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Chapter 1 Past Grief
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Ironfire strode angrily into the home of the Ferrolith.  The metal dragon leader stomped along the cave floor, his footsteps echoing in the emptiness.  The cave was carved out of the side of a hill near the dead land of Mortem and the floor had small pools of water.  Some were used for drinking, others for cooling metal for weaponry.  The Ferrolith dragons were known for their weapon making because the breath of a metal dragon was liquid metal that could be forged into weapons.  They were equal to the Inferoths and Gaiajades in power and veracity.  No one could best them nor rule them.  Then the Necrodrakes came.

The death dragons killed every dragon in sight.  The land of Mortem birthed the monstrosities to ravage the planet of Wyrm, led by Erebos and empowered by Morthauron, the god of death.  The Ferroliths were the first line of defense, and were killed by the hands and teeth of the Necrodrakes; except for Ironfire, the former leader of the metal dragons.  He fought at the front of the wave; he and other Ferroliths went after Erebos and his generals.  Ironfire had been captured, tormented, threatened with being turned into a Silent One.  He escaped to regroup with the leaders of the other clans only to be devastated by the death of his clan and which he blamed on incompetence of the other dragons who relied on Auroradraca too much for leadership.  Eventually, the Necrodrakes had been defeated and sealed into the land with the magic the other clans were given by Auroradraca but Ironfire was left with nothing.

“They can’t all be dead.  They just can’t be,” Ironfire muttered to himself.  His large frame echoed in the cave as he looked into the various rooms that had been carved out of the hill.  Walking on all fours, his metallic scales reflected the bioluminescent moss that covered the walls.  

“Hello!  Is anyone here?” he bellowed.  “Did anyone stay behind?  Any hatchlings hiding?  It’s safe now, you can come out now.  The Necrodrakes are gone!”

Silence met his questions.  He looked around more, going deeper into the cave.  “This is Ironfire!  Come out now!”

The moss spread his shadow across the cave.  “They can’t all be dead.  Someone had to have stayed behind.  Hatchlings weren’t on the battlefield.  Where are you!” he commanded.

The sound of something soft landing on the cave floor echoed in the vast cave.  “Who’s there?” Ironfire asked.  “It’s safe to come out now.  Don’t be afraid.”  A second sound repeated.  “Where are you?”

Ironfire breathed in deep and spat out a string of liquid metal.  The cave lit up, revealing the backside of a Ferrolith.  The metal hummed with light on the cave floor.  Ironfire carefully walked so as to not alarm whoever was in the room.  Moss lit up on the walls as he walked in.  Ironfire was horrified with what he saw.

“No, no, no, no, no.  It’s not possible.  They couldn’t have breached our home,” he tried to reassure himself.  Ferrolith bodies were thrown about the room like a hatchling who had thrown a fit and ripped apart his meal.  Pieces of Necrodrakes, skulls caved in,  littered the floor alongside the pieces of Ferrolith.  He backed out of the room.

“How’d they get in here?  Someone had to survive.  Someone just had to.  I can’t be the last one.”

A bright light showed on the back of the cave.  It was pure and illuminated the area, revealing how deadly the Ferroliths and Necrodrakes fought.  In the center of the room stood Auroradraca, the goddess of light.  She stood on her back legs and crossed her forearms, covering her body with her wings.

“You,” Ironfire snarled.  “You did this.  You created these abominations!  You killed my clan!”

“Watch your tone, Ferrolith,” she responded.  “I will do as I wish.  You do not get to judge me.  Morthauron created the Necrodrakes.”

“Why?  Why did you allow this to happen?  Why are all my clan dead?  Why am I still alive?”  

“Your clan fought bravely.  It’s unfortunate that they all perished.”

“Then bring them back to life.  You are the goddess of life, right?  Just snap your talons and fix this mistake.”

Auroradraca glared at him.  “I cannot.”

“Goddess.  Of.  Life.” Ironfire punctuated.  “It’s literally in the job title.”

“Do not speak to me like a-”

“I’ll speak to you however I please!” Ironfire snapped back.  “You create life.  Bring my clan back.  Now!”

Auroradraca stood motionless, emotionless.

“Now,” Ironfire growled.

“You will not command me.”

“Then I renounce you.  You mean nothing to me.”

“Choose your words carefully, Ferrolith.”

“You are nothing to me!  Give me back my clan and leave us alone,”  he demanded.

