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The campfire flickered, casting long shadows across the beach as waves lapped gently at the shore. Zeira’s scales glimmered a dull red in the firelight, her wings folded tightly against her body. She stared into the flames, lost in troubled thoughts. Across from her, Gocri’s white form seemed to glow ethereally, while Sif’s smoky gray coloring blended into the gathering darkness. Jerica sat cross-legged on the sand, her blonde hair whipping in the sea breeze, the beautiful green jhorium goblet clutched protectively in her hands.

An oppressive silence hung over the group, broken only by the crackle of burning driftwood and the mournful cry of a distant seabird. Zeira’s chest felt hollow, aching with the absence of Skellig. His dry wit and flashes of lightning were sorely missed. And now the valthans ... Word had come to them that the water dragons were captured, suffering who knew what horrors at the hands of the Thunder King. 

She clenched her talons in the sand, fighting back a surge of despair. Some leader she had turned out to be. Letting one of their own be taken, unable to protect innocent creatures who had done nothing to deserve such a fate. The weight of responsibility pressed down on her, threatening to crush her entirely.

“I can’t do this anymore,” Zeira blurted out, her voice cracking. 

Gocri’s icy blue eyes fixed on her, concern evident in his gaze. “What do you mean, Zeira?”

She swallowed hard, shame burning in her chest. “I’m not fit to lead us. I’m weak, unworthy. Skellig is gone because of me. The valthans ...” Her voice trailed off as grief closed her throat.

“That’s not true,” Sif interjected, her smoky form rippling. “You couldn’t have prevented what happened.”

But Zeira shook her head vehemently. “A true leader would have found a way. I’m no Fire Lord Darazok, no Queen Freriss or Lady Chrys. I’m just ... me. And clearly, that’s not enough.”

She looked at each of her companions in turn, seeing the worry on their faces. Even their human companion, Jerica, seemed to sense the gravity of the moment, her fingers tightening around the goblet’s stem. 

“I want to step down,” Zeira said quietly. “Someone else should take charge. Someone stronger, wiser.”

The words tasted like ashes in her mouth, but a small part of her felt relief at finally voicing the doubts that had been gnawing at her for days. She wasn’t cut out for this. How could she, barely more than a hatchling herself, hope to stand against the might of the Thunder King?

Gocri shifted, his massive form casting new shadows as he leaned forward. “Zeira, you’re being too hard on yourself. We all believe in you.”

“You shouldn’t,” she stated, averting her gaze. “I’ll only lead us to ruin.”

As the others began to protest, Zeira tuned them out, sinking deeper into her spiral of self-recrimination. She thought of her mother, Gynnyth, and the legacy of the Phoenix caste. What would they think of her now, cowering on a beach while evil threatened to consume their world? 

She exhaled sharply, a few sparks escaping her nostrils. If only she could ignite a fire within herself, burn away this paralyzing doubt. But the embers of her confidence had been all but extinguished, leaving only cold ashes behind.

Suddenly, a commotion erupted at the water’s edge. Nuri, who had been silently observing from the shallows, thrashed her blue serpentine body, sending sprays of seawater hissing into the fire.

“You all will have to sort this out. I can’t stay here any longer,” she declared, her voice tight with barely contained anguish. “My people, my kin—they’re suffering under that tyrant’s rule. I have to do something!”

Before anyone could react, Nuri plunged beneath the waves, her sleek form disappearing into the inky depths with startling speed. The abruptness of her departure left a palpable void, the air thick with unspoken fears and mounting urgency.

Jerica stood, sand clinging to her legs as she stared out at the turbulent sea. “Nuri, wait!” she called, but her voice was lost to the crashing waves.

Gocri rumbled uneasily, his wings rustling. “This doesn’t bode well. If Nuri acts rashly ...”

“She could expose us all,” Sif finished grimly.

Zeira’s heart raced. She wanted to dive in after Nuri, to stop her friend from potentially endangering herself and their cause. But what right did she have to make that call? She was no leader. And, unlike Nuri, she was no water dragon.

As if sensing her inner turmoil, Jerica turned to Zeira, her eyes reflecting the firelight. “What do we do now?”

Before Zeira could formulate a response, the air shimmered, and a spectral image materialized above the fire. It was Queen Chrys of the Smoke Dragons, her ethereal form rippling like a mist.

“Hear me, allies,” Chrys’s voice echoed, tinged with steel. “The dragon realms are mobilizing. From the icy peaks of the Frost dragons to the molten caverns of Blaze, we prepare for war.”

The projection shifted, revealing glimpses of dragon armies assembling. Armored scales glinted, wings unfurled like battle banners, and claws were sharpened to lethal points.

“We must end the Thunder King’s tyranny before he decimates us,” Chrys continued. “We march as one, united against this threat to all dragonkind. Our diversity is our strength. Fire and ice, earth and air—all elements are within our power.”

Zeira watched, transfixed, as the image showed Lord Myrdaynth of Gale rallying his Spark dragons. She caught a glimpse of Dym, Skellig’s sire, his jade green scales crackling with barely contained energy. 

“But we cannot succeed alone.” Queen Chrys’s voice grew solemn. “We need the aid of our human allies, those who remember the old bonds between our races. Zeira, Jerica—your roles in this conflict may prove pivotal.”

The projection faded, leaving only the crackling fire and the reminders of expectation hanging heavy in the air.

Jerica broke the silence, her voice barely above a whisper. “It’s really happening, isn’t it? All of Andela is going to war.”

Zeira nodded numbly, her mind reeling. The gravity of their situation crashed over her like a tidal wave. This was no longer just about rescuing Skellig or freeing the valthans. The fate of entire realms hung in the balance.

“We need a plan,” Gocri rumbled, his eyes gleaming. “If the dragon armies are mobilizing, we must find a way to coordinate our efforts.”

