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CHAPTER ONE  

Ten years had passed since the Great War.

The quietness of the morning shattered like a glass bowl falling from a tall tree, unexpected and frightening. The scent of fear was again in the air. Eager hearts hammered inside of brave chests that refused to flee, even though their minds told them it was the only way to survive. Shields held together like rocks on the shore trying to stop the ocean, a futile undertaking. The sound of men screaming filled the air, a chilling reminder of the price of war. Life was fatal and always would be, but unfortunately, many people died long before their allotted time. Nobody benefited from war, and for a few, it made up a way of life.  

“Brace for impact!”   

A flock of blackbirds flew off as the soldiers approached, and the ground shook with each advancing step. They beat shields like drums to frighten the enemy, but it never worked, especially when defending one’s homes. Even the victors were sure to lose men, and only death won in battle. The defending army braced for the assault and prepared to fight to the end because everything and everyone was at risk. The options were limited; it was do or die. At the very least, they could take some of those bastards with them.

“Make them pay!”  

Over ten thousand heavily armed soldiers in armour charged over the hill, screaming their loudest to intimidate the smaller army. And then, with their walls breached, they had no option but to fight. Yet, the odds were insurmountable, with ten thousand against three thousand. Bloodthirsty invaders wanting what wasn’t theirs to take; land and castles were precious, and expanding one’s reach was so satisfying to the king or queen.

The enemy approached under the cover of a spell; they weren't seen or heard until the sun shone on them, and even the sounds of so many gathering in one area were silenced by magic. 

“Make them regret the day they were born!”

Brave words in battle cut short; a sword through one’s gut did that. Man against man was around from the beginning of origin, never a challenge so satisfying than humans pitted against one another. Never was a slaughter so satisfying than against one’s own kind, sword versus sword, dream against dream. It wasn’t a fair fight. Invaders always preferred the odds in their favour.    

The day before the battle was always a challenge to the mind, not knowing if one would survive. A soldier had to put on a brave face because no one would dare admit they were frightened. Only in the night's stillness did those awful thoughts creep in like a fiend from the forest, raking one’s nerves with several outcomes of grisly death. 

Being rapidly dispatched was one thing, but what if one survived with no arms or legs? Or had to endure the agony of a so-called healer, only to succumb anyway. When mortally wounded, best to close one’s eyes and hope not to be found until death took them. Surviving without limbs didn’t happen often, but it happened. Lying on the battlefield gravely wounded and hoping that one would die before being brought to a healer for amputation or bloodletting. That was worse than the battle.  

The best one could hope for was a powerful sorcerer to re-grow limbs. However, even some wizards didn’t know what they were doing with an injured warrior. Rarely did one want to admit that they didn’t know their elbows from their arses. 

Swords, spears, crossbows, and halberds were the weapons of choice. Behind the attacking army walked a red dragon with a wizard on its back. The beast had a large leather hood over its head while the sorcerer guided it. Although the animal had been spelled, it still appeared to have some conscious desire. Such a formidable creature was dangerous to puny humans. 

The wizard didn’t need to get involved this time as they had more than sufficient numbers to do the job. It was a slaughter in the making, but the sorcerer wanted to watch. Besides, he was under orders from King Chromos to be on guard just in case Leeander’s wizard attacked. Adorok was a famous sorcerer indeed. Rumors were that he wandered in this area to defend his idea of justice, which differed from one wizard to another. What they didn’t know was that Adorok was old and failing. 

They indoctrinated the Yurrosy with the belief that the fittest should triumph, while the feeble should meet their demise, as it was the way of the world. They had over a hundred thousand slaves that pushed their economy; free labor moved their way of life forward. Nothing like having a person at one’s beck and call, the cost only being the amount of food needed to keep them alive.

Swords clashed against shields under the shadows of Raven Castle. Loyal soldiers tried to defend their small kingdom from the invaders, and battle cries rang out as the army of the Yurrosy overwhelmed their defenses. The misery of organs pierced and throats slashed would stay with survivors for the rest of their lives. 

The attack had come after a week of placing themselves just out of reach of their arrows. They had delighted in the calm before the storm. Satisfying to know the world of their enemies would soon be over, and to the Yurrosy, anyone that didn’t give in to their ways was the enemy.   

Ackley could taste his blood as a long sword went through his chest. With the blade removed, the 50-year-old battle-tested veteran fell to his knees and toppled over. He heroically sacrificed his life for his family and friends. He had taken three of the enemy with him. His blood drained like a toppled glass of red wine. His son took the head of his killer but then he was also dispatched to the land of the dead, his head rolling downhill. 

