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        “A story for those who believe there’s more to the world than what we see. 
        Step beyond the edge of dreams and discover a world where myth becomes real.”
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        «The world is a magical crystal with countless facets,

        and you can always turn it in such a way

        that you either burst out laughing from joy

        or shiver with terror.

        Fortunately, I have the power to choose»

         

        «The Caretaker»

        Pelevin
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      Legends* are magical windows through which we peer, with curiosity, into the twilight of bygone times, times we know only through fairytales* and myths*. You read a legend and suddenly find yourself wondering: What a wondrous, ever-shifting world we live in,

      and how little we truly know of its hidden mysteries.

      It turns out that not so long ago, just a hundred or three hundred years past, giants still roamed the earth, dragons* soared through the skies, and people rode the wind on flying carpets. In forests and groves lived fantastical and wilful beings: fauns*, fairies*, leprechauns*, and elves*. In mountain caves, dwarves* crafted magical mirrors, while master artisans revealed objects of breathtaking beauty and complex mechanisms to the world.

      Everywhere, across continents and cultures, there are stories about this. People gave them a name: folklore. Then something happened and almost all the magical beings vanished, withdrew, and now avoid encounters with humans. Where could they have gone? I found myself wondering.

      And then I remembered that in some fairytales, there’s a place called “the thrice-ninth kingdom, in the thrice-tenth state” *.

      Heroes in many stories search for it beyond “seven seas and seven mountains”! If they’re searching, it means the path to those places is lost, forgotten, hard to find, but not impossible.

      And so, they went in search of these places, crossing the boundaries of our world, witnessing its marvels, and telling of them upon their return. Thousands of retellings made their stories more than mere tales, they became myths, capable of taking your breath away with wonder, stirring dreams, and even inspiring the search for similar paths into other worlds, which, without a doubt, still exist.

      In this book, I invite you to become part of a remarkable adventure. It opens the door to a world that lies just beside our own. Are you ready to walk the paths where Border Guardians* watch over hidden crossings, and tunnels that often resemble labyrinths filled with traps? Yes, it’s dangerous, you’ll have to take risks, make choices that could mean life or death. And then…

      From this moment on, your story takes a different turn, you become the hero of adventures, a witness to astonishing secrets and events. You’ll find friends, and you may come face to face with unfriendly creatures. You must be ready for anything!

      You might even manage to lift the veil of mystery surrounding the dragons, those mighty beings who guard not only the power of the elements, but also the soul of a world once forged by a demiurge*.

      This book is your chance to learn more about it all, and to feel yourself part of an ancient, magical story.

      Are you definitely ready? Then open the book and begin your journey.

      At the end of the book, you will find a glossary: A list of mystical creatures, entities, spirits and other unfamiliar words or phrases that are marked with an asterisk*.
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      “What happened has already come to pass, and there’s no need to dwell on it so thoroughly. Yes, the details matter, but one must see the whole picture.

      Again, humans are trying to break into one of my favourite worlds, a realm strictly forbidden to visit.

      The Border Guardians are failing.

      I love this world so dearly, it is so much like a fairy tale: I love wandering through its enchanted forests and bustling markets, meeting wise beings and marvelling at the mischief of ever-present tricksters, who exist in every world.

      But that only makes my world more vibrant, full of unexpected situations that feel like puzzles.

      My heart cherishes all those I created with such care and love: leprechauns* and giants, dragons and fairies, harpies* and sirens*, centaurs*, gnomes*, gremlins*, and many others.

      I protect this world from destruction as one would a beautiful, beloved jewellery box.

      Better to think about how to preserve this unique environment, one I have shaped, guarded, and nurtured for hundreds of thousands of years.”

      So mused the demiurge known as “Someone,” basking in the reflected light of five moons, sprawled on black sand at the edge of an endless ocean, in one of the worlds he had just created, so far uninhabited.

      Sometimes, it’s nice just to be human.”

       

      For many millennia, the demiurge known as “Someone” strove to separate the lands of the fiercely warlike human world from his other realms. With each passing century, humans grew more dangerous, more bloodthirsty, more reckless. Their thirst, for knowledge, for dissection, for manipulation and control, for killing in the name of comfort rather than understanding and acceptance, became unbearable. Humans invented mythic justifications to slay dragons and drive them out; to hunt gentle, joyful fairies.

      They saw themselves as heroes, slaughtering one by one the wise giants and titans left behind by ancient civilizations, beings who carried the knowledge and experience of thousands of years.

      The giants could craft astonishing things: unique mechanisms, monumental buildings and dams. They turned deserts into blooming oases, built underwater cities in the oceans, and even taught humans their ways. But… they neither knew how nor wished to fight or kill. And that cost them their lives.

      Who now admires fairies in flower-filled meadows, or consults giants on how to carve multi-ton stone blocks? Who speaks with dragons or delights in the songs of divine birds like the Simurgh* or Alkonost*? Even the Amazonians* and the merry Fauns* have left this world behind… In the wild places, only the Leshies*, Kikimoras*, and the malevolent Lobasts* remain, along with a handful of lesser creatures.

      Yes, today humans are trying to preserve fragments of what they have methodically destroyed for over three hundred years.

      “Someone” could never understand why the urge to destroy had become more important to humans than the desire to create. Why ambition had turned into a flaw, and empathy was now called weakness. One day, this must change, slowly, perhaps, but inevitably.

      He wondered why humans made so little use of their imagination, why they didn’t teach their children to choose between being happy or being unhappy.

      Many times, the demiurge “Someone” felt the urge to destroy this world entirely. But he couldn’t. He loved to create, not to destroy, to protect and to nurture. That was, and still is, his nature.

      The world he once shaped remained beautiful. Even what was left of it was worthy of awe. Weary of a futile struggle, he simply handed it over to his friend, another demiurge “Something” who cared only for the world’s resources. He sealed all the portals leading to his other realms, placed Border Guardians at every crossing, and tried to erase from human memory the truth that things had once been very different.