Auroradraca glared at him.  “Renounce me?  Renounce me?  You fight in my name, make demands of me and then renounce me.”

Ironfire locked eyes with her.  “I fought for my clan’s survival.  Not for the graveyard that is now Mortem.  Not for this tomb that my home has become.  Bring them back.”

Auroradraca smiled.  “You will make no demands of me.  You are my creation, to do with as I please.  You may no longer worship me but my connection with you will not simply disappear because of your words.  I came to grieve with you, Ferrolith, to mourn the loss of my creations.”

“My name is Ironfire, Goddess.”

She smiled.  “Your clan was one of my favorite creations.  I have many more scattered across this world.  Many appreciate the life that I have bestowed upon them and fight in my name.”

“Spare me your speech, Goddess.  Either rid the world of me or leave me be to bury my clan and die alone.”

Auroradraca smiled.  “You wish to ignore me but make demands of me?  Fine.  I’ll leave you alone but you will not die.  I will blind you from the eyes of Morthauron.  You will live forever.  Your body will be injured but never truly heal, forcing you to find a way to stay alive. You will keep living, doomed to watch as others appreciate what I have bestowed upon them.  Goodbye, Ferrolith.”

Auroradraca disappeared in a blink, taking her light with her.  Ironfire stood in silence.  Rage came screaming out of his mouth.  Liquid metal painted the wall where she had stood, bringing an orange and yellow hue to the cave.  His eyes showed red, his body shaking with anger.  The bodies of the dead threw shadows across the room.  Slowly, the metal cooled and the cave became dark again.

* * * * * 
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THE YEARS HAD BEEN difficult for Ironfire.  His body slowly began to waste away; staying in his cave, determined to starve himself to death.  On a rainy night, Ironfire traveled to find food, giving in to his stomach.  He lost his footing on loose soil and tumbled down the side of a hill, landing on a rocky surface.  His back legs were broken and misshapen.  He laid in pain as the rain fell on him, gagging on water that pooled in his mouth.  Every drop felt like a whip across his legs.  He turned his upper body and crawled on his belly.  The rainwater began to collect into a small stream.  He tried to keep his head above water but struggled.  He dropped under the surface and waited for Morthauron to take him.  His lungs screamed for air.  Ironfire opened his mouth and let the water drown him.  He pushed against the water and made it to the shore.  He vomited out the water and cried.

“Auroradraca, please just let me die.  I’ll do whatever you want.  Just let me perish.”  Thunder cracked across the sky.  He tried to catch his breath as his lungs got used to oxygen again.  He tried to move his back legs, pain reminded him of the injuries.  “Anything, please.  Just tell me what you want.”  The rain continued to pour and the water level began to rise.  Ironfire dug his front legs into the mud and tried to climb up the hill.  His back legs slid behind him.  Ironfire screamed in pain as the bones realigned back into their original place.  

Ironfire knew he could not crawl his way back to his home with broken legs.  He needed to do something.  Exhausted, he rested his head on the ground.  He stared into the mud and grass. A snail crawled in front of him, its long shell giving him an idea.  He pushed himself up and turned to look at the right leg.  Ironfire moved it gently to make sure the bone was in the right place.  He took in a deep breath and blew molten metal on his leg.  The metal ate away at his skin and muscle.  Rain hit the liquid, cooling it off, and covering the broken leg.  He shot out more of his breath to cover the lost tissue.  Once his leg was covered, he rolled into the stream, his leg slapping across the surface like dead weight.  Steam erupted from his leg as metal solidified and became one with his flesh.  He struggled out of the water.  He repeated the process on his other leg.  After crawling out the second time, he said “Is this what you wanted?  I did it.  Let me die.  Please.”  Exhaustion overcame him.

* * * * * 
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DECADES PASSED.  IRONFIRE’S body had rotted away and he was forced to replace his anatomy with his breath, enduring pain as flesh became metal.  The Ferrolith corpses laid about the cave, the metal scales preserving the skin.  His lungs were bits of thin metal pretending to be alive.  He took a breath out of habit.  Ironfire sat against the wall.  He had forgotten what it was like to need to drink water or to crave food.  His mind was numb to the world as Auroradraca’s curse kept him living an unnatural life.  Dust settled on his metallic skin.  He missed his clan.  He missed feeling things:  cold, heat, hunger, thirst.  He was alone in his own mind and did not have the will to move.  What was the point?  He was forgotten by the other clans.  No one had come to check on him after the war.  He did not have the will to bury the dead.  What was the point?  He was the only one left.  No one would mourn his passing.