They desperately required magic to defend against such odds, but they didn’t have it. This day would, unfortunately, be their last. Arms were severed, and hearts stopped; men cried out until they could scream no more.

Gilda was one of Joshuar’s best women warriors, muscular and adept with a sword. She parried the attacker’s sword and ran hers through his neck. Then she beat another one back with vicious blows, knocking him off his feet and running him through. Gilda had to deflect several brutal blows from a battle-ax with her shield before letting the big brute’s momentum knock him off balance. Gilda plunged her sword into his heart. He had been furious that a woman had been his equal; in fact, she had been his superior. 

Gilda wasn’t the prettiest woman, but she had the biggest heart on the battlefield. It wouldn’t be easy for any man to beat her one-on-one, but such was not the way of war. Seeing her fury and her accomplishments, five men fiercely attacked her. She slew three of them before they finally killed her, run through by a broadsword from behind. The odds had been too high. Her death sucked the life out of some, but the battle raged on; no time to mourn lest they end up laying beside her.  

“Kill them all!”  

Some women fled with their children as best they could; a few escaped, but most didn’t. Screams of pain and brave battle shouts filled the air. The sounds of sword on sword and halberds cutting into bodies were harsh, and many soldiers were now covered in blood. In less than two hours, it was all over; the kingdom of Joshuar succumbed. They immediately killed any soldier that refused to pledge allegiance, and all but one had declined. 

The only one that had agreed to join them was an older man named Lester, who could hardly walk. The old fellow wiped the smiles from their faces before they took his head; he died laughing. He had killed one of their captains, and he was happy to be sent off with that knowledge, having observed the look on the captain’s face as he realized it was a fatal wound. 

They collected the finest weapons and valuables, inspecting, exchanging, and selling to distant kingdoms. The Yurrosy was all about getting bigger and stronger so that no one could stand up to their might. The Yurrosy king wanted to rule the world before his time was up; he wanted their ways and customs to be the only ways. 

The king saw their victory in dreams and believed that it would be so. They had managed almost a hundred slaves from Joshuar. Celebrations went on for a week, revelling in their victory even though the battle had been unjust, the odds overwhelmingly in their favor—a good reason to drink and have as many wenches as they could get their hands on.

On a misty morning with dark heavy clouds overhead, Brock went to Cynric the wizard as the sorcerer was feeding several corpses to the red dragon; dragons would never normally eat people, but under an enchantment, they had no choice. 

Brock was a ruthless leader; he was bald with a scar from his left ear to his temple. The long-ago wound had gone down to the bone. An infection had set into the gash and he almost died from it. And for many, they would have rather he had perished. Brock lost his only son in that battle, and even though he now had three more, they could not make up for the one he had lost. Aldore had been a smaller version of his father in many respects. 

The Yurrosy were from the dark lands of Jahor; their Kotacdon mountain was so high that it limited the amount of daylight with their massive kingdom in its shadow. Winter was forever early and springtime late, but the harsh climate had made them more robust than most. When others would freeze to death in the winter cold, they almost always overcame the challenge. 

“Cynric, we are finished here. Have the dragon burn everything. Nothing is to remain that can be of use to anyone.”

“Yes, Lord Brock.”

As the Yurrosy marched off with heavy feet, Cynric took to the back of the dragon, and after removing the leather hood, they flew off. The dragon roared over the village. The town that had endured for almost a century erupted in flames as the red dragon relentlessly breathed its fire down upon it. Wave after wave scorched the earth, straw, and wood dwellings bursting into flames. The stone castle would be the only thing that remained, but its interior also burned.

There was a saying that the Yurrosy were like locusts with no mercy or honor. They came as bandits in the night, increasing their numbers as they attacked kingdom after kingdom over the years. When the countries finally banded together, they decisively beat them back to their borders but lost so many men that it weakened everyone. Unable to finish, they left them to lick their wounds, but, over time, they had become even more powerful, setting their sights on small villages until they had fully recovered. Other kingdoms remained damaged, as they had not recuperated as quickly. 
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THE REALM OF LEEANDER was one kingdom in a land of a hundred and one, and they knew their time was running out. Word had reached them that the Yurrosy had destroyed Joshuar, only about sixty miles to the east. Joshuar had been a sister; they had exchanged food, trade, and friendship over the years. Leeander would have fought alongside them had they known, but the attack came without warning, concealed by magic.   

Leeander first realized they were in trouble when they spotted dark smoke in the distance, thinking it was a grass fire caused by lightning. Instead, it was Joshuar burning. The scouts had informed King Darius of Leeander about the attack and the destruction of Joshuar.