      But he left the myths, the fairytales, the legends to humans as a reminder. And people began to think it was all just make-believe.

      Thankfully, not all of them…
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Chapter 1


          

          
            The Gift

          

          At that time, the world had not yet unveiled itself to him  like a mystical box brimming with wonders.

        

      

    

    
      

      On one overcast day, Matthew sat on the sofa gazing out at the lush green hills of their island and admired the grey clouds drifting lazily overhead, leaving behind silvery trails of rain.

      He noticed a lonely bird in the distance and was surprised. Birds didn't usually fly in storms, except perhaps albatrosses. They typically sought shelter from the wet and gusty winds. This particular bird was flying slow and wearily, flapping its large wings heavily.

      Just then, his mother called him for lunch. With a sigh, Matthew got up, cast another glance at the solitary bird through the window, and headed to the dining room.

      Matthew's life was predictable and steady, something he had grown accustomed to. He took life with ease and good nature, confident that everything around him unfolded as it should. Like many other kids, his life seemed pre-planned: school-university-work-family... or so he thought.

      He would soon be turning 12, an age when much becomes clear, like relationships with family and friends.

      If something wasn't clear, Matthew didn’t hesitate to ask grown-ups or the all-knowing AI, or simply search online.

      Calm and thoughtful by nature, he liked the traits he inherited from his father and grandfather. What he didn't like was noise and chaos, coming from places where arguments or loud disputes occurred. He never got involved in heated arguments, always listened carefully to others’ opinions, and often held back from sharing his own, why speak up if no one’s asking?

      Matthew had a special relationship with school, almost a friendly one. It was a place where he could learn to think, gain knowledge across many subjects, and assert himself as a person preparing for life in the adult world. The school itself wasn’t anything remarkable, quite ordinary in fact. But he had friends there, plenty of interaction, and he was always discovering something new that sparked ideas, led to insights, or simply gave him something to ponder, which he loved.

      They were rarely assigned homework, so there was plenty of time to read, take walks, and dive into things that genuinely interested him. The only thing he didn’t like was having to wake up early and go to school in all weathers.

      Once a week, Matthew practiced acrobatics at a studio where he learned to do all sorts of flips. It definitely made him stand out among his classmates, and he enjoyed the admiring looks he got. That felt good!

      For instance, no one else at school could do a standing backflip. Matthew knew a few other impressive tricks and he’d show them off to his friends when they came over.

      The days passed one after another, some more interesting than others. And in his own way, Matthew was happy, just like any boy. His grandfather taught him to treat each day as a new adventure, with curiosity and a sense of responsibility, so it wouldn’t go to waste.

      At that time, the world had not yet unveiled itself to him like a mystical box brimming with wonders. However, …

      His grandfather worked as a lighthouse keeper, and Matthew loved visiting him, especially when he could stay for a couple of weeks, which was the best of all.

      He was an intriguing man, and everything around him seemed to come alive, to grow brighter: the astonishing stories he told, the cries of gulls at dawn, the scent of sea spray from the stormy waves outside the windows, the ships, yachts, and boats rushing off somewhere in search of adventure.

      Matthew longed for a life like his grandfather’s, living away from the noisy city and all its demands, doing his job, earning a living, and enjoying the endless view of the sea as much as he wanted.

      When discussions arose about this life, his father would say:

      “If you truly desire it, you can become anything, even a lighthouse keeper like your grandfather. But now isn’t the time. You’re still a child and need to learn about living among people, understanding how society works, what it is, discover your own potential, and much more. Your grandfather studied meteorology at university and then fate, or perhaps luck, made him a lighthouse keeper.” His father often mused whilst looking up towards the sky, “Live and enjoy being a child; when you’re grown, you’ll have grown-up joys, there’s no rush.”

      Matthew took his father's words to heart, simply lived, dreamed, and eagerly awaited vacations to visit his grandfather Ayran. It also thrilled him to go on hikes with his parents and his sister, Zoe, although she preferred to be called Zoika.

      Their home perched on the edge of a high cliff on a large island dotted with low hills of various sizes. Nestled between these hills is a small town which is the nearest one to their house.

      The sea, with its ever-changing mood, encircled the island.

      Just beneath the roof of their house was the living room, a space resembling an attic with its high ceiling and wooden beams. It was the largest family room, perfect for relaxing. Large windows provided wonderful panoramic views of the hills, the cliff, and even the sea, with just a slight turn of the head.

      Matthew loved sitting there, gazing at the beauty outside, just watching, letting his thoughts drift away. From the living room, a long balcony stretched out to the left, with two tiers connected by stairs leading to the kitchen below.

      In good weather, this balcony was a favourite family spot. Matthew liked to play with his sister there or watch sunsets from the loungers, if the weather permitted. Sadly, parents didn’t allow children to go there unaccompanied. Potted palm trees, an old ficus, and several other plants adorned the balcony. Matthew’s mother, Grace, called it her little garden. Regardless of the season, it always looked lush and green.

      In their family, miracles weren’t often talked about, those topics were never discussed. So, even if Matthew and his younger sister Zoika believed in magic, they thought it happened far away, somewhere else, possibly in fairytales or stories someone made up. However, when the topic of extraordinary events came up, their father would raise his index finger and say, “Anything is possible,” casting a significant glance around, and everyone would smile and change the subject.

      It was a Saturday, and because of the gloomy weather, the family decided to stay indoors to keep occupied. After lunch, everyone slowly scattered to their own room, to follow their own pursuits. Matthew instead returned to the living room, pressed his forehead against the cool glass of the window, and searched the sky for the bird again. It was gone, and the wind had grown stronger, making the sky hum with its gusts.

      “A bird that big probably isn’t still flying, it must’ve landed somewhere,” he said, stepping away from the window. Though… out of the corner of his eye, he caught a flicker of movement on the balcony, between the ficus and the palms.