Sif nodded in agreement. “And we can’t forget about Nuri. She’s out there alone, potentially heading straight into danger.”

Zeira felt all eyes turn to her, awaiting her decision. She looked at the faces of her friends, saw the trust they placed in her, and her doubts returned.

Gocri’s icy blue eyes flickered between Zeira and Jerica, his voice soft yet resolute. “Zeira, you’ve led us admirably, but perhaps ... perhaps it’s time we consider a different approach.”

Sif nodded, her smoky form shifting slightly as she added, “Jerica has shown remarkable courage and ingenuity. Her connection to the jhorium goblet and the oron stone gives her unique insight and powers beyond our own.”

Zeira’s head snapped up, surprise etched across her features. She hadn’t considered this possibility, but as she pondered it, relief washed over her.

Jerica’s eyes widened, her hands instinctively clutching the goblet at her side. “What! Me? Lead?” Her voice quavered. “But I’m just a village girl. I don’t know the first thing about war or strategy.”

Gocri’s tail swished, unleashing a small flurry of icy crystals across the sand. “None of us were born leaders, Jerica. Leadership is forged in the crucible of necessity.”

Jerica shook her head vehemently, blonde hair whipping about her face. “No, you don’t understand. I can barely manage my family’s shop without messing up inventory. How could I possibly lead a group against the Thunder King?”

Zeira watched the human girl, noting the tremor in her hands and the fear in her eyes. But she also saw something else, a spark of fortitude, buried deep beneath the doubt.

“Jerica,” Zeira said gently, “your ability to craft the jhorium goblet was no accident. You have a connection to these magical forces that none of us fully understand.”

Jerica’s fingers tightened around the glowing green chalice. “But that was just luck, wasn’t it? I didn’t know what I was doing.”

Sif’s form coalesced into a more solid shape as she leaned toward Jerica. “Sometimes the greatest leaders are those who don’t seek power but rise to meet the challenges before them.”

Jerica’s thoughts formed a chaotic whirlwind of doubt and possibility. Their expectations pressed down on her, as heavy as the jhorium goblet in her hands. She gazed into its ethereal green glow, searching for answers that refused to materialize.

“I ... I want to help,” she whispered, her voice barely audible above the crackling campfire. “But what if I make the wrong choices? What if I lead us all to our doom?”

Zeira’s massive red form shifted closer, her scales reflecting the firelight. “We all face that fear, Jerica. Even I, as a dragon of Blaze, have doubted my every decision, especially since Skellig’s capture.”

Gocri nodded, frost forming around his snout as he spoke. “It’s not about being perfect. It’s about doing what you believe is right, even when you’re terrified.”

Jerica’s fingers absently traced the shape of the goblet. “But how can I lead dragons? You’re all so much more powerful, so much more knowledgeable about this world.”

Sif’s smoky form swirled around Jerica, a comforting presence. “You bring a unique perspective, Jerica. Your human ingenuity, your connection to the jhorium—these are strengths we need.”

As the dragons spoke, Jerica felt a small ember of courage ignite within her. She thought of her village, of her family, of all the innocent people threatened by the Thunder King’s tyranny. Could she really stand by and do nothing?

“I’m scared,” Jerica admitted, her voice growing stronger. “But I’m also angry. Angry at the injustice, at the suffering. If there’s even a chance I could make a difference ...”

Zeira’s eyes gleamed with approval. “That’s the spirit of a true leader, Jerica. Courage isn’t the absence of fear—it’s acting in spite of it.”

Jerica took a deep breath and straightened her tunic, her hand tightening around the jhorium goblet tied to her belt. The green glow pulsed in time with her heartbeat, as if sensing her acceptance. She stood, facing the dragons gathered around the campfire.

“Alright,” she said, her voice wavering slightly before steadying. “I’ll do it. I can’t promise I’ll always make the right choices, but I swear I’ll give everything I have to rescue Skellig, to stop the Thunder King, and free the valthans.”

Gocri rumbled approvingly, a plume of icy mist escaping his nostrils. “Well said, young one. Now, we must plan our next move carefully.”

Jerica nodded, her mind already racing. “The Thunder King—Emerus Dinty—he’s after the jhorium. It was his whole purpose in building that horrible Cerebus machine, to mine every scrap of the valuable mineral he could find. We know that much. But why? What does he hope to gain?”

Zeira’s tail lashed, sending sparks dancing into the night air. “Power, undoubtedly. But the specifics elude us. Jerica, what can you tell us about the properties of jhorium?”

Jerica frowned, recalling her father’s teachings. “It’s incredibly rare, and it has ... a sort of resonance. When I worked with it, it felt alive somehow. The goblet often feels like it’s responding to my thoughts, my emotions.”

Sif’s misty form coalesced into a more solid shape. “Perhaps that’s why he seeks it. To harness that responsiveness, to bend it to his will. The goblet and the oron stone are powerful, Jerica, and you possess both.”

“But for what purpose would the Thunder King want them?” Jerica mused, unconsciously reaching into her pocket, her fingers tracing the shape of the oron stone there. “A weapon? Some kind of magical amplifier?”

Gocri’s ice-blue eyes narrowed. “Whatever his intentions, we must act swiftly. The longer the valthans remain under his control, the greater his power grows.” 

Jerica nodded, her mind whirling with possibilities. “We need more information. Is there any way we could infiltrate his stronghold? Or perhaps find someone who’s escaped his clutches?”

Zeira considered, “A direct assault would be foolhardy. But ... there are whispers of a resistance movement forming among the humans in Spark. Perhaps we could make contact, gather intelligence.”

“It’s risky,” Jerica said, her voice tinged with both excitement and apprehension. “But it might be our best chance. I could go—I’m human, after all. I might be able to blend in certain places where you couldn’t.”

