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Jackson couldn’t believe that his eighteenth birthday was mere days away. The family was coming to visit from all over, which rarely happened.

“Make sure that you’re ready.”

“I am, Mum!”

“Good. They’ll be arriving soon.”

Jackson blinked back at her, shocked. “They’re coming today?”

“Of course. They’ll be here for the week.” Forget rarely, this never happened, so he knew this was a big deal.

He smoothed his hair, debating whether to have a shower before the visitors arrived. After getting a whiff of his underarms, and pulling a face, he quickly decided that he had better.

The water ran over his body as he scrubbed himself clean. He closed his eyes, protecting them from the soap. It stung like hell last time, and he was not eager for a repeat.

Clean, he grabbed a towel and wrapped it around his waist before pulling on clean clothes. He joined his parents in the kitchen, just as she placed a steaming cup of tea in front of him.

“Thank you.” He blew into his mug.

“I’m glad you showered. I need your help to grab some items at the grocer. Your sister will get ready as well. She’s thrown a fit three times already because she wants pink.”

He shrugged. “Then she can wear pink. I don’t see why not.”

His mother looked at him for a moment before her scowl softened. “I suppose. She had only worn pink outfits for the past two weeks. I just wanted her to wear a different colour for a change.”

He sighed. “What about changing her hair up instead, and she can add one of your white belts around her waist to break up the pink a little?”

She nodded, half listening. “I guess. Come on, we still have loads to do. It’s not a party without little sausages.”

He nodded, and she handed him the money, which he shoved into his pockets before walking out of the door.

Outside, the sun was blazing over the village. The heat was extreme, especially considering the heavy rainfall earlier in the month. He looked up, vaguely seeing the dragons flying overhead. They mostly left people alone.

People hurriedly milled around the streets. He hoped there would still be enough sausages to buy. At this rate, it’d be gone before he reached it. He frowned, already envisioning his mother’s look of disapproval.

The sun glared in his face, and he did his best to shield his eyes. As he approached the stall, he slowed down and then paused. He wasn’t there in his usual spot. Jackson looked around, wondering what to do. Surely, someone around was selling sausages that he could have for his party, or else he would have to return home, empty-handed.

“Excuse me,” Jackson asked, walking up to a short merchant nearby. He could see his greased-back hair as the merchant straightened. The merchant frowned, looking through bushy brows.

“Yes, lad.” The merchant didn’t take his eyes off his box before pulling out a long string of sausages.

“Do you have two dozen sausages?” Jackson enquired. “The ones for parties,” he added hopefully.

“The little ones? Sure.”

Jackson nodded before pulling out a handful of coins from his pockets. “How much?”

“Three coins.”

Jackson hesitated and reluctantly handed his money over. Leaning forward to reach for the bag of meat, he could smell the merchant’s natural musk. It made his nose itch. Thanking the salesman, he walked away, relieved. It was a few feet before the heavy scent of the man cleared from the air.

Back down the road, he rushed to the house. With his family on the way, and his mother waiting on him, there wasn’t time to waste. Ahead, dragons circled the clouds. Something had disturbed them, and a sense of dread gripped his gut. He swallowed.

Jackson quickened his pace, eager to return home before trouble brewed in the sky. The dragons’ restless circling filled him with unease, but he knew better than to dwell on it until the dragons became disturbed. Since the dragons usually left them alone, he pushed the thoughts of worry to the back of his mind.

His family’s impending arrival lifted his mood. While rare, these reunions held happy memories from his childhood - laughing cousins, tales by the fire, grandpa’s wild stories. It was a welcome distraction from the village’s daily concerns.

Entering the weathered porch, sausages in hand, he called out to his mother toiling in the kitchen, mixing a batch of batter.

“I’m back!” His mother emerged from the kitchen, apron dusted with flour. Her face lit up at the sight of the package.

“Oh, thank the heavens, you found some. Now hurry and help me finish preparations before they arrive!”

As Jackson worked, his thoughts wandered to the skies. What agitated the dragons? They usually steered clear of villages, unless... No, best not to guess.

Still, a part of him yearned to soar amongst the clouds. A fanciful dream, of course. Dragons were fearsome beasts, not beasts to befriend.

