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Flying uncharacteristically low for their species, four sleek reptilian forms streaked above the sea, oftentimes coming so close to the surface that the splashing waves left seawater dripping from their abdomens. That might be because the fifth member of their gathering wasn’t flying, but swimming. Many times, the winged dragons would notice their aquatic companion swimming in circles beneath them, demonstrating that she was more than capable of maintaining the speed their leader had set.

Green, slitted eyes shifted to the red dragon flying at the front of the formation. While he had known this particular cousin from Blaze for only a short time, he had been surprised to discover just how quickly he had given his trust to her. It might have something to do with the fact that Zeira had been able to break him out of the block of ice he had been imprisoned in. 

“We’ll meet again soon,” the yellow Spark dragon quietly vowed. “I don’t care who you are, or where you go. You will answer for locking me in that slab.”

“Did you say something?” a deep, rumbling voice asked.

Skellig looked left. There, less than twenty feet away, was a dragon even larger than himself. His new friend from the northern ice fields was looking at him with a questioning glance on his pale face. Gocri had said he was a Glacier dragon and that his home was comfortably beneath the ice.

Skellig grunted once. “Don’t pay any attention to me. I’m just talking to myself.”

“Discovered much?”

The Spark dragon let out an audible snort. “No. I was just thinking.”

“Oh? About what?”

A heavily treed island suddenly loomed in front of them, forcing the companions to flap their wings to gain some altitude. Nuri simply veered around the land mass, as though it was no more inconvenient than discovering a twig had fallen across their path in the woods.

Skellig made a circular gesture with his claw. “This. This entire excursion. If someone had told me several weeks ago that I’d be accompanying four fellow dragons on a mission to unseat a maniacal biped who was intent on destroying our world, I would have accused you all of flying too close to the sun.”

Gocri snorted. “I have been having similar thoughts.”

“Do you think this will work?” Skellig asked, lowering his voice. “Flying to a human village?”

“If that is where Miss Jerica says we need to go, then that is where we need to go. Don’t you agree?”

“I do, only ...”

“Never thought you’d be trusting a human this much?” Gocri answered, giving him a friendly smile. “That would make two of us.”

Three, a voice said, in their heads.

Skellig looked down at the surface of the water. Nuri was there, looking up at the two of them.

“You, too?” the Spark dragon asked.

The water dragon nodded. “Aye. No regrets, though. I’ve made some fine new friends, and have willingly fought side by side with you. If we are unsuccessful in our endeavors, and this is our last excursion together, then I will die a happy valthan.”

“Your sentiment is returned,” Gocri said.

“Thank you. Skellig?”

“Right there with you.”

“Would the three of you like to be alone?” a new voice asked. The question could easily be construed as derision, but the mirth behind the voice said otherwise.

Turning, Skellig saw that their largest companion was now flying beside them. This dragon was unlike any species he had ever encountered in his extensive travels. Giant, gray wings easily dwarfed his own. Tendrils of wispy smoke seemingly trailed off their friend’s wings after every stroke, and if he was not mistaken, he was certain if he stared long enough, then he’d be able to see through Sifula’s body. 

“What?” the vapor dragon wanted to know. “Why are you staring at me like that?”

Skellig shook his head. “No reason, Sif. I was just thinking that this is turning out to be a fabulous day.”

“I’m not so sure about that,” Sif confessed. “We’re going to a human settlement. Jerica’s home, I believe.”

“Is that a problem?” Skellig wanted to know.

“I don’t believe so, no.”

“Then, why the concern?”

“Jerica’s home is this settlement, so they’ll welcome her with open arms,” Sif answered.

“It’d be no different if we ended up going to any of our home regions,” Skellig told their friend. “Speaking of which, where is yours? I don’t recall you ever telling us.”

“My home region?” Sifula asked. “Didn’t I ever tell you?”

“You’ve never told it to me,” Zeira’s voice said, proving the fire dragon was eavesdropping on their conversation.

“We call it Rokke.”

“Rock?” Skellig repeated. “Is that so?”

“Yes. Rokke is located on a small island near the southern tip of what I’ve heard you describe as the third continent. As you can imagine, there aren’t many of us.”

“Do you have a mother?” Zeira asked. “Father?”

“Of course I do,” Sifula laughed. “How else do you think I came to be? Although, to be fair, I didn’t really know either of them. I can’t even tell you what their names are or whether or not they’re still alive.”

Surprised, Skellig shook his head. That certainly wasn’t how it was in Gale. His mother was still in contact with him on a daily basis, and if Zeira hadn’t been able to rescue him from the ice, he was certain his mother would have launched a full-fledged rescue attempt by now.

“My mother is like that, too,” Nuri admitted, picking up his thoughts. “I don’t think I’m in contact as frequently as you are, Skellig, and I know she lives nowhere close to me, but yet ...”

“Yet ... what?” Skellig asked, curious.

“I don’t think she’s far enough away,” Nuri decided.

Gocri and Skellig both snorted with amusement.

“Do you not get along with your mother?” Zeira asked.

“Of course. She’s pleasant enough to be around, only ...”

“... she gets too involved in your life,” Skellig finished for her.

Nuri nodded. “Yes, that’s exactly right. Sometimes, I cannot help but think if she lived close enough, she’d be managing my life, right down to the smallest detail. What waters are safe, who I should be seeing, why haven’t I laid my clutch yet, and on and on.”

“Come now,” Zeira scolded. “Having your mother care for you so strongly cannot be a bad thing.”

“I certainly don’t think so,” Jerica’s voice agreed. 

The four flyers shifted their gaze to Nuri’s back. A young human girl of fifteen sat there, completely at ease with the simple fact that she was in the presence of five dragons. 

