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Part One

Innocence Lost


Chapter One

The Village of Caer
Fyrddin

The lone dark figure loomed tall on his horse,
stopped just at the top of the hill overlooking the small forestry
village of Caer Fyrddin. It was early in the morning, the sun just
rising into the sky behind him. He had the perfect view of the caer
below, though the few villagers that were up that early couldn’t
get that good of a look at him. All they saw was a shadow on top of
the hill, something that hadn’t been there when they went to bed
the previous night.

Dragoslav sat there, gazing down at the caer. His
hand unconsciously clung to the necklace around his neck, the three
crystals bound together with leather straps. They were his prizes,
the things that he had spent much of his adult life hunting for.
Below him was another of those crystals, hidden among those simple
folk. As he looked around at the caer, he tried to figure out just
where the crystal would be. Which of the lowly peasants that were
beneath him, both figuratively and literally, would be keeping his
prize.

And just how many of them would need to be killed in
order for him to claim it.

 


Ludmila was oblivious to the rider as she woke up to
the sun coming through her window, though he was already the only
thing that the caer was talking about. She just laid there for a
moment, as was her custom on such mornings, glancing around her
room. There were plenty of chores for her to ignore, though she
knew that she’d be expected to get them done before dinner. All she
wanted was just a few more minutes of sleep before the drudgery of
life settled in on her again.

"Hey, Ludi," someone called out from the hallway. It
was the familiar voice of Ludmila’s best friend Jasmina, which
always brought a smile to her face whenever she heard it. Even when
she heard it that early in the morning. "Wake up," she called out,
just as she barged into the room. "Way too much happening in the
caer today for you to be wasting time in bed. You know, unless you
have company."

Jasmina paused just three steps into the room,
looking over at Ludmila’s bed, seeming to search for someone else
in there. However, Ludmila had yet to entertain such company, least
of all in her bedroom, with her mother just next door. Ludmila
stayed where she was for a moment, gazing over at Jasmina with a
feigned look of annoyance.

"Why couldn’t you let me sleep for another minute?"
Ludmila asked. "I was having the most amazing dream."

"Really?" Jasmina asked. "Anyone I know?" She
waggled her eyebrows emphatically, making it clear just what she
meant by the comment.

Ludmila reached over her head, scooping up her
pillow to throw at Jasmina. The moment that it was in the air,
though, she regretted it, as her head settled back down on her hard
straw mattress. It was bad enough that she needed to sleep on it
with the pillow. Without it, it was downright uncomfortable.
Jasmina’s smile only grew broader as she caught the pillow
projectile, seeming to know exactly what the loss of it would cost
Ludmila.

"Come on," Jasmina said. "Too much happening this
morning."

"What could possibly be happening in this caer?"
Ludmila asked, as she finally pulled herself out of bed. Her usual
dressing gown slipped down around her ankles as she stood up,
though she quickly tossed it aside as she rushed over to her
drawers. Jasmina averted her eyes to Ludmila’s naked form, though
she had seen her so disrobed often enough over the years. Skinny
dipping in the small pond on the far side of the caer was one of
the few pastimes that was still worth doing at that point in their
young lives.

"There’s talk of a rider coming into the caer,"
Jasmina said. "Some outsider come to the caer searching for
something. Or someone, perhaps? As you’ve already said there’s no
one worth dating in the caer, maybe he’ll be the one to catch your
eye."

"When have I ever said that there’s no one worth
dating in the caer?" Ludmila asked, once she managed to get her
dress over her head. The dress was tight around her chest, a
hand-me-down from her mother. The only decent dress maker in the
caer was way out of Ludmila’s price range. "All I ever said was
that no one ‘caught my eye’ as you put it."

This, of course, was a lie. Something that Ludmila
had said often enough that she managed it without any of her usual
tells. With how well Jasmina knew her, though, she found it odd
that the girl never picked up on the lie of it. But then, it might
just be that Jasmina knew the truth all along and simply didn’t
mention it to spare Ludmila’s feelings.

"Come on, come on," Jasmina said, practically
shouting, as she rushed forward those last few steps that separated
them. She pulled Ludmila back toward the door by her elbow. Ludmila
was still tying the dress together behind her back, which was made
more complicated by that pull. "No time to waste."

Ludmila managed to pull out of Jasmina’s vice grip
just outside of her door. In the hallway, stuffed between the doors
to her bedroom and her mother’s bedroom, was a small shrine to
Chydreicryss, the blue dragon of fire. It looked like a large,
scaled egg in a nest. Everyone in the caer, as with most of the
queendom, worshiped the dragon as a god. In ancient times, when the
patron dragons still flew the skies, Chydreicryss would protect the
queendom from the other dragons and their riders. It was said that
the queens of the past, and their appointed riders, were all
dragonkin, related by blood to the dragons that they rode. But the
dragons and dragonkin had all gone extinct, leaving behind only the
legends. Still, many in the queendom insisted that the dragons
would return. That their spirits still protected them from another
realm. The egg represented that promised rebirth.

Ludmila spared just a light kiss on the shrine
before continuing after Jasmina. Jas had already made it through to
the main room of the house, where Ludi’s mother was setting the
table for breakfast. As usual, whenever Jas showed up that early in
the morning, she was setting an extra plate. But with Jasmina
rushing through the main room, Ludi had a feeling that neither of
them would be staying for breakfast.

"In a rush?" Ludi’s mother asked, glancing over at
Jasmina. "Oh, now, you are staying for breakfast." She pointed a
finger Ludmila’s way, her face in her usual mom look, glaring
pointedly over at her. "Sit."

"We’ll eat when we get back," Jasmina insisted.
"Ludi needs to see this."

"See what?" Ludi’s mother asked. But instead of
either of the girls explaining what was going on, Jasmina came back
over to Ludmila, pulling her out of the house.

The usual hustle and bustle heading past Ludi’s
house felt thicker, as most of the caer headed along the lane. The
house was just a couple of blocks over from the village square,
where the few stores and the temple were all set up. But rather
than heading for the square, most of the crowd was heading away
from it, up the lane toward the edge of the caer.