Shaking off his thoughts, Jackson focused on his tasks. Soon, the cottage smelled of roasted meat and freshly baked bread. His stomach rumbled in response. All that remained was awaiting his loved ones’ arrival.

Stepping onto the porch, Jackson gazed into the horizon, hoping to catch the first glimpse of wagons on the road. Instead, a lone figure approached on the windswept plains. Too distant to make out details, though its manner of travel gave him pause.

Could it be... a dragon poacher? Here? Jackson stared, intrigued and unsettled in equal measure, as the mysterious man drew nearer. Under the watchful eyes of the dragons above, a roar erupted through the night. Arrows shot through the air, heading right towards the dragons.

Jackson’s blood turned to ice at the sound of arrows piercing the sky. Dragon poachers roaming so near the village was worrying.

His father, Malik, peered through the window towards the screaming villagers, and his lip curled into an angry snarl.

“Poachers!” he hissed. He snatched his coat from a hanger beside the door, and his shotgun from a box behind the cabinet.

Through the gathering dusk, they spied dark shapes swooping and diving as more projectiles flew. The poachers were attacking in force, clearly aiming to bring down one of the mighty beasts.

A tortured roar shook the earth as a dragon crashed somewhere beyond the hills. Jackson’s hands clenched into tight fists, torn between helping the dragons and putting out the flames. He shook his head. Someone can distinguish the flames. He knew that confronting the poachers armed only with his bare hands would be suicide. For now, all he could do was watch in helpless fury as the skirmish played out above the plains.

Another scream tore through the night. He couldn’t wait any longer. He grabbed a dagger from his father’s armoury. Then raced outside, ready to save the dragons. Ten steps from his childhood home, a dragon screamed, and flames swallowed his house. Tears burned his eyes, but he didn’t dare turn back. He hoped they would make it out alive.

Jackson ran screaming into the battle, raising his dagger defiantly.

“Leave them alone!”

One poacher, a man with short brown hair and wearing leather armour, raced towards him. He drew his sword. Jackson hesitated, wondering which of them had the upper hand. The sword had longer reach, but he could use it to his advantage. He pressed his lips together, and ducked low, receiving only a graze from the blade’s tip, before thrusting his own weapon into the thigh of his enemy. The poacher screamed and hobbled as he tried to steady himself. Jackson wasted no time, driving a second blow into the side of the attacker’s neck. Blood sprayed from the cut. Jackson winced, feeling the warm blood spray his face. The man stopped, his eyes widened as he tried to seal his wound with his bare hand, before collapsing to the ground. Jackson tore his eyes away, focused on the battle in front of him, as his first victim fell.

When at last the battle died down, a dreadful silence fell. He headed back towards the house, covered in the blood of a few of the poachers, and fell to his knees.
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The acrid stench of smoke stung Jackson’s nostrils as he approached the smouldering ruins of his childhood home. His heart sank, dread coursing through him, when he laid eyes on the charred and crumbling cottage.

Where his family’s cheerful abode once stood, only a blackened husk remained - the roof caved in, the walls reduced to brittle ash. Embers still glowed among the devastation, a cruel taunt of the vibrant life that had so recently filled these walls.

Jackson’s steps faltered as a terrible realisation seized him. His family... His breath caught in his throat, a scream of anguish threatening to tear from his lips. With adrenaline surging, he broke into a desperate sprint, praying against all hope that they had escaped.

“Mum! Dad!” he cried out, voice cracking with raw desperation.

“Sarah!”

No response came, except for the eerie crackle of dying flames. Jackson scanned the wreckage frantically, searching for any sign of life. Sinking to his knees, he clawed at the charred debris, heedless of the blisters forming on his palms.

“No, no, no,” he choked out between ragged breaths, tears burning his eyes. “This can’t be happening.”

The battle that had raged mere moments ago faded to an inconsequential blur. All that mattered now was finding his loved ones, ensuring their safety. Coughing from the thick smoke, Jackson pressed on, fuelled by a frantic need to uncover the truth, no matter how devastating.

As he dug through the rubble, a glint of familiar silver caught his eye. Breath hitching, he gently brushed aside the ash and soot to reveal his father’s prized shotgun, the one he had grabbed in haste to defend their home. Jackson’s stomach turned as he stared at the weapon, a sickening realisation dawning.