The army of the Yurrosy was massive, with soldiers stretching as far as the eye could see. They were spreading their seed and getting stronger in the process, proud to kill and conquer. They would now crush any kingdom that showed any signs of uniting, raining fire down upon them from their dragons. King Darius had tried to get the domain to join with several others, but his words had fallen on deaf ears, not believing the danger the Yurrosy posed  to everyone.  

The Yurrosy’s wizard was a notorious dragon master. They should have crushed the Yurrosy when they had the opportunity, but one could not see the future as clearly as they could remember the past. 

Leeander knew that there were only a couple of other realms between them and the evil ones. They might take their time and loot everything of value in Joshuar before heading towards Leeander. Just about everyone knew that the kingdom of Leeander had an invisible shield and a powerful wizard, but did they know that his power was fading? They had exerted maximum effort to conceal the wizard's deteriorating health, but uncertainty remained regarding their success. The world had a tendency to reveal secrets. All it took was a single person saying what he should not, perhaps over a bottle of mead.

The subsequent conquest was uncertain, as they had several other choices, including Leeander. It was an awful feeling to King Dorian, knowing that the end of their world was almost certainly approaching, even though the time was uncertain. It burdened his majesty as if crushed under his horse with no escape and now a frequent nightmare. The burden of a king was trying on many levels. 

The dragon perched on the cliff stared down at the four young males marching on the beach below. They were not quite men, yet no longer considered children either; out to test their courage. It would be a suicide march if they provoked the wrong dragon. A boy followed them from a distance with his spear. Their bravado might see their skin turned to ashes if they weren’t careful.

A lot of dragons considered humans beneath them and were not worth their time. After all, they couldn’t even fly. However, they could be moody creatures, especially if one was having a horrible day. 

Each of the four carried a halberd and a shield; three were round, the other rectangular. They all stopped when they realized the beast was watching, gazing at one another and then looking way up at the black dragon. “We’re coming for you!” the tallest male shouted, shaking his halberd in the dragon’s direction.

“No, you’re not!” Ryxa shouted back down to them. The dragon blew fire into the air to see if it would frighten them off.

“Yes, we are!”

“No, you’re not!”  

“Why does the dragon keep saying that?”

The dragon took in a deep breath before exhaling a colossal fireball in their direction. It did not have enough force to reach them but enough for the four to feel the heat and singe their hair. The odor of burnt hair was most unpleasant. They were fortunate that she hadn’t given it everything she had, which would have burnt them all to a crisp. The warning was meant to grab their attention.

Ryxa liked humans, finding them to be peculiar critters but also fascinating. Some days, she enjoyed flying over and perusing them from the sky. It was entertaining to watch their antics, a bit like people watching ants running around in circles. Ryxa didn’t like to see them fight, but there was usually a skirmish going on somewhere with humans; they didn’t benefit from past mistakes. They seemed foolhardy.

The four turned and ran off, screaming. 

Ten-year-old Marcus had wandered away from the group and was now climbing up the rock face. He had always been a climber. Climbing came naturally to him, and there were few heights he couldn't reach. How many times had people told him to stay off people’s roofs? If someone said that something was impossible to climb, he had to prove them wrong. Stone had enlightened him that same morning that the cliffs where the dragons lived were unachievable, besides the fact that the dragons would eat him. 

The boy had dropped his spear as he had pursued a foot-long purple dragonfly to the base of the cliff, where he had paused and then decided to climb. He was determined to scale the three-hundred-foot cliff, and his cute expression showed the stress of it as he rose. Jagged rock after jagged rock challenged him, but his wiry frame and experience allowed him to make progress.  

As he ascended, he made sure not to look down. Marcus wasn’t afraid of heights, but he needed all his concentration to make it. A fall would kill him at this height. His scalp itched under his shoulder-length hair, but he didn’t dare scratch. He had achieved the halfway point, and the remainder of the climb sure didn’t look inviting. Climbing this thing might not have been the best idea I’ve ever had. Marcus had never been frightened before, but now, at ten, his common sense was rearing its ugly head. 

Krandar exited the family cave with a mouthful of gold and rock excavated and spat it out on the ground. Her father shook the dust off his head, and several pebbles dropped near Ryxa. He wondered what had caught his daughter’s interest as she looked down over the cliff. “Ryxa, what do you see down there?” 

“I chased away some humans.”

Krandar turned and waddled back into the den to continued his work, shaking his head at the thought of humans.  