Gocri growled, frost forming on his scales. “Absolutely not. It’s far too dangerous to send you alone into enemy territory.”

Jerica felt a flash of frustration. “But I’m not helpless! I have the goblet, the oron stone. And isn’t this what a leader is supposed to do? Take risks for the greater good?”

Sif’s smoky form swirled agitatedly. “Perhaps a compromise. Jerica could go, but with one of us in disguise as a companion. A protector, should things go awry.”

Jerica considered this, her heart pounding. “That ... that could work. But who? And how would we disguise—?”

They all turned to look at Sif, the one with the ability to take on any number of guises. Jerica smiled.

Then her mind drifted to the Thunder King. She imagined his cruel face, twisted with the lust for power. The thought of confronting such a formidable enemy sent a chill down her spine, but she pushed the fear aside. They had to act, and soon. The fate of dragons, valthans, and humans alike hung in the balance.

Zeira’s voice cut through the debate, her tone soft but resolute. “We’re stronger together. Whatever we decide, we should face it as one.”

The young dragon’s words seemed to settle over the group like a warm blanket, easing the tension that had been building. Jerica felt a swell of gratitude, realizing how much she’d come to rely on these extraordinary creatures.

“Zeira’s right,” Jerica said, her fingers reaching out to stroke the red dragon’s left talon. “We can’t afford to be divided now. The Thunder King wants this goblet and the oron stone. He wants to crush the dragons and enslave the valthans. But we won’t let him.”

Gocri nodded, a low rumble of approval emanating from his chest. “Well said, little one. Your leadership already shows promise.”

Sif’s eyes gleamed through her smoky form. “We may be few, but our bond is strong. The Thunder King cannot hope to match the power of true friendship and loyalty.”

As night deepened around them, Jerica felt a curious mix of emotions. Fear still gnawed at her belly, but it was tempered by a growing resolve. She looked around at her companions—Zeira’s gentle strength, Gocri’s fierce protectiveness, Sif’s unwavering loyalty. They were an unlikely group, thrust together by circumstance, but united by a common purpose.

“Tomorrow,” Jerica said, her voice steady despite the butterflies in her stomach, “we begin our journey to the heart of the Thunder King’s territory. We’ll face whatever comes, together.”

The dragons murmured their agreement, and Jerica felt a surge of warmth that had nothing to do with the flames from their campfire. As she gazed out over the dark waters, the role of leadership settled more comfortably in her mind. She thought of Nuri, out there in the sea, setting out alone.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 1 — Unmatched 
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Deeper and deeper Nuri dove, navigating through the murkiest of water with the ease of someone who felt no fear. Strange and spectacular marine life, the likes of which were rarely seen by the surface dwellers, darted away the moment her presence was discovered. At a depth of nearly a thousand meter, she leveled off her descent and surveyed her surroundings. She had arrived at the sea floor, following a lead, hoping to find traces of Skellig, while investigating the news that valthans had been captured by the Thunder King.

An underwater field of thick seaweed, swayed back and forth with the currents. Running her forked tongue across her fangs, she briefly wondered if she had the time to stop for a bite to eat. As if in answer to her unspoken thought, a large grouper, easily two hundred pounds, lifted off the seabed and appeared less than ten meters away. The grouper didn’t wait for an introduction. It immediately turned and fled. 

Nuri flicked her tail and shot forward. One snap of the jaws and it was over. Hunger abated, she continued her search. However, one thing became abundantly clear: they had been misinformed. Again.

Nuri sighed. This wasn’t the news she wanted to relay. It had been two days now since Skellig had been taken, and they were no closer to discovering his location than at the instant he disappeared.

Anything? Jerica telepathically inquired, sounding hopeful.

I’ve arrived at the floor. There’s no shipwreck here, or anything else that looks like it was created by one of the tribesmen. Er, humans. I do believe we were led astray.

Nuri felt her kai’s disappointment before it could be acknowledged. Find the shipwreck, they had been told. Buried within the captain’s quarters was a chest that was supposed to contain correspondence between the Thunder King and the people of an as-yet unidentified kingdom. But, what did she find? Nothing but seaweed and oddly glowing fish that Nuri refused to touch, which was surprising. Normally, she would eat practically any fish from the sea. After all, Nuri was a valthan.

Being a water dragon, over forty meters long from nose to tail, meant her domain was the water. Unlike Zeira, or Gocri, or any of her other companions, she alone did not have to worry about the Fade. Her home element, the sea, stretched for many thousands of kilometers in all directions. Then again, it also meant that, should any of her friends have to battle the evil, maniacal human, it would more than likely happen on land. 

Although she had the ability to venture out of the water, movement on dry land was cumbersome and inconvenient given her ridiculously small legs. Obviously, she spent as little time away from the sea as possible. Since bonding with the human kai, she had willingly ventured out of the water far too many times for her liking. But it was for her kai. She’d do it again, if the need arose.

Do you really mean that, Nuri? her kai asked.

I do.

Prior to meeting us, another voice chimed in, how many times had you pulled yourself out of the sea?

The voice belonged to Zeira, the young fire dragon from Blaze, another along for their excursion with the intent to make the world a better place. After all, when one unscrupulous biped rises to power and threatens the world you call home, how could one not act?

Zeira had taken it upon herself to see if she could bond with a kai. The riders were selective, and not all were compatible, but sure enough, when they found Jerica, she not only bonded with Zeira, but also with Gocri, a glacial dragon from the far north, Sifula, a smoke dragon from Rokke, and Skellig, a Spark dragon from Gale. Oh, and then there was Othos, the sol. An actual, honest-to-goodness sun dragon. 

Nuri shook her head. To think that one of the genesians, a celestial, was looking out for them was mind boggling. Despite the power he had, he looked, and acted, like any of her other companions, and ...

What is it? Zeira’s thought came, worriedly, as she and the others circled above the sea.

