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​​Chapter One

Forty years ago ...

King Riuno, the King of Lamaira, stood in the Royal Garden of Castle Lamai, hiding inside a grove of trees that kept him hidden from view from anyone else who might be in the Garden. It was cool and shady inside, which was nice, because today was easily the hottest day of the summer and Riuno would have been sweating hard otherwise.

Today, Riuno probably should have been back in the Castle, discussing trade relations with countries like Hasfar and the Rameen Empire with his advisers, or perhaps listening to his Minister of the Border update him on the progress of the border wall in the west. Or maybe discuss with his Minister of the Public how to more efficiently direct tax revenue.

Riuno fully intended to do all of that, because he knew that it was his duty as King of Lamaira to focus on those important matters, but first, he wanted to have a little bit of fun before getting into the drudgery of the day.

Where is she? Riuno thought. If she doesn't show up soon ...

But then Riuno heard light footsteps as they walked across the soft, neatly-trimmed grass of the Garden. He knew those footsteps anywhere, because he had spent many a day listening to those footsteps as they walked across the Garden lawn. He savored the sound, because he knew who they belonged to and what their presence here meant.

Yet Riuno did not let the good feelings he was experiencing distract him. He tightened his grip on the tree that he stood by, waiting for just the right moment to reveal himself to his lover, who sounded like she was making her way there.

Then he heard her voice whisper, as sweetly and softly as a cool breeze on a hot summer's day, “Riuno? Where are you?”

Riuno smiled before jumping out of his hiding place and landing in front of her. He held up his hands and shouted, “Boo!” startling the woman before him, who jumped backwards in shock, her hand on her chest and her expression as startled as a deer.

The woman standing before him had skin as pale as snow, with long dark hair that was as beautiful as midnight. But right now, she looked terrified, causing Riuno to laugh.

“Ha!” Riuno said. He pointed at her face. “Got you. You should see the look on your face. It's priceless.”

The woman's beautiful face quickly turned from surprised to annoyance. “Riuno, you know I don't like it when you jump me like that. You know how strong I am. I could have reacted instinctively and broken your neck without even thinking about it. How would you feel then?”

Riuno shook his head. “Not very much, because I would be dead, but come on, you have to admit that it was a great prank. Better than the gag necklace I gave you that one time, right?”

Despite herself, the woman—whose name was Tananeen—smiled. “Or the time you and I scared that nasty old man who was being mean to the kids. He must have lost half of what little life he had left when he heard the growl of a dragon come from the throat of a young woman like myself.”

Riuno chuckled at that. “Oh, yeah. I remember that. Or what about the time we took that bread, stuffed it with sand, and gave it to Sir Renas? He still doesn't accept any bread I offer to him, even if it doesn't have any sand in it.”

Tananeen laughed, which made Riuno smile even more. “Yes, that was certainly amusing. Perhaps I was a little too hasty before. I should have been less offended by your prank and more amused.”

“No, it's all right,” said Riuno, waving off her apology. “But anyway, come in here with me. I don't want anyone seeing us together, because we're technically not supposed to be seeing each other.”

Tananeen nodded and followed Riuno into the grove of trees where he had been hiding just moments before. As soon as they were hidden from view, Riuno took Tananeen into his arms and held her close as he could. She hugged him even more tightly, but not tightly enough to harm him with her immense strength.

“We never get to do this enough,” said Riuno with a sigh. “One of the perils of being the King of Lamaira, I suppose.”

Tananeen nodded again, her head rested against his chest. “Yes. But you know what your people would do if they know you and I were seeing each other. They would be angry, maybe even angry enough to kill me.”

“That's because my people are foolish and narrow-minded,” said Riuno as he ran his fingers through her beautiful hair. “They don't understand the bond between us. Maybe you are not entirely human, but I know that you are far more human than some of the other woman that my father has attempted to convince me to marry.”

Tananeen chuckled. “And you are far braver and nobler than any of the Dracone males I've known. My mother has never understood why I don't seek a mate among my people, but then, she doesn't think very highly of humans in general. 'Weak and scrawny little things that need to wear the ores of the earth to protect themselves in combat,' she always says.”

“You don't believe that, do you?” said Riuno, looking down at Tananeen with a questioning look.

Tananeen looked up at Riuno. Her green eyes were beautiful; they looked human, but behind them, Riuno saw a fire that existed in no ordinary human. It was a fire to match the fire in his own body, a fire he felt for her anytime he saw her or thought about her, a fire which would have made him fight for her life if she was ever in danger.