* * * * * 
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YEARS LATER, IRONFIRE was proud of the work he had done.  His body had begun to work better as he mastered using his liquid metal breath to rebuild his failing organs.  The metal forms of his fallen clan were reforged, by his breath, into hollow statues.  He placed them in wooden boxes that he had cut from trees that he had scavenged.

“What are you doing?” Auroradraca said as she appeared in the cave.

“Finally doing what you wouldn’t.  Bringing back my clan.”

“And how do you plan on doing this, Ferrolith?”

“See you gave me this extended life, this punishment for not wanting to believe in you anymore.  But it also gave me the time to rebuild the bodies of my clan.  You, being the goddess of life, can simply give them life and let me die.”

Auroradraca glared at him.  “No.”

“I have suffered enough.  My clan died from your mistake.  You will bring them back.”  Ironfire angrily stared into her eyes.

“No.  I have many other creations that appreciate what I have done for them.  You have not.”  

“You have kept me from Morthauron’s gaze and the release of death from all this pain you have forced me to endure for centuries.  Bring back my clan and let me perish.”

Auroradraca stood there, not moving.  “You have done nothing to earn a boon from me, Ferrolith.”

“My name is Ironfire!” he shouted as he belched out liquid metal at her.  She waved her hand, sending the metal toward one of the larger statues.  The metal cooled at her touch, transforming into shrapnel, cutting up a large statue.  She turned toward Ironfire and rushed toward him in a blink.  Auroradraca grabbed him by the throat and lifted him off the ground like he weighed nothing.  

“You are nothing to me, Ferrolith, a mistake, a creation that never should have been.  If I could, I would end your life myself but I cannot.  Don’t dare to presume you can hurt or command me.  You will worship me, pray to me, or be nothing to me.  Know your place in this world.”  She hurled him to the side of the cave, leaving a dent in the cave wall; his metal body let out a banging sound from impact.  The cave turned dark.  Ironfire laid on the ground, wishing he had not offended the goddess all those years before.

* * * * *
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IRONFIRE THOUGHT HE had seen Necrodrakes coming from Mortem.  He was not worried.  Most of his body was made from metal after centuries of living.  He had finished creating wooden boxes to put his empty shelled clan in.  He had been visited by a small group of dragons, each representing the different clans in the area.  

“The fight continues.  I’ve done it once but is it worth joining?  Could I finally die?”  

“It might be,” said a cold whisper in his ear.

He stood up, scanning his surroundings.  “Who’s there?  Show yourself.”

Silence.  “Auroradraca, is this you?  Some new mind game to make yourself look good to me?”  He paused.  “Answer me now.”

A tall black dragon separated from the shadows, his face void of flesh.  His long horns scraped against the cave roof.  His shoulder wings rested on his body, falling to his feet.

“I’m afraid you have the wrong god,” the whisper replied.

“Morthauron?  Have you come to finally end my life?”

“I cannot due to Auroradraca’s curse.  I always wondered what happened to the last Ferrolith.  You were not among the many in the underworld who felt my embrace.”

“How are you able to finally see me?”

“My power grows as the Necrodrakes rise.  Death feeds me.”

“What do you want from me?”

“Simply to offer you a favor, an exchange of services if you will.”  

Ironfire hesitated.  “What do you offer?”

“Join the upcoming fight with the Necrodrakes.  My power will peak and I’ll be able to break her curse.”

“What’s the catch?  What do you get in exchange?”

“Nothing much.  Simply the statues that you created.  I wish to bring back the Ferroliths but in my image; to rejoin Wyrm as I reshape it with my own designs.”

“My clan will live again?  How?”

“Do you question me as you would Auroradraca?”

“I don’t believe you anymore than I would her.”

“Fair point.  But I’m being truthful to you.  Death always reveals the truth.”

Ironfire weighed his options.  “I die but my clan lives.”  He paused.  “Deal.”  Morthauron smiled.
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Chapter 2 Smell the Flowers
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Mudball had been enjoying his life since the Necrodrake battle.  He finally got the hang of using his crystals to fire his breath and  started to train more in the fighting circle. The young Gaiajade was happy with life.  The Gaiajade land had recovered from the invasion of Necrodrakes.  Crops were growing and dwellings were rebuilt.  Everything was back to normal.  Well, most everything was.  