The two girls fell in with the crowd, flowing with
them up the lane. Ludmila just looked around at that crowd,
wondering if they were heading in the right direction, or if
everyone around them was just following everyone else. She wouldn’t
have been surprised if the entire caer managed to walk off of a
cliff just because the person in front of them had. But that was
the thing about living in such a small caer. No one ever did
anything new or unexpected, lest people look at them like they were
a freak.

Because, whenever something new or unexpected
happened, it was all anyone would talk about. Just like the rider
heading through the caer.

Jas glanced over her shoulder back at Ludi, making
sure that she was still with her, though her hand still clung to
Ludi’s arm. Ludmila’s heart skipped a beat at that glance, as it
often did, though she knew that it shouldn't have. She just
followed along behind Jas, as closely as she could manage given the
crowd that was around them.

Suddenly, Jas pulled Ludi to the side, making way
for one of the few people that weren’t heading along with the
crowd. As Ludi looked that way, she noticed Ratimir, the baker’s
son, pulling a cart of bread through the street, heading for the
square. Jas’s eyes lingered on the boy, even after he passed the
two of them. But just before the cart was out of reach, Jas grabbed
one of the loaves off the back, already picking at it.

"To tide me over till we get back to that breakfast
your mother was talking about," Jas said, shrugging at Ludi’s
questioning look. "Besides, you know what my father always says.
It’s not stealing if you pay it back later." Ludi didn’t say
anything about any of it as she followed along in Jas’s wake,
continuing along with the rest of the crowd.

Not too far up the road from Ludi’s house, the crowd
seemed to sweep out to either side, letting someone head through
the other way again. In that small space, that bubble heading
through the river of people, the lone rider sat tall in his saddle,
looming over the rest of the town. It seemed appropriate to Ludi
that he would do so, as this man was obviously more important than
anyone else there. His black armor shone in the morning light. It
was clear that it was more expensive than Ludmila’s house. Perhaps
more expensive than the entire caer.

The man’s eyes scanned the crowd around him, seeming
to be searching for something within it, rather than just trying to
make his way through the caer. When those searching eyes seemed to
settle on Ludmila for a moment, her heart gave another skip, though
for a very different reason.

Rather than continuing down the road past the rider,
making way for the rest of the crowd to gaze upon the stranger,
many in the crowd fell in behind the rider, following along in his
wake. Once the rider made his way past Ludmila, his eyes passing
over her as he continued through the throng, Jasmina moved to join
them. It was only Ludi’s hand going to hers that kept her in
place.

"Let’s not," Ludmila said, just loud enough for
Jasmina to hear over the voices of the crowd around them. "I don’t
like the looks of that guy. There’s something... off about
him."

"What are you talking about?" Jasmina asked. She
looked between Ludi and the rider for a moment, seeming at a loss
for a reason why they shouldn’t follow along like everyone else. It
seemed like she wanted to claim the rider for herself. To jump him,
like she had often said she wanted to do with Ratimir. But Ludi
held her in place, not letting her follow along with everyone else.
While she would often let Jas lead her through her life, she was
strong enough to keep her there.

"Just trust me, Jas," she said. "I don’t think we
should be anywhere near that guy."

Jas stood there for a moment longer, staring after
the fading form of the rider, as she thought about Ludi’s words.
With the crowd forming up behind the rider, blocking their view of
him and the path that they would need to follow him, Ludi hoped
that that would be enough to keep Jas away from the man. But after
Jas thought about it, she just shook her head, pulling out of
Ludi’s grip.

"Forget it," she said. "He’s almost at the square. I
want to see what he’s here for."

"Jas, wait," Ludi called after her, as Jasmina raced
forward, pushing her way through the crowd. Ludmila stayed where
she was, just shifting to the side of the road and out of the
crowd, allowing them to push past her. To flow through the caer
after the stranger. Jasmina popped in and out of her view for a few
more seconds before being lost to the crowd.

With how thick the crowd was, Ludmila couldn’t make
her way in either direction. She just stood there against the house
at her back, waiting for everyone to clear out so that she could
head home. Or so that she could head out into the forest that
wrapped itself around the caer, starting on her chores for the day.
But before she could do either, a strange, loud roar rent the air
around her, and a yell from the crowd nearly stopped her heart
cold.

"Dragon fire," Jasmina shouted. "Ludi, run."


 Chapter
Two

The Fire of Dragons

Fire wasn’t something new to Caer Fyrddin. It wasn’t
something new to the queendom. It was always something to contain,
to stop before it could get out of control. But dragon fire was
something else entirely. Dragon fire hadn’t been seen anywhere in
the world for generations. Not since the dragons had gone extinct.
And yet, everyone there knew what it looked like. The roar that it
would make. The blue flames, so much hotter than the red, orange,
and yellows that most fires showed. If Jas said that it was dragon
fire, Ludi had no doubt that she was right.

But Ludmila didn’t run. She couldn’t. Not without
Jasmina’s hand in hers.

Ludi just stood there, pressing herself closer to
the wall behind her, watching as the crowd started to run back up
the street that they had only just come down. No one seemed
interested in following the rider anymore. No one seemed interested
in anything but escaping the dragon fire.

"Come on," Jas’s voice came again, as she suddenly
materialized from the crowd. Her hands went out to grab onto
Ludi’s, pulling her along with the rest of the crowd. When Ludmila
got a good look at her, though, she saw that Jas must have gotten a
little too close to that dragon fire. There was soot all over her
face, an angry, red patch on her cheek, and her eyebrows were
missing. She was no longer holding the pilfered roll; Ludi wasn’t
sure if she dropped it or ate it.

"Jas," Ludi said, once she saw her face. She
couldn’t manage more than that as she was pulled along with
Jas.

"I’m fine," Jas said. "Just run."

But the street was too thick with the scrambling
crowd for them to run. The best that they could manage was to
ramble along, trying desperately to keep to their feet. To not get
trampled on by the people around them. The girls kept getting
pushed aside, slamming into the walls of the houses as they passed
them. It was only Ludi’s firm hold on Jas’s hand that kept the two
of them together as they rushed out past the edge of the caer and
into the forest.

"This is probably not the best place for us to be
right now," Ludi said, as she looked around at those trees, worried
that they would go up the moment that the dragon fire reached them.
But with the caer dropping away, the crowd managed to spread out.
To run out into the forest and away from the rider.

