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“What’d I miss? Anything? It figures. I step out for a bite to eat and look what happens: two destroyed mechanics. How did that happen, anyway? The least they could have done was wait for me to return.”

“No one forced you to leave.”

“I was hungry!”

“So was I, but you didn’t see me leave, did you?

The first speaker pointed at the flurry of activity in the valley, far below.

“Catch me up. How did Thunder destroy Terra’s mechanics in such a short amount of time?”

“Short?” the second speaker snorted. “You were gone for nearly an hour. I’m honestly surprised the battle isn’t over.”

“I wasn’t gone that long, was I?”

“You were. Now shush. Something is happening. I think Terra may be trying to regroup. What do you think?”

“If Thunder tries anything, then I’d say Terra will be able to stave off this attack.”

“You’re mistaken. Thunder has the advantage. Terra’s flank is open, unprotected. It’s only a matter of time.”

“Says who? Look. Terra still has their full army.”

“As does Thunder, if you hadn’t noticed. Plus, Thunder has their mechanics.”

“You mustn’t forget, Terra had mechanics, too.”

“True, but they have all been destroyed, haven’t they?”

The two dragons were perched high up a snowy mountainside, well out of visual range of either combatant. Having watched the fighting for the last several hours, the two companions sat, mesmerized, by the sheer brutality happening hundreds of feet below. The first speaker pointed a curved, heavily-scarred talon. 

“Look, there they go again. Hey, get a load of that. Terra managed to repair one of their mechanics. It appears to be fully functional. They may lose the battle, but it certainly won’t be for a lack of trying.”

“Fat load of good one mechanic will do them,” came the gruff response. “Terra has just the one, whereas Thunder has four.”

“Five,” the first speaker corrected. “I think you missed that one over there. But, it matters not. Terra will prevail.”

“Will not.”

“Will so. Terra is a much mightier force than Thunder.”

The second speaker snorted with exasperation. “Tell that to the Terran King. He’s retreating.”

“Blast it all to... he’s a kai, isn’t he? Where’s his counterpart?”

A few moments of silence passed as each observer tried valiantly to locate the Terran King’s trusted companion.

“He must have fled. How disgraceful.”

“He must be there, somewhere,” the first speaker insisted. “No one would’ve abandoned their kai. It’s unheard of.”

Just then, a huge pillar of stone shot skyward, splitting the green turf as easily as a dirk going through a sheaf of parchment. Combatants scrambled for cover as the ground trembled with anger.

“Ah. There he is. I knew he wouldn’t flee.”

“Liar. You just accused him of that very notion.”

“Did not.”

The black-clad warriors, allegiant to the Thunder King, quickly retreated from the giant earthen spike as it disappeared into the ground. After a few moments, the jagged pillar was back, appearing nearly a hundred feet away, and closer still to the Thunder King’s retreating army.

“I told you Terra couldn’t be defeated,” the first dragon said, with a smug smile on his face.

“This battle isn’t over. Behold. The Thunder King has called for his own counterpart.”

Sure enough, a shadow quickly flitted over the two observers as the sleek, reptilian form of the Thunder King’s dragon put in an appearance.

“What do you think? Wind? Water?”

“Smoke.”

“Pah. The Thunder King would never bond with such a dragon.”

“He would if he shared the same region, wouldn’t he? It’s not as if he has many choices, is it?”

“It’ll be smoke, just you wait and see.”

“Do you even know where a smoker would reside?” First Speaker asked. “Not to mention what a ‘smoke’ region would look like?”

“It doesn’t matter,” Second argued. “Smoke dragons exist, whether you believe in them or not. I’ve seen one.”

“You have not.”

“I have so.”

A bolt of jagged blue electricity suddenly arced through the air and exploded at the feet of the blue-clad Terran warriors. Those who weren’t flung to the ground scattered. The two observers shared a quick look with one another.

“Spark. I wouldn’t have called that one.”

“Nor would I,” Second agreed. “We were both wrong. I didn’t even know there was a human settlement on that peninsula.”

“That’s because there isn’t.”

“Obviously, there is.”

“You’re mistaken, as usual.”

“We’ve never established I’ve been wrong in the first place.”

A second bolt of lightning lit up the sky as it slammed into the valley. As before, the humans scurried to safety. The second observer nudged his companion and pointed a heavily-muscled, dark-brown foreleg at the Thunder King’s black-clad army.