Gempath tried to return their life back to routine.  Her mate, Oldstone, was the former leader of the Gaiajades.  He perished in the Necrodrake war.  Mudball tried not to remember having to end Oldstone’s life as he was turning into a Necrodrake.  No one in his clan knew he was forced to kill Oldstone.  The old leader was highly respected and Mudball did not know how everyone would react if they knew the truth.  He had told them that he saw the Necrodrakes kill Oldstone, which was true for the most part.  He did feel bad for lying to Gempath and what she had to deal with because of Oldstone’s death.  She was not as experienced of a leader as her mate had been but she was trying.  Her old age and the stress of rebuilding the territory were taking a toll on her health.  

Mudball ventured out to the fields.  Gaiajades were known for their farming skills.  Walking on four legs and possessing no wings, one would think Gaiajades would be weak compared to the other clans.  Crystals grew on their bodies which, when charged by sunlight, would generate a beam of solid light that could blow a hole through stone.  Gaiajades tended to be a peace loving clan but could fight when needed to.  

Tall wheat plants grew in rows across the growing fields.  The current crop had grown faster than usual, thanks to Mudball.  During the war with the Necrodrakes, he was gifted magic by Auroradraca that allowed him to bring life wherever he went.  Most of it got used up when he and his friends poured their magic into the Necrodrake leader’s jawbone to defeat their enemy.  Mudball was still bothered that it was Rageskin’s brother, Redeye, who had been revealed as the newest leader.  Even after using the magic to imprison their enemy, he still had a little bit of magic left in him.  He mainly used it to help when crops were having difficulty growing.  Over the last year, he had gotten pretty good jumpstarting the different growing seasons.  He smiled at his handiwork but then he heard two Gaiajades arguing.  He came around the end of a row and saw two hatchlings yelling at each other.  One was a light green color and the other was a dark brown.

“You’re supposed to use your breath to make the planting rows!” the green one shouted.

“No, you’re supposed to use your snout crystals,” the other argued.  They butted their heads against each other, their small crystals grinding against the others.  

Mudball walked up to them.  “Hey, Flinthead, Stonespark!  Knock it off! What are you arguing about?”

Flinthead, the brown one, said, “You’re supposed to use your snout to make rows and she says I’m wrong.”

“You’re supposed to use your breath, dirt for brains,” Stonespark insulted. “We are never going to get our chores done if we only use our snouts.  Tell him, Mudball.” They growled at each other.  

Mudball sighed.  This is what it must have been like for Oldstone.  “You’re both right.”

The two hatchlings looked at him dumbfounded.  

“You can use either method, depending on your abilities.  Some Gaiajades have small snout crystals that are not good for digging up the soil, so they use very concentrated breaths to make the rows.  Not too deep but not too shallow.  Others have large crystals that are perfect for plowing.  You do what is best for you.”

The two dragons looked at each other, realizing they fought over something silly.

“Now, which of you is good at your breath?” Mudball asked.  They looked at each other in embarrassment.  “Neither, huh?  I’ve been there.  It took me a long time to master mine.  Just last year, actually.  I was a slow learner.  But now, I can use either method, depending on how much I have to do.”

“It’s gonna take us all day to make a growing row with our snouts,” Stonespark whined.  

“We wanna play with our friends,” Flinthead chimed.

Mudball looked at them, sad little faces looking back.  He smiled and readied a stance.  His back crystals began to hum.  “How far do you have to go?”

Flinthead smiled, “To that rock over there.”

Mudball’s crystals glowed brighter.  He focused on the rock and released his breath.  A bright white beam shot out, tearing up the ground in a straight line.  He relaxed and his breath stopped halfway to the rock.

“Why’d you stop?” Flinthead asked.

“It’s your chore.  I showed you how deep you need to go.  Now you finish it.”

“But how are we supposed to keep dirt from going up our noses?” Stonespark asked.

“Don’t breathe it in,” Mudball said as he smiled.