"It’s better than back there," Jas said. She barely
glanced over her shoulder, back toward Ludi and the danger behind
them, before pulling her deeper into the woods. "Just run," she
said. "Run faster."

Ludi darted a glance behind them, instantly
regretting it. With her eyes locked on the ground in front of them,
she couldn’t see the destruction that was at their backs. The fires
that were already starting to rise above the rooftops of the caer.
While most of the fire was the familiar reds, yellows, and oranges,
there was a section that was green and blue, seeming to show where
the dragon fire was flowing out. Where the rider was in the caer.
He seemed a lot closer to them than Ludi would have wanted.

"Good idea," Ludi said, nodding feverishly, as she
turned back toward Jas. She lowered her head, trying to run as fast
as she could through the forest.

With the people heading in every direction out into
the forest, Ludi got a better sense of how many were out there. It
was starting to feel like more of the crowd had been caught behind
in the caer than Ludmila had originally thought. There weren’t many
who lived in the caer, just a few thousand, but there were less
than a couple of hundred within view as the two girls ran for their
lives. Ludi knew most of the people around them only by face,
seeing them around the caer often in the years that she had been
alive, though never interacting directly with any of them. It was
only then that she thought about their parents. About Jas’s
parents, who lived on the other side of the caer, closer to the
pond.

And her own mother, who would have still been in the
house, right where the dragon fire had started.

When that thought played through her mind, Ludmila
froze, pulling Jas to a stop next to her. Her eyes went wide as she
looked over at her friend, the words failing her. But Jas seemed to
be able to read them on her face, as easily as she could think them
herself.

"She would have gotten out," Jas said.

"How?" Ludi asked. "She would have been right
there."

"It doesn’t matter," Jas said, shaking her head.
"She wouldn’t want you going back for her. We’re out of the caer.
We’re safe. She wouldn’t want you going back into danger just to
see that she’s alright. Ludi, trust me. My parents have talked
about this often enough. When the caer is on fire, get somewhere
safe and wait for the fire to be over. That would go double for
dragon fire."

"But..." was all that Ludi managed to get out as a
response to that.

She stood there for a moment longer, looking between
her friend and the burning caer. However, before they could move
from their place, another sound started up behind her. Not the
screams of the dying in the caer, or the roaring of the flames, but
a thundering beat. One that wasn’t heard often inside the caer
itself.

"Run," Jas said again, pulling Ludi forward once
more.

The moment that they started off, Ludi spotted the
rider heading their way. The horse was in full gallop, rushing past
them faster than they could hope to manage. Faster than Ludi
thought that a horse should have been able to go. The rider pulled
fiercely on the reins, turning the horse toward them. Ludi thought
for sure that the horse was going to hit them, to run over them and
keep on going. She pulled on Jas’s hand in hers, pulling her to a
stop once more, just as the horse came up in front of them.

The rider stayed in his saddle, glaring down at the
two girls as his horse circled around them. His right hand was
clutching something at his neck while his left was solidly on the
reins of his horse. Ludi thought that this was it. That the man
would throw his dragon fire at the two of them, turning them into
so much ash. All she could do was thank Chydreicryss that they
would die together. That she wouldn’t need to go through the rest
of her life without Jas by her side.

The rider circled the two girls slowly, his hands
still in place, his eyes scanning over them, seeming to search for
something. To try to see if these two girls were the ones that he
was looking for. After making two circuits around them, he kicked
the sides of his horse, setting it off once more, heading deeper
into the forest.

The two of them just stood there, staring after the
fading form of the man, as Ludi tried to stay her racing heart.
With the rider in front of them, Ludi thought for sure that the
caer would be safer, even with the flames still burning hot behind
them. That she could head back there and find her mother, hopefully
alive and safe somehow. But she didn’t turn toward the caer. She
didn’t move from that spot as both of them stared after the
rider.

"What was that about?" Jas asked, her eyes locked on
the distance, on where the rider had disappeared from sight.
"Was... Was he looking for me? For us?"

"I don’t..." Ludi said, slowly shaking her head.
"Come on. We need to get out of here."

Ludi turned around, looking back at the caer, trying
to find some way back through there. To find her way back home,
hoping that her mother was safe. But she knew that heading into
those flames would be stupid. That it would only put them in danger
without helping anyone.

"This way," Jas said, pointing off to the side,
along the perimeter of the caer and through the forest. Away from
the rider, and away from the flames. "We can make it around the
caer and over to the pond. That’s where my parents will meet up
if..." She trailed off, obviously not wanting to voice her hope,
lest it not come true.

As the two of them headed through the forest, what
few villagers remained within view slowly disappeared, until it was
just the two of them. The fire burned on their left, but the forest
on their right seemed darker than it should have been from that
light. Neither promised the girls safety. Neither offered them
answers.

There were no calls for water coming from the caer.
No sign of a bucket brigade trying to battle the flames. As they
headed through the forest, Ludi’s eyes were on those buildings more
often than the path in front of them. She watched as the buildings
started to fall, one by one, burned down to ash. It was faster than
she thought that it should have been. Faster than the fires that
she had seen growing up in that forest caer. It was only when they
made it to the southern entrance that she realized the reason for
it.

Dragon fire. It burned hotter than normal fire. It
would have consumed the caer faster than normal fire as well.

"Who... Who would do this?" Jas asked, similarly
stunned by the sight before them. "Why?"

"Mother," Ludi said, remembering her mother once
more.

As the buildings fell, the fires would roar up once
more before starting to die off, their fuel consumed. With the
fires starting to die around them, it looked like there was a path
forming for her. Directing her back home safely. Before Jasmina
could say anything, before she could stop her, Ludmila rushed
forward, back into the caer that had become an inferno. The heat of
the fire instantly surrounded her, reminding her that the fires
still burned all over. That she couldn’t stay long if she wanted to
still make it out.

As Ludi rushed forward, her lungs quickly filled
with the smoke that filled the air. She let out a loud cough, her
hand going to her mouth as she tried to keep the smoke from getting
to her. But the smoke, the discomfort in her lungs, the heat of the
fires, none of it was enough to keep her from her mother. From
seeing that she was alright. And yet, as she looked around at the
destroyed houses beside her, she couldn’t tell if there had been
people in any of them when they went up.

