creatures or was approaching Draken Peaks. He preferred the latter. Draken Peaks was the home of the dragons. No one in their right mind ventured there. Those who foolishly did never came back. But there was no mountain, so it meant he was not close to Draken Peaks. But if it were Elwoods he would have encountered a mythical creature by now. Yet, he had not come across any. The third option was improbable but not impossible. He did spin one time too many. He shook his head trying to make sense of things. And yes, he realized where he was. He was far from both the Elwoods and Draken Peaks. He was close to the Misty Kingdom. It was much better. He would encounter a village. And villages had bars, and bars had women. And the women at Misty Kingdom loved arkans, and his hundred arkans was a lot of money for them, for him too. So he was sure to have fun. He had been to Misty Kingdom before, and there he met a young lady. He could not remember her name. He liked her but did not stay long enough to win her over. Normally when he liked a girl he did everything to get her and when he got tired and bored moved on. But with her, he could not. He did not want to hurt her and chose to leave instead. What was her name again?  Thorn kept walking and reached Misty Kingdom. It was misty for sure. But there was no kingdom left. It lay in ashes as it smoldered. His romantic escapade ended before he got a chance to meet anyone. But what happened? And the more he walked the greater the horror he witnessed.  A dragon torched Misty Kingdom. Only a dragon could burn it, leaving the hillside scorched.  The wooden houses were no match for Balrog. It decimated the trees. And it killed most of the animals and people that lived in Misty Kingdom. He could see far and wide. The dark ashes covering the landscape horrified him. Bodies were strewn all over, incinerated where they stood. Thorn wept. He knew few people there. But it did not matter. Anyone who had a heart would cry at the horror. And he ran and searched for survivors. But his desperate pleas were met with more bodies.  Finally, after an exhausting search, he came across a survivor. And the reason she survived was she was not there. The young woman went to buy things for her mother and returned and what she saw devastated her.  Thorn heard her whimpering as she hid under foliage afraid for her life. Believing he was responsible for the destruction, she attacked him. She would have killed him, but for the fact he saw her first.  She kept swinging at him with her sword, and he fended her off with his. He could not turn into anything as he was not well and fighting her required great effort. All the while he hollered he was not her enemy. But she was hurt and angry, and he was the only one there other than her. She refused to listen and kept attacking him. Blinded by her rage, she fought recklessly, and Thorn evaded her and knocked her out. And that was something he would later come to regret.

She lay on the ground, and Thorn went through all her things. And immediately realized he made mistake. The girl whose name he could not remember was no longer young and timid. The girl was now an angry woman who believed he had killed her family. Unless he blew hot air, he was not responsible for what happened. And he finally remembered her name, Aeliana. In fairness to her, she was a skilled swordswoman. But she was no match for him. Few in Arkantara were. But against any other man, she would do well. Fortunately, he knew her, and except for that blow he gave her, he had no intention to hurt her.
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Chapter 2
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Aeliana finally woke up. But as Thorn expected her mood would not change, he tied her up. And she woke up and was moving. He had her on his shoulders. And she could not yell as he tied her mouth as well. Though she shuddered and fought forcefully to free herself, he shook her and set her down. He placed her against a log and signaled he would free her if she promised not to attack him again. She did, of course. But the moment she was free, she tackled him. And she clobbered him with all her might sending him flying to the ground. She grabbed her sword and turned. But he had vanished. She glanced, but when she turned, he hit the sword out of her hand. Stunned, she gasped at him. 

“But, how?”

“I have my tricks.”

“Are you a wizard?”

“Me a wizard! No, better than a wizard, I am a swordsman.”

“I am a swordswoman you are not a swordsman. You are a wizard. You killed my family and everyone in the Misty Kingdom.”

“I did no such thing. How would I do something so terrible?”

“With magic.”

“I can assure you I am not a wizard.”

“How did you vanish?”

“It’s a secret. But let me tell you something. I did not kill anyone. I am not responsible for what happened. That was the work of a beast...Balrog, the dragon.”

“Dragons don’t come to Misty Kingdom. They have never attacked us before. Why would they do that?”