It was then that Marcus pulled himself up onto the top of the cliff and walked straight up to Ryxa, and spoke as if he was talking to a friendly dog instead of a dragon. He had never seen a dragon this close, except for a dead one. “Hello.”

When the dragon turned her head, she unintentionally hit the boy and sent him flying. He had positioned himself beside her and she hadn’t noticed. The dragon’s eyes widened in disbelief as the boy got up and dusted himself off. He was uninjured, and that was a good thing. “A human child? How did you get up here?”

“I climbed.”

“That’s impossible.”

“No, I climbed up.”

Again, Krandar exited the cave with another mouthful of gold and rubble. “What are you doing with that human? Put it back! You don’t know where it’s been. Do you want to get fleas?”

Ryxa wasn’t sure what to said, so she opted for the truth. “Father, I didn’t bring him up here. He climbed. Dragons don’t get fleas.”

Krandar fixed his eyes on the boy as his face tightened. “Ryxa, don’t be foolish. No human can climb up that cliff. The only way up here is to fly or come up the back road, and that road is always full of dragons. You flew down there and picked him up. I want you to put him back now.” The dragon turned and went back into the dark cave with his fiery eyes lighting the way, and all he could think of was what was next. 

Marcus went to the edge and stared down at the waves that were hitting the beach below. “Un oh.” It looked a lot more difficult going down than going up. It looked impossible. “I don’t think I can get down.”

Ryxa sniffed the boy with such intensity that he had momentarily stuck to her nose, and when she released him, he fell on his bottom. She smiled as he got up. “You smell funny. It’s a bloody miracle that you didn’t break your neck getting up here. I guess you’ll just have to live up here and be my pet.”

It did not impress Prince Marcus. “That is not gonna happen. Why don’t you be my pet? Better yet just be my friend.” The boy noticed a dragonfly had come up and was hovering; he listened to the buzz of its wings. Marcus would like to tie a thread to it and watch it fly around as his grandfather had shown him. He turned his attention back to the dragon as the dragonfly flew out of his reach. “You are so big. I could fit my head in one of your nose holes. My name is Marcus.” 

“I’m Ryxa, and that’s my father, Krandar, inside the cave. Marcus, how are you going to get back down?” She shook her big dragon head at the thought of the boy falling.

Krandar spat out another load of gold and snorted at the sight of the boy. “Ryxa, what did I tell you? Get him out of here! I can smell him from here.”

“We’re just talking.”

Krandar snorted fire out of his nose. “Don’t get attached to that thing because they’re all going to be dead soon.”

Ryxa didn’t like the sound of that. He wasn’t usually one to exaggerate. “What do you mean?”

“The Yurrosy are coming.”

Ryxa stared at her father and blinked several times. “They have a wizard to protect them. They have a shield. Everyone knows that.”

Krandar laughed as he waddled back into his cave. “Some wizard. His light is extinguished, or nearly so.”

The boy stared at the pile of rocks and gold that was accumulating outside of the cave. “What’s your father doing?”

“He’s making our cave bigger even though you could fit ten dragons in there, and we’re only four with my mother and my brother, Sulphur. I guess he’s bored.”

Marcus turned and desperately tried to catch the dragonfly that flew up the cliff when a rock gave way under his foot, and instantly he was falling to his death. He screamed and screamed as the sound of dragon wings got louder and louder until his nose softly touched the stones. Ryxa caught him and set him down on the beach. The boy was shaking from the fright and feeling sick to his stomach. Death had not come for him this time. “I’m not dead? Not dead.” 

The dragon shook her head at his foolhardiness. “Next time, you will be. Never try to climb up there again.”

“You saved me!” Marcus hugged the dragon’s leg as best he could. He continued to shake as his heart pounded faster than he thought possible. The dragon’s strange hide was almost as hard as a rock. “That was so close, so close.” 

“I didn’t save you. I was coming down here, anyway.”

Marcus looked up at her red eyes, and he, of course, didn’t believe her. “No, you weren’t.”

“Yes, I was.”

“No, you weren’t.” 

“Yes, I was, and dragons can’t tell lies.”

Marcus stared at her as his heart finally returned to a more normal beat. He imagined the birds scraping his remains off that rock. “Really?”

“No, not really. I just told a lie by telling you I can’t tell a lie. What do you think of that?” 

Marcus shrugged. “Lies can come in handy, that’s for sure.” He looked up at the dragon and smiled; she was so big that he was getting a sore neck staring up. He liked her. Even before she saved him, he liked her. “My father says that people and dragons don’t mix. Why don’t they mix?”