Had his father met his end trying to protect them? The thought sent a fresh wave of anguish crashing over him. His family couldn’t be gone—not like this, not when they were supposed to celebrate his birthday. It was all wrong—a cruel twist of fate.

He shook his head in denial. Jackson pressed onward, driven by a desperate need to find any sign that his loved ones had escaped. He clawed through the wreckage, heedless of the biting shards of wood and glass that tore at his skin.

Time seemed to stretch on endlessly, each passing moment an agonising eternity. Jackson’s hands were bloody and blistered, his throat raw from coughing, but he refused to relent. He had to find them. He had to know.

Finally, his questing fingers brushed against something solid beneath the debris. Heart pounding, Jackson cleared away the smouldering wood and rubble and let out a hoarse, anguished cry.

There amidst the ruins lay the lifeless forms of his mother, father, and sister. Their eyes were wide open, their bodies still, and Jackson’s world was shattered in that instant. A keening wail escaped his lips as he gathered their broken forms into his arms, cradling them close.

“No, please...” he sobbed, rocking them gently as hot tears streamed down his soot-stained cheeks. “This can’t be real. It can’t be...”

The cruel reality was undeniable. His family, the very heart of his world, were gone - taken from him in a senseless act of violence. Jackson’s chest heaved with anguished sobs, his soul seeming to fracture with every agonising breath.

How could this have happened? One moment, they had been safe, preparing for a joyous family reunion. Then, the fire reduced their home to ashes and stole his loved ones. It was all too much to bear.

Jackson clutched the lifeless forms closer, wishing with every fibre of his being that he could bring them back to life. If only he had been faster, stronger, maybe then he could have saved them. The weight of his failure crushed him, leaving him adrift in a sea of unbearable grief.

As the last of the flames flickered and died, the devastated young man sat amidst the ruins, lost. The battle that had raged mere moments ago now felt like a distant memory, drowned out by the overwhelming sorrow that consumed him.

What was he to do now? With his family gone, Jackson felt truly alone. The future that had seemed so bright mere hours ago now loomed as a bleak, merciless void. He had no home, no purpose. Nothing but the echoes of laughter and warmth would haunt these ashes forever.

For a time, Jackson simply sat there, cradling his lost loved ones and letting the tears flow freely. The world around him faded away, leaving him alone with his grief. In that moment, he felt a gaping, aching void in its wake.

Eventually, the young man carefully laid his mother and sister back down, closing their eyes with a trembling hand. He knew he couldn’t stay in the ruins of his shattered life. There was nothing left.

Steeling himself with a shuddering breath, Jackson rose on unsteady legs. He cast one last anguished look at the remains of his home, committing every heartbreaking detail to memory. Then, with a heavy heart, he turned and walked away, unsure of where his steps would lead him next.

As he moved through the desolate landscape. The weight of his loss threatened to crush him. He couldn’t give in to the despair. His family would want him to be strong and to find a way to carry on.

So, with each step, he summoned every ounce of his resolve.

He would honour their memory by living and rebuilding his life from the ashes. It was a daunting prospect, but Jackson knew he had no other choice. For their sake, he had to find the strength to forge ahead, no matter how bleak the path ahead seemed.

He trudged through the still-smouldering ruins, his steps heavy with grief and exhaustion. The familiar surroundings that had once filled him with warmth now lay in utter destruction and despair, a cruel mirror of the anguish consuming his heart.

As he passed the charred remains of the stable, a faint rustling sound caught his ear. Jackson paused, every muscle tensing as he strained to find the source. Was it a survivor trapped beneath the wreckage? Or perhaps, one poacher returning to finish the job?

Gripping the dagger at his side, Jackson crept forward cautiously, senses on high alert. He picked his way carefully through the debris, heart pounding as he neared the spot where the movement had originated. Bracing himself, he lifted the blackened timbers and shattered glass, searching for any sign of life.

The young man’s breath caught in his throat as a flash of colour appeared from beneath the rubble: a vibrant, fiery hue that seemed strangely out of place in the ashen desolation. Brushing aside the last of the debris, Jackson’s eyes widened in stunned disbelief.