“I used to, before I met you,” said Tananeen. She stroked his beard. “But then I learned that humans, while not as strong as my people, have the kind of fortitude and mental strength that I don't always see among Dracones. It's the kind of strength that helped you humans survive the earliest days of Creation, despite being surrounded by beings you cannot hope to match in terms of strength.”

“Unfortunately, not all humans have that strength,” said Riuno with a sigh. “Many humans are cowardly and easily frightened. They put on a show of strength, but cower at the slightest sign of danger. I feel nothing but pity for those fools, especially because I rule over a good chunk of them.”

“But who cares about the cowards and deceivers?” said Tananeen. “What matters is that we're together and that we will always be together no matter what happens.”

With that, Tananeen kissed Riuno. Riuno returned the kiss, which was warm and firm. But, despite how enjoyable it was, Riuno sensed a tenseness in Tananeen's lips and her body. He usually paid no attention to it, because their frequent trysts were always a little tense due to the fact that they were not supposed to be together. That actually added to the excitement of their secret meetings, but this tenseness, he could tell, was not due to excitement.

Pulling away from Tananeen, Riuno looked in her eyes and said, “What's the matter?”

Tananeen looked at Riuno in confusion. “What do you mean?”

“You seem worried about something,” said Riuno. “I felt it in your body. Is something worrying you? Did you hear about some bad news that is making you worry for the future—our future, I should say?”

Tananeen looked away from Riuno, which was not a good sign. “I would say that it's nothing, but I know that you know me well enough by now to know when I'm lying. But I still don't want to talk about this with you, because if I do, I fear that you will be just as worried as I am, and I don't want you to worry about anything that you can't do anything about.”

“I understand, Tana, but I want to share your burden with you, whatever it is,” said Riuno. “We're lovers—and if it were acceptable to the people of Lamaira, we'd be spouses—and lovers share their worries and burdens with each other, no matter how heavy they may be.”

Thankfully, Tananeen looked at Riuno again. Her eyes were full of worry, but that hardly detracted from their beauty. “I was talking with my mother a few weeks ago. She told me that she did not really approve of my relationship with you, that she wished I would pick out a handsome mate from among my people instead, and to forget about humanity.”

Riuno rolled his eyes. “Doesn't you mother always say that? Honestly, I feel like I could make you the Queen of Lamaira, give you a castle of gold and a city of silver to rule over, and your mother would still insist that you marry another Dracone who lives in dirt and squalor and sees you as nothing more than a way to continue his own lineage. She's ridiculous.”

“I know, but she's still my mother and I know that she only wants what's best for me, even if I don't always agree with it,” said Tananeen. “But this time was a little different. She told me that, while she didn't really approve of our relationship, that she believed it might work out for the better in the end.”

Riuno raised an eyebrow. “Really? Are you sure this is your mother we're talking about or is this a mimic who has taken her place? Because your mother has never approved of our relationship before.”

“She told me that she senses an ancient evil rising,” said Tananeen. “A deep evil, one that has been locked away for centuries. She says it's an evil that humans and Dracones once worked together to stop a long time ago, but now it is rising again and the only way to stop it is for humans and Dracones to work together again.”

“Again?” Riuno said. “When have humans and Dracones ever worked together? We've always hated each other, even before my father drove your people out of Lamaira. And what is this 'ancient evil' she speaks of?”

“I don't know,” said Tananeen, shaking her head. She held Riuno tighter, like she wanted him to protect her. “She just said that if you and I marry, then the humans and Dracones might stand a chance against this evil. She didn't say when or where it would rise, but she did say that to combat it, the combined might of humanity and the Dracones would be necessary to ensure the survival of both of our peoples.”

“That's an odd thing for your human-hating mother to say,” said Riuno. “In fact, I'd say that confirms my earlier theory that that wasn't your mother at all, but instead some malicious mimic who took your mother's form in order to confuse and frighten you, though for what reason, I cannot say.”

Tananeen pushed him a little. “Stop that. My mother hasn't been replaced by any mimics. I don't think that anyone could mimic my mother very convincingly anyway, at least if they hoped to fool me.”

“It was just a joke,” said Riuno. “But I do find your mother's words curious nonetheless. And you know, I actually agree that we humans and Dracones would be better together. At least, I think you and I would be better together.”

Tananeen smiled despite herself. “I know. But I'm still worried about what my mother said. Despite her prejudices, she is a wise woman and leader of my people. She knows more about the past than anyone and her ability to predict the future before it happens is almost uncanny.”

“Well, I'm surprised that she did not see our love blooming, then, if her ability to predict the future is so good,” said Riuno. “Anyway, I still have some time before I need to return to my kingly duties. Why don't we spend that time doing a little less talking? We can worry about this 'ancient evil' later.”