“How long do humans stay with their parents?” Skellig wanted to know.

Jerica sighed. “Oh, gosh, I don’t know. Boys will typically leave to make their way in the world on their sixteenth birthday.”

“And the females?” Zeira asked. “When we met, you insinuated your sire wished you to be mated with a suitable male?”

Jerica sighed again. “That was his wish, aye. It still is, as a matter of fact.”

“But, it isn’t your wish?” Nuri asked, confused.

“No, it isn’t. Why are you confused?”

“Is it not the desire of all human girls to be paired off with a suitable male?” the valthan asked.

“There’s more to life than cooking, having babies, and tending home,” Jerica grumbled. “And now you’re starting to sound like my father.”

“I’m sorry, Jerica. I must confess, my knowledge of humans is limited. In fact, everything I thought I knew was wrong, and everything I now know to be true is because of you.”

“Same,” Skellig said, lifting a claw.

“That goes for me, too,” Zeira added.

“I think we can all say we’re learning from one another,” Sifula said, earning nods from everyone present. “That’s the beauty of our friendship. We ... Nuri, what is it? I can sense your alarm.”

“Humans!”

Skellig felt their human’s heartbeat increase. Jerica was interested!

“Of course I’m interested, Skellig. Wouldn’t you be, if we encountered another Spark dragon? I ... Skellig, are you all right? Your pulse has quickened and I do believe you’re close to hyperventilating.”

“I most certainly am not.”

“You are,” Sifula insisted. “I can feel your alarm, too, and I can also sense you’re fighting to suppress it. Was it something about another Spark dragon?”

“There it is again,” Gocri announced. “I can feel it, too.”

“Would you all please just drop it?” Skellig pleaded. “I’m sorry my thoughts were led astray. Better?”

“Are you?” Zeira challenged.

Skellig returned her imploring look. “Am I what?”

“Better, of course.”

“Oh. Sure.”

“You don’t sound like it,” Zeira accused.

“There is nothing to concern you,” Skellig offered.

“You are my friend, Skellig. If there’s something that’s bothering you, especially about another Spark, then I share your concern.”

“As do I,” Sifula added.

Gocri grunted, by way of an answer.

“It’s appreciated,” Skellig said. “If something arises, I’ll let you know. For now, let’s just concentrate on what Nuri has seen.”

“What has Nuri seen?” Gocri wanted to know. “Nuri, who do you see?”

“What.”

“Hmm?”

“What,” Nuri repeated. “I see a what, not a who.”

Skellig snorted with amusement. “All right. What do you see?”

“One of the humans’ floating vessels. Nets are being cast into the water, but they’ll only collect the tiniest of fish. If you want the really large specimens, Jerica, then you need to tell your fellow humans to drop their nets considerably deeper.”

Jerica stood up on Nuri’s back and scanned the horizon. “Where are the boats? I don’t see anything.”

“You’re looking in the wrong direction, Miss Jerica,” Gocri said, from within her head. “You’re looking west. You need to look northeast.”

“We’re heading west? How is that even possible? Nuri, are we going the wrong way?”

“Only because I have located your village and I am skirting around it. From a distance, of course.”

“You said you saw some of our boats,” Jerica insisted. “Where?”

“Look to your right. No, too far. There. Do you see them now?”

“No.”

“You’re a kairie,” Zeira telepathically reminded her. “You can tap into our senses, as we can tap into yours. All five of us have spotted the vessels. And, for the record, there are two of them. Any one of us would be willing to share our sight, myself included. Remember, all you have to do is ... ah! I can feel your presence. You’re sharing my eyesight. Do you see them now?”

“I do, yes. One of our larger galleons, and nearby, a fisherman’s skiff. Oh, do you see the figurehead on the front of the galleon? You’ll find it on the smaller boat, too, but near the stern. It’s from Cael! We’re here!”

“Why is there a wooden fish on the front of the boat?” Sifula asked, directing her question to their valthan friend. “I don’t recognize the shape. What species is it?”

“It’s one of the largest fish in our waters,” Jerica explained, “and is very difficult to catch. It’s a fast swimmer and somehow manages to avoid most of our nets. It’s nowhere near as fast as you, Nuri, but it ...”

“Does it have a long, curved snout?” Skellig interrupted. “Like a horn?”

“Yes.”

“And a ridge of scales running the length of its back?” the Spark dragon continued.

“Yes.”

“This symbol,” the ice dragon began, “it represents your colony?”

Jerica nodded. “Yes. It’s a picture of a sturgeon. It’s what Cael is known for.”

“How are they going to feel about the five of us appearing?” Zeira suddenly asked.

“They’re humans,” Jerica answered. “They’re much smaller than you and they’re always afraid of being eaten by something larger than themselves. How do you think they’re going to respond? We have to handle this carefully. I don’t want to cause any unnecessary panic.”

Skellig shrugged. “That’s a fair point. How should we do this? Zeira, do you have any thoughts?”

“Look at the north shore,” Zeira instructed. “I see humans massing near the water. Because of us, perhaps? Very well. Jerica is right. We don’t want to frighten anyone, so we’ll split up. Nuri, you take the sea. Don’t let the boats approach until it can be determined if they come in peace.”

“Understood. Would someone take Jerica from my back, please?”

Skellig dipped low and gently snatched the human from their aquatic friend’s back. The instant she was gone, Nuri slipped beneath the surface and was gone. Skellig then turned possession of the human over to Zeira.

Jerica turned to give Skellig a scrutinizing look.

“Possession of the human? Really?”

“No offense is intended,” Skellig insisted. “When you’re with any of us, that particular dragon assumes responsibility for your safety. I was simply pointing out that responsibility has now been given to Zeira.”