I’m not sure. I taste ... oil. I hear the creak and groan of wood. If I didn’t know any better, I’d say ...

Nuri’s eyes widened with alarm. She knew exactly what was nearby: a sailing vessel, and a large one at that. Its existence and proximity to her friends was too much of a coincidence. 

She swam off. Two sets of fins, one larger and one smaller, unfolded themselves from her body. A series of spinal plates appeared along her back and tail flaps, usually only found on aerial dragons, appeared on the end of her tail, one on either side. Due to her extreme velocity in the water, evolution had utilized every possible method of giving her control over her great powers. 

The valthan shot upward faster than her winged cousins could dive through the air. Nearing the surface, she slowed and adjusted her body so the wake she generated didn’t create any tsunamis. Carefully, she allowed the top of her head to breach the waves. Her instincts were spot on. There, floating less than a hundred meters away, was a vessel Jerica referred to as a war galleon. Its gunports were open, cannons pushed forward, and if Nuri didn’t know any better, they were preparing to belch forth spherical chunks of iron—at high velocity.

What was it aiming at? 

Nuri paled. There, two hundred meters to the south, was a small, deserted island. Jerica was there, probably alone, as the dragons patrolled the air. 

They’re going to fire upon Miss Jerica! Gocri roared. The ice dragon’s emotional outbreak was rare. Nuri, are you there? Can you deal with this?

Are you sure we want to sink this ship? Zeira asked, growing nervous. We don’t want to draw any more attention to ourselves.

And you think the Thunder King doesn’t know about us? Nuri pulled her head below the surface and watched the large vessel begin its turn south. We both know that isn’t true. It’s turning. In just a few moments, the ship will be able to fire its weapons. I won’t allow it to harm Jerica.

It’s appreciated, came Jerica’s shaky reply.

Can you destroy it in such a way that you won’t harm the humans aboard? Zeira wanted to know.

Nuri hesitated. If she targeted the lower cargo hold areas only, and seeing how most of the bipeds were crawling about on the top of the boat, human casualties should be practically nil. Then again, take away their floating contraption, thus forcing the bipeds into the water, where would they go?

Straight to the island, where Jerica is hiding.

I hear you, Zeira told her. I just retrieved her. Jerica is safe. Nuri, would you do the honors?

Gladly.

She swam to the ship to see for herself just how much of it sat below the surface. In this case, over six meters. The valthan rolled to her side, allowing her to extend a leg and caress the hull. Good. Solid wood. This would be easier than she thought.

She knocked softly as she explored. Her eyes followed the shape of the ship as they traveled up the hull, to the surface. There. Just above the keel at the front sounded hollow. That would do perfectly.

She backed away, then pushed herself forward, lashing out at the forepeak as she sped by. Her strike punched through the hull and framework. Water poured in through the two-meter hole, and the ship groaned, tipping forward.

She waited a few moments for the bipeds to go topside, then unfolded her fins and raced out to sea. One kilometer away, Nuri turned, sighted the galleon, and accelerated.

The ship didn’t stand a chance.

The surface turned frothy as water rushed into the hull. Listing badly, the three-masted brigantine shuddered under the second strike, and with its keel broken by the valthan’s furious assault, it quickly sank into the depths of the sea. 

Four skiffs were all that was left. For the next twenty minutes, crew members fished the survivors out of the water before turning their attention on the small island. Jerica’s island. Shouts were made, and oars were manned. 

Nuri’s head surfaced. She turned to face the closest boat. The first mate let out a squeal of surprise before turning pale and fainting. She addressed the remaining humans.

“I am the one who sank your vessel. Leave now, while I still allow it. Proceed toward that island, and I will personally make sure it’s the last thing any of you ever see.”

There was more shouting. Four prows were immediately reversed. The skiffs slowly—but steadily—rowed in the opposite direction, toward the coast visible in the distance. Nuri made certain the survivors were headed in the right direction before turning to make for the island. 

“Were there any problems?” Jerica asked. “No one was hurt, right?”

“They all survived,” Nuri confirmed. She checked the skies overhead. “Where are the others?”

“Gocri said something about making certain the lifeboats made it to shore. Zeira went with him.”

“And Sif?”

Movement on Jerica’s left side drew her attention. A small lizard, no bigger than her kai’s hand, scurried down the teenager’s arm and the moment it touched ground, swelled in size until a form so big that it dwarfed even Gocri, stood before them. Sifula’s smoky body rippled and waved in the wind.

“I refused to leave. I do not trust humans to keep to their word. Oh! I am so sorry, Jerica. I did not mean that as harshly as it sounded.”

Their rider waved off the insult. “I’ve heard worse, and you wouldn’t be wrong.”

Moments later, Gocri and Zeira landed, taking up the better part of dry land the island offered. 

“What are we to do?” Sif asked.

“We’ve searched tirelessly,” Zeira said, sighing. “We haven’t discovered a single clue which can tell us where poor Skellig is being held.”

Gocri’s great white head shifted. “We’re not giving up, are we? He would keep searching for us, should his fate have befallen us.”

The dragons looked toward Jerica, who seemed thoughtful.

“I’m not giving up,” Sif vowed.

“None of us are,” Nuri said. She unfolded her front legs and took a few steps onto shore. “I think we have to become ... choosier when deciding where to look next.”

All eyes focused on the valthan.

“Explain,” Gocri rumbled.

“This world is too big to search,” Nuri began. “We could spend the rest of our lives—searching separately—and still not find our friend. We simply do not have the time to search.”

“We have to rescue him,” Sif insisted.

Jerica nodded. “And we will. However, we’re going to need help.”

“What kind of help?” Zeira asked.

“Information,” Nuri suggested. “Anything that will help pinpoint where we need to look. Ideally, we should confront Skellig’s sire, Dym, and force him to tell us what he’s done.”