The dragon turned her head and sent a fiery blast against the base of the cliff, making the rocks bright red. “I guess we’re big, and you’re too little. Besides, we have little in common. You don’t even have fire. And you can’t fly. It must be terrible not to fly. I wouldn’t want to live if I couldn’t fly.”

“I’m not too little!”

“You fit in my nose hole. Remember?” Ryxa began walking with the boy, and he had to run to try to keep up.

“Oh yeah. Well, I might be small for a dragon, but I’m not a dragon. I’m big for my age and strong too. Why don’t you come home where my father will reward you for saving me? My father is King Darius.”  

Ryxa liked the sound of that. A reward would be the best kind of present. “A reward, you say? What kind of reward?”

He shrugged. “I don’t know. Something good. Gold, maybe.”

“Dragons have no use for gold.”

Dragons were inquisitive creatures. What sort of gift would a human give a dragon? The fact of not knowing what she would get made eager to find out, and she could imagine lots of things. Perhaps it would be something to eat. Something sweet? The dragon thought about it and couldn’t resist. Ryxa had to know what her reward would be. That way, she could see more humans up close. If it’s a food reward, it would take an awful lot to fill me up with those tiny humans. “Climb on my back and I’ll fly you home.”

She was so big it took Marcus a couple of attempts to climb up. Ryxa did not know if she could help him without hurting him. And as he stepped onto the ridges of her thick scales, he questioned the wisdom of his decision. 

Marcus was both elated and frightened by taking to the air on the back of a dragon. What if I fall off? Could take a long time to hit the ground, and maybe she could save me again? It would be scary up there, but when would he ever get another chance? One had to seize upon an opportunity when it presented itself. “Dragon, fly straight or I might fall off. And not too fast.”

“Marcus, are you scared of heights?”

“I climbed up that cliff, didn’t I.” The dragon taking to the air scared him more than he thought it would and had his heart pounding again.

Ryxa climbed higher and higher; the prince didn’t enjoy being so high, especially after almost dying from that fall. He thought he would love it, but all he could think about was falling. Marcus was so scared that he found it difficult to breathe. He closed his eyes tight as the ground moved further and further away. But slowly opened them; first, one blue eye and then the other.

“We are so high!” Marcus exclaimed.

He reassured himself that it wasn’t so bad as long as she didn't abandon him; Marcus doubted that anyone else anywhere was flying on the back of a dragon. He felt a little like the king of the world.

“I might not catch you next time, so hold on tight.”

“It won’t be much of a reward if you bring me home flat like a squashed bug.” Marcus held on tight with both hands grasping under the corner of one of her scales, felt like holding onto a sharp rock.

The dragon pumped her mighty wings, and soon they were so high that he thought that even the dragon would die if it fell from this height. The sound of her wings pumping was loud and hurt Marcus’s ears. They flew so high that everything below looked tiny. Again, he thought it would take a long time to hit the ground and that there would be a hell of a lot of screaming before he died. But what a magnificent view. Rolling hills and scattered farms dotted the landscape. A wagon full of hay was making its way through a field.  

The boy was going to be dreaming about this adventure for a long time. It must be so amazing to be a dragon, to fly every single day. It’s a different world from up here. What a life this would be.

“Ryxa, could you fly to the moon if you wanted?”

“Nope. If I flew high enough, there wouldn’t be any air to breathe.”

Marcus wasn’t sure if he believed that. “Where does the air go?”

“I don’t know.”

Marcus realized that this wasn’t the way home. Where was the dragon going? Maybe she was just pretending to be nice? What if she was going to eat him? One thing was for sure: escape was impossible. Marcus should have listened to Stone because he was right about most things. “This is not the way home!” the boy shouted. “You’re not gonna eat me?”

Ryxa turned her head so she could look at him as she flew. “Of course not. I would have already eaten you by now if I wanted. People are too small to eat; even an entire village wouldn’t fill me up. Dragons don’t eat people. I just want to show you something.”

Marcus believed her, so he could again enjoy the view. He was feeling more comfortable on the dragon's back; in fact, he thought he could get used to this. What if his father could see him now? He couldn’t wait until he saw their faces as they flew into the kingdom. 

They went through a cloud and everything was white; he couldn’t see a thing. Upon emerging, a colossal mountain loomed in the distance. “Is that what I think it is?”

Ryxa again turned her head toward the boy. “That’s the dark lands of Jahor and the home of the Yurrosy. See all those caves on the mountain's side?”    

Marcus tried hard, but they were just too far away for him to see; they looked more like specks to him. “I don’t see any caves.”