“What did I tell you? Thunder King, with the forces of lightning at his disposal, has turned the tide of the battle. Terra King is retreating.”

The first viewer scratched at the base of one of his two spiraled horns, seemingly deep in thought. After a few moments, his bright red skull swung back and forth.

“Terra King can still pull this off.”

“He hasn’t got a chance, Vanze.”

“Fancy a wager, Brakis?”

It was Brakis’ turn to scratch an errant itch on the side of his great skull. He silently observed the battle for a few more moments before he grunted and turned to his friend. The large Fire dragon studied his comrade for a few more moments before sighing.

“Very well, Vanze. What are the stakes?”

“If Thunder prevails,” Vanze began, “then ... hmm. Very well. If Thunder prevails, then I will take over your hunting duties.”

“For how long?” Brakis asked curiously.

“Shall we say a week?”

“Make it a fortnight.”

Vanze finally nodded. “Very well. Two weeks.”

“And if Terra triumphs?” Brakis suspiciously asked.

“If Terra triumphs, then you will spend an entire day...”

“I’m waiting,” Brakis urged, after Vanze had trailed off.

“...on the Ice Plains.”

“Terra and Ice don’t mix,” Brakis reminded his friend.

“Aha! You’re saying you won’t do it? Then I win by default.”

“You did not win,” Brakis growled. “Very well. The wager has been set. Should Terra prevail in this skirmish, then I will spend a day on the Ice Plains. In fact, I’ll spend two days on the ice.”

For the first time, Vanze frowned. “What makes you so confident all of a sudden?”

Brakis pointed at the valley. “Because Terra King is currently surrounded by Thunder King’s forces.”

“He doesn’t look pleased,” Vanze mused. “Look at all that gesturing. Do you think they’re too far away to hear what they’re saying?”

“If you stop your prattling, we might be able to find out.”

“When’s the last time you feasted?”

“If you’re insinuating I’m irritable because I’m hungry,” Brakis angrily snapped, “then I’ll push you off this mountain myself.”

Vanze clicked his fangs with amusement and promptly fell silent. Together, after the ambient noise had quieted, they were able to hear the conversation taking place between the two biped leaders far below.

“I told you,” Terra King was saying, “I know nothing of what you speak.”

“You’re lying,” Thunder King accused. “You must be. You have it hidden somewhere. I know it must be nearby. I’m not leaving until you tell me where I can find it.”

“You’re mad! I have no idea what you’re talking about! I’ve never laid eyes on it!”

Vanze nudged Brakis on his shoulder. “He’s going to do it!”

“Hush,” Brakis scolded.

Thunder King promptly pulled his sword and plunged it deep into Terra King’s chest.

“Telling me you don’t have the one thing I’ve been keeping you alive for wasn’t the wisest of moves, old friend. Very well. I’ll find it myself.”

“What’s Thunder looking for?” Brakis wondered aloud.

“Who knows?” Vanze grumped. “Whatever it is, the fun is over.”

“Don’t you have something to be doing?”

“Like what?”

“I’m hungry.”

Vanze groaned. Realizing he had indeed lost the bet, he sighed, and spread his great reptilian wings. “Fine. What are you in the mood for?”

With that, Vanze launched himself off the mountain and banked north, in search of some hapless prey.
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For what felt like eons, the lone figure flew, gliding on the backs of the strongest currents high above the thick layer of cirrus clouds. These particular winds, she knew, were how most of her brethren could get from one side of their region to the other, all with minimal effort. Of course, the currents were so strong that only her kind would ever dare to use them, and that suited her just fine. 

Detecting that her altitude had dropped several dozen feet, she beat her wings a few times to restore her position. The tips of her maroon-colored wings entered her peripheral vision. Automatically glancing to her right, and then quickly to her left, she verified both wings were undamaged, a habit which had been drilled into her ever since she hatched. When one relied on one’s wings as their primary method of locomotion, it was prudent to ascertain they were undamaged periodically throughout the day.

A bank of fluffy white clouds appeared suddenly in her path, giving her no time to swerve away. Bracing herself, she ended up punching her way through the billowy mists so hard that the cloud practically exploded. Tucking her wings close to her body, she gave herself a little shake, dropping like a stone. Now, several hundred feet below the currents, the flyer decided this was as good a time as any to take a look around and see if she should alter her course.