      “Just shadows and leaves playing tricks,” Matthew habitually explained it away and went back to his computer game.
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        * * *

      

      And five minutes before that moment, something really did land on the balcony… no, not a bird, but a real living dragon. Tired of fighting against the stormy winds, it had landed on the balcony to rest. It was a long journey from one world to another with a mission so urgent it could only be called inescapable. The circle had to be closed.

      The dragon, named Drog was grateful to find their house so quickly, having avoided the Border Guardians. Now, he was almost at his destination, confident he was on the right track.

      The balcony of the house where Matthew lived was high above the ground, resembling a terrace. Drog looked around at the strange, potted trees and peeked into the window, choosing a good hiding spot, there was enough cover, and the weather outside was stormy, making its detection unlikely.

      He spread out his broad wings, curled up beneath them and fell asleep.
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        * * *

      

      Matthew played his game for about an hour and a half, reaching a new level, then closed his laptop. Something was bothering him, but he couldn’t quite figure out what. His mum called it intuition, a beautiful word. A gentle unease swept over him, an instinct that something unknown was trying to get his attention, a secret he didn’t yet understand. What could that be?

      He glanced into his sister’s room, where she was absorbed in drawing with a dreamy smile on her face. Their dad was tinkering with the printer, not paying him any attention.

      “Same old printer jam,” Matthew thought. “Soon, Dad will say it’s time to replace it.” He headed to the living room again, looking at the hills under the clouds and the sea in the rain.

      There, he once again remembered the lonely bird among the clouds:

      “I wonder where such a big bird could hide?”

      Where indeed?

      The hills on the island had been largely cleared for fields, with small groves of trees here and there. It was hard to call this a forest, more like clusters of woods. He and his dad often took walks in the hills, breathing the fresh, aromatic air. Birds chirped joyfully: “Guests! Guests are here” they seem to be announcing, “Chi-chi-twee-ku-twee-ku”

      Tall tree trunks stretched upward, letting streaks of sunlight filter through their green crowns. Matthew noticed that the upper canopies of the trees didn’t touch, as if they didn’t want to block each other’s sunlight.

      He realized these small groves were home to many birds, insects, and various animals: squirrels, chipmunks, sly red foxes, swift rabbits, and hares that were constantly nibbling. He imagined how wonderful it would be if the hills were completely covered with trees and bushes, more birds, nuts, berries, mushrooms, food for both animals and people.

      He loved finding small, crystal-clear waterholes among the trees and would scoop up the water with his hands to drink. Bert explained that underground springs came from beneath

      the ground, these were “springs,” bursting up through cracks in the rocks and filtering through layers of sand deep within the earth. This water was incredibly pure and a delight to drink.

      Lost in these thoughts, the boy sat pensively, gazing at the distant hills and the low purple clouds overhead. The rain had almost stopped, and the sun was sending its scout rays across the island and out to the sea. These rays danced on the waves, shimmering and sparkling like thousands of tiny suns.

      Matthew thought that, since the weather was clearing, it would be great to step out onto the balcony and breathe some fresh, post-rain air. Of course, he needed to ask permission, that was the rule.

      “Mum! Can I go out onto the balcony? The sun’s come out!”

      “All right! Just be careful!” his mother replied, absorbed in her work, typing away without looking up.

      “I’m coming with you!” Zoika burst into the room excitedly.

      “Then I’ll join you,” Dad grumbled reluctantly, “Wait for me!”

      Matthew was almost twelve now. He felt like his father, Bert, didn’t quite trust him yet and he was a little hurt by that. He would watch over his sister if asked, but Bert always stayed close, like a shadow.

      The three of them stepped out onto the wet balcony terrace. They watched the streaks of grey clouds run across the sky, driven by the wind, as the weather rapidly changed. They even found a small rainbow and smiled. Rainbows always lifted the spirits, don’t they?

      “Our view from here is so amazing, isn’t it?” Bert looked at the children, and they nodded enthusiastically in response.

      Indeed, the view from the balcony was breathtaking! What could they say?

      Suddenly, a huge shadow darted from the far edge of the sky, the silver dragon soared low above them, his broad leathery wings spread wide, claws tucked in. He began to rise higher and higher and soon disappeared into the clouds.

      All three stared after it in stunned silence.

      “How is that even possible? That can’t be,” Bert exclaimed, glancing around nervously. “A dragon… flying over our house… in today’s world?”

      “You always said anything’s possible,” Matthew reminded him, equally surprised.

      Zoika looked at her hand, covering her cheeks, her voice trembling: “I saw his yellow eye… I saw it, I swear…”
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      They all kept watching the grey clouds where the dragon had vanished, hoping perhaps, he’d circle back.

      “Let’s not tell anyone,” Bert whispered hurriedly. “Mum needs to see it herself; she has to believe it’s real. If others find out, they won’t believe us. Let’s keep this our family secret. Come on, let’s see what that big creature was doing on our balcony.”

      Quietly, they moved together towards the far end of the balcony, where the staircase led downward to the next level. The trees around the house were in perfect order; Matthew inwardly envied them, they’d really seen a real dragon up close!

      Where the dragon had landed, a faint outline remained, an oily dark stain on the wet ceramic tiles. Bert ran to grab his phone and snapped a few pictures. Loud debates broke out immediately about the marks; where the paws were, where the tail, where the head. They even found the imprint of a scale pattern.

      All three of them argued excitedly, in awe of what they had seen. A dragon, in their world? Maybe rare, maybe extraordinary, but totally possible.
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        * * *
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      “Come here quickly!” Zoika suddenly shouted, and Matthew saw her backing away from the trees.

      He and their father hurried to her side. Beneath the old Ficus, in a wide wooden flowerpot, near the trunk, lay something odd, an elongated object that looked like a leathery egg.

      It resembled an oval rugby ball, covered in colourful spots and streaked with strange silvery veins. Bert stared at the strange object, stunned. An adult man who is normally steady and rational, at a complete loss now. Everyone was silent, looking at this incredible discovery.