“All right,” said Tananeen. She wrapped her arms around his neck and leaned in for another kiss.

Soon they both forgot about their worries and fears, for they were consumed by their passion for each other, a passion that overrode everything else at the moment. And when they stopped and went their separate ways for the day, Riuno soon forgot about what Tananeen's mother had said as the day's work consumed his focus, although deep in the back of his mind he worried about what Tananeen's mother's warning was and hoped that this ancient evil, whatever it was, would not rise during his reign at least.


​​Chapter Two

Forty years later ...

A loud rumbling in the sky above woke Keo. He sat up in his tent, blinking rapidly as the rumbling outside grew louder and louder. At first, he thought that it was a thunderstorm building—the sky had become grayer and cloudier the farther north that he and his friends traveled—but the rumbling didn't sound quite like lightning. It sounded more like the rumbling of a roar deep in the throat of some massive creature, which confused Keo, because he had been dreaming about that just moments before, though now he was wondering whether he had been dreaming that at all or if he had in fact been listening to the creature rumbling in his sleep.

But even now, sitting up in his tent, his legs covered by the blanket of his bedroll, Keo still believed that this might be a dream. Everything around him looked a little fuzzy, like it usually did in his dreams, so he thought that all he needed to do was go back to sleep and he could wake up again later.

Then, somewhere above his tent, he heard an earsplitting roar. A second later, the flap to his tent opened and Dlaine—one of his traveling companions—stuck his head through it. The older man's hair was messy, like he had just woken up, and there was an urgency in his eyes that told Keo that this was no dream.

“Dlaine?” said Keo, yawning and rubbing the sleep out of his eyes. “What was that?”

“A dragon,” said Dlaine. His face was pale. “A big one, too.”

Keo's eyes widened. “A dragon? I thought we wouldn't see any Dracones until we got deeper into the Upper Mountains.”

“Same here, but there's one flying above our heads at the moment and it seems angry,” said Dlaine. “Just grab Gildshine. You're going to need it.”

With that, Dlaine pulled his head out of the tent. Keo immediately grabbed his magical sword, Gildshine, which lay in its sheath to his right. He crawled out of the tent as quickly as he could and stood up, drawing Gildshine from its sheath as he did so.

The cold air of the Upper Mountains hit him hard, making him shiver, but Keo tried to ignore it as he looked up at the gray sky above. At first, he did not see anything out of the ordinary due to the thick cloud cover, but then a dragon swooped out of the clouds.

It was indeed a big dragon. Keo had only seen one dragon before, and he had thought it quite large, but this one was easily twice as large as that dragon. This one had crimson scales and wings as wide as a lake. Large spikes ran along its back and tail and its mouth was large enough that it could probably snap Keo in half with no effort if it wanted. Its eyes glowed orange, like fire, and its talons looked as sharp as swords.

But the dragon was visible for only a moment before returning to the clouds above out of sight. Still, Keo kept Gildshine out, mostly because he doubted that the dragon had decided to leave them alone.

Then someone shouted, “Keo!” and Keo looked down to see Maryal, Dlaine, and Easan running toward him. Maryal wore her Magician's robes, as she always did, though they looked like they had been hastily thrown on, no doubt because she had been awakened just as abruptly as he had. Dlaine also looked a little frazzled, while Easan seemed to be the only one who hadn't been awakened abruptly, at least if the state of his long, dark hair was any indication. Keo figured Jola was also among them, but he could not see her due to her constant invisibility.

Keo's friends stopped a few feet from him, prompting Keo to say, “Are any of you hurt?”

“No,” said Maryal, shaking her head and yawning. She looked up at the sky, but the dragon was still hidden from view in the clouds. “But that dragon is still there and it will probably try to kill us if we don't fight it off.”

“How long has it been there?” said Keo, glancing up at the sky again.

“I don't know,” said Maryal, shaking her head. “It just appeared out of nowhere a few minutes ago. It must have been hiding in the mountains or something.”

“Do you think it was following us?” said Keo.

“I doubt it,” said Dlaine with a snort. “How can something that big have followed us without us noticing?”

“The Dracones are said to have magic that humans don't,” said Keo. “But regardless, we need to try to talk with it. If it hasn't attacked us yet, then maybe that means it doesn't want to kill us.”

“Talk with it?” said Easan, staring at Keo in disbelief. “Did you hear its roar? It's a monster. I imagine the only reason it hasn't attacked us yet is because we woke up and ruined its surprise attack.”

Keo sighed. “Easan, remember, the whole reason we're here is to establish an alliance with the Dracones. If we attack it, that won't make us look good in the eyes of its people.”