“Well, anyway, those caves are full of red dragons. Dragons say that the Yurrosy can control some of them, but I wouldn’t let them control me. My father says that red dragons are more susceptible to magic.” 

The kingdom and surrounding towns were coming into view. Marcus saw that the place spread out from the base of the mountain, too many to count. The Yurrosy’s castle seemed scary to him. It looked like it had ugly pointy teeth. Were there two castles stuck together? He could also see more than a dozen warriors fighting one another to hone their skills, and they were vicious for what he thought was practice. And then one ran another one through with his sword and killed him. “So those are the people that want to kill us? But why?”

“My father says it’s their nature to kill and conquer and that every kingdom they destroy strengthens them, which is not good for other peaceful realms. That’s why they’re so big. He also said that because you people were too stupid to band together to stop them, you deserve your fate. You should have killed them all when you had the chance. But you guys are lucky because you have a wizard.”

If Ryxa could only see his face now, she would know that the wizard was beyond protecting anyone. Her father was right. Marcus wasn’t supposed to talk about Adorok but couldn’t resist. “Our wizard is sick and old. His magic is not what it used to be. We have a crystal in the village that powers our shield, but now it’s weakening, and Adorok doesn’t have the strength to power it up. I see all the worried faces. If they get inside the kingdom, we’re all gonna be dead.”  

That was dreadful news. The dragon considered Leeander might not survive for much longer. What a terrible fate for Marcus and his people. Ryxa didn’t want to imagine what would happen to the boy on her back, but it wouldn’t be good. If only her dragons would help, but they had a rule not to interfere with humans. People lived in their flightless world, and that was that. 

Ryxa considered Marcus different from a lot of the other humans she had met. He was the first one that was brave enough to get on her back. “How does your shield work?”

“It knocks out anyone that walks through it with evil in their hearts, and they stay knocked out for four days. When they wake up, they are too weak to fight for lack of food, so they just wander off and don’t come back. Ryxa, I can see the caves now! How deep are they?”  

The black dragon didn’t like what she saw. “I don’t know. Two dragons are coming at us fast. Hold on tight!”  

The acceleration made Marcus scream. Two red dragons were on her quickly, and one released a giant fireball that just missed the both of them; the heat from it lit the boy’s shirt sleeve on fire but he extinguished it. She flew as fast as she could and still felt the flames touch her tail.

Ryxa climbed and climbed, leaving one behind, but the other followed. Marcus was desperately holding on at the angle she was flying, but Ryxa knew she had no choice because he would not survive a direct blast of fire. She halted suddenly and hovered.

“Now, you die for invading our space, black dragon!” The red dragon took in a mighty breath and concentrated hard on the kill. It was prepared to unleash a deadly fire that could kill Ryxa. But it would only have one chance, as it would take days to recharge to repeat, and only some dragons could manage it. 

Ryxa grabbed and held the red dragon’s mouth shut, forcing him to swallow the fire and choke on it. She didn’t want to kill him. However, she felt she had no choice. Not being able to expel the fire, the red dragon exploded from the inside as pieces of him tumbled down toward the ground below. The chunks smoked and smoldered after they hit. 

The other dragon had come up behind her and produced a fiery blast of its own. The boy had no choice but to jump off to avoid being burned alive. He only hoped that Ryxa would once again be fast enough to save his life. He screamed his loudest.

The dragon turned and gave her a face full of fire, then rushed the male dragon. Ryxa scratched and kicked him, and then dove for the boy. But he was already too close to the ground and out of reach. Ryxa knew she couldn’t make it to him in time, but she flew her fastest.   
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STONE ENTERED THE GREAT HALL along with three other knights, who were also in armor. All bowed to King Darius. Stone’s coarse facial hair was but a shadow that made him appear to be even more handsome. He turned many heads of the opposite sex. The meeting was private, and the news wasn’t pleasant. A gesture from the king told Abram, Lance, and Braxton to sit near him at the head of the table. Darius sat with his raven on his shoulder, sorrowfully staring at his vessel.   

They all drank red wine from red goblets, with each container having a small ruby attached to it. Silence filled the room as they waited for the king to speak, and he was in no hurry to do so; he had awful scenes of war swirling in his head. The kingdom had faced hardships before, but not like this. Darius rubbed his tired face.

“Go on now.” Berhtram, the king’s raven, flew off his shoulder and out of the room.

The walls held paintings of former kings and past knights that had served; some weapons they had used in well-known battles also had their place. One sword appeared to have dried blood on its blade.  