She emerged from the swirling vapors and gazed upon the landscape far below. This was nothing like her region. There was no smoke, no fires, and certainly no lava anywhere. All the scents she was accustomed to were also notably absent: hot, molten stone and oftentimes sulfur. Out here? The only thing she could smell was vegetation, and it was something she really didn’t care for. 

Yes, it was time to change directions. Head north until you see grass, her king had instructed. Then, turn west. There, it is said, you’ll find their tribes.

Growling irritably, she noted the rich, green grasslands extending in all directions as far as the eye could see. Also visible was a fast-moving river, flowing east, which looped up and around the plain’s fairly flat topography. Tiny tributaries snaked off in all directions, although they didn’t extend far. 

Her tired gaze shifted south. Oh, what she would do to gaze upon the comforting magma fields of her home. Her scales would shield her from the intense heat, of course, but not before thoroughly warming her. Not like the blasted cool winds in this region. How did the vegetation not freeze solid? How could anything survive out here?

Grunting, she dipped her left wing and gracefully turned to the west. The sun was still overhead, and thankfully not in her eyes. It wasn’t that late in the day. Yet. How far would she have to go? When could she expect to find a tribe of them, the bipeds? What if ... what if another of her kind had already beat her there? What she needed, she thought crossly, was to find a tribe isolated from all the others. That should make them easier to approach. 

Making a decision, she dipped her right wing and turned north once more. Yes, this would do. The king had instructed everyone to turn at the first appearance of vegetation, signifying the arrival of the grasslands. But, if she were to venture farther north, then the odds were in her favor that no others would have followed. There, she decided, as she congratulated herself, was her best chance at success.

She continued north for several more hours, but then, much to her surprise, a vast blue expanse of water opened up before her. She groaned. She had reached the sea, had obviously gone too far. No tribes had ever been discovered living on that barren wasteland, so she immediately turned left. Flying high above the shore, but well within her visual abilities, she began her search again. 

Was she fooling herself? Wasn’t this type of mission better left for those who were more experienced? More motivated? 

She snorted, sending a jet of dark smoke from each nostril. Motivation? Of that, she was certain there could be no argument. No one could be more properly motivated than she. Let any of her kind try to challenge her on that particular subject.

Even alone, flying by herself high in the sky, she felt the pang of embarrassment. She had been mocked for so long, by so many, that she had learned to hide her ... condition. It wasn’t something she was proud of, nor was it anything she wanted others to know about. That, and that alone, was the primary reason she was on this quest.

Quest, Zeira repeated, giving herself a chuckle. She had never quested for anything in her life. Her mother, she had realized, had inadvertently sheltered her more than any of her siblings. Why? Because her mother knew how mercilessly her siblings had tormented her, how cruel her fellow dragons could be once they learned she ...

Zeira shuddered. Even alone, she avoided thoughts of her ailment. She could only hope that finding a suitable rider would elevate her standing among her peers. Maybe then she’d feel as though she was worthy of belonging to the highly esteemed Phoenix caste. Maybe then she would make her mother proud.

So, when Zeira had heard the urgency in her king’s voice, coming from within her own mind, she knew her time had come. Her king was calling for help. Two facts stood out: there was something wrong with the land, and it was getting worse. Somehow, and she didn’t know how, there was a chance that she, Zeira, might be able to do something that could help. The king, it would seem, was summoning the kai, and since the last surviving few were so old and feeble that they could barely pick up a sword, let alone wield it, more had to be found.

Dragon riders, Zeira had excitedly thought. What could have happened which warranted a request for eligible dragons? Everyone knew how rare eligibility was, yet the king had implored his subjects to try. And the only way was to present yourself to one of the tribesmen. Only then could you tell if dragon and rider could bond with one another.

What had attracted her interest were the king’s constant references to past deeds. Dragons and their kai, working together, were strong! They were formidable! Surely, if someone such as she were eligible for a kai, then her condition would be overlooked. That was worth making the journey. That was worth leaving the comfort of her cave for an unknown amount of time.

The Dragon King’s heavily scarred visage appeared in her mind, but not telepathically—a memory. A very important, life-changing announcement. Bemused, she allowed the memory to play.


Greetings. Your attention! This news is critical to our survival. 