      It was definitely an egg, but not in a shell, it was encased in a thick leathery layer.

      Finally, Matthew reached out, his fingertips nervously touching the pulsating surface.

      “Dad! It’s alive! What are we supposed to do?” he blurted out, breaking the tense silence.

      Bert pondered, examining the egg from all sides. “It’s got to hatch I suppose,” he said thoughtfully. “We should wait and see whatever comes out, hatches, is born…”

      “Surely we know what’s inside, don’t we?” Zoika whispered, looking from her brother to their dad. She was always a clever girl.

      “That’s just it,” Bert mumbled again, unable to accept the idea that soon they’d have a dragon instead of a dog. “That’s just it”, he repeated.

      “I honestly don’t know what to do,” he admitted truthfully. Then he carefully picked up the egg, glanced once more, without knowing why, in the direction the dragon had flown, and carried it into the room.

      The egg was heavy, six or seven kilos at least.

      In the living room, he gently placed it on the floor by the sofa, and everyone settled around it.

      “We should call Mum,” Matthew said. “She knows a lot, and she can give advice, and anyway, she’s someone we can tell…”

      “Grace, please, come here right now, we’ve got a dragon about to hatch! Any chance you know what we’re supposed to do with it?” Bert shouted, with a touch of sarcasm, then went back to thoughtfully examining the egg. He was trying to prepare his wife, just a little.

      “You’re always joking, and I’m busy. Fine, what’s going on here, what happened, is this some new game? Can’t you manage without me?” Grace, his wife and children’s mum, had appeared so quietly they hadn’t heard her, or maybe they just hadn’t noticed.

      “Wow!” was all she said when she saw the discovery. She immediately sat down beside it and laughed, shyly, but with joy. She wasn’t surprised at all; in fact, she seemed delighted. She covered her face with her hands and shook her head from side to side, as if she couldn’t quite believe what was happening.

      Suddenly, the egg stirred in response to her voice, and sparks flickered along its veins.

      “Grace, why are you laughing?” Bert asked indignantly. “Do you know what this is?”

      “By the way, we didn’t just find it outside, a real dragon brought it to us!” Zoika whispered, then burst into rapid speech. “Mum! A real dragon! We all saw him; he looked right at me! He had huge wings, silver scales, claws like giant hooks, and these plates on his belly, and he flew so low over us!”

      “I know what it is… and who it’s from,” Grace said suddenly, her voice serious as she gazed sadly out the window. “It’s a sign of trust from a very old friend… from a world completely different from ours. That story happened so long ago, I started to believe it was just a dream, that I’d never see that world again. I tried not to think about it, not to remember. I’m so sorry I didn’t see Drog! Why didn’t he send me the call?”

      “What? A dream? A call? Another world?” Bert, Matthew, and Zoika exclaimed in unison. “Isn’t this a real dragon egg?”

      “Alright, stop shouting!” Grace frowned. “I’ll have to tell you an interesting story from my youth, but not now. And don’t look at me like that! You wouldn’t have believed me before. Right now, look over there instead! Judging by the state of the egg, our fire-breathing companion is going to hatch very soon. And when that happens, none of us will be laughing, we’ll see how things unfold.”

      “We need to think about where to settle it, at least for the time being. We’ll figure out what to do with it later. But for now, please, not a word to anyone. Not a single soul.”
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        * * *

      

      At that moment, Drog found a place in the clouds for the passage, a kind of “portal”, and safely returned to his own world. There, among the golden clouds of the sky he knew so well, the dragon let out a relieved sigh. Then he flew for about four hours towards his cave, nestled high in the mountains. You never know where a ‘passage’ might throw you, into which part of the world, but Drog quickly got his bearings and chose the right direction to head.

      Upon arrival, he dived towards the cave entrance and soared through a vast, winding corridor that led deep into the mountain. This was his home, the home of his pride, his clan, where rest awaited him, and the chance to share what had happened with his elder friend.

      Drog flew through an enormous, incredibly tall and luminous hall. At its centre shimmered a crystal-clear lake, glowing with all the colours of the rainbow, its bottom lined with golden sand. In its glistening waters, silvery fish swam with majestic calm, and along the shores bloomed snow-white flowers that resembled lotuses.

      The dragon descended onto one of the pedestals made of rough black stone, like unpolished obsidian*. Many such pedestals stood around the hall’s perimeter, each about ten meters tall, with wide flat platforms at the top and smaller ones lower down. Dragons slept on the upper platforms; the lower ones remained empty. Drog straightened regally on his perch and looked towards his friend, releasing a gentle puff of flame.

      “I’ve done what you asked. The egg is in place, I’m sure our friend will take care of it, and the chain will be complete,” he conveyed words through thought.

      The other dragon bowed his head in response.

      “I’m deeply grateful. Thank you, Drog,” his friend replied, just as silently.

      Then both dragons settled onto their respective pedestals, curled into rings, and became indistinguishable from breathtakingly beautiful stone sculptures.
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        * * *

      

      Back at the house on the island, they were trying to solve a new problem: where would be the best place for the guest from the egg to be born, and where would it live and sleep. The family’s life had taken on new colours and concerns, everyone was excited, intrigued, and stirred by what had happened.

      Matthew was astonished to discover that his mother actually knew a great deal about dragons. Zoika, too, looked at her with admiration, and she couldn’t take her eyes off the egg for even a moment.

      “Come here, take a look,” Grace said, laying a drawing on the table. Everyone leaned in, trying to see what was there.

      “Looks like a box,” Zoika said with disappointment.

      “Not a box; it’s a nest. Fine, call it a box if you want,” Grace began to explain. “We need to build a nest for our little one based on this design. It should be lined with iron plates, and inside we’ll place smooth stones, obsidian would be ideal, though granite will do. That’s where the egg will rest, and later, the baby dragon will sleep.”

      Matthew and Zoika nodded, while Bert was already drafting a list of items he’d need to build it.

      “Dragon or chick, it’s still a child,” he muttered to himself again and again.