Easan folded his arms across his chest. “So what are you saying, that we just stand here and wait for it to come down and have a nice chat?”

“I'm saying we try to talk with him,” said Keo. “And we attack only if it attacks—”

Keo was interrupted by another roar and, in the next instant, the red dragon flew down straight to the earth. As it flew toward them, it opened its mouth and unleashed a stream of blazing fire at them, causing Keo to shout, “Separate!”

Everyone ran in a different direction as the dragon's fire breath cut a large swath through their camp. Keo's tent was burned into ashes and those ashes were crushed when the dragon landed hard on top of them, scattering the ashes to the wind as it turned around to face Keo.

Up close, the dragon was even larger than it had been from a distance. The dragon easily towered over Keo, making him feel small, but he did not run or show any fear toward it even as smoke rose from its nostrils and muscles rippled under its skin.

Holding Gildshine before him, Keo said, “Dragon! We are not your enemies. We came because we wished to speak with—”

Again, Keo was interrupted, but this time, it was not by the dragon, but by a large burst of golden flames flying over his head and striking the dragon in the face. The golden flames hardly left a scratch on the dragon's face, but it shook its head anyway and let out a deep growl from its throat that told Keo that it wasn't happy about that sudden attack.

Keo risked a glance over his shoulder to see Easan standing there, aiming his own sword, Shadowbane, at the dragon. Shadowbane was covered in those same golden flames and it wasn't hard for Keo to guess that Easan had shot those at the dragon.

“Easan!” Keo said. “What are you even thinking?”

“What?” said Easan. “Didn't you say we could fight back if it attacked us?”

Keo ground his teeth. More than once over their two month journey to the Upper Mountains, Easan had shown this same kind of annoying attitude that seemed designed to annoy Keo more than anything. Keo was still not sure if Easan was behaving dense on purpose or if he was genuinely confused about it, but he had no time to dwell on his frustrations with Easan at the moment, because a loud roar in front of him caused him to look at the dragon again just in time to see burning flame rising from the dragon's throat.

Instinctively, Keo jumped to the side as the dragon unleashed another fiery stream of destruction. Easan also dodged it, but unlike Keo, he responded by firing another burst of golden fire. This also hit the dragon, causing it to shake its head again and glare at Easan.

“That's right,” Easan shouted, waving Shadowbane at the dragon mockingly. “I hit you, so why don't you come over here and fight me like a man? I can take you. I can take anything.”

Rising from the dirt, Keo watched as the dragon turned to face Easan. Keo immediately knew that there was no way that Easan could beat the dragon on his own, which made him wonder why Easan seemed obsessed with fighting it by himself.

He must be suicidal or something, Keo thought.

But again, he had to ignore those thoughts for now. He raised Gildshine, which caught fire with its own golden flames, and shot his own burst of fire at the dragon. His flames hit the dragon's head, but had about the same effect as Easan's; that is, they succeeded only in angering the dragon, which turned its head to look at Keo now.

Then Maryal appeared out of nowhere and unleashed a large blast of wind at the dragon. The wind blast struck the dragon in the side, which actually made it stagger slightly, but rather than shoot Maryal with its fire, it swiped at her with its long tail. Maryal shot a blast of wind under her feet, sending her flying into the sky above the dragon's tail, which swept under her without even touching her. Then Maryal landed on the ground gracefully, but retreated from the dragon, which was clearly too strong for her spells to harm.

Now the dragon was looking in every direction, trying to focus on Keo, Easan, and Maryal at once. It seemed unable to decide who was the bigger threat, which was good, because that gave them more time to figure out a way to beat it. Not that Keo could think of a way to beat it, however, because the dragon seemed completely immune to all of their attacks.

Then Keo heard Jola's voice in his head say, Keo, Dlaine and I have figured out a way to beat the dragon. Just draw it away from the camp toward the nearest valley.

An image appeared in Keo's mind of the valley that was behind him. It was a little ways away from where he stood, but he knew that he could lure the dragon there. In fact, knew that he had to, because he was quite sure at this point that the dragon was not in any mood to talk to any of them.

All right, Keo said. What are you guys going to do to defeat it?

You'll see, said Jola. Just get its attention and we'll do the rest.

Keo didn't like doing plans without knowing the full details, but with the dragon slowly getting over its confusion, he decided that he would just have to trust that Jola and Dlaine knew what they were doing.

So Keo pointed Gildshine at the dragon and shouted, “Hey! Come after me, you ugly beast!” and fired a larger than normal blast of fire at the dragon, striking it dead on in the face.