Throughout Andela there is a disturbance, an imbalance. Humans are battling humans. Dragons are fighting other dragons. This warlike behavior threatens the very fabric of our world. If we do not act, if we choose to look the other way, we are sealing our fate and our world is doomed.

Beginning tomorrow, all available dragons will determine their eligibility to carry a kai. If you’re old enough to fly, you’re old enough to try. That will be all.



With the words of the Fire King fresh in her mind, Zeira scanned the passing landscape far beneath her. There were still no signs of the tribesmen, nor was there any indication they were living in the area. And to the north, only open sea. Everyone knew the tribesmen were incompatible with water, so where were they? A quick check in all directions confirmed that which she dreaded most:

I think I made a wrong turn somewhere.

She growled with frustration. Some dragon she was turning out to be. She had been given simple, basic instructions on where to go. Now, however, it was clear she was nowhere close to that destination. Should she turn around and retrace her course? Or, perhaps, she should try turning south for a while?

I have no business being here, she irritably thought. Let’s recap, shall we? Sense of direction—terrible. Ability to defend myself—even worse. Chance of discovering eligibility—next to nothing. Probability of success—zero. 

That one thought alone almost had her turning about, until she remembered the Fire King’s face. He was worried. What in this great world could possibly trouble their fearless leader? What could intimidate a dragon of his immense size? 

Movement from below caught her attention. Hopeful that she had finally located a band of the elusive tribesmen, the red dragon banked left, keeping her wing dipped low. Spiraling overhead as she slowly dropped in altitude, she grunted with surprise as the source of the commotion was revealed: a centaur.

She had never seen a live being that was not a dragon but had heard tales of these half-horse, half-tribesman creatures that ran on four legs. This one was wounded; blood flowed freely down one of the hind legs and it bellowed in pain. Dragons always came to the aid of one another, regardless of caste, and Zeira’s training came back to her. 

She tucked her wings and dropped like a rock, slamming into the soft grass so hard that her legs sank halfway into the ground. It must have recently rained in this place. Thankfully, there was no one here to laugh at her. 

“I always thought dragons were more graceful,” the centaur chuckled. His smile faded as a grimace of pain appeared on his face. “If you’re here to eat me, then all I ask is that you make it quick. I’d rather be dragon fodder than dinner for them.”

With a great effort, Zeira pulled herself free from the ground and turned to face the oncoming threat. She bared her teeth and growled a warning. The centaur hobbled forward while reaching for a bow strapped across his back. However, he was holding it like a club.

“I’m completely out of arrows,” the centaur admitted. “That’s never happened to me before, I’m afraid. Can you ... er, will you do something about that?”

Zeira’s eyes narrowed as she studied the small, unfamiliar creatures which were returning her frank stare. It was almost as if they were wondering if their larger numbers could possibly take them both on.

“What are they?” Zeira asked.

“You’ve never encountered slags before?”

“No. There’s nothing like them back home.”

The pack of snarling creatures, reassured by their greater number, advanced. Like the centaur, they were quadrupeds, but with opposable thumbs on all four legs. Most were hairless, but a few had splotchy black fur. The slags had short, snub-nosed faces which, unfortunately, had mouths full of sharp, pointed teeth. Many of the creatures had retreated into the safety of the trees after Zeira’s arrival, proving themselves to be nimble climbers. Now, however, since the much larger predator hadn’t attacked, they were regrouping.

“You are from Fire, are you not?” the centaur asked. “You have wings and are red. Wonderful. Be ready with your flames. If they attack again, hit them with everything you’ve got. Let’s show these detestable creatures what it feels like to be on the receiving end of an attack.”

Zeira groaned. “It’s not that simple. My, er, flames are not ... reliable.”

The centaur studied her face for a few moments.

“Please pardon my ignorance. My knowledge of dragons is more severely limited than I had thought. I was under the impression red dragons, such as yourself, are from Fire. Dragons from Fire are supposed to be able to produce fire in some fashion. Is that not so?”

“Not this one,” Zeira reluctantly admitted.

“Well, if you can’t breathe or spit fire, could you at least bite them in half?”

“If you want it bitten in half, then I suggest you do the biting. Those slag things look like they’d taste terrible.”

“Balderdash. You’re easily four times the size I am. You are a threat. I, on the other hand, am nothing more than lunch, I’m afraid.”