      Then the parents began getting ready to go to the store, listing off things the kids absolutely shouldn’t do while they were gone:

      “Matthew, Zoika, listen carefully! Under no circumstances let anyone into the house until we’re back, this is important,” Grace said firmly.
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      “Don’t open the balcony or the windows, and call me often!” Bert added.

      “And if possible, don’t touch the egg, it doesn’t like that. And no photos, no one must know about the egg!” Grace added quickly in a pleading voice, already halfway out the door.

      Matthew slipped his phone back into his pocket with a sigh. He decided to take their words seriously, the situation was definitely unusual, and they’d all have to be vigilant for a while.
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        * * *

      

      The egg still lay on the living room floor, and for some reason, it had begun to emit a faint crackling sound. Matthew sat leaning against the sofa, gazing at it thoughtfully. Zoika was lying on her tummy nearby, watching as the egg pulsed gently. She longed to stroke it, after all, there was a little dragon inside, and in her opinion, it was probably feeling lonely. But she held back, gazing at it with a tender smile. Both children were eagerly awaiting their parents’ return. Then things would feel calmer, clearer, more manageable. For now, all the responsibility, for the egg, for his sister, rested on Matthew’s shoulders, and the weight of this made him feel uneasy.

      He and Zoika both wanted desperately to help their parents. And later, in the evening, they’d have to persuade Mum to tell them how she knew about dragons, about the other world, and what had happened to her so many years ago. For a secret like that, it was worth doing everything exactly as she’d asked. The children sat quietly, exchanging glances now and then, hoping time would pass quickly.

      When something extraordinary enters your life, a kind of temporal vortex appears, events begin unfolding one after another, accelerating. In moments like these, the most important thing is not to panic, not to lose your head, and to make the right decisions, no matter how things may seem. And that’s exactly what happened.

      It was only ten minutes after their parents had left, that a long, insistent ring echoed through the apartment. Matthew and Zoika exchanged startled glances, then decided to pretend no one was home, to stay quiet and hidden. But that didn’t work. Someone clearly knew they were inside and kept ringing the bell and pounding on the door without pause.

      Eventually, Matthew decided to find out who it was. He walked up to the door and asked:

      “Who’s there, and what do you want?” He peered through the peephole but saw no one, which was strange. Then a harsh voice barked from outside:

      “Open up immediately, you nasty little brat! I know you’re in there!”

      “Why should I open the door? I don’t know you!” Matthew tried to sound brave and started dialling his parents.

      “We’re the police. If you don’t open, we’ll break the door down!” came another raspy voice.

      “Real police officers don’t talk like that! And anyway, our parents told us never to open the door to strangers! Stop banging, we’re calling the police! Leave now!” Matthew shouted bravely, listening to the long, unanswered rings on his phone.

      Neither Mum nor Dad picked up. How frustrating.

      Things quieted down behind the door. Some whispering could be heard, and then, finally, whoever they were, left. Matthew let out a sigh of relief and returned to the living room. He told Zoika about the rude strangers, mimicking their voices in a funny way, though it was clear he still felt unsettled. Right now, he was the oldest, and the responsibility was all his.

      The children decided it would be best to hide the egg. Who knew how things might unfold? What if those strangers broke in?

      Zoika brought over a large basket, the one she used for her stuffed animals. She left the teddy bear, the elephant, and a few rabbits at the bottom, thinking it would make the egg more comfortable. Carefully, they placed the egg inside and carried the basket to the kids’ room. There, they covered it with a blanket and exhaled in relief.

      Just then, Matthew’s phone rang, it was Mum.

      “Son, how are you? I’m stuck in traffic, not far from the store. Bert went on foot; he’ll buy everything we need and wait for me. We figured that would be faster.”

      Matthew told her about the strange voices at the door, how the people, invisible through the peephole, had insisted he open up and even pretended to be police officers. Grace’s voice made it clear: she was deeply worried.

      She reminded her son once more, under no circumstances was he to open the door to anyone. Not the police, not neighbours, not acquaintances or friends. “It doesn’t matter who’s asking, let them wait for us!” she said firmly.

      “You are still children, and any reasonable adult will understand that you’re following your parents’ instructions. Don’t open the door to anyone, even the Police!” Her voice trembled with anxiety.

      “Of course, Mum, I never even thought about opening it,” Matthew reassured her. “Just please come home soon. Zoika got really scared… and I did too,” he added quietly. “We moved the egg to another room and covered it with a blanket.”

      “Hang in there!” Grace urged. “We’ll get there as fast as we can… just need to get out of this traffic jam. We’ve been stuck for twenty minutes. I can’t imagine what happened. If it comes to it, I’ll leave the car with Dad and take a taxi myself. Wait…what…? A blanket?” Her voice suddenly rose in alarm. “Absolutely not…”

      The call cut off, and Matthew could only guess what they absolutely weren’t supposed to do.

      He sighed and walked back to the living room out of habit, where the egg had originally been. He glanced around, locked the balcony doors, and drew the curtains.

      “Matthew, come here, quick!” Zoika called out. “Please!” Her voice sounded frightened, and he ran to the children’s room.

      The blanket lay on the floor, and the stuffed toys beneath the egg had begun to smoulder. The brother and sister stared in confusion at the wisps of smoke rising from the basket.

      “That’s why Mum said we should put stones under the egg. It’s a dragon, not a chick. Too bad we can’t take it out onto the balcony. Let’s move it to the bathroom. Dad said our bathtub is cast iron, that won’t catch fire. And you even covered it with a blanket… it probably overheated.”

      Zoika nodded gloomily and looked with dread at the smouldering toys. Carefully, they rolled the egg onto a bedspread, lifted it together, and carried it to the bathroom. There, they gently placed it inside the tub and sat down on the floor. So much had happened in just half a day, they needed patience and resolve until their parents returned.

      “It’s really strange… why did it get so hot?” Matthew asked thoughtfully, glancing at his hands. “You can feel it even from a distance.”