“Which I am fine with,” the fire dragon added.

“Oh. I’m sorry for thinking otherwise, Skellig.”

“No offense is taken, I assure you. Zeira, what would you have me do?”

Zeira pointed up. “Circle overhead. Stay out of sight. You’re Jerica’s backup, should she need it.”

“Acknowledged.”

“Sifula,” Zeira continued. “Have you ever changed form while flying?”

“No, I’ve never tried. What would you like me to do?”

“You’re accompanying Jerica. I don’t want anything to befall her, and would feel much better if one of us was physically with her. So, with that in mind, would you care to assume human form again?”

“Of course. Skellig, stay there. I’m going to try changing to a human, while airborne. If things don’t go my way, then I’m counting on you to keep me from falling.”

“We’ll do better than that, Sif,” Gocri said. “Skellig, I’m dropping below you. Stay there. Zeira, below me, if you would.”

“I see what you’re doing,” Sifula exclaimed. “You make me proud to be a part of this group. Thank you.”

With the three flyers lined up over each other, in case one of them should fail to catch Sif if she fell, Skellig nodded his readiness. Sif moved her much larger body above Skellig’s, and began to change. Her mass shrank, her wings decreased until they disappeared, and moments later, a clone of Jerica was falling through the air. Thankfully, she didn’t have far to fall. Skellig and Jerica were less than ten feet away, and as soon as the Spark dragon noticed the transformation, he moved closer still.

“Hello again, Sif,” Skellig heard Jerica say. “If we were visiting any other village, I’d say that would work fine. However, we’re going to be visiting my home. I daresay people there would freak out if they saw two of me.”

“Oh. That’s a valid point. Very well, a moment, please. What about this form?”

By the time Skellig shifted his gaze from Jerica to Sif, the transformation was complete. She was definitely getting better at assuming new species! Gazing at the person Sif had chosen to emulate, he couldn’t help but frown.

“What is it?” Sif asked, noticing her companion’s expression. “Do you not approve?”

A very young human girl, sitting side-by-side next to Jerica, looked confused.

“Er, how old do you think that form is?” Skellig asked.

The little girl shrugged. “How old? I don’t know. I’m not that familiar with human anatomy.”

Jerica finally turned to see for herself what the person sitting behind her looked like. She stared, open-mouthed, for a few moments, before laughing out loud. 

“Skellig called it. Sif, you might want to make yourself a little older. A girl aged seven will look out of place without her parents.”

Sif pointed at Jerica. “What about you? Could you not be the girl’s mother?”

“We’d have to look ... related,” Jerica decided.

“And we don’t now?” Sif asked.

“Sif, your human form has green hair.”

“Oh. I take it that’s a color not typically found on humans? Are you sure?”

“When have you ever seen a human with green hair?” Zeira asked.

“I was just trying to switch forms as quickly as possible,” Sif complained. “I wasn’t thinking about specifics. Fine, you don’t like green? What color should I make it?”

“Miss Jerica’s hair is golden,” Gocri pointed out. “I admittedly am no expert, but I would think mother and daughter should have the same hair color, wouldn’t you agree?”

Right before their eyes, Sif’s hair rippled, as if an unseen wind was blowing on it. Then, a split second later, the hair turned blonde.

“Much better,” Gocri decided.

Sif nodded. “Good. Now, shall we? The longer we wait, the more humans we’re going to have to deal with. There must be at least two dozen of them out there, waiting for us.”

“The number is closer to four dozen,” Zeira reported, as she gently lowered Jerica and Sif to the ground. “Sif is right. There’s no time to wait. Jerica and Sif, you two are off to the village. Gocri, you and I are on perimeter.”

“What are we supposed to be doing?” the Glacier dragon asked.

“We’re patrolling the skies,” Zeira explained, as they flew away. “We make sure nothing surprises us.”

Skellig eyed the two bipeds. “I’ll be nearby, should you require assistance.”

Jerica gave him a wide smile. “Thank you. I appreciate all the concern, but this is my home. The only thing to fear here is being caught outdoors after sunset, or in a house that hasn’t been powdered.”

Not having a clue what that meant, Skellig lifted off, quickly rising past the tree tops and disappearing into the clouds. Then, he watched Zeira and Gocri bank to the west and disappear into the clouds. Adjusting his own altitude so that he wouldn’t be seen, he slowly circled the human settlement. Regulating his breathing, and adjusting his course to use the high-altitude air current he had just discovered, Skellig opened his senses and sought out Jerica. Almost immediately, a picture formed in his mind. He was looking through her eyes, and listening to everything that was happening around her with her human ears. 

Skellig snorted. If someone had told him several fortnights ago that he’d not only be traveling with a mismatched group of fellow dragons, but a female tribesman as well, then he would have laughed off the accusation. However, not only had he become close friends with the other dragons, he actually trusted his life with any of the four. And the tribesman ... er, the human? Nothing could have prepared him for how that one small girl had changed his life. His abilities, which had been a comforting constant his entire life, had changed the instant Jerica had come into physical contact with him. What was the result? Well, he was surprised to learn he was just as eager as everyone else to see what special hybrid power he had temporarily been given.

“I heard that,” Jerica’s voice softly exclaimed, in his mind. “Do you really mean that?”

“I will deny it under the most heinous of tortures,” Skellig answered, “but yes.”

“Don’t worry,” Jerica’s voice said. “Your secret is safe with me.”

A series of images flashed through Skellig’s brain before he had a chance to get his thoughts under control.

“Are you all right?” Jerica asked hesitantly. “You’re trying very hard to keep something hidden from me. Well, hidden from all of us, actually. Are you in some sort of danger?”