There nestled amidst the ruins was a small dragon hatchling. Its wings appeared damaged, and its scales looked dull, yet the creature’s piercing gaze still held a spark of defiance. As Jackson drew closer, the hatchling let out a weak growl, baring its teeth in a feeble attempt at a threatening display.

“Easy there,” Jackson murmured, raising his hands in a placating gesture. “I’m not going to hurt you.”

The hatchling’s eyes narrowed, and it opened its jaws, a low rumbling building in its throat. But instead of the searing blast of flame Jackson expected, only a few pitiful embers flickered from the creature’s mouth before sputtering and dying.

Realising the hatchling was injured and likely starving, Jackson quickly retrieved the sausages he had purchased earlier. Tearing off a small piece, he held it out cautiously, keeping his movements slow and non-threatening. “Here, you must be hungry.”

The hatchling eyed the morsel warily, nostrils flaring as it caught the scent. After a moment’s hesitation, it snapped up the sausage, wolfed it down. Jackson repeated the process, offering the creature piece after piece until its growls of hunger had subsided.

As he watched the hatchling devour the food, Jackson couldn’t help but marvel at its resilience. Despite the obvious trauma it had endured, the small dragon still clung fiercely to life. There was a spark of defiance in its eyes that resonated with the young man, stirring a flicker of hope amidst the bleakness.

Reaching out slowly, Jackson gently ran a hand along the hatchling’s flank, marvelling at the supple texture of its scales. The creature stiffened at the contact but did not lash out—a testament to its dwindling strength. Up close, Jackson could see the full extent of its injuries, and his heart sank.

“You poor thing,” he murmured, brow furrowing with concern. “What did they do to you?”

The hatchling let out a soft, plaintive whine, its gaze fixing on

Jackson with an almost pleading expression. In that moment, the young man felt a profound kinship with the creature—two survivors among the ruins, clinging to life in the face of tragedy.

Without a second thought, Jackson scooped up the hatchling, cradling it carefully against his chest. The dragon let out a startled squawk, but Jackson hushed it gently, murmuring words of reassurance. “It’s alright, I’ve got you. You’re safe now.”

As he carried the hatchling away from the devastation. He couldn’t save his family, couldn’t undo the tragedy that had befallen them. But perhaps, in caring for this wounded creature, he could find a small measure of solace; a chance to honour their memory by protecting something vulnerable and in need.

The hatchling’s fiery scales shimmered in the fading light, and Jackson felt a smile tug at the corners of his lips. “Amber,” he murmured, testing out the name. “I’ll call you Amber.”

But as he examined the creature more closely, he realised his first assessment had been mistaken. “Actually, you’re a male, aren’t you?” Jackson chuckled ruefully. “Well, in that case, Sparky seems like a better fit.”

Sparky let out a soft rumble, his eyes fixed on Jackson with a curious intensity. The young man felt a surge of kinship with the dragon; two souls bonded in a world of loss and uncertainty, finding solace in each other’s company.

“Don’t worry, Sparky,” Jackson said. His voice was thick with emotion. “I’ll take care of you. We’ll get through this together.”

As he walked away from the smouldering ruins, Jackson knew his life would never be the same. The future he had envisioned, the joy of a family reunion, lay in ashes behind him. But with Sparky nestled safely in his arms, a flicker of hope fluttered in his chest.

He couldn’t undo the tragedy that had befallen his loved ones, but perhaps, in caring for this wounded hatchling, he could find a new purpose. Jackson squared his shoulders, resolve hardening. He would honour his family’s memory by ensuring Sparky’s survival, no matter what.

Together, Jackson and the dragon would forge a new path, rising from the ashes of devastation to find their way in a world that had grown suddenly, painfully, cold and empty.
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The night air carried a chill that seeped into Jackson’s bones, a stark contrast to the suffocating heat of the day’s events. As he gathered a meagre pile of charred timber from the ruins of his home, each crackle and groan of the splintered wood felt like a piercing lament for all that he had lost.

With trembling hands, Jackson struck the flint, coaxing the first flickering embers to life. As the flames slowly built, casting a warm glow over the devastation, he carefully lowered the slumbering dragon hatchling—Sparky—closer to the fire. The young creature stirred slightly, letting out a soft, contented rumble as the heat enveloped it.

