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Dedication


To all the animal lovers and pet parents out there, this one is for you.


To my friend, mentor, cheerleader, and the man who brought humor in the bleakest of times like only he could, Dr. Albert Szabo. You are missed.
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Author’s Note




Allow me to share the story’s origins so you can appreciate your journey. Many of my Fae friends had been asking for a dragon and Dark Fae–centric story, and I was happy to delve into the world of the Dark Fae and their dragons. However, the story blossomed when my best friend from high school, Jennifer—yes, the same one who inspired me to create the Lady Serena—told me of the passing of her beloved dog, Kali. In homage to Kali, I named a dragon after her and featured them both in a short story. It was a quick tale about a Dark Fae meeting a dragon who was allergic to snow pollen and their time training together.


			Readers responded to the story and asked for more, and this novella was born. I am grateful to Jenn and Kali for the inspiration, just as I am appreciative to my own pups, Carlos and Penelope, for the love and the spark of creativity they give me every day.




In case you’re new to the Veil, all the dragons, except one, are inspired by dogs owned by either myself or my friends. Take Dragor as an example. He’s based on my loyal black German shepherd Lab mix, D.J. Los is my Yorkie, Carlos, and yes, he is just as much of a ham as his dragon counterpart. Szabo is the only dragon who isn’t based on an animal. The late Dr. Albert Szabo, a special friend and mentor, was the muse for him.




So this story is a love letter to pet parents, whose day is made better by wagging tails, purrs, cold noses, and serene aquariums. Animals contribute to a better world in countless ways. Jennara and Kali’s story is all about having each other’s back against all odds, experiencing unconditional love, and finding your home in those furry little faces.




Let the games begin!
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Timeline Note




Each novella from Tales from the Veil is a self-contained story that showcases one aspect of the Veil. For those of you who are regulars in the Fae world, this will fill in the blanks in between books, give you details into characters you know, and familiarize you with new ones. This is an introduction to the realm of the Fae for those unacquainted with the Veil, and it may entice you to visit us again.




			For reading order, this novella occurs after From the Ashes, but before Kingdom Come.
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One


FIRE, ICE, AND AN EGG






The horns announced first light, their baritone sound reverberating through Jennara’s barracks. Morning formations were set to begin. Without the need for their usual alarm, the Dark Fae understood that it was time to start getting ready. Jennara had not slept. She had been up all night prepping the Kyanite armor Zucca had designed for her Fire-Breather, Kaliandra, Kali for short. Jennara had scrimped and saved for the purchase, but it was worth it. The armor covered the dragon’s snout and nostrils. It was a modification Jennara had decided they needed after their “little oops” when Kali had burned down an old armory shed and raised some eyebrows due to a sneezing fit.


			Some Fae can be so judgy.


			Besides the minor alterations, the rest of the gear was standard-issue. It covered the area around Kali’s eyes and fire bladders, a vulnerable area in battle, as well as her chest and mid back. Jennara had also paid extra to cover behind Kali’s head. They weren’t taking any chances. She didn’t see the point in the flamboyant theatrics that others enjoyed, the dazzling colors and ornate decorations. Her money was spent in a more practical way.


			This morning, she and Kali would receive their invitation to the annual Tournament of Fire, Ice, and Acid. After the competition, the Dark Fae selected one dragon-rider duo to join the elite ranks of either the Blaze Battalion, the Ice Invaders, or the Acid Assault. Each High Council Guard nominated one team—rider and dragon—from their platoon to compete in the tournament. Jennara had been passed over for the last two years, but she had it on good authority that High Council Guard Yagora was nominating her and Kali to compete.


			Today is our day.


			Jennara decided to take a walk and work off some of her nervous energy. Her walk took her to the Forest of Our Truth, a collection of Smokey Quartz monuments representing historical events. A civilization’s truth isn’t always pretty. In the crystalline forest, the monoliths told the story of the Dark Fae—the good, bad, and everything in between.