“My apologies,” Skellig told the human. “Those thoughts were not meant for you. They’re a problem I must deal with, on my own.”

“But, you aren’t on your own, are you?” Jerica countered.

Skellig grunted, but didn’t answer.

“When you’re ready to talk about it, we’re here to listen,” Jerica said.

“Seconded,” Sif’s voice added.

Skellig sighed. “Appreciated, but this isn’t the time. Jerica, Sif, be on your guard. A group of humans is approaching you.”

Sharing Jerica’s senses, he felt her nervousness and fear, but thankfully, it only lasted for a few moments. Suddenly, Jerica’s heartbeat exploded with activity and her pulse skyrocketed. Concerned she was under attack, Skellig prepared to drop from the sky, fangs bared.

“Hold,” Sif softly murmured. “Jerica knows these humans. In fact, I think the one she is embracing may be her sire.”

Indeed? Zeira chimed in. Are we sure?

“Well, I’m no expert in human biology,” Sif began, “but it has been my experience that, when humans leak water on their face, that they are generally happy, isn’t that so?”

What if she’s legitimately sad? Gocri wanted to know. 

Or emotionally distraught? Nuri’s voice suggested.

“Oh, I didn’t think about that,” Sif admitted. “Perhaps I should ... wait. They’re pulling apart from one another. Jerica, are you well? Skellig, perhaps you could check on her?”

“I’m accessing her senses right now,” Skellig announced. The young human’s thoughts and emotions mixed with his own. Neither Gocri nor Nuri were right. Jerica wasn’t crying tears of sadness, or distress. It was happiness! He could feel an overabundance of joy coursing through their human’s veins. “She’s all right. She’s feeling happiness.”

“I’m all right, guys,” Jerica softly told her dragon companions. “Come, let me introduce you to someone. Father, this is Sifula, a, uh, new friend. Sif, I’d like to present my father, Hallis.”

Watching through Jerica’s eyes, as he was sure the rest of his gathering was doing, Skellig observed a larger, older biped with a thick torso and more facial hair than he had ever seen on a human, look down at Sif’s small human form.

“And who ’ave we ’ere? Sifula, is it? What are ye doin’ out by yerself, girl? Where are yer parents?”

I wasn’t expecting to find my father so soon, Jerica thought. Help me! What do I tell him?

“The truth,” four dragons answered, in unison.

To make matters worse, Sif looked expectantly at Jerica, as though she was her legal guardian.

“Some help you are,” Jerica grumped, as she glared at the girl Sif had become. “Father, can we please go home? It’ll be easier to explain about Sifula there, in private.”

Skellig, watching the proceedings through Jerica’s eyes, saw Hallis turn to his fellow bipeds and give them a curt wave. “There be nothin’ to see here, lads. Thought it might o’ been somethin’ else. All’s well. Go home. And you, girl, I be so damn glad to see ye! We thought ye dead, J! Are ye still travelin’ wit’ that big, scaly beastie?”

“Her name is Zeira, and I won’t talk about her in the open like this. How’s Mother?”

“Shoulda seen her, lass. When I told her that not only were ye alive, but now in the company of a dragon ... hoo boy. She accused me of makin’ up stories. As for yer friend ... Sif, was it? I still wanna know how come a wee lass such as yerself be allowed to wander the woods? Ain’t ye afraid of monsters, girl?”

“Aren’t,” Jerica corrected, “and no, she’s not.”

Skellig grunted with amusement as Jerica let out an excited squeal.

What is it? Do you see something that offers you amusement?

No, it’s not that, Jerica explained. I can see my father’s forge. We live above his workshop. I’m home, Skellig!

We are very happy for you, Zeira told her. Please remember, we are here for a reason. We must locate the wizard you told us about.

Mage, Jerica corrected. This won’t be easy.

Why? Gocri wanted to know. 

Because he was the one who initiated the lottery. He’s the one who came up with the idea of human sacrifices in the first place.

I would imagine that did not go over well with your gathering.

Village, Jerica corrected. 

The door to her father’s shop was less than two feet away. Before she could knock, or reach for the handle, the door suddenly flew open. Her mother, Nyssa, stood before her. Wide-eyed, mouth agape, she stared at Jerica for a few moments before physically yanking her inside and wrapping her arms about her.

“Jerica! Thank the Maker! We feared the worst! When Hallis claimed to have spoken with you, I thought he was making it up. I’m so sorry!”

Her mother collapsed into tears and sobbed into her shoulder.

“Told ye I wasn’ lyin’,” Hallis grumped, but not before wiping away a tear of his own.

“You must tell me everything!” Nyssa insisted. “I want to know how you escaped! How did you get off that cursed altar? I want to know ... I want to know who this girl is. Hello, there. Who do we have here?”

Jerica turned to Sif and held out a hand. “Come on in. We need to close the door. Are you guys still with me?”

I am, Skellig confirmed.

We all are, Zeira announced.

“Of course we’re with you,” Nyssa exclaimed. “Such a strange thing to say.”

Jerica glanced around the darkened interior of the forge and gave her father a questioning look.

“Why are the forges out? It’s the middle of the day!”

“Been worried ’bout you, girl,” her father confessed. “Baron ’lowed me a few days to grieve. If there be one person who felt worse than me after seeing what happened to ye, it’d be him. He and Theresa have been by every day, checkin’ on us.”

“If the baron was against the lottery, then why did he allow it?” Jerica angrily protested. “He’s the baron! He could have stood up to Doolan.”

Who is barren? Skellig heard Zeira ask. And who is Theresa?

“I was wondering about that, too,” Sif quietly murmured.