The two dragons looked at him and stuck out their tongues.  Mudball laughed and stomped his foot, a line of short wheat plants sprouted and raced to the row.  He turned around and walked away.  Mudball had lost his family in the Necrodrake war and he wanted to honor them by being a better member of his clan.  It was his day off and he wanted to enjoy it.  He walked past the growing plantations and found his spot, a meadow with large multicolored flowers growing all around.  A path led to the middle in which sat his favorite thing in the whole world of Wyrm was: his flying rock.  To his knowledge he was the only Gaiajade ever to fly.  Granted, he had clung on for his life while being chased by a Necrodrake Gaiajade but in his mind it still counted as flying.  He laid down on the square rock and let out a long yawn.  Everything was peaceful and quiet in his field but he kept thinking of his friends.  Since the Necrodrake battle, his friends have been busy rebuilding their clans’ homes or leading their clan.  Rageskin hardly came around anymore to take him flying on his rock.  Inferoths were not known for their kindness but Mudball appreciated his friend’s efforts.  

He laid his head down for a quick nap.  As his eyes began to flutter asleep, he caught sight of something in the corner of his eye.  He raised his head and looked around.  He could not hear or see anything unusual.  He laid his head back down and closed his eyes.  The flowers made a shuffling sound, like something was moving through them.  Mudball opened his eyes again but kept his head on the rock.  Flowers were moving on their own.  He got to his feet and charged his back crystals, humming with whiteness.  He spun around and realized that flowers were moving around his rock and coming closer.  

“Who goes there?  I don’t want to hurt you but I’ll protect myself if I have to,” he warned.  The flowers stopped moving.  “Not scary, not scary, not scary,” he reassured himself.  The flowerheads turned toward Mudball in sync, petals shaking.  “Nope, nope, nope.  I am not going to be eaten by flowers that I grew.”  Two flowers, sunflower and rose, met each other, appeared to talk to each other and moved toward him.  “Please don’t eat me, please don’t eat me,” he said as his crystals became brighter.

A small dragon jumped into a clearing between the flowers and rock.  “Don’t shoots us, please,” it pleaded, flapping its red rose wings.  “Wez friendly.  No hurts you.”

Mudball powered down his crystals.  The sunflower winged dragon climbed out of the grass and stood beside the rose dragon.  The sunflower dragon had a brown and yellow body that matched its wings.  The scales and skin on the back mounted wings resembled a sunflower in pattern.  The rose dragon had green scales on its body with red rose colored wings.  The two dragons walked on all fours like Mudball did.  He had never seen dragons so small before.  Even newly hatched Gaiajades were bigger than these dragons were.

“Who are you?” Mudball asked.

“I iz Thornseed,” the rose dragon replied.  “And this iz my mate, Petalspear.” 

The sunflower dragon bowed her head.  “Hellos.”  Both dragons had high pitched voices.

“I have never seen dragons like you before,” Mudball said.

“Wez is Florastryx.  Wez take cares of plants, “ Petalspear replied.  “Yourz iz pretty.”

“Um, well, thank you.  Where did you two come from?”

“Wez come from north,” Thornseed answered.  “Hads to leaves.”

“Why?”

The two Florastryx looked at each other.  “Mean dragons.  They attacks us, hurts us,” Thornseed replied sadly.  “Many didn’ts live.”  Petalspear lowered her head.  “Your flowers hides us.  So pretty.”

“I’m sorry that your clan got hurt.  I’ve seen what bad dragons could do.  Could you describe who they were?  I might know them.”

“Theyz mean,” Petalspear said.  “Don’t likes us cause we not think likes them.”

“Are they red in color?  Wear lava armor?” Mudball asked.  

“Oh noz.  Theys have white and golds scalez.  Loves sun.  Loves Auroraz,” Thornseed replied.

“Auroraz?  You mean Auroradraca?” Mudball questioned.

“Yez.  Hards name to says sometimes,” replied Thornseed.  “They sez, they sez, we must worships hers or else.”

Petalspear cried, “They hurts our eggs, stomp on usses.  They large, likes you.  Maybe biggers.”

Mudball looked at them.  “That is so sad.  I don’t know any dragons like them.  We Gaiajades are nice dragons.  We wouldn’t hurt you.  We like plants too.”

The pair raised their heads.  “Plants?  Wez help take care of thems for you,” they said in unison, flapping their wings like a hummingbird.  

“Hey, watch this,” Mudball said.  He placed a front foot in front of the Florastyxes on the bare ground.  He squinted his eyes and concentrated as his foot glowed lightly.  The two dragons starred in anticipation.  He lifted his foot and small flowers were revealed.  Their eyes grew large, jaws dropped.