Once more, the dragon roared in anger, but this time, it wasn't confused about who to attack. Keo immediately ran toward the narrow valley where Jola had directed him. He heard the dragon running after him, its massive feet creating tremors in the ground with every step, but he didn't stop to look over his shoulder at it because he might slow down and right now he was doing all he could to keep ahead of the dragon. Unfortunately, he could hear the dragon gaining behind him, which was bad because Keo could not run any faster than he was now.

As he ran, Keo glanced up at the valley ahead. It was fairly narrow, though Keo would have no trouble passing through it. The dragon might have to slow down, although it might also just need to fold its wings closed against its back. Keo wasn't sure what Dlaine and Jola were planning, but he gave it no more thought because he heard the dragon's roar again, which sounded far too close now for comfort.

Keo dashed through the short and narrow valley and passed through to the other side quickly. The dragon, on the other hand, rammed straight into the valley, but got stuck. It hissed and growled as it attempted to free itself, but before the dragon could do anything else, a couple of loud explosions went off on the mountain peaks on either side. The dragon looked up just as two massive rock slides rolled across the mountain's face toward it, but the dragon couldn't dodge it.

The rock slides fell with an earsplitting crash onto the dragon, knocking it down to its belly and causing it to roar in agony and anger. But the dragon's roars were nothing more than angry sounds, because the dragon was trapped by the narrow valley and the enormous amount of rock and dirt that covered its body. It struggled hard against the trap, but despite the dragon's obvious physical strength, it couldn't even budge the rocks and dirt piled on top of it.

Still, Keo kept a good distance from it, because the dragon had a long neck and could still breathe fire if it so chose. He wasn't sure how far its fire breathe ranged, but he didn't want to find out.

Then Keo heard someone running to him and looked to his right to see Dlaine running toward him. Dlaine stopped a few feet from Keo and rested his hands on his knees, panting as he did so, like he had run a mile.

“Where were you?” said Keo, looking at Dlaine in confusion.

“Helping Jola make sure that her plan worked, of course,” said Dlaine. He stood up, dusting off the shoulders of his coat, and glanced at the dragon, which was still preoccupied with freeing itself. “Looks like it did. Smart girl, as always.”

“What did she do, exactly?” said Keo. “I heard some explosions and saw the rock slides happen, but I don't quite follow what happened.”

“Exactly what you saw,” said Dlaine. He gestured at the mountainsides where the rock slides had fallen from. “Jola used her magic to set two explosive spells for when that dragon would attempt to pass through the valley. She designed the spells to send the maximum amount of rocks and dirt falling down on the dragon, which I estimate to be a ton or two.”

“So the dragon is stuck and won't be able to escape?” said Keo, glancing at the dragon, which was still too distracted by the rocks and dirt covering it to focus on Keo or Dlaine.

“We don't know for sure because we don't really know how strong the dragon is,” said Dlaine. “But clearly, since it hasn't escaped yet, I think it's safe to say that it won't be able to escape for a while.”

Keo sighed in relief. “That's good to know. Now we just need to figure out how to communicate with it so we can—”

Keo was interrupted by the sound of shifting rock, causing him to look at the dragon. It was trying to stand up, trying to move the rock and dirt off of its body, and actually seemed to be having some success. Keo and Dlaine watched as the dragon twisted and turned its body, each movement dislodging more and more rocks, until the dragon jerked forward and broke through the remaining rocks and dirt with a roar of triumph.

“Shit,” said Dlaine. He looked at Keo. “Run?”

“Run,” said Keo.

The two turned and ran, giving them a head start on the dragon, but that head start turned out to be useless, because the dragon flew overhead and then landed in their path. Keo and Dlaine skid to a stop, but before they could turn to run back the way they came, the dragon's long tail appeared behind them, effectively trapping them between the dragon's head and its tail.

Keo fired another burst of golden flame at the dragon, but the dragon dodged it. Smoke rose from the dragon's nostrils as it prepared to fire its burning breathe at them, but there was nowhere for Keo or Dlaine to run now.

Keo looked at Dlaine. “Any ideas?”

“Nope,” said Dlaine, shaking his head, though he raised his fists anyway. “Except try not to get turned into this thing's dinner.”

Keo gulped and looked up at the dragon. Its throat was lighting up due to the flame building up inside it, which Keo knew would kill them instantly if they did not avoid it. Yet there was no way they could escape and he had just about given up hope before the roar of another dragon split the air suddenly.

A second later, a second dragon—this one smaller and black, in contrast to the crimson of the first dragon—clamped its teeth around the red dragon's neck and yanked it backwards. The red dragon choked, but despite being bigger and stronger than the other dragon, it allowed itself to be pulled away from Keo and Dlaine. The black dragon threw the red dragon to the ground, but the red dragon got back up on its feet and snarled at the black dragon.