      “Call Mum, ask if we can pour water on the egg, just in case it catches fire,” Zoika suggested, carrying a mug of water into the kids’ room.

      “Where are you taking the water?” Matthew asked in surprise, then suddenly remembered the smouldering toys. “Zoika, you’re brilliant, I completely forgot about them!”

      They rushed into the room. Matthew pulled the toys out of the basket, wrapped them in another blanket, and poured water over the bundle, just to be safe.

      “Without air, they won’t catch fire, Dad told me that. And if you’re going to use water, you need a lot. It’d be better to put them in the tub, but the tub’s taken.”

      The smell of smoke hung in the air. Matthew quickly dialled his mum again, ready to tell her everything that had happened.

      The doorbell rang yet again. This time, the children approached the door together. Matthew was still waiting for his mother to answer the phone, and Zoika decided to find out who was knocking and ringing so insistently.

      “Who’s there?” she asked politely, trying to keep her voice calm.

      “Open up, it’s me - your grandfather. My dear ones, open the door, I’ve missed you and I’m tired! Come on, open up now, have you fallen asleep in there?”

      The voice was harsh and sharp, nothing like their grandfather’s.

      The children exchanged frightened glances. Neither Mum nor Dad were answering their phones.

      “What should we do? I don’t want to open the door,” Matthew whispered.

      “Matthew, that doesn’t sound like Grandpa… I’d recognize his voice,” Zoika whispered back. “Besides, he would not just turn up unannounced like that.”

      “I think so too. I’m sure it’s not him. Mum told us not to open the door to anyone. If it really is Grandpa, he can wait,” Matthew said, pressing the phone to his ear. “Let’s get away from the door and try calling Mum or Dad again. You should try too”

      They quietly stepped away from the door. Just then, a strange noise came from the bathroom - crackling, things falling, something even shattered. Matthew and Zoika ran upstairs.

      At that moment, Dad called and said they were now on their way home.

      “Hooray!” Zoika clapped her hands with joy, opened the bathroom door a little, only to slam it shut with a startled cry. Matthew looked at her in surprise.

      “What is it? What’s going on?”

      “He’s hatched!” Zoika whispered in awe, covering her mouth with both hands. “Come see!”

      Matthew opened the door just a little, and gasped. A tiny dragon, about the size of a large bird, was flying around the bathroom. It knocked everything to the floor, bumped into the walls, crashed into the mirror twice, and finally landed back inside the tub. Matthew took in the chaotic scene, then gently closed the door.

      “Wow,” he breathed. “Just a baby, and already so lively. I hope he didn’t hurt himself.”

      “He’s probably hungry… or scared. Do you know what to feed him?” Zoika asked, just in case.

      “I only know we need to wait for Mum and Dad,” Matthew said, glancing towards the bathroom door.

      Suddenly, everything went quiet inside, and the children decided to take another look. They peeked carefully through the crack in the door and saw the little dragon asleep on the leathery remains of its egg.

      “He’s exhausted, poor thing,” Zoika murmured gently. “Please, let’s take a closer look. He’s just a baby dragon, a child. What could he possibly do to us?” She made a pleading face.

      “Okay, but we have to close the door so he doesn’t fly out,” Matthew said seriously. He felt the weight of responsibility for his sister, and now for the dragon too. He really wanted their parents to come home. He wasn’t as grown-up as he’d thought he was that morning.

      They stepped into the bathroom and locked the door from the inside.

      The little dragon was sleeping, its sides gently rising and falling. It looked utterly enchanting. Its back hadn’t yet grown scales, and its tough skin was mottled with colourful patches - almost as if it hadn’t decided what colour it wanted to be yet. Its leathery wings were half-folded across its back, but one wing had remained open, and the children examined it with fascination.

      Its clawed front paws were tucked under its snout, with its hind legs curled beneath its belly. A long tail wrapped around its body, ending in a leathery arrowhead tipped with a small spike. Along its spine were tiny bumps, horn-like ridges, and two little horns on its head were just beginning to show. Its nose, with round nostrils, had the shape of a beak. They could not make out any fangs or teeth.
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      “He looks like a toy… and already so dangerous,” Matthew said with quiet admiration, studying the dragon closely.

      “I think he can breathe fire already. Look what he did!” Zoika gestured towards the melted curtain, which now had two large holes burnt through it.

      “Whoa! Amazing!” Matthew exclaimed, then frowned. “I really wish Mum and Dad would get here soon. I’m feeling uneasy… someone found out about the egg and really wants to take it from us, but I don’t want to give it up to anyone. Those strangers were so rude…They’re the Guardians, I seem to remember mum telling me about them.”

      “So you know who the Guardians are?” Zoika looked at her brother as if he were older and wiser, and had known about the Guardians all along and kept it to himself.

      Matthew gave a vague grunt. He appreciated her trust, but unfortunately, he’d never learnt or read anything about the Guardians.

      “I’ll have to ask Grandpa about them,” he thought, remembering the lighthouse and their all-knowing grandfather, who always answered their questions, no matter how tricky.

      Zoika nodded in agreement, it was best to wait for their parents. She looked at the little dragon. For some reason, she had no doubt that everything would be fine and that their parents would arrive in time. Mum always said you should trust your feelings. Right now, Zoika was trying not to think about anything bad. She just wanted to admire the beautiful dragon, and if they were lucky, maybe even play with him once he woke up. Surely, he liked to play, just like any child.

      “So fierce and yet so tiny, we have to help him grow big and strong!” Zoika said sympathetically, her eyes fixed on the dragon.

      “Shh, be quiet, someone’s in the house!” Matthew whispered. Zoika quickly clapped a hand over her mouth.

      They listened. Someone was indeed coming up the stairs.

      “Maybe it’s Mum and Dad. Should we open the door and check?” Zoika whispered.

      Matthew pressed a finger to his lips and crept towards the door. They could hear two people speaking in irritated voices but trying not be heard.