			Pausing at the Smoky Quartz pillars, she read the story of how King Jarvok defeated Chief Peandro, leader of the Draconian Faction, in the battle of Fire, Ice, and Acid. Peandro was sacrificing dragons he deemed sickly or useless to the Spark of Life in the name of their god. King Jarvok defeated the chief for control of the Draconians, but he had no interest in assuming the mantle. Dragor, the son of Peandro, was to inherit the tribes, ensuring the continuation of their legacy. However, in a tragic twist of fate, Dragor was one of the dragons due to be sacrificed that day. The chief’s son had not fulfilled his duty to light the Sacred Flame when his father asked him to, and thus had been believed unworthy. Appalled, Jarvok gave Dragor control of the Draconian tribes as it was the dragon’s birthright. The king’s one request was the sacrificing of the dragons cease.


			One year later, Dragor returned and lit the Sacred Flame, solidifying his status as chief. The dragons had kept their freedom, and the Dark Fae gained important friends and allies. When the Dark Fae went to war with the Court of Light, the dragons stood with the Court of Dark. Now, once a year, they all came together in homage to the legendary battle between Jarvok and Peandro, holding a competition to choose the best among themselves to graduate to the elite fighting forces, all in the spirit of camaraderie and strengthening the bond between dragon and rider.


			The monolithic crystals gleamed in the light now, the gray haze running through the center making the sigils stand out. Jennara ran her hands over the cool crystal.


			Yes, today is our day. Despite my short tenure as a Power Angel, my king’s generosity towards me as a Dark Fae was unparalleled. After we were abandoned, Jarvok found me with my blade pointed at my throat. I was ready to see Oblivion. He was calm and reassuring, telling me I wasn’t just a body, but something more. He saved me. Today, I repay Jarvok by showing him I was worth it.


			She moved to a smaller crystal marker where a three-headed dragon carved from Clear Quartz sat perched with its wings folded to his sides. Each head represented a faction—Fire, Ice, and Acid. Listed on the quartz were the names of the original members of the Blaze Battalion, Ice Invaders, and Acid Assault.


			Their first assignment had been to retaliate after the Massacre of Secor Valley. They’d fought with honor and were regarded as heroes for their sacrifice. Kali’s father, Pibult, had been among them. He had not returned from the Attack at Azerbaijan. The Light Fae’s forces had been decimated. Some say it was one factor that led to Queen Aurora calling for the treaty. Though it would be hundreds of years until the treaty was signed, many Fae saw that particular battle as a turning point in the war. Pibult had become a legend, but Kali lost her father.


			Jennara had been prepping for her trial for months. She had battled High Council Guard Pria in circle exercises and bested her. Lieutenant Zion had given her his approval, but he could not vote as he and Lieutenant Asa sat on the judges’ panel. If it weren’t for Kali torching that armory shed during a sneezing fit, Jennara wouldn’t have a pit in her stomach. It wasn’t Kali’s fault. Another Fae, known as Hausman or Haus, dropped snow pollen in their ring, causing the reaction. Kali was severely allergic to snow pollen.


			Haus was a competitive troll’s prick, but it was more than that. He had told Jennara he liked destroying things, and he hoped King Jarvok and Queen Aurora’s planned unification would not be a success. He wanted the war between the two Courts to begin anew. He craved the adrenaline rush of riding alongside the Dark Fae king, unleashing a torrent of fire, ice, and acid onto the Court of Light.


			Jennara ran her fingers through her purple hair. She knew she had to push Haus’s issues aside for now. Today, all their hard work would pay off. She and Kali would vie for a spot in the Blaze Battalion, as Kali was a Fire-Breather. However, they would need to fight different dragons, not only Fire-Breathers. But before Jennara got ahead of herself, she needed to retrieve her invitation.


			She walked back into her barracks to get her dragon. She watched her sleep and knew that together they would walk through Hell for each other. A smile grew, yeah today is our day. Her love for the dragon ran deeper than any volcano. “Kali, wake up. Let’s get our egg.” 


			The dragon stirred, yawned, and licked her lips. Her fire bladders pulsated. She stretched her front legs out, and her sickle tail snapped. The dragon stood, gave one final full-body stretch and shook before they headed out for the lineup.