“Because dragons do what they like. They blow fire and destroy things.”

“As powerful as they are, dragons do not destroy things for pleasure. They do so, however, in anger. Someone upset that dragon.”

“Balrog is under Lady Ryana’s control. It does not need a reason to destroy. It must do as his master commands. And Lady Ryana is an evil witch. She wants to control Arkantara and rule over everyone.”

“How do you know these things?”

“Everyone knows. I should ask how you are so ignorant.”

“Ignorant! I am not ignorant. I merely inquire as you are an intruder, and I want to know who you are.”

“You don’t recognize me? I am Thorn.”

“Thorn, the idiot who deceived me years ago?”

“What? No, I did not deceive you.”

“You said I was the flower of your dreams, a diamond in the sky. You promised to ask my hand in marriage, and you vanished.”

“I was planning to ask for your hand in marriage, but it became impossibility.”

“Why?”

“I had to flee for my life. That is why.”

“You are a liar. Now I am convinced you are not a wizard, you are a shapeshifting scoundrel. You take advantage of naïve girls. You fooled me once, but I warn you, I am not a stupid girl anymore. Stay away from me.”

“Where are you going?”

“I will seek Balrog and destroy it.”

“No....that is not a good idea.”

“Yes, it is. I will kill Balrog. You said he killed everyone. And everyone included my mother and father. I must avenge my family.”

“Listen, Aeliana. Balrog is a powerful dragon. The word dragon means something. It means death and destruction. No one who confronts Balrog has survived.”

“I do not fear anything. I will find this Balrog and destroy it.”

Thorn ran in front of her, but she walked past him heading somewhere. But she herself had no idea where to find Balrog, and she stopped.

“Where can I find Balrog?”

He smiled. “You don’t know where to find Balrog? Well, Draken Peaks is where all the dragons come from.”

“Liar. Balrog is at Lady Ryana’s fortress. And there is where I am headed.”

Thorn ran again to the front trying to keep her back. But seeing she held firmly to her sword he hesitated to touch her.

“If you know where he is, why did you bother ask me? But going there is another foolish idea. Your adventurous spirit and bravery is commendable. But all it will get you is death. Lady Ryana is a powerful witch, and no one who enters her kingdom survives. Anyone with a big bad dragon as a pet is a nasty depraved person. And you certainly don’t want to mess with her. So, I suggest you do the intelligent thing and go the opposite direction, as in away from the Dark Lands.”

“If you want to help and protect me, you should come with me.”

“Why would I want to join you in a suicidal mission? I came from the Dark Lands escaping for my life. I have no intention of returning where I am not liked, correction, where I am despised.”

“Let me guess. You flirted with Lady Ryana, and she wants your head.”

“She wants my head. That is true. I never flirted with her, though the thought crossed my mind. But I like my head and would like to keep it where it is, but I did not foolishly do as you suggested.”

“Why would she want your head?”

“I stole something from her. I mean, I borrowed something.”

She stopped. “You borrowed something. You are nothing but a thief. Your reputation precedes you. My mother told me you were a lying thief. I didn’t believe her. She said you would break my heart. I still refused to believe. And you know what? I waited and waited for your return. And years later you finally did. And the first thing you did was to punch me in the face and knock me out. I should kill you for punching me. Trust me. You don’t want to walk ahead of me. I am tempted to stab you with my sword.”

“Now that you mention it.”

He walked behind her.

“I don’t want you behind my back. All you will do is to stare at me.”

“At what. Oh, that!”

“Stop it. Come to the front better.”

“No, I will walk six feet to your right. In case you get any ideas, I am far away to react in time.”

“Trust me you need lots more than six feet. I am a skilled swordswoman.”

“Sure.”

“So, you will go with me to the Dark Lands?”

“No, I told you it is not a good idea, and there is nothing in this world that will make me go back.”

“No. Are you sure?”

“Positive, one hundred percent.”

She extended her hand and showed him the emerald. His eyes bulged. He opened his mouth wide.

“What? How?”