“I’d help you do it,” Gocri vowed.

“As would I,” Sif added.

“We all would, if we knew Dym’s location,” Jerica pointed out. “Can you think of no one to ask?”

“If this were for any other matter, I’d suggest we contact my king,” Zeira said. “He always knows what to do.”

“A monarch,” Nuri repeated, thinking hard. “If anyone might know where the Thunder King would hold a prisoner, it’d be one of them. What an excellent notion, Zeira!”

“Er, you’re welcome? So, if the decision is to confront one of our kings, or queens, who would be closest?”

“Perhaps mine?” Gocri volunteered. “We’re not too far south. My glacier lies to the north. But ...”

“But what?” Jerica pressed.

“She and I ...”

“You have a history together?” Nuri asked, shocked.

“It’s not what you think,” Gocri sighed. “She and I don’t really see eye to eye.”

“What could she possibly have done that you disagreed with?” Jerica asked.

“Her Royal Majesty decided it’d be easier if we just attack the humans.”

“Well, that’s one way to deal with the Thunder King,” Zeira decided.

“All the humans,” Gocri clarified.

Jerica’s mouth opened with surprise. “Oh. Er, I guess I should thank you for not following her orders?”

The ice dragon shrugged. “It was the right thing to do.”

“Then, perhaps I should ask mine,” Nuri suggested.

“You say that because you’re the fastest?” Jerica asked.

Nuri shrugged, which created a ripple, extending from the back of her head to the tip of her tail. “Just a happy coincidence.”

Sif turned to Gocri. “How long would it be to reach your king?”

“Queen,” the ice dragon corrected. “At least a day. Perhaps a day and a half?”

“And you?” Sif continued, addressing Nuri.

The valthan shuffled backward, toward the water. Once Nuri was under the waves, she sampled the water. She hummed a few bars and waited for the echolocational information of the surrounding area to appear. Once it did, she saw that they were nearly four hundred leagues west of Cael, Jerica’s home village. She also knew her home waters were in the same direction.

“No more than four or five hours,” Nuri finally answered.

Gocri nodded. “You are the logical choice.”

“I wish you didn’t have to go alone,” Jerica said. 

“She won’t be,” Sif said, drawing everyone’s attention. “I will go with her.”

“How?” Nuri wanted to know. “We’re not talking about a different home element. The problems you’d face accompanying me are more of a life-sustaining nature.”

“Being able to breathe,” Sif agreed, nodding. “If you can do it, then so can I.”

Nuri’s eyes widened. “You’re suggesting you become a valthan! Have you ever been one before?”

The smoke dragon shook her head. “How hard could it be?”

“More than you probably realize,” Nuri pointed out. “Be that as it may, I can give you some pointers. This is wonderful news, Sif! I was dreading being alone, something that has never bothered me before.”

“I’d like to go,” Jerica stated.

Conversation came to an abrupt stop as all four dragons stared at the lone human.

“We already confirmed that, while I’m on Nuri’s back, I can breathe underwater,” Jerica pointed out.

“True,” Zeira said, nodding, “but that would mean you wouldn’t be able to leave her back. You’d have to be in physical contact with her at all times.”

“It shouldn’t be a problem,” Nuri decided.

“At all times,” Zeira repeated.

“No harm will befall her,” Nuri promised. “Sif, we should be going. Let’s see how you do as a valthan. Zeira, Gocri, what will you two do?”

“How long will you be gone?” the fire dragon asked.

“No more than a day. Less, hopefully.”

Zeira looked skyward. “We will resume canvassing the area. Somewhere out there is Skellig. I personally won’t stop until we find him.”

“I’ll be right there beside you,” Gocri promised. The great white head fixed Nuri with an appraising look. “Protect her.”

“I will,” Nuri said.

“I will,” Jerica echoed.

Valthan and human eyed each other, smiled slyly, then turned to Sifula. The smoke dragon had approached the water’s edge and was already shifting. Her wings folded against her back, shimmered, and were absorbed into her body. Her forelegs shrank, her neck stretched to three times its length, as did her torso.

“You’d better get in the water,” Nuri advised.

By the time Sif was bobbing in the water, she was a mirror image of Nuri, all the way down to her coloring. Sif noticed Nuri’s frown and correctly guessed that the valthan didn’t want every detail cloned. Still, her vaporous friend had done a remarkable job in shifting forms, down to the dual curved horns, body-length spinal ridge, flared tail wing, and the two sets of fins that Nuri was certain no one else had ever noticed before. 

“Jerica, climb aboard. Sif, keep close. That way I can ... where’d you go?”

Nuri felt a blast of water surge by her. Without realizing what she was doing, she used her fins and her body to make subtle adjustments to the wave. Moments later, it lost power and rapidly dissipated. 

A second valthan appeared by her side. Sif nodded, executed a rapid spin around, and wriggled with excitement.

“This is so much fun! It’s exhilarating! I see now why you love the water. I never knew it could be like this.”

“Be careful of rogue waves,” Nuri cautioned.

“Rogue waves?” Sif repeated. 

“If you move too fast through the water, you will create a wake. You need to prevent such a wave from occurring.”

“How?” Sif wanted to know.

“Too long to explain. Fear not. I will be by your side. If you accidentally create one, I can nullify it.”

The light began to fade as they swam deeper. Nuri felt Jerica fidget in place, and checked on their shape-shifting companion. In valthan form, Sifula was a natural. She had acclimatized incredibly fast, and needed virtually no explanation on how to swim or rapidly accelerate. Swimming comfortably side by side, the two of them descended deeper into the darkness.

“How are you faring?” Nuri asked.

“I, er, am good,” Sif answered.

“Jerica?” Nuri called. “How about you?”