“What was that?” Hallis asked, overhearing.

Jerica headed for the closest work station, pulled out the stool, and sank down on it. Her parents followed suit moments later. Sif moved close to Jerica’s side and was content to watch the proceedings standing up. 

Taking a deep breath, Jerica looked at her father first. “Dad, do you remember when you spoke with Zeira?”

Hallis nodded. Her mother looked at her husband and shook her head. “Who?”

“Zeira,” Hallis repeated. “That’s the name of the scaled beastie who rescued J from that blasted altar. I have half a mind to tear that thing down and burn it to ...”

“Dad!” Jerica interrupted. “Let me finish, would you?”

“Sorry, J.”

“As I was saying, Zeira turned out to be one of five different dragons who have banded together to try and stop the damage Thunder King is wreaking on our world.”

“Don’t say his name!” her mother hissed at her. “He’s too powerful!”

No, he’s not, Gocri argued. He’s just a maniacal human who thrives on instilling fear in others. Trust me, the first chance I get I’m tossing him down the hatch.

Jerica giggled the same time that Sif snorted.

“What?” Hallis demanded. “What be so funny?”

Shrugging, Jerica smiled at her father. “All right, here we go. Gocri just said he was going to toss the Thunder King down the hatch at the earliest opportunity that he could.”

“Who is Gocri?” her mother wanted to know.

“He’s a Glacier dragon,” Sif automatically answered.

“And how do you know that?” Nyssa wanted to know as she looked over at Sif.

“Because, she’s one of the five dragons,” Jerica explained. “This is Sifula. We call her Sif, for short. Sif is a vapor dragon, and just so happens to have the ability to change forms. None of them wanted me coming in here, unprotected.”

“You be a dragon?” Hallis asked, as he turned to Sif. Unable to hide his skepticism, Jerica’s father shook his head. “Prove it.”

Sif’s form turned grey, then expanded until she was the same mass as Hallis. A few moments later, Jerica’s father was looking at his twin.

“What manner of devilry be this?”

“There’s no devilry involved,” Jerica said, placing a hand on her father’s. “Sif has been a tremendous help to us with her transforming abilities.”

“Help wit’ what, exactly?” Hallis asked.

Suddenly, there was a knock on the door. Hallis gasped with alarm and immediately shoved Jerica behind him.

“They be not gettin’ her again,” he vowed. He snatched one of the heavy metal hammers off a nearby tool rack and gripped it tightly in his hand.

There are two humans on the other side of that door,” Skellig reported. One male, and one female. The female appears to be in distress. 

“Distress?” Jerica repeated, forgetting that her parents didn’t know she was in telepathic contact with her dragon companions. “What makes you say that?”

Eyes are leaking water, breaths are shallow, and her attire is in disarray.

Hallis strode over to the door and yanked it open, as though he expected to see an armed detail preparing to storm into his shop.

“Theresa! What be you doin’ here, girl? And ye brought the baron! What gives?”

While Theresa rushed forward, to throw her arms around her father, Jerica silently explained who the girl was, and the role her husband, the baron, played in their village of Cael.

He’s the king of the village, Nuri decided.

That’s not what she said, Zeira argued. He leads the Gathering, yes, but he still answers to another.

About to correct them, Jerica shook her head. It was close enough.

“There are dragon sightings!” Theresa exclaimed fearfully. “Is it not enough that they’ve taken Jerica? Is it not enough that three different girls have lost their lives? What more could those terrible reptiles want from us?” 

“T, there be nothin’ t’ worry ’bout. Look ...”

“Of course there’s something to worry about!” Jerica’s sister argued. “You lost a daughter! I lost my little sister! How is that not something to be angry and upset about?”

Baron Vyler Dartmoor, a short, stout man in his early thirties, leaned forward to tap his wife on the shoulder.

“Not now, Vyler. As I was saying, that infernal lottery needs to be abolished! No other family should go through what we did. No other family should ... Vyler, what is it? Why do you keep tapping me on the shoulder?”

Hallis and Nyssa stepped aside, revealing that which Vyler had already spotted.

“Jerica!” Theresa cried, lunging forward to encompass her sister in an embrace. “What ...? Where ...? How did you get here?”

“With help,” Jerica answered, as she held her sister in a death grip.

“From Zeira,” Hallis grinned.

Theresa broke the hug and stared at her father. “Who?”

“Would everyone please sit down?” Jerica said, as she began to pace. “This will be easier to explain with everyone as relaxed as they can get. There. Vyler, it’s good to see you again.”

“Not anywhere near as good as seeing you alive,” Vyler quipped, giving her a warm smile. “I would like to know how you came out of this ordeal with your life.”

Jerica shrugged. “I had help.”

“From Zeira?” her sister asked.

“That’s one of them, yes,” Jerica said, nodding.

Pleased he knew something his wife and other daughter didn’t, Hallis leaned back on his stool and grinned at his wife.

“Zeira is a dragon,” Jerica said, using as nonchalant of a voice as she could. “She’s the one who started this quest we’re on, so she’s essentially the one in charge.”

“What quest is this?” Vyler wanted to know.

“To defeat the Thunder King and save our world,” Sif said.

Everyone turned to the young child.

“What? Did I say that wrong?”

“Who’s the girl?” Vyler wanted to know.

“Oh, this is Sifula. Sif, you’ve met my parents. This is my sister and her husband.”

Skellig watched as Sif nodded at the two newcomers.

“Sif is a vapor dragon,” Jerica continued. “She’s currently in human form as my ... Skellig, what did you call it?”

Backup.

“Right. Backup. Sif is my backup, in case I run into trouble.”

“And who is Skellig?” her mother wanted to know.