“Where the hell did that dragon come from?” said Dlaine, looking around in confusion. “I didn't even hear it coming.”

Keo, however, was too busy watching the two dragons as they snarled and growled at each other. The black dragon looked very familiar to Keo, but he could not remember where he might have seen it until he saw its green eyes and the memories came roaring back to the forefront of his mind.

“Dlaine!” said Keo, looking at Dlaine in excitement. “That's the Dracone woman from Tain, the one who killed Aster and Shadow.”

“It is?” said Dlaine, looking at the black dragon in surprise. “By golly, I'd say you're right. That looks just like her, though she looks even nastier now than she did back there.”

Dlaine wasn't kidding. The black dragon was snarling and hissing at the red dragon, who despite being larger than her, she did not seem to fear at all. The two dragons circled each other, their nostrils smoking, as they looked for an opening in which to strike down the other.

Then the red dragon suddenly launched forward, but the black dragon ducked, allowing the red dragon to soar over her head. The red dragon fell with a crash onto the ground, but before it could get back up, the black dragon was on top of it. She slammed her fore claws into the red dragon's neck, keeping its head down as the red dragon struggled to break free, but it was clear that she had it in a headlock that it couldn't free itself from no matter what.

The red dragon tried to raise its head, but the black dragon slammed it back down and snarled. This time, however, Keo thought he understood that the black dragon was telling the red dragon to stay down and stop fighting. It wasn't like he was translating its snarls into Lamairan, but he found himself understanding the basic idea nonetheless.

“Is she trying to kill him?” said Dlaine. “Not that I'm complaining, but she certainly looks like that's what she's trying to do.”

Keo shook his head. “Not kill him, no. Just get him to submit to her authority.”

Dlaine looked at Keo, a puzzled look on his face. “How do you know that? Are you a dragon whisperer now or something?”

Keo rolled his eyes. “She hasn't dealt him any mortal blows yet. If she was trying to kill him, he would be dead already. It's pretty obvious to me.”

“Well, it ain't obvious to me,” said Dlaine. “But I'll take your word for it.”

The red dragon tried to get up again, but as before, the black dragon slammed his head down and let out an inhumanly loud hiss that made Keo's arm hairs stand up on end. The red dragon froze completely when it heard the black dragon's hiss, which then turned into a much softer growl, although it still made Keo a lot more wary of the black dragon than he had been before.

Then, before Keo and Dlaine's startled eyes, the red dragon and the black dragon started to change. Their bodies shrunk, their wings retracted into their bodies, and their long snouts pulled back into their faces.

In seconds, the two dragons had been replaced by two humans. One of them was the Dracone woman who, with her black hair, robes, and pale skin, looked the same as she had back in Tain, while the other one under her foot was a young man in red armor who looked annoyed at being pinned to the ground.

Then the Dracone woman looked at Keo and Dlaine and smiled. “Long time, no see, Keo. And welcome to the Upper Mountains, the home of the Dracones, though I wish I could have welcomed you here in a far less confrontational way.”


​​Chapter Three

“See?” said Keo to Dlaine, a satisfied smile on his face. “It is her, like I said.”

“When did I ever doubt that?” said Dlaine. He looked at the Dracone woman, whose foot was still planted firmly on the back of the young man on the ground. “Thanks for saving us.”

“It was no problem,” said the Dracone woman with a shrug. She nodded at the sullen young man underfoot. “Veta here didn't know who you and your friends were. He's never seen any of you before and has only seen a few humans in his life, so please excuse him for attacking you like that.”

“I was only doing my duty,” the young Dracone man, named Veta, snapped from underneath her foot. “Protecting the clan from invading humans when you interrupted me.”

“Five humans is hardly what I'd call an invading force,” said the Dracone woman. Then her eyes narrowed and she said, in a far more threatening voice, “And don't speak so disrespectfully to me again, youngling. You know how you are supposed to behave toward your elders.”

“I also know how I am supposed to behave toward human-lovers,” the Dracone man muttered, though Keo heard him just fine.

An inhuman growl emitted from the Dracone woman's throat and she pressed down harder on the man's back, causing him to shout, “Ow! I am sorry. I did not mean to insult the Dragon Princess so. Please let me go. I will not harm the humans, nor will I insult you or treat you with disrespect ever again.”

The Dracone woman looked skeptical of Veta's promise, but then she nodded and said, “Very well. When we return to the Nest, I will inform your parents about your disrespectful behavior and let them determine the appropriate punishment for a youngling as disrespectful as yourself.”