“It’s so weird that I’m surrounded by water, I can feel the water, and yet I’m fine. But, I’d be better if I could see where we’re going.”

“We’ve barely left the surface behind. We have to go much deeper before we’ll reach Hythos.”

“Hythos?” Jerica repeated. “Is that where your queen lives?”

“Aye.”

“How much farther is it?” Sif asked.

Nuri smiled. “We’ve a ways yet.”

“How are we supposed to see?” Sif wanted to know.

“I’d like to know, too,” Jerica added.

Nuri looked up at the distant surface. The sea morphed from dark blue to black, reducing visibility to zero.

“This is going to be a problem,” Jerica reported. “Nuri, can you see in the dark?”

“In a manner of speaking, aye. We’ll wait here for just a moment.”

“What are we waiting for? Is there someone who ... oh!”

Everything had become illuminated! From the multitude of fish swimming by, to the rock formations jutting up from the sea floor, and even the floor itself: everything sparkled with tiny bits of light. 

A sea serpent, nearly ten meters long, kept its distance from Nuri as it passed. Dark blue dots, mixed with a few intermittent green ones, glowed brightly as it swam. A patch of anemones, some only a few inches, to other gigantic specimens easily a dozen meters tall, shone a soft orange light, lit from within.

Everywhere Sif and Jerica looked, they could see a strange, ethereal ecosystem thriving.

“It’s so beautiful,” Jerica remarked. “Nuri, is this what your home looks like?”

“No,” the valthan replied shaking her head. “This is nothing compared to my home waters. I know you may not think so, but there still is a significant amount of sunlight here, enough to affect how your eyes see. Actually, as my kai, now you’re using my eyes. Once we’re another several hundred meters down, the sea will become so dark that all the colors you see now will become magnified by a hundredfold. That is something no outsider can imagine.”

“I cannot wait,” Jerica said, sighing with contentment. “I would have said my own home in Cael was the best, but I think you win.”

“Sif,” Nuri called, “are you alright? You should be able to see everything I can.”

“Oh, I can,” their vaporous companion confirmed. “Don’t mind me. I’m trying to process what my eyes are seeing. Jerica is right. Your domain is much more beautiful than ours.”

“What is Rokke like?” Jerica asked.

“Mountainous. Hot. And cold, I guess, if you go high enough.”

“Where do you build your nests?” Jerica asked.

“Caves work the best for us,” Sif said, as she flicked her tail to pull ahead of Nuri as they swam, “but they’re not easy to find. Many of us choose not to bother with them at all.”

“What? Why not?” Jerica wanted to know.

“We spend little time in the nests,” Sif explained. They swam in silence for a few moments before she continued. “As you may imagine, my kind do not have many offspring. Lacking physical bodies, how do you think we procreate? Jerica, I am so sorry. I feel your embarrassment. I wasn’t trying to make you feel uncomfortable.”

“Smoke dragons do not hatch from eggs?” Nuri asked.

“Correct. Two smoke dragons will take a small piece of their substance, swirl them together, and wait to see if the mixture gains consciousness. Once it does, the donor dragons determine their duties have been fulfilled, and will depart and go their separate ways.”

“How horrible,” Jerica breathed.

“I had no idea,” Nuri added.

Sif shrugged. “It is what it is. It’s what I’ve known my entire existence, so there is no reason to feel sorrow on my behalf. Nuri, what’s that glow in the distance?”

“We approach Hythos,” the valthan reported, turning in all directions watchfully. “You will see an increase of activity as we near. Do you feel that gentle rocking motion?”

“It feels like waves on a beach,” Sifula reported.

“Exactly. What you’re feeling is the arrival and departure of the others. Do you see the concentric circles of violet light about fifty meters away?”

Sif nodded. “I do.”

“That is where I hope we will find Queen Salenthina.”

“Ooo, tell me she’s nice,” Jerica pleaded.

“Nice? She’s the queen.”

“That really didn’t answer my question,” Jerica pointed out.

“From a certain point of view, it did,” Nuri argued. “My queen is tough, experienced, and feared by all. But my biggest fear is that the stories of the valthans’ capture is true and we are entering a trap.”

“I’m getting a bad feeling about this,” Jerica mumbled.

Nuri continued to scan each area they passed. Nothing seemed out of place. Yet.

“We’ll be fine with the queen,” Nuri promised. “I’ve had dealings with her before. She’s fond of me. At least, I like to think so.”

The city of Hythos was alive with normal activity. Rock spires a hundred meters tall were festooned with twinkling lights. The surface of the sea floor was covered with a crushed white shell, making it appear as if they were swimming over a beach of pristine sand. Other valthans became visible, zipping by almost faster than their eyes could track. That is, until one of them caught sight of Nuri and the rider she carried on her back.

The valthan pulled itself up. Its coloring was dark green on top, and a rich coral for the lower half. Both sets of its fins were engaged, and the enormous tail wing was extended, fanning the water behind the magnificent fellow. It flicked a fin and almost immediately appeared at Nuri’s side.

“Nuri! You’re back! I don’t want to alarm you, but you appear to have picked up an infestation. Isn’t that a human on your back?”

“Greetings, Finnry. I must speak with the queen. Is she available for an audience?” Nuri relaxed slightly. Nothing in the other valthan’s demeanor suggested a tragedy.

“Did you not hear me? You have one of those pesky bipeds on your back. How you did not detect it is a wonder. How is it even still alive? I would have thought it should’ve drowned long ago.”

“You’d think so, wouldn’t you?” Jerica asked, popping up and giving the strange water dragon a wave. “And there’s no need to be rude about it.”

“It speaks?” Finnry exclaimed, concerned. “Have they always?”

“What a silly question!” Jerica said, giggling.

Not for us, Nuri silently told her. Valthans and humans have never interacted in such a manner before. I will admit to not considering how we would present ourselves.