“Our backup,” Sif explained.

Nyssa shook her head. “No, I mean, what is he? Another dragon?”

“Oh, sorry. Yes, he’s another dragon. In fact, he’s a Spark dragon.”

Hallis blinked a few times. “Spark? What be that?”

Lightning, Skellig said, sighing.

The corners of Jerica’s mouth curved upward. “Lightning.”

“He said somethin’, didn’t he?” Hallis said, scowling. 

“That’s exactly what he said,” Jerica confirmed. “Lightning, although I get the impression he rolled his eyes.”

I had hoped your sire was familiar with my species.

“He hoped you, Dad, knew what species he was.”

“Don’ know much ’bout dragons, sorry. Skellig, I thank ye for protectin’ my Jerica.”

It’s my pleasure. However, she really doesn’t need any protecting from us. In fact, she’s going to be in demand.

Hallis shook his head after Jerica relayed what was said. “I don’ know what that means, neither.”

“Either,” Jerica corrected. “It means I can bond with any dragon, regardless of region.”

Her parents, sister, and brother-in-law stared at her with shock written all over their features.

“It’s true,” Sif added. “She’s been able to splice our powers together and get quite a variety of results. My personal favorite is flaming poo boulders.”

Why did you have to tell them that? Zeira groaned.

Jerica giggled. “As we keep telling you, you have nothing to be ashamed about, Zeira.”

You haven’t introduced all of us yet, came Nuri’s voice.

High above their heads, Skellig was nodding as he passed over their location.

Precisely. If you would have us trust your human companions, they need to be informed about us. All of us.

Jerica’s smile melted away. “You’re right. I’m sorry. All right, here we ...”

“You’re sorry about what?” Theresa inquired.

“I haven’t done a good job introducing everyone. So, we’ll take it from the top. I told you about Zeira. She’s a fire dragon, from Blaze.”

“Where be that?” Hallis immediately asked.

“Please save all your questions until the end,” Jerica said, giving her father a smile. “Next up is Skellig, a Spark dragon from Gale.” Vyler opened his mouth, to presumably ask a question, when Theresa elbowed him in the stomach. “Then, we have Nuri, a valthan. She’s a water dragon, and is, quite literally, the fastest creature you’ve ever seen. Also, probably the nicest.”

Awww, thank you, Jerica, Nuri said, as she continued her underwater patrols.

Hey! Zeira protested. I consider myself friendly!

“You all are, all right?” Jerica quickly amended. She looked at her family and shrugged. “They’re all quite nice, but can be touchy. Now, after Nuri, there’s Gocri. He’s a Glacier dragon. He lives under the ice, in Bliss.”

I’m impressed you remembered, Miss Jerica.

“Of course I’m going to remember, Gocri,” Jerica said, without looking at anyone in particular. “You’re all my friends, and I am interested in all of you. Lastly, and I’m always wondering about that part, we have the one member of my friends you’ve met. This is Sifula, of Rokke, who has one of the neatest abilities I’ve ever seen. Did I get everyone?”

“I want to meet you lot,” Hallis suddenly announced.

Jerica studied her father for a few moments before turning to her home village’s leader. “Vyler, is there someplace you can think of where a meeting like that can happen? In private?”

“Hmm, we have the village gathering rooms,” the baron responded, thinking hard. “That can easily hold several hundred people.”

“We’re not meeting people,” Jerica reminded him, “but dragons. Big ones. There’s no way for them to fit inside a building.”

“I can,” Sif announced, raising a hand.

“Besides you, that is,” Jerica amended, giving the small girl a smile. 

Theresa tapped her husband on the shoulder. “My dear, what about Kinzler’s Point?”

Vyler looked back at Jerica and nodded. “You did say one of your number is a water dragon, right?”

“I did, yes. Kinzler’s Point? How would that work? We’d be seen!”

“I don’t know if you’ve noticed or not,” Theresa began, “but it snowed last night. The water is frozen over. All the boats are currently moored, or have sought warmer waters.”

“Oh. Mom and Dad, would you like to meet some dragons?”

Thirty minutes later, their small group was at the waterfront, at the most northern point in all of Cael. There was a small bay here, but it, too, was frozen over. Jerica stared at the snow on the ground and turned, incredulously, to her parents.

“When did it snow? There was nothing on the ground when I left, and there wasn’t any expected snow for at least another fortnight! What happened?”

Hallis and Nyssa both spread their hands. “Who knows?” her father answered. “It was such a surprise that we asked Doolan, only he don’t know, neither.”

“Didn’t, and why am I not surprised?” Jerica muttered.

“This? This is the human we must ask for help?” Sifula asked.

A look of alarm passed over Hallis’ face. “Ye will not get anywhere near ’im, is that understood?”

“We really don’t have a choice,” Jerica confessed.

“Explain that,” Hallis ordered, growing angry.

At that exact time, the surface of the ice in front of them ... exploded. Huge chunks of ice and snow flew out in all directions. Several of the larger pieces angled toward their small group, but before anyone could react, something huge and grey appeared, and swatted the chunks of ice aside, as though they were no more bothersome than a few flies.

“What the bloomin’ hell?” Hallis cried.

The rest of the humans, with the exception of Jerica, whirled around and immediately took a few steps back. Standing behind them, in her much larger, natural form was Sifula. However, she wasn’t looking at them, but at the tiny, frozen bay, except it wasn’t necessarily frozen any more, since Nuri had rammed the sheet of ice. The valthan was slowly pulling herself out of the water, while Sifula wandered over to watch. As Nuri neared, a yellow speck appeared in the sky and grew steadily larger. Skellig touched down next to Sif and, together, they watched their aquatic friend approach.