Jackson watched the hatchling intently, his heart heavy with uncertainty. This creature, so small and vulnerable, had become his sole companion. A part of him yearned to keep Sparky by his side.

Yet another, more rational part of him knew that depriving the dragon of its own family wasn’t something he could live with. Sparky deserved to be with his own people, to heal and thrive in the company of his own kind. Jackson couldn’t take that from him; no matter how much he craved the comfort of having someone, something, to anchor him in this bleak new reality.

With a weary sigh, Jackson wrapped himself in a tattered blanket, hissing slightly as the coarse fabric brushed against the blisters and cuts that peppered his hands. He gazed up at the vast, star-strewn sky, the constellations offering a bittersweet sense of familiarity.

How he longed for the carefree days of his youth, when the sight of the dragons soaring overhead had filled him with wonder rather than dread. Now, those magnificent creatures stood as a threat, a reminder of the violence that had torn his world asunder. Jackson’s jaw tightened as he fought back a fresh wave of grief, his heart aching for the family he had lost.

Sparky stirred beside him, letting out a soft whine that tugged at Jackson’s heartstrings. Reaching out, he gently ran a hand along the hatchling’s scaly flank, marvelling once more at the resilience of the small creature. Despite the trauma it had endured, Sparky clung to life with a steadfast determination that left Jackson in awe.

“I wish I could keep you,” he said, voice barely above a whisper. “But it wouldn’t be fair to you, would it? You deserve to be with your own kind, to heal and grow.”

The hatchling blinked up at him, seeming to sense the conflicting emotions that warred within the young man. Jackson offered Sparky a sad smile, his fingers gently tracing the jagged edges of the creature’s tattered wings.

“I will bring you back to your family. You’ll be safe with them, I know it.”

The decision pained him, but Jackson knew it was the right thing to do. As much as he craved the companionship, he couldn’t bear to deny Sparky the chance to truly thrive. The hatchling deserved a future, one that Jackson no longer had the means to provide.

Shifting closer to the fire, Jackson wrapped the blanket more tightly around himself, shielding Sparky from the chill. The young man’s gaze remained fixed on the dancing flames, their hypnotic flicker a soothing balm to his weary mind.

What was he to do now? With his family gone and his home reduced to ashes, Jackson felt utterly adrift, unmoored from the life he had known. The future he had envisioned lay in ruins, leaving him to forge a fresh path through the ashes of his former existence.

Perhaps he could find work in another village, earn enough to build a simple life for himself. But the thought of starting over, of trying to recapture a fraction of the happiness he had once known, filled him with a profound sense of dread. How could he possibly move forward when every fibre of his being yearned for the life he had lost?

Jackson’s eyes drifted closed, the exhaustion of the day’s events finally catching up with him. A single resolute thought crystallized in his mind.

He would take Sparky to the nearest dragon enclave. It was the right thing to do, the only path that would allow the wounded creature to heal and thrive. Jackson could find the strength to take the first tentative steps towards rebuilding his own life.

With a deep, steadying breath, Jackson allowed himself to succumb to the pull of sleep, his body finally succumbing to the physical and emotional toll of the day’s horrors. As his consciousness faded, he felt Sparky shift closer, the hatchling’s warmth a reassuring presence at his side.

In the morning, he would embark on a new journey, one that would lead him away from the ashes of his former life. If only to honour the memory of those he had lost. For now, Jackson allowed himself the luxury of oblivion, if only to steel himself for the trials that awaited him in the light of day.

The first golden rays of dawn were just beginning to crest the horizon when Jackson stirred from his fitful slumber. He blinked blearily, momentarily disoriented by his unfamiliar surroundings before the events of the previous day came crashing back. A heavy weight settled in his chest as he surveyed the charred ruins of his former home, the scent of smoke still lingering in the air.

Turning his gaze downward, Jackson felt a flicker of warmth as he laid eyes on Sparky, the young dragon hatchling curled up beside him. The creature’s scales shimmered softly in the emerging dawn, and Jackson couldn’t help but marvel at the resilience of the small beast. Despite the trauma it had endured, Sparky stayed a steadfast companion, a symbol of hope.