Ludmila did her best to stay away from those fires
that still burned as she continued forward, giving those houses
wide berths as she picked her way through the caer. Those fires
mostly burned on her right, further away from the town square,
while the houses on the left were already destroyed. She kept to
the left side of the road as best as she could. However, three
blocks into the caer, the fire was still burning high across the
road itself. It seemed like the houses all around there had
collapsed into a pile in the middle of the street, burning high
once more.

Ludi paused there for a moment, looking around her
as she tried to find a way through it. It was only then that she
realized that she was alone. That Jasmina had stayed outside of the
caer. She looked back there, trying to see her through the fires
that she had passed along the way. But all she could see were more
fires, the smoke around her thick as fog, blocking any view of
anything other than the inferno that she had gone into.

"Great idea, Ludi," Ludmila said to herself. "Rush
forward into the fires. I’ll bet your mother has already made it
out of there and she’ll just be so disappointed in you if you get
yourself killed over her."

Ludmila knew that she should turn back. That she
should get out of the caer while she still could. With another
cough, she turned back toward the road ahead of her, trying to find
a way through the fires. There was no path ahead of her, but with
the house to her left completely destroyed, the fires had already
burned out. A strong wind suddenly blew through there, causing the
fires all around her to surge up once more. Once it passed, Ludmila
could see through the smoke. She could see all the way through to
the village square, and the destroyed houses that were over
there.

Including her own.


 Chapter
Three

The Remnants of Home

"Mother?" Ludi called out.

She climbed over the remnants of her neighbor’s
house, barely sparing the rubble a sideways glance as she tried to
get through it all. Her eyes were locked on what she could see of
her own house, though most of it was gone. The one thing that stood
out among the rest of the rubble was the wood egg at the center of
the altar. Once Ludi spotted that, she focused on it, using that as
her guide to move forward through the rubble.

"Ludmila?" came a scratchy, raspy voice.

Ludi looked around, trying to find the source of
that voice, hoping that it was her mother. That she was trapped but
otherwise unharmed. However, when she spotted a hand reaching up
out of the debris in front of the altar, her heart stopped.

"What are you..." the voice started, trying to ask
Ludi a question. But a hacking cough stopped the words from
coming.

"No," Ludmila shouted, before rushing forward,
trying to make her way toward that hand. Toward her mother trapped
under there. Trapped, but alive. At least for the moment.

"What are you doing?" the voice managed to get out.
This time, it was clear enough for Ludi to recognize her mother’s
voice. She had somehow survived the rest of their house burning up
around her.

"Don’t try to talk," Ludi said, before letting out
another cough of her own. "Save-save your strength, Mother. I’ll
save you."

"No," Ludmila’s mother said, her voice more forceful
than it had been before. Almost as forceful as it had been when she
demanded Ludi eat breakfast that morning. "No, don’t... I’m dying,
Ludi. You need... You need to..."

"I’m here," Ludmila said, though she still had
another pile of debris to climb over. It was the burnt remnants of
her roof, having fallen right where her kitchen table had been.
Right where she would have been had she stayed there that morning.
She tried not to look around her, at the chair that her mother
would have been in when it happened. At her own chair, buried
beneath that rubble.

When Ludi made it to the top of the pile, another
loud crack rang out, and her stomach jerked to the side. Her hands
went out, desperate to catch herself on the debris that had fallen
away beneath her foot. However, she didn’t have far to fall, the
stone floor of her kitchen catching her. Before bothering to look
down, she tried to pull herself forward, back up to her feet. But
as she pulled at her right foot, stuck in the rubble, pain lanced
up her. A grunt went out of her before she could stop it.

"Ludi, stop," Ludmila’s mother said. "Just..."

"No, Mother," Ludi said. She looked down at her
foot, caught within the destroyed wood. Rather than pulling it
upwards again, she shifted the wood itself, trying to free it. The
wood crumpled away at her touch, turning to so much soot and ash.
It was only the collective pile of it that kept her foot trapped.
"No, I’m coming," she said, once she managed to free herself.

Ludmila scrambled forward on her hands and knees,
not wanting to risk putting weight on her foot again. With her
mother’s hand reaching out from the debris to her left, she was on
the same level as her. Ludi could just see her face beneath the
debris. After seeing Jasmina’s face, covered in ash and the
angry-looking burn, Ludi thought that she was prepared to see what
had become of her mother. But the moment that she saw that, she
turned away from her, her empty stomach becoming more empty on the
floor next to her.

"It’s alright," her mother said. "It’s alright,
dear. I’m... I know. You need to get out of here. You... You need
to be safe. Go... Go with Jasmina. Her parents. Find..."

"No," Ludi said, shaking her head as she looked back
toward her mother. Rather than trying to see her face again, she
just focused on that one hand. The hand that seemed unharmed by the
fires that must have burned hot around her. Ludi reached out,
taking that hand. That hand that had been so strong, back when her
mother wasn’t dying. "No, I... I won’t leave you like this."

"I’m dying, Ludi," she said. "Your father..."

"No," Ludi said again, shaking her head as tears
started to fall around her. They fell onto that hand, letting out
angry hisses when they did so. "I’m not leaving you," she said.
"Not while... Not until..." She knew that her mother was dying,
just as much as her mother did. But she couldn’t bear to leave her
like that. To let her die alone like that.

"Ludi, please," her mother said. "You must... You
must take the egg."

"The egg?" Ludi asked. She looked between the debris
that was covering her mother and the shrine sitting next to her. It
was only then that she realized that the shrine should have burned
up with the rest of the house. The egg was made of wood; her father
had carved it himself years ago. But even with the destruction
around her, that shrine seemed untouched by the fire. Much like her
mother’s hand.

"Take the egg," she said again. "Don’t let... Don’t
let him..."

"Don’t let who?" Ludi asked. But when her mother’s
hand went slack, she suddenly knew that she wouldn’t get a response
from her. "Mom?" she asked. "Mom, don’t let who what? Mom? Mom,
please. Please, don’t... Don’t leave me."