      How did they get into the house? The door was locked with two bolts, Matthew thought. He was sure these strangers were willing to break any lock to get the egg. They didn’t sound like ordinary burglars; no thief would shout so loudly at the front door.

      The children froze. Their parents were supposed to arrive any minute. But what could two kids do, locked in a bathroom? All they could do was hope they wouldn’t be found. Maybe they’d get lucky.

      Matthew decided to act. If they had to defend themselves, they would. He looked around for something to barricade the door. His eyes landed on a metal rod, the one that had held the curtain the dragon had scorched. He carefully removed it and wedged it under the door handle. It might buy them a little time if the strangers tried to break in.

      Zoika and Matthew glanced silently at the sleeping dragon; grateful he was still asleep.

      The strangers entered the living room, checked behind the balcony curtains, then moved into the children’s room.

      “I smell dragon and smoke,” one of them said. “The egg must still be in the house. We’re on the right track.”

      “Where did those kids go? We could’ve made them tell us where it is,” growled a raspy, angry voice, now sounding alarmingly close.

      Matthew and Zoika barely breathed, paralyzed with fear.

      “Kids are always hiding!” grumbled the one who seemed to be in charge. “Let’s keep looking, we’ll find them!”

      The children sat huddled together by the bathtub, waiting for their parents. Only they could help. That’s what they believed.

      Just then, the little dragon lifted its head and flew up to the edge of the tub. It perched there, studying Matthew and Zoika intently, while they stared back in fear, worried it might give them away with a noise. Suddenly, Zoika stood up and reached out to the baby dragon with trusting hands, smiling her sweetest smile. The dragon shook its head warily from side to side and let out a raspy croak. The children froze.

      Footsteps rushed past the door.

      “Did you hear that?” asked the first stranger. “They’re close! Keep looking!” he babbled urgently.

      “I’ve already checked everything. I don’t get it, maybe they ran off?”

      “They couldn’t have! No one left the house,” the older one hissed through his teeth. “Go check the balcony!”

      “Fine, I’ll look,” the younger one replied reluctantly.

      Matthew heard the balcony doors open.

      Meanwhile, Zoika was gently stroking the dragon’s back, whispering softly to it. Matthew stood by the door, listening to the sounds outside, and watched his sister in amazement, he hadn’t expected such courage from her.

      “No one’s on the balcony!” came the younger stranger’s voice, followed by the sound of him returning to the living room.

      “Check the bathroom,” ordered the older voice. “I’ll search the kitchen.”

      Someone began tugging at the bathroom door, twisting the handle forcefully back and forth.

      “It’s locked,” the raspy voice said with disappointment, and Matthew heard him walk away.

      Suddenly, there was a thundering of footsteps.

      “Idiot! They’re in there, they locked themselves in the bathroom! We’ve found them!” Both strangers began pounding on the door.

      Zoika clutched the dragon’s head to her chest, crying from fear and the helplessness of not being able to protect him, he had only just been born.

      The door rattled violently. The metal rod fell loose. The strangers yanked harder, and the door began to open.

      Just then, the children heard the front door unlock downstairs, and their mother’s voice rang out:

      “We’re home, we’re coming to you!”

      At that moment, the dragon broke free from Zoika’s arms and shot towards the door like an arrow, releasing a column of fire straight ahead! There were screams, a heavy crash, and the sound of footsteps fleeing.

      Bert and Grace were already racing up the stairs. They found the children sitting on the bathroom floor, stunned by what had just happened. Matthew pointed towards the living room door and shouted:

      “He might fly away!”

      The balcony door was open, and Mum and Dad saw two crows fleeing, loudly cawing in outrage. There was no one else.

      Grace calmly closed the balcony door and looked at the little dragon. He was perched on the back of the sofa, hissing and releasing thin wisps of smoke, as if it was still unsettled.

      The children came out of the bathroom and threw their arms around their father, talking over each other as they recounted what had happened. Bert just shook his head and held them tighter, casting wary glances at the hissing creature. But the dragon paid him no attention. His gaze was fixed on Grace, waiting for something. She stood by the window, arms folded, staring back at him.

      “Mum, why aren’t you saying anything? I think he’s waiting for you! He was amazing! He saved us!” Matthew couldn’t hold back. He remembered how Zoika had bravely reached out to the dragon and decided to try making friends with him too. But the dragon kept his eyes only on Grace.

      “We’re not silent, we’re speaking. It’s just been a long time since I communicated this way. I’d almost forgotten how. Had to remember. This little one is an old friend. He once died in battle with a fiercer dragon from another world, protecting me. Once every five hundred or thousand years, a dragon from the clan brings an egg into the world, a dragon egg. Into the hatchling enters the freed soul of a fallen or aged dragon. So, the dragon who once saved me has been reborn, and his friend brought me the egg so we could meet again, and the chain of events could come full circle. He saved me once, now it’s my turn to help him. That’s the story.”

      “Dragons are an incredible secret passed down through generations of our family. How could I have known I’d see him again? But here he is.” Grace smiled and gently stroked the dragon’s back.

      Bert and the children listened, breathless, their eyes darting between their mother and the little dragon, who had calmed down, flown to her shoulder, and was now making strange guttural sounds.

      “Mum, please introduce us,” Matthew asked shyly, looking at her with hope. “I really want to be his friend. Zoika bonded with him so easily, and I didn’t get the chance.”

      Zoika stepped closer too.

      “You were brave not to be afraid,” Grace said warmly, clearly proud.

      “All right, meet Rylen, a dragon of the Azul clan. Though he’s just been born, all the wisdom of the former Rylen lives within him, and he’s slowly remembering everything that happened before. The body, though, still needs training. It has to grow and strengthen. Of course, he doesn’t like that part, but what can you do? Another long life lies ahead. You’ll manage, won’t you?” she said, turning to him, then continued:

      “Rylen, this is my family, my husband Herbert, and our children Matthew and Zoika. I can see you like them. Brave kids, aren’t they?”