Gently, Jackson reached out and ran a calloused hand along the hatchling’s flank, eliciting a soft, contented rumble. “Time to get moving, Sparky,” he murmured, keeping his voice low so as not to startle the creature.

Jackson began to gather his meagre belongings, his mind raced with the task ahead.

Steeling himself with a deep breath, Jackson carefully gathered Sparky into his arms, tucking the sleepy creature beneath the folds of his coat. The hatchling shifted slightly, letting out a soft, questioning chirp, but quickly settled back into Jackson’s warmth.

“Shh, it’s alright,” Jackson said, shooting a furtive glance around the desolate landscape. “We’re going to find you a safe place, I promise.”

With Sparky secured, Jackson set off towards the village market, his steps heavy but resolute. He knew he would need to buy a few essential supplies for their journey, and the bustling marketplace seemed the most logical place to start.

He approached the familiar stalls and houses, and Jackson couldn’t help but feel a pang of nostalgia. This had once been a place of vibrant life, where the air rang with the laughter of friends and the haggling of merchants. Now, the atmosphere was calmer; the people moved with a weary, haunted gait that mirrored Jackson’s own disposition.

Jackson made his way towards a vendor offering an assortment of roots and herbs. “Excuse me,” he said, keeping his voice low. “I need some tea leaves, if you have them. And perhaps a few root vegetables as well?”

The merchant, a weathered old woman with kind eyes, studied him for a moment, her gaze sweeping over his soot-stained clothing and the faint traces of anguish etched into his features. “Aye lad, I can help you with that,” she replied, her tone softening with sympathy. “You look like you could use a warm meal and a strong cup of tea.”

Jackson offered her a grateful nod, fishing out a handful of coins from his pocket. As the woman gathered the requested items, he couldn’t help but glance around nervously, acutely aware of the precious cargo he carried beneath his coat. The last thing he needed was to draw unwanted attention.

Thankfully, the vendor seemed to sense his unease, and she quickly wrapped the provisions in a sturdy cloth bundle, handing it to him with a reassuring smile. “Safe travels, young man. May the gods watch over you.”

“Thank you,” Jackson murmured, voice thick with emotion. He tucked the bundle securely into his pack, his fingers brushing against the familiar weight of his father’s shotgun. The weapon had become a symbol of both protection and loss, a constant reminder of the loved ones he had failed to save.

Pushing aside the painful memories, Jackson continued his methodical trek through the market, stopping to buy a sturdy flask for water and a detailed map of the surrounding region. As he paid the final merchant, Sparky shifted beneath his coat, letting out a soft, questioning chirp.

Jackson quickly slipped away from the bustling crowds. “We’re almost done.”

Once he had reached the edge of the village, Jackson paused, casting one last, anguished glance towards the smouldering ruins of his former home. The pain of his loss was a constant, suffocating weight, but he knew he couldn’t dwell on it—not now, when he had a sacred duty to fulfil.

Taking a steadying breath, Jackson turned his back on the past and set his sights towards the future. According to the map, the nearest dragon enclave lay in a place at the far end beyond the kingdom, nestled deep within the rolling hills to the east. It would be an arduous journey, but Jackson was determined to see it through.

Glancing down at the bundle in his arms, he felt a flicker of resolve ignite within his chest. “Alright, Sparky, this is it. Time to get you home.”

With that, Jackson set off, his steps quickening as he navigated the winding paths that led out of the village. The weight of his pack and the hatchling in his arms was a constant reminder of the burdens he now carried, but Jackson refused to falter.

As the sun climbed higher in the sky, Jackson couldn’t help but marvel at the resilience of the natural world around him. While his own life lay in ruins, the land continued to thrive, birds sang their joyful melodies, wildflowers bloomed in vibrant splashes of colour, and the gentle breeze carried the earthy scent of verdant foliage.

With Sparky secure in his arms, Jackson pressed onward, his determined gaze fixed on the horizon and the promise of a new beginning that awaited them. Their first milestone would be passing through Spring Valley.
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The sun had long since set by the time Jackson and his small Draconic companion reached the outskirts of the village. Sparky had still been mercifully quiet during their trek, content to nestle beneath the young man’s coat as he navigated the winding forest paths. As the familiar sights and sounds of the market faded into the distance, Jackson could feel the hatchling stirring, its curiosity piqued by the unfamiliar landscape.