“Did that hurt?” Skellig wanted to know. “Are you injured?”

“From frozen water?” Nuri asked, shaking her head. “No. I’m fine. Besides, I barely hit it, and the ice sheet wasn’t that thick.”

Two more dots appeared, one white and one red.

“Ah, here she comes,” Jerica observed. “And, she’s bringing Gocri with her.”

Once the five dragons were standing together, Jerica turned to face her parents, only there was no one present. Her parents, her sister, and her brother-in-law were nowhere to be seen.

“Oh, come on! Didn’t I tell you that they are all harmless? Well, I mean, not all dragons are, but these ones are safe. They’re my friends! Dad, Mom, Theresa—where are you?”

“How can ye feel safe ’round so many beasties?” her father’s voice asked, as his grizzled head appeared from behind a tree. “Ye have to admit, girl, that seein’ five o’ them, in the flesh, is not for the faint o’ heart.”

Zeira approached first. She lowered herself to the ground and waited for Hallis to approach.

“Sire of Jerica, you have nothing to fear from us.” Hallis slowly appeared, followed somewhat reluctantly by his wife. Theresa and Vyler appeared next, from behind the next tree over. Zeira’s eyes shifted to Theresa’s. “You. You are littermates with Jerica? I bid you greeting.”

“I don’t think I’ve ever seen, heard, or read about so many dragons being in such close proximity to one another,” Vyler was saying, as he was the first to recover from the initial shock of their appearance. “How have you overcome disapparating? Aren’t you worried you’ll stray too far from your home regions?”

All five dragons immediately pointed at Jerica.

“Not as long as she’s with us,” Zeira said.

“What does my daughter have to do with any o’ this?” Hallis wanted to know.

Zeira turned to look at their rider. “Jerica, did you not tell him about your abilities?”

“Well, I started to. I don’t recall finishing.”

“What abilities?” Hallis asked.

“Magic doesn’t run in our family,” Nyssa pointed out.

“It does with me,” Jerica confirmed. She unbuckled the leather bracer she wore on her right arm and held it up. “See this?”

“What are we looking at?” Theresa wanted to know. “Your bracer? It was mother’s, wasn’t it? Oh, wait. You got tattooed? I was never allowed to have one. Why does she get to have one and I never did?”

“Because,” Gocri rumbled, causing all conversations to come to an abrupt stop, “that is no tattoo, young human. That happens to be the mark of a dragon rider.”

Hallis whirled on her. “J, be that true? Ye be one o’ them riders?”

“There’s more,” Skellig added. “What you say about the regions, and our fear of fading, is true. We are susceptible to dying if we venture outside our regions, just like you. However, since we have all bonded with Jerica, none of us are in any danger now. Jerica is what the kai call kairie.”

“Y-you?” Vyler sputtered. “You’re the one he wants? Do you have any idea how much danger you’re in?”

“The fabled rider you were talking about?” Theresa asked, frowning. “You’re talking about my sister? You will NOT be turning her in, thank you very much.”

In the blink of an eye, the dragons had surrounded the small party of humans and had commenced growling. 

“You will hereby swear, here and now,” Skellig began, as he locked eyes on the village’s leader, “that you will personally see to it no harm befalls Jerica, or her family.”

Vyler swallowed nervously. “I love my wife, and I will never let anything happen to her or her family. Ever. You have my word, dragon. In fact, I pledge my support to your quest. If there’s anything I can do, then I humbly beseech you to allow me to help.”

“There is something you can do,” Zeira began. After a few moments, she looked at Jerica and nodded. “Perhaps you should tell him?”

“Tell me what?” Vyler asked.

“We need Doolan’s help,” Jerica said, letting out a massive sigh. 

“That won’t be easy,” Vyler groaned. “He’s a Guild Mage. He may be old, and decrepit, but he doesn’t answer to me and never listens to my advice.”

“That’s not what we needed to hear,” Jerica said, shaking her head.

“Well, he’s getting better,” Theresa admitted. “Wasn’t he receptive to your idea to bring Cerebus here?”

“Only because of how much Cael could use the gold,” Vyler said. “Think about it. Do you know how many jobs it’ll mean for our people?”

“What is a Cerebus?” Skellig wanted to know.

“I was curious about that, too,” Sif admitted.

“It’s the largest mechanical device to ever be constructed,” Vyler boasted. “You see, we applied to be one of the next locations for Cerebus to visit, and I’m quite pleased to say we were selected.”

“What is Cerebus?” Jerica asked. “Can anyone tell me?”

“It’s this great, big digger,” Nyssa explained. “To hear Theresa describe it, you’d think it was larger than our entire village.”

“It is,” Jerica moaned. She faced Vyler. “Baron, does Cerebus dig mines?”

“On a large scale,” Vyler said, nodding. “Think of all the good it’ll do for Cael! I’ve never been prouder to serve the people.”

“He’s so happy,” Theresa exclaimed, giving her husband a warm smile. Unfortunately, it didn’t last long. She caught sight of Jerica’s horrified expression and her smile quickly melted into a frown. “What is it? Is there something you’re not telling us?”

“This machine is going to dig a hole,” Jerica began, using a hushed voice. “It’ll strip away all vegetation and drive away all animals. But, more importantly, since we knew we had to come here, to enlist Doolan’s help, and now we find out that Cael is to be the site of the next pit mine ... Vyler, we have to stop it.”

“Cael needs the infusion of people, gold, and ... well, jobs,” Vyler protested. “Not everyone can make their living on the sea, Jerica. Think of the people. This project ...”

“... will spell the end of our village,” Jerica finished.

“You don’t know that,” Theresa scolded. “There’s no need for the theatrics. If you ...”