“You think you are the only one with talent? I must warn you I will not return your emerald unless you help me destroy Balrog.”

She placed the emerald inside her breast area and ensured it was firmly secure. She dared him to get it out. Thorn puckered and held his chin with one hand. He shook his head. He knew placing his hand anywhere near her breasts was not a good idea. And yet, he wanted his emerald for which he risked his life. Moreover, Aeliana was returning the emerald to Lady Ryana as she would likely sense it the moment it was close enough. That was precisely why he wanted to go far away. 

“Hey, how if we make a deal. You give me back what is mine, and I promise to accompany you as close as possible to the Dark Lands. On the way we can find someone willing to die to continue on the journey with you. How does that sound?”

“Nope, you will accompany me all the way to the Dark Lands, and you will help me kill Balrog as you brought him to Misty Kingdom, and you are equally responsible for my parent’s deaths.”

“Me, I did not torch Misty Kingdom.”

“You must think I am stupid. Balrog came for the emerald. Everyone knows Lady Ryana was after the emerald. We heard she finally obtained it. And low and behold, you had it. And coincidentally they destroyed my village. So you, Thorn, broke my heart twice. You deceived me before and returned to destroy my life. I blame you for my parents’ deaths. And if you have any sense of guilt you will do the honorable thing and help me get my revenge. If you don’t, I will kill you instead.”

“Aeliana, you don’t understand. All you will find where you are going is death. It is better if we sell the emerald, get wealthy, and go far away. You can buy yourself elegant clothes; you don’t wear dresses I see, but you could buy clothes and a big house. I am sure your family would want you to live long.”

“My family would want me to avenge them. And if you refuse to help me, I will kill you first.”

“You can try.”

She stooped and threw dirt in his face. She swung her sword, and he instinctively bent. He closed his eyes and guided his movements with the sound of her steps. The crunching of the dry leaves gave away her location. She ran, and he jumped out of the way and tripped her. He hurdled and pointed his sword across her chest. Her breasts heaved spasmodically, and her slender body writhed. He ordered her to return the emerald, but she kicked him off his feet. She lurched upward and stabbed him with a blade. Fortunately, he grabbed her arm in time to prevent the blade from penetrating his heart. He smiled. But she pressed with all her weight, and he vanished turning into a red bird. She threw her dagger at him, but he flew away. She pounded the ground with her fist, and he flew behind her transformed back to human form and smacked her butt.  

“You brut. How dare you?”

“You tried to kill me.”

“Yes, you are responsible for my parents’ deaths.”

“Are you sure they are dead?”

“Did you find anyone alive?”

“No.”

“They are dead.”

In anger, she kept swinging violently trying to chop his head. No matter what she did, he danced and evaded her. And his antics angered her. But as she was truly upset, he stopped taunting her and hit her sword hard; and it flew and got stuck on a tree.

“Listen, I will help you get to the entrance of the Dark Lands. But I will not go in. I can assure you even if I went with you, she will kill us. Lady Ryana has powerful dark magic. I don’t possess magic. Unless you do, this journey is a foolish one. All you will accomplish is to return the one thing she wants the most. With the emerald she will become immortal. She will be unstoppable, and her terror will extend beyond the Dark Lands. What Balrog did to the Misty Kingdom is nothing in comparison to what she will do. Death will be better to living under her rule.”

“We must find a wizard willing to confront her.”

Thorn laughed.

“What’s so funny?”

“She got rid of the three great wizards opposing her. There is no wizard strong enough to confront her.”

“Didn’t you say the emerald is powerful? We must find out what it can do.”

“I told you it gives the person who possesses it immortality.”

“So that’s why you stole it? To be immortal so you could cheat on more women and continue your reckless fun?”

“Well, not exactly. But the thought crossed my mind.”

“You will not get back your precious jewel. How do you get immortality?”

“If I knew I would have used it by now. She said many words. I remember most. But I didn’t wait for her to finish. And she did not like the mark I left on her pretty face. So going back is not something I want to do.”

“You find a way to ingratiate yourself to every woman.”

“Where
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