It was already too late. Ludi knew that it was
already too late. That her mother had joined her father in
Chydreicryss’s realm, where they were both safe from the fires that
still burned around her. Still, she couldn’t bring herself to move.
To put her mother’s hand down. Not for the longest time.

As she knelt there in the debris, she thought about
her mother’s final words. She tried to think about what they could
mean. Immediately, she thought about the rider. About the man that
had destroyed everything around her. That had killed her mother. If
he was the one that her mother was talking about, then she
certainly didn’t want to give him anything. To let him have
anything. But she couldn’t figure out why the wooden egg would have
been so important. Why the man would be looking for it.

"Don’t worry, Mother," Ludi said, as she slowly
lowered her mother’s hand back down to the ground next to her.
"I’ll keep the egg safe." It was stupid, but she knew that it was
her mother’s last wish. Her dying wish. It was something that she
would try to do.

Ludmila looked back up at the egg next to her. It
was such a simple thing, something that she had seen every day for
most of her life. While it had been dedicated to the dragon, it
wasn’t anything special. It wasn’t blessed by the dragon. And yet,
as she stared at it, she saw that it wasn’t just not destroyed, it
was showing no signs of damage at all.

"Whatever," Ludi said, shaking her head
dismissively. Whatever the reason for it, whatever made that egg
important to her mother, it was something that she could figure out
later, once she was safely out of there.

With three more loud coughs, Ludmila tried to wipe a
few of the tears that were covering her face away as she got back
up. She reached out to the egg, taking it carefully in both of her
hands. The egg wasn’t heavy, just a few pounds, no heavier than the
primer that she had carried with her to school every day for years.
And with it surviving the fire the way that it had, Ludmila knew
that it wasn’t delicate either. But as she clung to it, holding it
in both hands, she was as careful as she could be while standing in
the remnants of her caer.

Ludmila stood there for a moment, once again looking
at the debris that surrounded her. After that one pile broke
beneath her weight, Ludi wanted to be extra careful as she made her
way back out of the caer. But when she looked back toward the west,
something caught her eye. A stretch of darkness just up the road
from her. A portion of the smoke that seemed darker than the rest
of it.

And when she heard the sounds of hoof beats on the
cobblestones, she knew without being able to see him, that it was
the dark rider returning. Returning to look through the rubble.
Returning for his prize.

Ludmila just stood there, her eyes going wide, as
she stared between that figure heading for her and the egg in her
hands. After seeing the horse galloping earlier, when it had headed
past her into the forest, she knew that she wouldn’t be able to
stay ahead of the rider. That on even ground, even footing, she
would be grabbed before she could ever hope to escape. But with the
rubble all around her, and the smoke blocking her view of the man,
she knew that she had the advantage there.

As long as she moved quickly.

After far too long of just standing there, Ludmila
finally pulled her eyes off that man coming for her. She rushed
back through what was left of the main room of her house, making
for the door like she had done for all of her life. The road was
covered in soot and ash, slick under her feet as she raced through
there. But with the egg clutched beneath her arm, she ran through
the caer, trying desperately to stay ahead of the rider.

When she came up to the village square, the place
was completely unrecognizable. The temple to Chydreicryss was in
ruins. It had been dedicated to the dragon just as much as her home
shrine had been. But it was all in the same pile of burnt wood and
rubble as the mayor’s house and the general store on either side of
it. Ludi barely glanced that way as she turned onto the road
heading south, the same road that had been burning just moments
earlier. The fires seemed to recede even as she came up next to
them, clearing the way for her escape.

Halfway up that road, halfway between the burnt husk
of her house and her escape, a scream ran through the air. Not a
scream of pain, like the ones that she had been hearing while the
villagers were dying. Not one of loss like her heart had made when
her mother died. It was one of frustration and anger. Ludi ducked
down instinctively, hiding beneath the debris. There was only one
person in that caer that would have made that cry, and she didn’t
want the dark rider to see her out there. Only after glancing back
over her shoulder, seeing that the dark rider wasn’t in view, did
she continue down the road, hurrying as much as she dared on the
slick road.

"Ludi," she heard someone call out as she came
closer to the edge of the caer. The emotions in that voice were
more recognizable than the voice itself. The fear and worry that
only Jasmina would have had for her. Jasmina was the only one that
cared if she lived or died. At least, of those that were still
alive themselves. But from the questioning sound of it, Ludmila
would have thought that Jas had been calling for her longer than
just then.

"I’m here," she called out, even as she scrambled
forward through the smoke. Another cough escaped her, but she
didn’t take her hands from the egg to cover her mouth. She just
rushed forward, racing toward Jas’s voice, trying not to look over
her shoulder toward the dark rider that was no doubt already
searching for her. Searching for the egg.

"There you are," Jas called out, just as her face
emerged from the smoke surrounding Ludmila. "Why did you go in
there? I told you that it was dangerous. Your mother--"

"My mother," Ludmila started, glancing over her
shoulder back toward the house, no longer in view. She couldn’t
bring herself to continue with that comment, though. To tell Jas
that her mother was dead. But when she looked back toward Jas, she
could tell from the sorrow on her friend’s face that she already
knew. That she could tell from her silence.

"Ludi, I... I’m so sorry. Come on. Let’s get to the
pond."

Ludi just nodded her agreement before taking one
last glance over her shoulder, making sure that the dark rider
wasn’t in view.


 Chapter
Four

The Pond of Caer
Fyrddin

"What’s with the egg?" Jasmina asked, as the two
girls continued around the caer.

With Ludi’s trip into the caer, her face was more
covered with soot than Jas’s had been. Her whole body was, and her
hand-me-down dress was soiled with it. As they went along, she
looked down at that ruined dress, worried that it was the last
thing that she would have of her mother’s. That the egg in her hand
would be the last thing of her father’s. With everything else
destroyed, her whole life destroyed, she clung to the egg more
tightly than ever.

"I... I don’t know," Ludi said, shrugging. "I found
it in the house."

She didn’t want to tell Jasmina what her mother had
told her about the egg. Or, at least, what she thought she was
trying to say about it. With her safely out of the caer and away
from the destruction, it no longer made sense to her. She had no
idea why the egg would be important to anyone other than her. And
yet, as they continued on toward the pond, Ludi looked over her
shoulder often, expecting the dark rider to arrive at any moment.
To emerge from the wall of smoke on their left to claim his
prize.