Pausing for a moment, Jackson angled his body to shield Sparky from view, casting a wary gaze around their surroundings. He stroked the creature’s flank.

Sparky let out a soft, inquisitive rumble, its yellow eyes gleaming with a mixture of trepidation and wonder. Jackson couldn’t help but smile. There was something about the hatchling’s resilience that lifted his spirits, even if only for a fleeting moment.

Adjusting the pack on his shoulder, Jackson pressed onward, his steps quickening as the trail sloped upwards. According to the map, Spring Valley lay nestled amidst the rolling hills to the east, a journey that would no doubt test the limits of his endurance. But the young man was determined to see it through, for Sparky’s sake if not his own.

As they climbed higher, the landscape transformed, with the dense forest giving way to sweeping meadows dotted with wildflowers. Jackson couldn’t help but pause, drinking in the serene beauty of their surroundings. It was a far cry from the ashen desolation he had left behind, and for a moment, he felt a glimmer of peace.

Sparky, sensing the shift in his companion’s demeanour, let out a soft croon, its scales shimmering in the golden light. Jackson chuckled, gently stroking the hatchling’s head. “I know it’s beautiful, isn’t it? I hope you’ll be just as happy here.”

The words were tinged with a bittersweet acknowledgment of the fact that he would have to say goodbye. As much as Jackson had grown fond of the resilient little creature, he knew that Sparky’s rightful place was with its own kind, in the company of dragons who could nurture and care for it in ways he never could.

Steeling himself, Jackson pressed on, his pace quickening as the trail grew steeper. The sun sank lower in the sky, painting the landscape in a warm, burnished glow. Jackson’s muscles ached from the exertion, but he refused to slow his stride, driven by an urgency to reach their destination before nightfall.

As they crested a steep hill, a sudden movement in the underbrush caught Jackson’s eye. Instantly, every muscle in his body tensed, his hand instinctively reaching for the dagger at his side. Sparky let out a startled chirp, its small frame trembling beneath his coat.

Jackson held his breath, straining to discern the source of the disturbance. After a moment, a rustling sound reached his ears, followed by the distinct snap of a twig. He narrowed his eyes and scanned the treeline, searching for any sign of movement.

“Who’s there?” His voice low and wary. “Show yourself!”

For a tense heartbeat, there was only silence. Then, a figure appeared from the bushes, stepping into the fading light. Jackson’s breath caught in his throat as he recognized the man’s weathered features and the glint of steel at his hip.

“Well, well,” the stranger drawled, a lopsided grin spreading across his face. “Looks like we got ourselves a stray.”

Jackson’s grip tightened on the dagger as three more men materialized from the shadows, their expressions hungry and predatory. “What do you want?” He shielded Sparky from view.

The lead man chuckled, his gaze sweeping over Jackson’s battered form. “Oh, I think you know exactly what we want, boy. That little pet of yours is worth a pretty penny on the market.”

Jackson’s blood ran cold, a shiver of dread coursing down his spine. These men were bounty hunters, no doubt drawn by the rumour of a lost dragon hatchling. And they had set their sights on Sparky.

“I won’t let you take him,” Jackson growled, his knuckles turning white around the dagger’s hilt. “He’s not for sale.”

The lead hunter’s smile widened, his eyes glinting with malice.

“Oh, I think you’ll find we have a different opinion on that matter.” He took a step forward, his hand resting casually on the grip of his own weapon. “Why don’t you hand over the dragon, nice and easy, and we’ll let you walk away in one piece?”

Jackson’s heart was pounding in his ears as he weighed his options. He knew he had no chance of outrunning the bounty hunters, not with the rugged terrain and Sparky in tow. The odds of him besting four armed men in a direct confrontation were slim at best.

Still, he couldn’t—wouldn’t abandon the hatchling to these ruthless predators. Sparky had become his sole tether to the world, a living embodiment of the hope that had been so cruelly ripped from him. He had sworn to protect the creature, and he would be damned if he failed again.

Squaring his shoulders, Jackson levelled a defiant glare at the lead hunter. “I told you, he’s not for sale. Now get out of my way, before you regret it.”
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