Is it a problem? Sif asked.

Actually, no. This might work to our advantage. Say nothing until we’re in the presence of the queen.

Understood.

They arrived at the source of the violet rings: a large plaza, more vast than anything either Jerica or Sif had seen before. The illuminated rings had been set into the floor, slabs of Nurimarine marble, which glowed brightly enough to illuminate the surrounding area. The three companions made their way toward an arch set into the side of one of the larger rock formations. The cool, blue light from the opening mixed with the teal and violet from the surrounding area and presented a soft, welcoming sensation. However, stationed on either side of the opening were two dark valthans, much larger than any of them. They quickly spun in place, flinging their tails directly in front of the entrance. With the way effectively blocked, the three of them were forced to stop.

“No one enters ...” the valthan on the left rumbled. 

“... by order of the queen,” the right guard finished.

Nuri placed herself before the two guards and raised her head high. “I am Nuri’gulipidus Chunris, holder of the sacred Diamond Scale of Yor. I have been on a secret mission for my queen. You may tell her I found one.”

“One what?” Left Guard asked, using a suspicious tone.

“That information is not for your ears. Now, you can announce my presence yourself, or she can find out when I swim in on my own accord. How do you think she’ll react when she learns of your inability to follow simple protocol?”

“No one sees the queen without being first approved by ... did you say Chunris?”

Nuri nodded. “I did, aye. You surprise me, golstan. Not many know that name.”

Golstan? Jerica repeated. What’s that?

It means soldier, Nuri translated.

Surprisingly, both guards suddenly couldn’t get their tails out of the way fast enough.

“My sincerest apologies,” Left Guard sputtered. “You may enter, Nuri Chunris.”

Say nothing, Nuri ordered. “Thank you. Can Queen Salenthina be found at the Farandole?”

Both guards nodded and returned to their posts. Nuri glanced over at Sif and, verifying she was watching, beckoned with her tail.

“Shall we go meet the queen?”

“Uh, sure,” Sif answered, almost hesitantly. “I trust you know what you’re doing.”

Swimming through the archway revealed that the huge formation, which resembled an underwater mountain, was essentially hollow. Valthans were everywhere: some resting on the floor, some swimming in circles high above their heads, while others floated motionless. Nuri verified Sif was following before flicking her tail to start rising to the top. 

Less than fifty meters from the highest point inside the queen’s palace, a smaller opening became visible on the left, glowing green. Nuri slowed her pace until she was creeping along no faster than her kai could walk. After all, the queen was notoriously anxious about her security. Guards could be waiting in the shadows.

“What is farandole?” Jerica asked.

“It’s more of a place. It’s where Queen Salenthina keeps her supply of wistning.” When there was no further response from her kai, Nuri turned. “You do know what wistning is, don’t you?”

“I’m not a valthan,” Jerica pointed out. “I’ve never heard of it.”

“What about you, Sif?”

“What does it do?” the smoke dragon countered.

“It gives the user sight beyond sight. She can ... I’m not describing this very well. I can just ... no, that’d be rude. Jerica, may I search your memories for a better explanation?”

“Thank you for asking, Nuri. Of course.”

They slowly swam through the tunnel, watching as various valthans quickly drifted up from their prone positions on the ground. One look at Nuri was all it took for them to quickly nod and back away.

“Wistning is a substance available only to the valthans,” Nuri began. “It’s first harvested from mastons, but only those that have achieved great size. Then, the wist undergoes a very lengthy process to convert it to its liquid state. After it has been purified at least nine times, it is ready for use.”

“At least?” Jerica repeated. “Can this thing be purified more than nine times? And why would you want to?”

“The more it is purified, the stronger it becomes,” Nuri explained. “But, each consecutive purification takes nearly three months. And, before you ask, I have no idea why it has to go through the process nine times. After eight, the wist has become a liquid, but is inert. But the ninth—full strength.”

“Wist,” Sif said. “Harvested from a plant?”

“Mollusks,” Nuri corrected. “Ah, here we are. Your Majesty, I have returned.”

Mollusks? Sif’s voice echoed. Jerica, are you just as confused as I am?

More, the girl admitted.

The three companions had reached the end of the hallway and emerged into a vast chamber decorated with more of the marble. This time, the marble on the floor was a deep purple, with white marble traveling up the walls and across the ceiling. Faint veins of gray created random patterns all across the walls and ceiling.

Nuri watched Sif closely to see what her reaction would be. She also kept her senses shared with Jerica, since this would be the first time a human had ever beheld the valthan queen.

Queen Salenthina was shorter than Nuri, by nearly a dozen meters. She was covered head to tail in shiny blue scales of a hue like the bluest of skies. The valthan queen watched them approach. Nuri saw Queen Salenthina’s eyes open wide, so she knew her kai had been noticed.

“I don’t know what I was expecting,” Jerica whispered, “but that certainly wasn’t it.”

“My queen.” Nuri dipped her head. “I am pleased and relieved to find you safe and the city unharmed. The rumors we heard from the outside were worrisome.”

The queen nodded but remained focused on Jerica’s presence. “Explain yourself. You bring that here?”

Nuri bowed. “I am fulfilling my vow. I promised I would search for a means to help. As you can see, I found myself a kai. She ...”

“No valthan can have a kai,” the queen stated. With a flick of her fins, she closed the distance between them. Salenthina lowered her head for a closer look. “How is it still alive underwater?”

That’s not the first time I’ve heard that since coming here. Jerica laughed.

Sif snorted once, a stream of bubbles escaping through her nostrils. The queen noticed. 

“And who are you? Why aren’t you bowing in my presence?”

“She—” Nuri began.

“Do not speak for her. You. What is your name?”

“Sif.”

“Sif? What kind of designation is that? What’s your full name? Who are your parents?”

“Oh, my apologies. Sifula. As for my parents, I never knew them.”