At that moment, one of the slags bunched its muscles and sprang forward. Expecting just such an attack, Zeira easily caught the monster in mid-air with one claw. She studied the snarling beast for a minute before looking north. The gentle lapping of the sea was less than fifty feet away, on her right. She bared her fangs as she brought the creature up close to her face. Thinking it was about to be eaten, the slag, which resembled nothing more than a hairy hobgoblin, whined piteously. Growing angry, Zeira tossed the slag into the air, and when the timing was right, lashed out with her tail, knocking the slag nearly a hundred feet into the water. The surface of the sea began frothing angrily. Curious, she and her new centaur friend studied the choppy waves. Of the slag, nothing remained.

Zeira turned to her strange friend and pointed back at the water. “I assume there’s something in the sea?”

“What isn’t in the sea?” the centaur dryly returned. 

Zeira pointed at the water and faced the rest of the pack. “Come after me again and, so help me, the rest of you will join him.”

“The slags do not understand speech,” the centaur quipped, as he sidled closer to Zeira’s side. “They are never ... “

A few members of the pack howled, and fled in different directions.

“...going to do what you ask. Hmm. I clearly need to return to my studies.”

“Are you going to be all right?”

“I could ask the same about you,” the centaur returned. After a few moments, he bowed. “Agrius, at your service.”

“Oh. Uh, Zeira.”

“Well, Zeira, may I ask you a personal question?”

Zeira held her breath, knowing full well what was coming. “If you must.”

“What would prevent a Fire dragon from using her own fire, especially when their very life is threatened? You may be the first Fire dragon I have ever met, but some things are still assumed to be correct.”

“And what if I’m keeping it to myself because it is a sensitive topic?” Zeira challenged.

Agrius’ face fell. “My humblest of apologies. I should have known something was amiss. I do hope you can forgive me.”

“It isn’t something I like talking about,” Zeira began. “I would need to eat something ... displeasing. It’s part of the reason I’m here. I’m searching for tribesmen. Do you know where I can find some?”

Agrius gasped. “You seek a kai!”

“Is it that obvious?”

“You’re no warrior,” Agrius began, as though he had been tasked with determining her motivations. “Your talons are shiny and blemish-free, which suggests you have not participated in any battles.”

Zeira was silent as she studied her own claws, as if seeing them for the first time.

“In addition, you claim you are seeking tribesmen, yet there are none to be found in these parts. That suggests you are more than likely lost, and that’s a trait I have never applied to a dragon before.”

Zeira harrumphed angrily to herself.

“Therefore, it becomes obvious to me that you have an ulterior motive,” Agrius cheerfully continued. “Everyone knows two heads are better than one. You obviously seek a kai. How am I doing?”

“Painfully well,” the dragon reluctantly admitted. “Why are you ... no, wait. What are you?”

“My dear fellow, have you never encountered a centaur before?”

“I beg your pardon! I am no drakken!”

“Drakkaina! Oh, my sincerest apologies once again, dear lady! Yes, I hear it now.” Agrius gave a mighty sigh. He glanced back at his wounded leg and then up at her. “As you have no doubt deduced for yourself, you’re not catching me at my best.”

“You’re injured.”

“A bite on the leg,” Agrius acknowledged. 

“What will happen now?”

“I will implore you to be on your way. I don’t want you to be here when it happens.”

“When what happens?” Zeira curiously asked.

“I’m done for. I acknowledge and accept that. I’m the one who ventured off, following some silly insect because I thought it might have been rare. Before I knew it, I was miles away from my herd, alone, and confronted by slags. They have been driven away, yes, but it’s only a matter of time before something else takes their place. I am wounded. There will be no escape for me.”

Zeira frowned. “I will not abandon you. Surely, we can get word to others of your kind. They will help.”

“They would if they knew of my predicament. If you go to tell them, I will be unprotected and therefore attacked. If you don’t go, then my leg will become infected, and I will still die. So, I will choose the nature of my passing. I choose the quicker death.”

Zeira smiled as an idea formed. “Then, allow me!”

She lunged forward, eliciting a squawk of surprise from Agrius. 

* * *
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“This is not what I had in mind.”

“I know.”

“Will you just fly me over the water and let go? That’ll be the quickest yet, unless you expect me to expire from fright. Let’s face it, I’m not that far off.”