			The High Council Guard members, Yagora, Pria, Azrael, Ezekiel, and Jonah, positioned themselves in the center of the main combat circle. DaVita was present for the ceremony too. Her nickname was the Crystal Keeper, since she constructed the dragon eggs. She was the Court of Dark’s equivalent of the Court of Light’s Malascola. Her artistry was legendary, but it was second only to her knowledge of crystals and how they helped with healing and weaponry.


			Despite being smaller in stature than some of the Dark Fae, DaVita had toned and cut arms from years of carrying large crystals and sculpting them into pieces of art. Her icy-blond hair fell in soft waves to her back, gold and silver threads braided throughout. The tips of her tresses were a kaleidoscope of pastel hues that ranged from pale pink to sky blue. The open shoulders of her deep-green bell-sleeved top had Amethyst crystals draped over the cutouts. DaVita’s eyes flashed like Labradorite. She was beautiful.


			She smiled with pride, knowing her artistic endeavors were about to make another Dark Fae’s goals a reality. Her Ice-Breather, Jasper, stayed by her side, casting occasional glances up at her as he guarded the five boxes containing her work. The cherry-red background of the boxes provided a striking contrast to the Dragon Jasper crystal’s iridescent swirls, which shimmered with colors ranging from a deep hunter green to a soft, calming light sage.


			Lieutenant Zion stood over the boxes, hands behind his back. His dragon, Raycor, a large white Acid-Breather with black horns, sat to his right. Lieutenant Asa and her magenta Ice-Breather, Yanka, were to his left. King Jarvok and Dragor, the leader of the Draconian Faction, observed from the fortress window high above. Los, the chameleon dragon, watched along with them. Jarvok nodded at Zion, and it seemed a silent understanding passed between them.


			Jennara pushed to the front of the crowd with Kali, ignoring the moans and groans.


			“Move, you goblin ass,” she mumbled as she made her way to the edge.


			Zion gestured to his king. The entire group of Dark Fae swung their bodies toward the window, and each went to their right knee to acknowledge and give respect to their king. Raycor followed her rider with a call to the dragons, beating her wings. Drake, commander of the Blaze Battalion gave the first click, and a domino effect began. A hundred Fire-Breathers’ back teeth sounded off, and magenta fire blew upward into the air. The Ice-Breathers were next, with waves of liquid ice shooting like geysers. The Acid-Breathers continued to beat their wings. They could not spew their acid upward. Jarvok and Dragor bowed their heads. Jarvok moved Los forward for the dragons to pay their respects to him, and they curved their necks. Finally, Dragor roared, calling the nomination process to order.


			The second-in-command of the Court of Dark gestured toward the first box. “High Council Guard Azrael nominates Hausman and his dragon, the Acid-Breather Famina, hailing from the western regions of Bahor Valley.”


			The tall Fae pushed past Jennara and smirked. His hair, the color of straw, cascaded past his shoulders, with a distinctive braid that boasted small bird skulls as ornaments. His square jawline was battle scarred. He had his fair share of admirers among the Dark Fae, but Jennara was not among them. His whiskey-brown eyes locked on his trophy.


			DaVita presented the box to Zion. Inside was a Blue Agate crystal egg. The object resembled a dragon’s egg and required two hands to hold it. The egg had three sides, each with its own petal that represented an oral defense of the dragons. The sigil for Fire had been meticulously carved onto the element’s side, and the petal had been molded into the likeness of a burning flame. The Ice side bore the matching elemental sigil. Its petal had edges like icicles. Finally, the Acid side appeared to be bubbling as if acid were dissolving the petal.


			This egg was the key to the tournament. Each team had to protect their egg. During the tournament, if a combatant or their dragon were hit, the egg would sustain the damage. For every three hits they took, one side of the egg opened. If all three sides opened, it was a forced hatch, and a tiny crystal dragon would emerge and fly away. The judges would disqualify the participant once that dragon appeared. The other way to win was to steal an opponent’s egg during the battle.


			Jennara rolled her eyes. Haus is a troll’s prick, but he’s a good fighter, and Famina is even better. “Okay, no problem, Kali. Tough, but not impossible. We planned for this,” she whispered to her dragon. Kali snorted.


			Zion handed the egg to Hausman. “Do you accept this egg on behalf of High Council Guard Azrael?”
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