Based on Veta's sullen silence, Keo guessed that the Dracones did not give light punishments to younglings who disrespected their elders.

As the Dracone woman removed her foot from the back of Veta, Keo heard people running toward him and looked to his left to see Maryal and Easan running toward him and Dlaine. They stopped a couple of feet away from them, with Maryal looking tired from the running, while Easan looked ready for battle.

“Where's the dragon, Keo?” said Easan, looking in every direction, with Shadowbane in both hands, though its flames were out at the moment. “We heard the rock slides and saw it escape, but didn't see where it went. Did it fly back into the clouds again?”

Keo shook his head and pointed at Veta, who was rising to his feet and dusting dirt off his red armor. “That's the dragon.”

Easan looked over at Veta and frowned. “But that doesn't look like a dragon at all. Are you trying to fool me or something?”

“He's a Dracone,” said Dlaine. He nodded at the Dracone woman. “Like her, who I'm sure you recognize.”

Maryal gasped when she saw the Dracone woman, though it was a happy gasp rather than a scared one. “Hey, it's her! Where did she come from?”

“She saved us,” said Keo. He gestured at Veta. “Stopped the younger dragon from killing us and forced him to take on a human form.”

“Then this is the perfect opportunity to kill him,” said Easan. He raised Shadowbane. “He's probably easier to kill in human form than in dragon form, I bet.”

Keo glared at Easan. “No. We are not killing him or the woman. She's already made him promise not to harm us. Remember, we came here to talk with the Dracones, not kill them.”

Easan looked highly disappointed by that, but he lowered Shadowbane and said, “All right. But if he tries to attack us, then I'll take his head clean off his shoulders.”

“With a toy like that?” said Veta, who Keo had not noticed approaching them with the Dracone woman by his side. He sneered at Shadowbane. “You humans are truly delusional. Even in my human form, it would take a much larger and stronger blade than that to even scratch me.”

Easan glared at Veta, while Keo observed the youngling more closely. Veta was a tall and muscular young man in appearance, perhaps a few years older than Keo at most. In contrast to the Dracone woman's black robes, he wore plated red armor that looked like the scales of his dragon form. The gauntlets of his armor were tipped with claws, just like the claws of his dragon form, and his body radiated heat that Keo felt even from a distance. He looked capable of smashing boulders with his fists and didn't seem to carry any weapons, which made sense, because Veta's dragon form was probably the only weapon he needed. Veta was also bald, though that did not take away from his strong appearance.

“Again, welcome to the Upper Mountains,” said the Dracone woman as she and Veta approached. She bowed at them, which caused Veta to look rather offended, though she didn't look at him as she stood up. “I am pleased to see that you made it to these Mountains unharmed. Was your journey north dangerous?”

“Not really,” said Keo. “We didn't run into any demons along the way and mostly took known routes, though climbing the Mountains themselves has been hard due to how steep they are. The only problem was crossing the Bloody Gorge, but we managed to cross it without any casualties.”

“You will have to tell us all about your adventures sometime,” said the Dracone woman. “But I forgot that you have not introduced yourselves to Veta yet.”

“All right,” said Keo. He looked at Veta and pointed at himself and each one of his friends as he spoke. “I'm Keo and this is Dlaine, Maryal, Easan, and Jola, but Jola is invisible, so if you can't see her, that's why.”

Veta's eyes narrowed. “Did you say your name was Keo?”

Keo blinked. “Yes, I did. Why? Have you heard the name before?”

“It's a word in the Dracone language that means 'miracle,'” said Veta. “But why does a human have a Dracone name? It is an insult to the pride of our clan.”

“Hey, I didn't name myself,” said Keo in annoyance. “My parents did, and because they're dead, I can't ask them why they named me after a word from your language, either.”

Veta still looked offended by the idea that a human was running around with a name from his language, but he didn't press the issue further. The Dracone woman, on the other hand, looked heartbroken for a moment before her normal expression returned, which made Keo wonder what she had been so worried about before.

Veta looked at the Dracone woman with disapproval. “Dracone Princess, how do you know these humans? They have never been here before.”

“I met them in the human city of Tain a couple months ago,” said the Dracone woman. “I suppose I forgot to tell you about that.”

“Oh, I know all about your excursions into the human lands, Princess,” said Veta. He wrinkled his nose, like he smelled something awful. “I also know that the Queen doesn't approve of them at all. But I didn't realize that you had actually interacted with the humans there. I thought that you simply observed humans because of your strange fascination with them.”

The Dracone woman's expression turned hard for a second before she shook her head and said, “I know what the Queen thinks of my excursions and I have already made it clear to her over the years that I don't care.”