“Hows you do that?” Petalspear asked.  She looked under his foot.  “Is magic?”

“Actually, yeah.  Not much but it helps.”

The flowers around the flying rock began to move.  More Florastryxes came into the open.  Their wings had a variety of flower patterns and colors to them.  Mudball could not believe his eyes at the number of them.  They slowly crawled to Mudball, talking quietly to each other, amazed by the plants that he just grew.  Suddenly, a beam of light shot toward the sky, followed by a thunderous roar.  The Florastryxes scurried back into the field, their wings blending in with the garden flowers.  

“Hey, it’s okay, guys.  It’s just Gempath.  She’s calling for a meeting of all the Gaiajades.  No reason to be afraid.”

Thornseed and Petalspear slowly came out of the tall grass.  “Gempath?  She's nice?” inquired Thornseed.

“Oh, yeah, she’s the best.  You guys will love her.  How about you two jump on my back and come with me.  If I can, I’ll introduce you to her and see if you can live with us.”

They looked at each other.  Thornseed nodded his head and the two Florastryxes jumped onto Mudball’s back.  Each found a different crystal on his back and wrapped their wings around it.  “Okay, guys, I have to run so I’m not too late.  Hang on.”  Mudball started into a slow gallop and sped up.  The Florastryx bounced on his back.

When he arrived, most of his clan surrounded Gempath.  She was an elder Gaijade with looser skin than the younger dragons.  The stress of being a leader could be seen on her face, stress forming permanent wrinkles in her skin.  Gaiajades grumbled about being called away from what they were doing suddenly.

“Welcome, everyone,” Gempath announced.  “I’m sorry for calling all of you.  I know we have much to do this time of year.”  The Gaiajades mumbled.  She cleared her throat.  “I am here to tell you that I will be stepping down as leader.”  The dragons talked amongst themselves in surprise.  Gempath gave them a neutral glare and they settled down.  “I stepped in to replace Oldstone after his passing.  It has been a year since then and we have managed to rebuild our lives.  Age has caught up to me and I can no longer fulfill my duties.  I propose a tournament, as is custom to our clan.  Those who wish to fight may step up now and announce your intentions.  If you do not, then you acknowledge the potential winner as your new leader.”

The Gaiajades looked around at each other, waiting to see who would declare first.  Gempath surveyed the crowd.  A large Gaiajade stepped toward her.  His skin was a dark brown and muscles rippled beneath them.  He was larger than most of the dragons there.  The crystals on his back created lines along his spine.  He showed scars from battle against the Necrodrake war.  He had claw marks on his sides and two puncture marks on his neck.  Each step he took seemed to shake the ground a little.  He stood in front of Gempath.

“Do you declare, Coalash?” Gempath asked.

In a deep baritone voice, he replied “Yes.”  He projected a confidence that made the other Gaiajades hesitate to step up.

“What’s happening?” Thornseed asked.

“Hush,” Mudball replied.  “They are deciding who will fight for leadership.”

“I scared,” Thornseed said.

“You’re safe, little guy,” Mudball reassured.  “Just don’t-”.

Coalash let out a roar.  The two Florastryxes dug their claws into Mudball’s skin.  He yelped in pain.  The crowd turned around and looked at him.  Gempath had a surprised look on her face.  “Mudball has declared entry into the tournament.”  Two more large Gaiajades stepped in to declare.  The crowd cheered as no one else stepped forward and the tournament was declared.

Mudball had a worried look on his face.  “Oh, my, this will not end well for me.”
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Chapter 3 Chaos in the Volcano

[image: image]


Rageskin sat upon his throne inside the volcano that was home to the Inferoths.  The stone throne had belonged to his father.  The ruler of the Inferoths was usually chosen through challenge and combat.  His brother, Redeye, would have defeated Sharpfang, their father, and taken leadership had he not become a Necrodrake leader and tried to take over Wyrm.  Redeye had slain their father in the Necrodrake battle.  Rageskin touched his ebony armor.  It was fused to his skin and protected most of him from harm.  Inferoths went through a trial of placing and sculpting lava onto their skin to create armor.  His armor had been forged with assistance from Auroradraca.  He still remembers the pain of becoming one with his armor.  A shield was forged onto his left forearm while his right was free to hold a sword.  He reflected on the past year since the Necrodrake war.