“You don’t sound like you’re afraid,” Zeira exclaimed, as she struggled to stay aloft. Holding Agrius in her claws was easily the heaviest weight she had ever carried while flying. Perhaps this wasn’t her wisest decision? “And if you don’t stop squirming, I may end up doing exactly that.”

“Centaurs were never meant to fly!” Agrius protested, as he peeked through his hands. “Oh, mages be damned, go higher! Can you not see that? Go higher!”

“It’s just a tree. I can avoid hitting a tree.”

“Then prove it!” Agrius practically screamed. “You’re headed right for it!”

Deliberately waiting until the last moment, Zeira sharply banked right and, flying almost vertically, with one wing pointed toward the ground and the other straight up in the sky, she easily avoided the tree. 

“Do that again and I’ll personally soil your scales,” Agrius vowed. “That is, if I haven’t already.”

“That’s gratitude for you. Now, where are we going?”

“Sunset was an hour ago. It’s too dark to see anything.”

“Not for me. We’re headed southwest. In the distance, there are two grassy knolls. The one on the left is slightly smaller than the one on the right. Does that help?”

“The Mounds of Isabeau! Thank the gods! My home is close. The herd typically grazes on the southern side of the right mound.”

“Grazes? You feed like pack animals?”

“You can see that we centaurs are derived from tribesmen and horses, can you not?”

“Horses? What are those?”

“My, my, you have led a sheltered life, haven’t you?”

“Well, I’ve never dropped a centaur from this height before,” Zeira was quick to point out. “I’m always eager to try new things.”

“Your point is taken. Can you see my herd yet?”

“I don’t see any centaurs,” Zeira admitted. 

“Blast. They wouldn’t have moved the ...”

“They’re here,” Zeira interrupted. “I just don’t see them.”

“Then, how do you know?”

“I can smell more of your kind.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“You have a very distinctive scent,” the dragon calmly explained, as she drifted lower to the ground. “That same scent is heavily saturated in this area.”

“Well, if you don’t see my herd, then what can you see?”

“More knolls, but smaller, rounded.”

“Our lodges! No wonder you haven’t been able to see anyone. It’s probably the middle of the night. We centaurs are not nocturnal beings. Do you see a, er, knoll larger than the rest, but more rounded?”

“I see a circular hill much larger than the others, but nowhere near the size of the two we just flew by.”

“That’s our infirmary. You can place me there. I only hope our healer, Barrus, is awake.”

“Well, someone is awake.”

“How can you tell?”

“I’m being shot at.”

“What?”

“Arrows are being fired at me.”

“But ... can’t they see that I’m here?”

“Evidently not.”

“Are you injured?”

“No mere arrow can pierce a dragon’s scale.”

“Thank the fates.”

“They’re your people, Agrius. Can’t you make them stop?”

“Set me down. Hurry!”

Zeira touched down just outside the enormous, domed lodge. She could see another centaur peering angrily out at her from within the darkened interior. An arrow pinged loudly as it made contact with the back of her head.

“Would you all stop that?” Agrius bellowed. “Mages be damned! Zeira here saved my life! Is this any way to repay her?”

The pinging arrows immediately ceased. After a few moments, a figure materialized in front of her, looking up at her with an amazed expression.

“A dragon! What ... Agrius? Explain yourself! Why would there be ... are you injured? Did the dragon attack you? I knew it! Sound the alarm! I always said ...”

There was an audible clang, as if something metallic struck something else that was metallic.

“Did you just do what I think you did?”

“The dragon carried me here, Barrus!” Agrius snapped. “What else do you think she’s doing here?”

“Attacking us, what else?” Barrus hotly returned. He stepped out from within the infirmary and scratched his graying head. “Of all that’s good and sacred, that’s a big one.”

“Big?” Zeira snorted, overhearing. “I am the smallest Phoenix I know.”

“You do not look like a phoenix,” another centaur argued, appearing from behind Barrus. This one, Zeira noted, was much younger and his skin was darker. An apprentice to the healer? “The phoenix is feathered. You’re scaled.”

“This is a drakkaina,” Agrius slowly explained. “She came to my aid when an entire pack of slags were ready to tear me apart.”

“I see blood,” Barrus announced, pointing at Agrius’ injured leg. “You’ve been bitten?”