“You don’t understand,” Jerica interrupted. “We saw, firsthand, what happened to Ponotoa. The Thunder King deployed Cerebus there, and now nothing is right. These jobs pay less than a bar maid earns. And the mineral they’re looking for? If it’s found, then they’re going to turn it into lethal weapons. No, we cannot let this happen.”

“And how do you propose to stop it?” Theresa asked.

“We need Doolan’s help,” Jerica repeated.

“Ye said that before,” Hallis pointed out. “What do ye want him to do?”

“Yes,” a new voice wheezed out. “I was rather curious about that myself.”

A gaunt figure, no more than skin and bones, appeared. He was wearing the maroon robes and blue belt the Guild of Mages were known for. Long, stringy gray hair, several days’ worth of growth on a bony face, and yellowing teeth completed the picture as Cael’s one and only mage appeared next to the baron.

“Baron Dartmoor. A pleasure, as always.”

“Doolan. What are you doing here?”

“I might ask you the same question, dear boy. Never have I been in such close proximity to a dragon before, let alone five. I sensed I could be of service, so I came to investigate.” Two black, beady eyes lit with interest as they landed on Jerica. “Ah, Miss Barille. I am delighted to see you here. You need my help? Well, what can I do for you?”

“Oh, what the heck,” Jerica muttered. Steeling herself, she took a deep breath. “If we bring you a goblet, could you make whoever drinks from it more ... shall we say, willing, to do something we’d like him to do?”

“The power of suggestion,” Doolan grinned, showing off his stained yellow teeth. “The ability to control another person is not an easy feat. The spell would have to be incredibly strong, and would undoubtedly need some type of enhancer present in your goblet.”

“Something like ... jhorium?” Jerica asked.

Doolan blinked twice, which — for him — was the equivalent of shock. 

“And how have you come to know of this mineral, my dear child?”

Jerica felt those leering eyeballs staring at her, trying to penetrate her clothing. “I have my sources. So, tell me, is this something you can do?”

A lecherous smile appeared on the mage’s face.

“I do believe I can, dear child. What’s it worth to you?”

“What do you want in return?” Jerica cautiously asked.

“I know you seek a partner for marriage. You will be my wife.”

For once, Jerica relaxed, since she had been able to see that request coming from miles away and had already prepared an answer.

“I can’t, I’m afraid.” She hooked a thumb at the circle of dragons, all of whom were growling at him. “I have other obligations. There must be something else.”

“Very well. One full night with me, then.”

“The bloody hell ye will, mage,” Hallis growled.

The mage’s eyes flashed once, turning completely white. “That is my price.”
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Chapter 2 - Mine
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“How many times do I have to go over this, Skellig? There’s absolutely no way I’m going to agree to Doolan’s demand. And yes, before you protest, I know it’s only for one night. How can you not understand what he wants from me?”

“What does he want from you?” Skellig asked, confused. “A night of your time? How can that be a bad thing if it accomplishes our goal?”

“Skellig, he wants me to ... to ...”

“I’ll handle this,” Hallis interjected. “Listen, ye scaly beastie, my little girl is no’ gonna be alone wit’ that smarmy gromper for any amount o’ time. Should he ever try, ye have my blessing to bite ’im in half. Do ye understand?”

“If the two of them are ever alone,” Skellig said, as he slowly translated the scenario into something he could understand, “that would be considered bad, and ... a personal attack on Jerica?”

Hallis grinned. “Aye, now ye got it. And if ye see ’im try? What are ye gonna do?”

“Bite him in half,” Gocri answered. “Skellig, this really isn’t difficult to comprehend. This human, Doolan, is much too old to be considered a viable mate for Miss Jerica. But, that doesn’t deter him. He has indicated his desire, and even though it would accomplish our goal, we must not allow it to happen. Can you understand that?”

Skellig nodded. “Perfectly. Why didn’t someone just say so from the beginning?”

“They did say so, from the beginning,” Zeira argued. 

“You didn’t understand what they meant at first, either,” Skellig insisted.

“True, but I am a female, and the thought of an unsuitable mate does not appeal. Once I realized what was being suggested, I knew we had to find another option.”

“There are no other options,” Sif added. “We have a problem.”

“Yes, we do,” Zeira agreed. “Skellig, do you see it yet? How close are we?”

Skellig lifted his gaze from the ground, where he had been watching Jerica and her human family, and looked east. Jerica’s home region was Terra, and her village, while on a peninsula stretching even farther north, was flanked by heavily treed hills and mountains. To the east, where the topography changed somewhat to allow a small bay to be nestled among the many trees, signs of human interference could already by seen. For starters, a huge swath of trees had been felled. Several large trails — hadn’t Jerica called them roads? — could be seen running off in several directions. And there, in a large clearing south of the bay was a growing collection of ... of ... 

“Of what?” Nuri wanted to know. “I’m almost there, so if there’s something I need to know about, I’d just as soon hear it from you first.”

“No, it’s nothing dangerous. I think. There are boxes, open crates, and stacks of metal everywhere. And, I can see another shipment on the way.”

“Are we too late?” Jerica sobbed. “It sounds like they’re already assembling Cerebus.”

“I was told Cerebus would take nearly a week to build and prepare,” Baron Dartmoor’s voice added. 

Skellig’s gaze shifted back to the group of humans and singled out the young male walking next to Jerica and her sister. This was a human king? Was the Thunder King someone similar? How could one human convey such fear? Why wouldn’t the people rise up in rebellion?

“He’s a baron,” Jerica corrected. “He’s not a king, Skellig.”

“One of your dragon friends thinks I’m a king?” Vyler quietly asked.
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