Stone's likeness was unmistakably up there, although he had desperately tried to get the king to take it down until he passed, but to no avail. He had saved the king’s life not once, but twice. Stone desired to toss his dagger at his rendering on the wall.

Alexa boisterously burst into the hall and marched straight up to the king. The king’s daughter, dressed in armor, had almost as much attitude as beauty, with the most beautiful blue eyes. She was always confident and never one to back down from a righteous battle. Perhaps a little too self-assured. She was blonde and curvaceous and as strong as most men. She grew up chopping wood alongside Stone even though he was five years her senior. 

Alexa had never been one to mince words. “Father, why the hell wasn’t I invited to this meeting? I know what’s going on.”

“Alexa, officially, you are not a knight. Women can’t be knights. How are you ever to get married dressed like that?”

She placed her hand on the hilt of her sword and shook her head. “And I’m not marrying that jackass just to join our kingdoms. They don’t have nearly enough fighters to save us, anyway. I’ll sacrifice myself on the battlefield, if need be, but not like that.”

“Fine, don’t marry him.”

She noticed Stone smiled. “Believe me; I’m not. And where the hell is Marcus? I haven’t seen him all morning?”

Stone and Alexa had been friends since childhood and although Stone was a beast in battle, he still couldn’t seem to impress the princess no matter what he accomplished. 

Stone nodded. “I imagine he’s headed to the cliffs to tease the dragons. I forbade him, but you know the boy. Tell him not to do something and that’s what he’s going to do.”

The king shook his head. “Stone, why on earth would you let him do that?”

Stone removed his brown hair from his eyes. “I didn’t let him. I forbid him to go anywhere near those dragons, but you can’t knock it out with a rock when the boy gets something in his head. He’s a little like someone else we know.”

Alexa turned and looked down at Stone in his chair. “Is that meant for me? Lucky for you, there are no rocks nearby.”

Stone shrugged and smiled. “She would throw a rock at me. A boulder if she could heft it.”

“As if I don’t have enough on my mind.” Darius finished his wine and slammed the goblet down. “Oh, hell, I’m just going to say it. The shield went down last night.”

Alexa pulled up a chair and sat down. “You don’t mean completely down?”

“I do. Anyone could have wandered in here. Anyone or anything.”

“No shield?” Lance asked.

Darius was becoming annoyed. “Do I have to repeat myself?” The king strummed his fingers impatiently. “Furthermore, when Adorok was indisposed last week, supposedly working on a new spell, he wasn't. He was flat on his back and couldn’t get up. I don’t know if he’ll last another month. Time is catching up with him, catching up with me as well with the sore back I awoke with this morning.” 

Abram’s blue eyes narrowed as he stopped playing with his scruffy beard. “If our wizard is dying? Without him, the future looks dire. There are too many of them to fight, but I’ll kill at least five of those bastards before I go down.”

Alexa imagined the carnage that was about to come. There would be certain death for most of them, and the others would most likely wish they were dead. “Father, let me take ten knights and maybe we can capture their wizard and force him to enhance our shield? Or maybe even find another wizard?”

“Alexa, it’s too dangerous.”

She didn’t like to be so blunt. However, the circumstances dictated it. “Is that right? Raped and killed is okay? Because that’s what’s going to happen when they figure out we don’t have a wizard or a shield. Yurrosy soldiers are nothing but a bunch of barbarians.”

Alexa’s words disturbed Stone, but he couldn’t deny them. “Your majesty, Alexa might have an idea there. Trying to capture their wizard is most likely suicide, but under cover of darkness, it might be possible. It might be our only hope. We can come up with a thousand ideas, but without magic on our side. Each one of us can’t kill a hundred of them.”

The ugly part was that the king knew they weren’t exaggerating. “We still have some time, and I will keep all options available. I’ll have to think about our situation. Don’t hesitate to approach me if you have any other ideas. Stone, if I permit a mission to capture their wizard, how many men would you need?”  

Stone imagined himself under cover of darkness, searching for the enemy’s sorcerer. “Six men might be enough, your majesty. Too many would only call attention and make it easier to give away our position. The odds of returning with our lives, never mind a wizard, would be small. But at least it would give us some hope.”

Alexa had her mouth open, as she couldn’t believe what she was hearing. “It’s my idea. I’ll lead the mission.” 

“Daughter, you will not go on this mission. The chances of Stone and his men returning are slim. I know you understand that. It is their duty, but it is not yours. Would you have me worry about you along with everything else?”

Alexa preferred her chances out there than a siege. “Father, I am going on this mission.”

The king shook his head and sighed. “I haven’t even approved it yet, and if I do, you will not be going.”