"It’s the last thing I have of my father’s," she
said, simply. That should have been enough of an explanation.

"Yeah, but... I mean, how did it make it out of
there in one piece?" Jas asked.

Ludi just shrugged. She had no explanation for it.
There was no explanation for why such a simple thing, a thing of
wood, would have survived the inferno that destroyed the rest of
the caer. Jas didn’t press the issue, though, leaving Ludi to her
grief.

Moments later, Ludi started hearing something that
sounded like voices. Before that, they hadn’t had any signs that
they weren’t alone out there. Not since the rest of the fleeing
villagers had disappeared on the other side of the caer from the
pond. Not since the dark rider had ridden past them, chasing after
those fleeing villagers. Ludi knew that the pond wasn’t far, that
the voices were probably from those villagers that had escaped to
the east. When they came to the top of the hill overlooking the
pond, the crowd, the source of those voices, came into view all at
once.

Ludi stopped dead when she saw that crowd, surprised
to see just how small it was. There were barely a couple hundred
people down there, far fewer than had been in the streets,
following along behind the dark rider. Less than ten percent of the
caer. And these were the only people that they knew had survived
the fire, and the dark rider hunting them. That crowd seemed to
notice the two girls up there soon after they arrived, as the
voices started to drop off, all eyes turning toward them.

The pond wasn’t big, barely ten feet deep at its
deepest, and easy to see across at its widest. But it was the
biggest body of water near the caer, with the river a couple of
miles further away. Despite her loss, all that Ludi wanted to do as
the pond came into view was to jump into it and wash the soot and
ash out of her dress. To get as clean as she could, trying to wash
away the memory of that loss. However, with the few people standing
next to it, she suddenly felt worried about the egg. About letting
other people besides Jas see it. Jas had already asked about it,
and she couldn’t afford the typical gossip that would likely pop up
from it. Not if it really was the thing that her mother wanted to
keep from the rider. So, as the two girls headed down the hill
toward the pond, she pulled it around behind her back. It was
awkward holding it there, but it was the best that she could do at
that moment.

Jas came to a stop just a few steps down that hill.
Her eyes flicked around at the few people down there, obviously
searching for her own parents. With how few there were, it wouldn’t
take that long to check each one of them. But she didn’t need
to.

"Oh, thank the dragon," came a call, the
recognizable voice of Jas’s father, as both of her parents started
forward, breaking from the rest of the crowd.

"Mother, Father," Jas called out, racing toward
them.

Ludi just stayed where she was at the top of the
hill, watching as that family reunited. The only reunion that she
expected to see there. She already knew that her own mother
wouldn’t be down there. That no one else from the caer would be
coming. As she stood there, Ludi thought about leaving. About
heading out into the world, trying to get as far away from the dark
rider as she could. As far away from the memories of her parents,
which were already bringing tears to her eyes.

"Ludi," Jas’s mother said, breaking away from the
reunion just long enough to look up at Ludmila, waving her toward
them. Ludi stayed where she was for a moment, not wanting that hug,
that reminder of the arms that would never hold her again. But as
another wave of sorrow fell over her, her tears spilling down her
face, she raced forward, heading for that offered comfort.

"Yes, but what was that about?" someone asked, his
voice rising above the rest of the gossip as it started up once
more. "What could the man have been seeking that would have caused
him to do this?"

"Was he seeking something?" someone else asked. "Or
did he want to destroy something? Whatever he was looking for, it’s
probably gone now."

"If it was ever here to begin with," the first voice
said.

Ludi’s face went cold when she heard that, but she
held close to Jas and her parents, not wanting the crowd to see
that reaction. To know that she had what the man had been looking
for. It was the only thing that made sense to Ludi, despite how
strange it seemed. The dark rider had destroyed the caer, burning
it to the ground, because he was looking for something that
wouldn’t burn. Something that should have burned with the rest of
the caer but didn’t.

He really was looking for the egg.

"What’s this?" Jas’s father asked. It took Ludi a
moment to realize that his hand was at her back. That he would have
felt the egg there.

"Shh," Ludi hissed. She backed away from the family,
her hand clutched at the egg, trying desperately to keep the crowd
from seeing it. But the damage was already done. Everyone there
seemed to be looking her way.

"What do you have, girl?" the first voice asked.
When Ludi looked over at him, she recognized him as the foreman of
the lumberyard. With the mayor and the cleric missing from the
masses there, he was the most important person left. The one that
would have taken charge of the caer. But that didn’t sway Ludi to
show him the egg.

"N-nothing," Ludi said, shaking her head as she
pulled the egg behind her back again.

"Nothing, ha," the foreman said. He stormed forward,
pushing past Jas’s family, as he loomed tall over Ludi. "Give it
here, little girl." With the height difference between them, over a
foot, he could almost see the egg behind her back just standing
over her like that. He reached his hands out toward her, demanding
that she show him the egg. It was clear from the look on his face
that he wasn’t above taking the egg from her. And that he wasn’t
going to ask twice.

Slowly, reluctantly, Ludi pulled the egg back around
in front of her. Instead of handing the egg over to the man,
though, she just held it up between them, letting him see it. "It’s
just a piece of the altar from my house," Ludi said in a small
voice. "I... I took it before fleeing."

Ludi tried not to glance over at Jas, worried that
she would call out the lie. That she would tell the people there
that she hadn’t been holding anything when they left the house that
morning. Even had Jas not been with her, though, she would have
been able to read the lie in her voice. And the foreman seemed to
be able to as well.

"Nonsense," he said. He reached his hands down,
touching the egg as he tried to pull it from Ludi’s grasp. But Ludi
wasn’t about to give it up freely. Not to the dark rider. Not to
the foreman. Not to anyone.

"It’s the last thing I have of my father," she
said.

"That’s more than many of us have," someone from the
crowd muttered, showing that they had no sympathy for her.

"Give it here," the foreman said, as he finally
managed to pull it from Ludi’s hands. He raised the egg up in front
of his face, twisting and turning it there as he appraised it. As
he tried to figure out just what it was, and what it was worth.
"You do know that none of us have anything left, don’t you?" he
asked. "Nothing but this. We’ll all be beggars unless this can
fetch us a pretty price."