Rageskin became the de facto leader of the Inferoths.  He had shown strength and courage, traits the Inferoths respected.  He had been chosen for magic by Auroradraca and had defeated the Necrodrakes using the power-infused jaw of his brother.  He led the efforts to rebuild the volcano after it had shown anger from the Necrodrakes invading it.  His throne room was set above all, so that he could look down upon his clan.  He could see the cave openings that had been hand carved by Inferoths to create small homes.  Bridges were set in the sides of the volcano, creating pathways to reach various levels.  At the bottom was the lake of magma, always ready to blow but also to be used to create the Inferoth armor.  Above it were four bridges that met in the middle at a large circle.  The bridges were wide and could allow all the dragons to meet.  In the center of the circle, a small pool with magma in it sat.  This was where Inferoths would prove their worthiness for battle and become one with their armor.

Rageskin did not enjoy being leader.  His father was always ready to defend himself against any challenger.  Redeye could defeat anyone at any moment.  But Rageskin?  He has had to defend his throne twice against challengers who felt he was not worthy of being leader.  Both times he got by thanks to his ebony armor.  Some claimed he was cheating because the goddess had forged his armor while others felt that he could only win with others helping him.  He chose a seasoned warrior to advise on his decisions who happened to be the first Inferoth to challenge him for leadership.  A figure came to the cave entrance.

“Rageskin,” the figure said as he entered the cave.  He had skin colored like burnt rust.  His armor covered his chest and forearms.  His left wing had a scar that was fused together by magma.  

“Blackwing,” Rageskin acknowledged.  “What is today’s newest issue?”

Blackwing chuckled.  “The clan gathers below to speak with you.”

“About?”

Blackwing took a deep breath.  “About you not having a mate yet.”

Rageskin rolled his eyes.  “Seriously?  We have other things to deal with.  Fixing trade routes, creating float stones for the water dragons.  I don’t have time nor need a mate right now.”

“May I?” Blackwing asked.  Rageskin nodded his head.  Blackwing walked toward him.  “Your mother was one of the fiercest female warriors we had ever had.  She set the bar high of what it means to be a Ferrolith queen.  Many of our female warriors want to honor her by being chosen as your mate.”

Rageskin replied, “Hooray, more family members to be compared to.”  He let out a breath of air in frustration.

Blackwing rubbed the side of his neck.  Rageskin noticed two puncture marks on it.  

“Are you feeling alright, Blackwing?” 

“Oh, this,” he replied, pointing to his neck.  “Nothing for you to worry about, just a scratch from sparring.  But you need to remember how the clan felt empowered by your family.  They felt we were the strongest of the clans.  Now, prides are hurt.  Some cling to the notion of strength of self rather than relying on others.”

“The battle with the Necrodrakes should have proved to them that we need to be a united society.  Mortem has been silent but that doesn’t mean other foes couldn’t arise.”

“You need to lead the Inferoths, either by example or by combat.”

Rageskin gritted his teeth in frustration.  “Alright, let’s go and talk with the clan.”  Blackwing bowed as Rageskin walked past him.  He lifted his eyes and glared at Rageskin as he took flight down to the stone circle.  

Inferoths gathered on the stone bridges, arguing amongst themselves.  Rageskin took a calming breath and landed by the magma pool.  The crowd quieted, all eyes were on Rageskin.

“My fellow Inferoths.  I have come to talk with you about some grievances that you have been having.”

A tall, dark red Inferoth spoke first.  “You are making us weaker by working with the other clans.  We rely too heavily on them for our needs.”

“Hardfist, I did not hear your complaints when the Gaiajades moved rock to rebuild our volcano.  I did not hear your complaints when the Aquanox rerouted the lava for better flow.  I did not hear your complaints when the Zeyphrions brought down their extra food when our food storage caves were ruined.  But please continue.”

Hardfist glared at him.  “Your father would be ashamed of your leadership.”  In a swift movement, Rageskin ran up to him and kicked the side of his knee forcing Hardfist to kneel.  Rageskin swung his shield and smashed Hardfist’s face.  He crashed into the ground with a moan.

Rageskin looked around at the crowd.  “Is this what you want from your leader?  Huh?  A quick hit, a punch to put you in your place?  A knockdown whenever you say something I may not like?  I’m not my father, I will hear your complaints and concerns.  But
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