“I can handle myself as well as any man.”

Darius knew it might be impossible to stop her, but he would try his best. “That is not the point, and you know it. I’ll lock you in the dungeon for a week if need be. Is that what you want?”

“You wouldn’t dare.”

“Stone, our wizard is only lucid one day a week or thereabouts. When he becomes so again, you are to see if he can’t make you a spell that will increase your odds of capturing their wizard.”

“Yes, your majesty.”

Darius knew that what he was going to said next would stick in her craw. “If I permit the mission and she follows you, then you have my permission to discipline her as you see fit.”

“May I spank her?” Stone asked jokingly? 

The king smiled inside. 

“What a sense of humor you have, father. Would you have Stone awake in the night with no hands and other body parts missing as well? How would he then wield a sword? I suppose he could stump them to death.”

It could be entertaining to get Alexa’s blood boiling, especially for Stone. However, these were trying times for everyone. Most of the kingdom was having trouble sleeping.

The wizard Adorok staggered in; his legs no longer carried him with ease. His long white hair was unkempt, as if he had just rolled out of bed after a long night’s sleep. He was quite frail and was heading down the last part of life’s long road. “I’ve got it! I’ve got a solution! It came to me in a dream. Yes, it was brilliant.”

Everyone focused on the wizard.  

Adorok vigorously scratched his head and then stared up at the ceiling. “What was brilliant? Yes, yes, something about a dream. There was some magic involved. And a fire-breathing horse? I believe the horse tried to kick me. Was it red and black? Who said red and black?”

Alexa shook her head. “You did.”

“I’ve made plans for the boy. Is plans the proper word?” Adorok again scratched his head.

Adorok’s current state of mind saddened everyone. His faculties and his strength were fading fast. Occasionally, he awoke with a brilliant idea that never manifested beyond the ramblings of an old man. His enthusiasm turned to confusion as he stared at Stone. He looked around, puzzled. “Someone should tell the king!”

The king sighed and nodded. “Yes, I wish someone would tell the king.” 

Alexa got up to escort Adorok back to his chamber. “Adorok, come with me, and you can tell me all about your brilliant idea.”

Adorok nodded and nodded. “Quite right. It came to me in a dream, and I wasn’t even sleeping.”
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INARA CAUGHT THE BOY BY THE SHIRT between her two claws just seconds before he would have hit the ground. The black dragon flew up towards Ryxa. On the way up, his shirt ripped, and she dropped him, forcing her to catch him a second time. 

Marcus thought it might not be a good idea to hang around with dragons. This one was bigger than Ryxa and didn’t look happy. The boy’s shirt ripped, and again he started to fall; she grabbed him by his left leg and flew up to her daughter. “Ryxa, did you drop this?” 

“Thank you, mother!” Ryxa adjusted her position so that the boy could climb back onto her back. “I thought he was dead for sure.”

Marcus's face, especially his lips, had turned as white as a ghost. Nightmares were going to come for him tonight. And not the pleasant can’t find my sword dream.

“Ryxa, you know this place is forbidden!”

“I just wanted to show Marcus where the Yurrosy live.”

“Everyone knows where they live.”

“Yes, but look how much bigger they are now.”

She had to admit that they were expanding at a rapid pace. “I see that. It’s not safe here, so get your butt home. And tell your father what you’ve been up to so that he can scold you.”

“Yes, mother.”

Inara flew up and hurried away. Ryxa didn’t know her mother was doing reconnaissance. She watched as she flew up so high that Inara was but a speck in the sky and she continued to observe the red dragons. 

When the Yurrosy attacked Leeander, would they bring many red dragons with them? If so, the entire area might fall. The thought of a war with the reds was unpleasant, especially since some of them weren’t under their own power. Inara and the others would protect their territory if necessary.

Ryxa glided down in a circular path and dropped with a light thump near the castle in Leeander. People ran away from the dragon screaming as Stone ran toward it. The sight of Marcus on the back of the beast was astonishing, and the knight didn’t know what to make of it. Dragons and humans were from different worlds, and their paths were never meant to intertwine.     

“Marcus, what the hell are you doing! Are you trying to get yourself killed?” He helped the boy down off the dragon, his expression stern, resisting the urge to give him a thump as it was not his place to do so. He would end up being king one day, but not if he got himself killed.

Ryxa kept her eye on Stone, wondering if she would have to protect the boy from him. The knight gazed up at the black dragon as Ryxa looked down at him, and neither appeared to be too happy.

“Stone, this dragon is my friend. Her name is Ryxa. Stone, this dragon named Ryxa, is my friend
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