"It’s not worth anything," Ludi said, as she reached
up above her head, trying desperately to get the egg back from the
foreman. "My father carved it. It’s just a wood egg."

"A wood egg that survived a fire?" the foreman
asked. "I don’t think so."

"Like I said, I took it before the fire," Ludi
said.

"Then why would you take it?" he asked, calling out
the lie for what it was. "Either the egg somehow survived the
fire."

"A wood egg," someone from the crowd commented, the
second voice that Ludi had heard earlier.

"Or you took the egg from your family altar as you
headed out for the day, not knowing there was going to be a fire,"
the foreman continued. "Unless you did know there was going to be a
fire. What is it, girl? Liar, thief, traitor, or..."

"Or this was what the rider was after," the second
voice said, finishing the thought for him. The other man came up
next to the foremen, looking down at the egg like it was made of
gold rather than wood. "If he was after it, if it was important
enough to destroy a whole caer, it must be worth something to
someone. Enough to rebuild, perhaps? Enough to buy a new caer? Or a
queendom?"

"It’s worthless," Ludi insisted. "Worthless to
anyone but me."

Ludi grabbed onto the bottom of the egg, twisting
and wrenching it, trying desperately to get it from the foreman.
The ridges of the scales on the egg bit into her hands a little,
giving her better purchase than a smooth surface would have. But
the foreman’s grip on it was too strong for her to budge it. The
foreman looked down at her from over the egg, looking like she was
little more than an insect to him. However, as she pulled at the
egg, it seemed to slowly slip through his hands. The scales along
it should have been digging into the man’s hands, but he didn’t
seem to show any signs that it was hurting him. And the look on his
face made it clear that, even if she managed to pull it free, he
would take it back from her soon enough.

Once the egg slipped down enough that the foreman
was only holding the top half of it, the egg started to move more
at her twisting of it. The top half seemed to stay in place, while
the bottom shifted, spinning around until it came away at her pull.
Ludi fell backwards the moment that the bottom half came away,
falling on her butt, with that half of the egg firmly clutched in
her hands.

And inside that half of the egg was a small, blue
crystal.


 Chapter
Five

The Blue Crystal

Everyone around Ludi stared down at that crystal in
a stunned silence. Ludi didn’t know what the crystal was, but she
somehow knew that it was what the dark rider had been looking for.
That it had been what kept the egg from burning in the inferno,
more than the wood itself or anything that her father could have
done to it. Before the foreman or his friend could think to do so,
Ludi scooped the crystal up from the bottom half of the egg,
holding it in one hand like it was a knife.

"Back up," she said, pointing the crystal at the
foreman even as she scrambled back a few crawled steps. Once she
was far enough away from the others, she pushed herself back up to
her feet. The sand beneath her threatened to claim the lower half
of the egg as she did so, though she managed to pull it out without
moving the crystal away from the foreman.

"Hey," Jasmina said.

Ludi jerked the crystal to the side, pointing it at
Jasmina where she was coming closer to her. Once she realized who
it was, that Jas didn’t seem to be threatening to take the crystal
or the egg away from her, Ludi pointed the crystal back at the
others. Back at the real threat there.

"Whoa, hey now," the foreman said. He had his hands
raised in front of him, more in placation of her than surrender, as
he held the top half of the egg. "No need to stab anyone here. Not
that that thing would do much damage." He laughed a little as he
looked at the crystal.

At that comment, Ludi looked down at the small
crystal clutched in her hand. With it extended out from her fist
only a couple of inches, it ran just to her middle finger in the
middle of her fist. Barely three inches in all, and half an inch
across at its widest. And yet, it felt like a substantial weapon to
Ludi. Maybe not as a dagger, like the foreman had suggested. But
with the destruction that had raged just over the hill from them,
she figured that that crystal had a power to it that wasn’t obvious
when looking at it. Even if it was as simple as keeping the fires
away from it. Something like that felt like it was straight out of
a story about Chydreicryss, and not something that would still be
in the world since the dragons’ reign ended.

"Think that’s what the dark rider was after?" the
foreman’s friend asked, pointing at the crystal in Ludi’s hand. The
foreman looked between that crystal and his friend for a moment,
seeming to come upon the same thought slowly.

"We could probably fetch a decent price for it," the
foreman said. He looked down at the egg in his hand for a moment
before tossing it aside, clearly figuring that Ludi’s earlier words
about the egg had been correct. That it meant nothing to anyone,
other than Ludi herself.

"You’re not getting the crystal," Ludi said, backing
up a few more steps. She pointed the crystal between the two men,
though neither of them were moving toward her. "Not unless you get
it stuck in you somewhere."

"Ha, a mosquito bite," the foreman said, waving off
Ludi’s words. "Nothing more. And with those sharp edges, I’ll bet I
can pull it from your grip faster than you could pull it from my
arm."

Ludi squeezed the crystal tighter, feeling those
sharp edges biting into her hand. She knew that, if she gripped too
tightly, it would draw blood. That she would probably do more
damage to herself than to either of the men.

"Ludi," Jas’s father said, as he moved toward her,
putting the rest of his family behind him. "Give it here. That’s
obviously something dangerous."

"Yes, dangerous," Ludi said, nodding her agreement.
"Not something that we should let get into the wrong hands,
right?"

"Right," Jas’s father said. "I’m glad we’re in
agreement there." However, as Jas’s father slowly moved forward,
Ludi realized that he meant her hands. That he thought she
shouldn’t have it.

But the crystal was hers. Her mother had entrusted
it to her. She had to keep it safe. To keep it out of the hands of
the dark rider. And with how the foreman was talking, it sounded
like he just wanted to sell it. To sell it to the dark rider, or to
someone that would just turn around to give it to him. Ludi knew
that it wouldn’t be safe with anyone. That she was the only one
that could keep it away from the dark rider.

"Hey, look, Master Rajka," Ludi said. She turned the
crystal on Jas’s father, stabbing it through the air between them
twice. Jas’s father backed up a step, but his hand stayed pointing
toward Ludi, demanding the crystal. "No one is taking this crystal
from me." Ludi started moving the crystal around at everyone there,
all the people demanding that she give it over. Give over a crystal
that she had only just discovered.