“No valthan has such a short name,” the queen insisted. “And I’m sorry. Did a catastrophe befall them?”

Nuri shook her head. “No. I know this will be difficult for you to understand.”

“I’ve never seen her before,” the queen insisted. “And stop speaking for her. She has a tongue, does she not?”

“I do,” Sif confirmed.

“Then speak, valthan. Why do I have no knowledge of your existence?”

“Because, she’s not a valthan,” Jerica said, drawing the queen’s attention to herself.

“The biped speaks? What manner of sorcery is this?”

“I hate to break it to you,” Jerica said, leaning forward on Nuri’s back, “but we humans have always been able to speak. Granted, many of the things we say may not be the nicest, or the smartest, but we do have our own voices. Take me, for example. Ever since we began this adventure, I never would have imagined having such a diverse group of friends. But, you asked about Sif. She’s not a valthan. She’s a smoke dragon. Wait. What did you call yourself?”

“Drifter,” Sif answered.

Queen Salenthina’s head jerked up, as if suddenly discovering her tail was on fire. “A drifter?”

Nuri sighed. “She’s a ...”

“A smoke dragon,” the queen breathed, amazed. “What are you doing here, drifter?”

“I volunteered to accompany Nuri, and to be there to render aid to Jerica, should she need it.”

“And Jerica is the name you’ve given the human?” Queen Salenthina asked.

Nuri nodded. “That’s her name, yes, but I didn’t give it to her. Like us, she’s given her name by her parents.”

Salenthina shook her head. “Fascinating. I never knew. Well, why do I have a human and a drifter in my presence? What are you doing here?”

Both Jerica and Sif pointed at Nuri. 

“We’re accompanying our friend,” Sif answered. “We need some information on the human known as the Thunder King.”

Salenthina gave a visible jerk.

“Do you know him?” Nuri asked.

“I have ... dealt with him on more than one occasion,” the queen admitted.

“It didn’t go well,” Jerica guessed.

“He tried to mandate what I tell my valthans,” Salenthina said, lifting her nose. She emitted a low growl. “He wanted my allegiance. I made it clear that at no time would he have any say over my subjects. We would not be doing his bidding, and we would not follow his mandates.”

“What did he want you to do?” Jerica asked.

The leader of the valthans stared at her for a few moments before shaking her head. “I am not used to having bipeds address me in casual conversation. Very well, let’s do this. I’ll agree to answer your questions if you agree to answer mine. Do we have an accord?”

Jerica, she’s trying to wheedle information about how you’re able to be my kai, Nuri told her. 

Do I tell her anything about being a kairie? 

You can trust my queen. If she’s willing to help us, then we should reciprocate.

Thanks for letting me know.

“Your Majesty, it’s a deal.”

Salenthina nodded. “Excellent. Now, to answer your question, he wanted valthans to patrol the sea and prevent any human vessel from reaching destinations of his choosing.”

“Nobody should hold that much power,” Jerica said, sighing.

“There’s more,” Salenthina said, growing angry. “There was something he wanted, something unspoken. When pressed, he wouldn’t admit anything and became very irritable.”

“I’m glad you refused his proposal,” Sif said.

“It wasn’t a difficult decision,” the queen answered. “Now, answer me this, human.”

“My name is Jerica.”

“Very well. Jerica, how is it you are here? You are an air breather.”

“I’m also her kai,” Jerica pointed out. “I’m protected in whatever element I happen to be in. What? Why are you shaking your head?”

“Do you think we have not tried to find our own kais?” Queen Salenthina argued. “Year after year, we look for compatible bipeds. None has ever been found. What makes you so different?”

Jerica sighed, unclipped the leather band on her right arm, and presented the concealed mark to the valthan queen. She explained the significance of the mark, and the simple fact that she had bonded with not one, nor two, but five different dragons.

“Incredible,” Salenthina breathed. “So, you could probably bond with me, too.”

Jerica shrugged. “More than likely.”

“And your powers—have you really created new abilities?”

“I have.”

Another twenty minutes passed as Nuri recounted their experiments, and all the unique powers that manifested. 

“The ramifications of this are monumental,” Salenthina said, as she stared hard at Jerica. “Valthans can have kais!”

Sif gave a cough. “In this case, a kairie. I do not believe any kai would work.”

“Acknowledged. I commend you. All of you. You three are attempting to save our world. My valthans and I will be at your disposal. Ask of us anything you require, and if it falls within my power, I will grant it.”

“One of our companions was taken,” Nuri began. “He means a great deal to us. We’ve been searching tirelessly for him for three days, and have been unable to find any traces. You’ve met the Thunder King. Do you have any idea where he’d hold a dragon against its will?”

Salenthina fell silent as she considered.

“Skellig was battling another Spark dragon, and that dragon, Dym, did something to him,” Sif recalled. 

The queen perked up. “Spark? You travel with a Spark?”

“And ice, and fire,” Jerica added.

“And sol,” Sif said.

Queen Salenthina paled. “Othos! You travel with a sun dragon?”

Nuri nodded. “Yes, he wanted to help.”

“Incredible. What I can tell you is the Thunder King is from Gale.”

“Makes sense,” Jerica said. “Dym is a Spark dragon.”

“You’re saying we should travel to Gale?” Nuri asked, growing despondent. “It’s a long journey and we are rapidly running out of time. There’s no way for all of us to get there and back, before the Thunder King destroys our world.”

“And we’re fresh out of huge bugs,” Sif added.

The queen gasped again. “An archyx? You know about...?”

Nuri nodded. “Yes, yes, we used one to travel to another continent, since we didn’t have a choice in the matter.”

The valthan queen beamed her approval. “Exactly. You’re familiar with the portals. Excellent. Therefore, since you need to make another such journey, your next course of action should be easy enough.”
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