Veta snorted, causing smoke to rise from his nostrils. “Weren't you just lecturing me about showing respect to my elders a few minutes ago?”

The Dracone woman growled at Veta again, that same inhuman growl that she always made, which caused Veta to step back. “Know your place, youngling.”

“Fine, fine,” said Veta with a shrug. “But when the Queen demands to know who let these humans into our territory, I'll make sure that she'll know that you are responsible.”

“You seem to have mistaken me for someone who cares,” said the Dracone woman, her tone icy.

“Wait a minute,” said Keo, before Veta could respond. He pointed at the Dracone woman. “Are you royalty? Because Veta just called you the Dracone Princess.”

“Yes, I am,” said the Dracone woman, nodding, although she didn't sound excited about it. “I'm the daughter of Queen Sayot, the current matriarch and leader of the Dracones.”

“What is your name?” said Keo. “You never told it to us back in Tain. Can you tell it to us now?”

The Dracone woman hesitated, like she was deciding whether or not Keo and his friends could be trusted with a deep secret known only to a chosen few, but then she said, “Tananeen. My name is Tananeen.”

Keo nodded. “Tananeen ... got it.”

The way Tananeen looked at Keo, it seemed like she was expecting him to recognize the name, but Keo had never heard it in all of his life. And based on the expressions of the others, his friends had never heard it, either. He wondered why Tananeen expected him to know the name, because he had not known any other Dracones until he met her just a couple of months ago and therefore did not know anyone else with Dracone names (aside from himself, and he didn't even know the origin of his name until literally a few minutes ago).

“Will you be taking us to the rest of your people?” asked Maryal. “After all, the whole reason we came here was because we wanted to offer an alliance with your people.”

Veta made a face like he was sick to his stomach. “Form an alliance? Between humans and Dracones?” He looked at Tananeen in annoyance. “When did you agree to that?”

“I told them to come here to speak with us about forming an alliance in order to battle the demons,” said Tananeen, “who will rise again in two months' time unless we can stop them before then.”

Veta shook his head. “I know that the demons are returning, but I am skeptical that an alliance with humans would be wise, given our ... history with them.”

“It will, if we do it right,” said Tananeen. “What you don't realize is that Keo here is the next King of Lamaira. He has no ill intentions for our people.”

Veta looked at Keo with deep skepticism in his dragon-like eyes. “None of the stories I've heard ever describe humans as being kind to us Dracones, except for the Human King.”

“Who?” said Keo.

“You call him the Good King in your language,” said Tananeen. “We call him the Human King because he is the only human king who is listed in our oral histories, the only one who has ever left a significant impact on our people.”

“Aside from the Murderer, of course,” said Veta in a disgusted voice.

“Who?” said Keo, glancing at his friends in confusion, although they seemed just as confused as he was.

“We'll tell you more about that later,” said Tananeen. “For now, you can follow us to the Nest, where the rest of our people are.”

Veta growled in surprise. “What? Princess Tananeen, you do remember that humans are not allowed in the Nest, don't you?”

“I know, but I don't care,” said Tananeen. She gestured at Keo and his friends. “If our people are going to survive the upcoming war with the demons, then we will have to be willing to put aside even our most ancient of laws and traditions if that will ensure our survival as a species. And if the Queen has any problems with that, then she can bring it up with me.”

Veta looked like he wanted to argue the point further, but then he shook his head and mumbled something in a language that Keo did not recognize.

But Maryal, who was rubbing her hands together like she always did whenever she was anxious, said, “We aren't going to be meals for your people, are we, Tananeen?”

“No,” said Tananeen, shaking her head. “I will protect all of you from any Dracones who may wish to harm you. Our traditions might state that humans are never allowed in the Nest, but my fellow Dracones respect my authority too much to try to harm those I have put under my protection.”

Veta snorted again, earning him a glare from Tananeen, but she said nothing. That made Keo wonder whether the rest of the Dracones actually respected Tananeen's authority or not. He hoped that they did, because if they didn't, then he had a feeling that he and the others were going to be someone's dinner tonight.

“Anyway, the others have no doubt noticed our absence by now, so let us go before the Queen sends anyone to find us,” said Tananeen. She turned around and gestured for Keo and his friends to follow. “Follow me and Veta. The Nest isn't far from here, but it is hard to find if you are not a Dracone, so just stick close to us until we get there.”

With that, Tananeen started walking north. Veta glared at Keo one last time before turning to follow Tananeen, and soon Keo and his friends were following the two Dracones, though they kept a respectful distance from Veta just to be safe.
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