"Not even me?" Jas asked. She peeked out from behind
her father’s back, looking over at Ludi from that safety. Ludi
almost pointed the crystal at her again, though she knew that Jas
would never steal the crystal from her. That she was her friend,
and probably the only one there that she could trust.

And yet, her answer was clear.

"Not even you, Jas," Ludi said.

As Ludi continued to back away from everyone, she
made her way off the beach and onto the firmer packed ground of the
forest. She looked around at everyone in front of her for a moment
before glancing over her shoulder back at the hill behind her. Back
toward the caer, the direction that the rider would be coming.
There was no sign of him just yet, but Ludi felt like she could
almost sense him back there. That he was coming and would be there
soon enough.

However, once she looked back toward the others, she
realized her mistake. In her brief distraction, Jas’s father raced
forward, his hand reaching out for the crystal. Before Ludi could
pull the crystal away from him, he wrapped his hand around hers,
grabbing both the crystal and her hand. Once he had a firm grasp on
both of them, he pulled Ludi closer to him, wrapping his other arm
around her back and pinning her against his chest.

"Ah, no," Ludi cried out.

"Let go of the crystal Ludi," Jas’s father said.

Even if Ludi wanted to let go, even if she were
willing to hand the crystal over to Jas’s father, she wasn’t able
to open her hand with him holding her like that. With her trapped
within his grip, the foreman and his friend came forward, the
foreman’s smile returning to his face as he looked down at the
trapped girl.

"Nice job, Rajka," the foreman said. "You’ll get a
bigger cut of the reward for this. Maybe you’ll be my number two
when we get the lumberyard back up."

"Hey," the foreman’s friend said in outrage. "I’m
your number two. He could be your number three."

"He’ll be my number two if you can’t get the crystal
away from the stupid girl."

"Ludi, please," Jas’s father said. "Just hand over
the crystal. No one needs to get hurt here."

"Father, what are you doing?" Jas asked. Ludi looked
back over at her, surprised to see her mother holding her in place.
Keeping her from coming to help Ludi.

"What are you four doing?" Jas’s mother asked, as
she looked on at everything. "It’s like you’ve all lost your damn
minds. Ludi, just let the crystal go."

"No," Ludi said, shaking her head. "Never. It’s...
It’s mine."

Ludi just squeezed the crystal tighter, as tightly
as the muscles in her hand would let her. The sharp edges bit
deeper, and when she smelled the coppery scent, she knew that she
had drawn blood. That she was bleeding onto the crystal. But she
thought, she hoped, that the blood would help things. That it would
make Master Rajka's hand slick enough for her to extract her own
from it.

Even as she squeezed, she pulled her hand back away
from Jas’s father, desperate to free the crystal. To free her hand
as well, though that was a lesser consideration for her at that
moment. When her hand refused to budge, she started to shake it
back and forth, to twist it in place, much like she had with the
egg. It seemed to work for that, though she knew that she couldn’t
twist her own hand off of her wrist as easily as the egg had
opened.

From the very first time she shook her hand, the
crystal started feeling hot. It was small at first, like the heat
flowing off of a fire from the other side of the room. Then it was
like the heat that had lingered in the caer after all the fires had
burned out. The fourth time she shook her hand, though, it felt
like she had touched a hot oven. And yet, she didn’t feel any pain.
She couldn’t feel her hand burning. All she felt was the heat.

And the heat was glorious.

"Ouch," Jas’s father called out. When Ludi looked up
at his face, she could see the pain there. But he still refused to
let go of her hand. Ludi shook her hand one more time, and the heat
spiked up once more. "Ow," Jas’s father said, his hand finally
releasing Ludi’s.

With her hand freed, Ludi fell back a step,
stumbling away from Jas’s father and into a tree behind her. She
managed to keep on her feet, her left hand going to the tree to
steady her. Even as she landed there, her right hand flew
downwards, the crystal swinging through the air until it was
pointed at the ground at Master Rajka's feet.

That was when it happened. Ludi had no idea what
triggered it, or why there was suddenly a line of fire racing
through the air between her and Jas’s father. The fire, the blue
fire, hit the ground right next to his feet, burning up the old
leaves and needles that were around there. It hit with an impact so
strong that Jas’s father was thrown backwards, pushed off his feet
and back several steps, bumping into the foreman and his friend
along the way. Together, the three men rolled down the hill,
heading for the beach and the lake.

And suddenly, Ludi was alone there in the forest.
Everyone else that had come to watch the altercation kept their
distance, staying on the edge of the beach, their hands up in the
air between them. Still, Ludi aimed the crystal at each one of them
one by one, silently daring them to come for her. To come for the
crystal. When none of them moved, though, she spun to the side,
looking for an escape. Looking for a way out of there that didn’t
bring her closer to the others. To the people that she had grown up
around, but suddenly didn’t seem to know. That didn’t seem to know
her. The only path that she could see at that moment was back into
the forest, heading toward the south and away from everyone.

Away from the villagers. Away from where the dark
rider would be coming for her. Away from Jas. She barely spared a
glance over at her friend, held closely within her mother’s arms,
before running away from everything and everyone that she had ever
known.


 Chapter
Six

The Escape of Ludmila

It was a long time before Ludi allowed herself to
slow down. She had spent much of her life growing up in Caer
Fyrddin, running from place to place. Running from her house to
school and back again. Running around to get her chores done as
quickly as she could so that she could spend as much time as
possible with Jas. Running wasn’t something new to Ludi, and she
managed to put quite a lot of distance between her and the others
in just those first few minutes.

But the further that she got from the caer, from the
others, the more she wondered why she was running at all. Why the
others had reacted to the crystal the way that they had. Why she
had been so protective of it. She knew that it was dangerous. She
knew that she had somehow used it to create that explosion. But she
thought that she should have been able to talk it through with the
adults. That she should have been able to get them to see just how
dangerous it had been. And yet, all they could see was what the
crystal would bring them.

And Ludi knew that the crystal would only bring them
death and destruction.

Ludi slowed down to more of a jog as she looked at
the forest around her. She was already further from the caer,
further from home, than she had ever been before. Further than her
parents
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