      The little dragon snorted, lifted his head, and released a stream of flame. Then he shifted from one paw to the other, making Grace wince as his sharp claws dug into her shoulder.

      “When I lived in the dragons’ cave, I had a thick leather vest and other gear, that protected my shoulders from their claws,” Grace said with a nostalgic smile, then reminded her husband it was time to get to work building the nest.

      Bert eagerly ran off to unload the car.

      “Mum, who were those two strange guys who tried to steal the egg?” Zoika asked hesitantly. “They really scared us. It’s a good thing you came just in time.”

      “I hope they won’t come back?” Matthew asked hopefully.

      Grace hugged the children and kissed each of them. The little dragon flapped his wings to stay balanced on her shoulder but lost his grip and glided down to the floor, where he settled quietly, though it was clear he was watching everyone closely.

      “They were Border Guardians,” Grace said. “Magical beings. The lowest among them aren’t very clever, but their job is to keep anything from leaving our world, or entering it from others. They can take on many forms.” She sighed. “I’ll need to speak with your grandfather about what we should do.”

      “Wow!” Matthew exclaimed. “But other worlds only exist in fantasy books. No one believes they’re real.”

      “No, you won’t hear about this in school or at university,” Grace replied. “That’s just how things are in this world. And you, my dears, should keep quiet about it too. Someday you’ll understand why things are this way, when the time comes. But for now, not a word outside this house. I’ll tell you everything I know, just as my father, your grandfather Ayran, once told me, and his grandfather told him.”

      “You know, Mum,” Zoika said, suddenly remembering, “those Guardians pretended to be Grandpa when they tried to trick us into opening the door! But we didn’t, because the voice wasn’t his, I knew it right away.”

      Grace ran her hand gently through her daughter’s hair, as if brushing away the weight of fear, and sighed again. It was clear their lives would never be the same. There was much to think about, especially how to protect the dragon and keep the Border Guardians away. They wouldn’t leave them in peace as long as they knew where he was. For everything else, Grace trusted Ayran would help.

      “Where are you, Grace, Matthew, Zoika, come here, all of you! Oh, and bring Rylen too!” Bert called out.

      He had already assembled a box lined with metal plates, its bottom layered with stones, and was eager to show what he’d built.

      For some reason, he’d decided the dragon’s nest should be in the children’s room. His logic was simple: the dragon was a child too, so that’s where he belonged, among the kids. But Grace disagreed, and they decided the children would temporarily sleep in the guest room downstairs.

      Matthew and Zoika exchanged disappointed glances and sighed. It was easy to understand, they’d hoped to romp around with the little dragon, play with him without grown-ups hovering. Weren’t they the heroes of the day? Hadn’t they spent half the day protecting the baby dragon from the Guardians? In their eyes, they’d earned it.

      Seeing their crestfallen faces, Grace smiled and patiently explained:

      “First, a dragon is a dangerous fire-breathing creature, not a toy. Second, he’s actually an adult, even if he looks small. Third, you’ve had enough adventure for one day. Fourth, I’ll be sleeping in that room myself, he’ll be under my watch now. Fifth, the dragon probably won’t want to be without me anyway. And sixth, you can only communicate with him through silent speech, and neither of you know how to use it.”

      And sure enough, the little dragon was pacing at the threshold of the children’s room, snorting and making strange sounds. Everyone respectfully stepped aside to let him through. The moment he saw the box; he seemed to understand it was meant for him. He took off from the doorway and landed on the stones inside with a satisfied look.

      In the box, this incredible little creature curled up, tucked a wing over himself, and, paying no attention to anyone, drifted off to sleep. Apparently, he felt safe as long as Grace was nearby. He was tired too. It had been an overwhelming day, even for a dragon.

      Grace watched him settle in and said:

      “I asked Rylen to sleep while we tidy up the house. I promised no one would disturb him, and that I’d come back soon to stay with him.”

      Then she walked over to the window, checked that it was properly shut, and lowered the blinds.

      As soon as they left the room, Matthew and Zoika burst into questions, they’d been holding them in for too long:

      “What are we going to feed him? Do you know what dragons eat?”

      “Will you tell us about Grandpa? How does he know about dragons?”

      “Where is that other world, and how did you get there?”

      “Can we go there too? What did you eat there, and where did you sleep?”

      “Is the dragon going to live with us now, or somewhere else? And for how long?”

      “Mum, do you think the Guardians will come back?”

      “Mum, are we really not allowed to talk about him at school?”

      “He’s so cute, so serious, can I kiss him just once?”

      “Mum, you promised to tell us about the other world!”

      And many more questions followed. Grace heard them all, but didn’t rush to answer. She just smiled, and finally waved her hand:

      “Later, I promise I’ll tell you everything. You’ve already learned too much for one day!”

      It was clear she was tired and deep in thought. The children decided to ask her again later, otherwise she might not tell them anything at all. Mum was like that; she had a mind of her own.

      Then Matthew called his parents to come see the state of the bathroom, and everyone followed him. Bert and Grace gasped as they looked at the mess Rylen had made. Grace packed the remnants of the leathery egg into a bag and hid it in the hallway closet. Bert gathered the broken cabinets and shattered mirrors the dragon had knocked over, scattered across the bathroom.

      Afterward, Grace went to the bedroom and spoke with Grandpa on the phone for a long time, in a very quiet voice. No matter how hard Matthew and Zoika tried, they couldn’t hear a word. Bert caught them eavesdropping at the door and, laughing, led them off to the guest room where they’d be sleeping.

      All the while, he tried to act like nothing unusual had happened, but it was clear his mind was restless. So much had happened in just half a day. And now a real dragon was sleeping in the children’s room.

      Blue twilight settled over the island. This incredible, long day was coming to an end.

      And “Tomorrow”, will it arrive tomorrow, or will it simply become “Today” again? For now, a long night lay ahead, and everyone in the family needed rest and sleep.
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