Agrius pointed at the large dragon sitting companionably on her haunches. “That’s why she carried me back. I couldn’t have made the journey home on my own.”

Half a dozen centaurs approached, each holding a torch. Several of Agrius’ kinsmen held their torches aloft and gawked at Zeira. 

“She’s not Terran!” one of them protested.

“Your powers of observation do you credit,” Agrius dryly observed. “Nay, she is not from Terra. This is Zeira, and she’s a Phoenix drakkaina, from Fire.”

“Blaze,” Zeira corrected. “It’s what we call our home.” 

“How long have you been away from your home region?” Barrus asked, concerned. “As you no doubt know, no living thing can exist outside their home region longer than a fortnight. Have you felt any effects of the Fade yet?”

“I’ve only been gone one day,” Zeira assured her new friends. “It shouldn’t affect me that quickly, should it?”

Barrus shrugged. “Well, possibly. How often have you made these journeys? I only ask because Fire, er, Blaze, is far to the south, among the Durkham Mountains. You have been traveling for only a day and yet you originated in these mountains?”

Zeira shrugged. “Traveling velocity increases when you’re not concerned with topography.”

“What are you doing here?” one centaur asked. 

“She’s searching for tribesmen,” Agrius cheerfully answered.

“Tribesmen?” Barrus incredulously repeated. “There are none in these parts, I assure you. The closest village would be ... hmm, at least thirty leagues south of here.”

“Southwest,” Agrius softly corrected.

“Whatever. However you look at it, you would seem to be in the wrong place, dragon.”

Agrius frowned. “Her name is Zeira, Barrus. She has a name, just like you.”

Barrus bowed low. “My apologies, Zeira. You are the first dragon I have ever met and conversed with.”

“Are Terran dragons that, er, unfriendly?” Zeira hesitantly asked. 

“Have you met many?” Barrus challenged.

“I’ve never seen a Terran,” Zeira admitted. 

An older centaur appeared, flanked by four others holding bows notched with arrows. The newcomer looked at Agrius and then down at his leg. He then turned to Zeira and scowled.

“Did you do that, dragon?”

“If I bit his leg,” Zeira haughtily informed them, “then he wouldn’t have that leg. My jaws are much too large to make that bite. And, just to let you know, those arrows would be ineffective against me.”

Agrius approached the lead centaur and bowed. “Korem. Listen to me when I tell you Zeira did not do this to me. We were attacked by a pack of slags.”

“Since when is a dragon threatened by mere slags?” Korem wanted to know. “She could have dispatched them all without trying that hard.”

Agrius raised a hand. “Umm, hello? My new friend wasn’t worried about herself, but about me. And did you hear what she said? Someone was shooting at her. Someone was shooting at me! I can only assume it was you lot. You should be ashamed of yourselves.”

“It is you two who should be counting themselves lucky,” one of Korem’s four guards countered. “Had we wanted to inflict damage, then we would have.”

A low growl appeared in Zeira’s throat which was loud enough to cause everyone, including Agrius, to take a few steps back. Zeira turned angrily to her new friend.

“These are your people, but they aren’t mine. By your leave, I will go. To stay any longer will put their health at risk.”

A commotion began somewhere behind them. Turning to see what was headed their way this time, Zeira was startled to see that everyone, including Korem, had suddenly dropped to one knee. Angrily pushing his way through the onlookers, the newcomer turned to face the dragon. This centaur, Zeira noted, was younger than Agrius. 

“Please, allow me to extend my apologies,” the young centaur began, throwing a dark look at Korem and his entourage. “You have saved the life of one of our own. For that, I am ... er, I mean, we are grateful. Aren’t we, Korem.”

Zeira blinked with amusement. It may have sounded like a question, but this newcomer wasn’t expecting an answer. Looking over at Korem, the dragon could see that the elder centaur was properly chastened, refusing to take his eyes off the ground.

“Lord Aldebrand,” Agrius exclaimed, bowing low. “My eternal thanks for your swift intervention. I’m afraid we have yet to extend any amount of kindness to Zeira here and it shames me.”

Royalty. Zeira was impressed. This one was young, so more than likely not a king. Perhaps a prince? 

“I have never been this close to a dragon before,” Lord Aldebrand confessed, as he looked up at her with wide, wondering eyes. “What are you doing here?”

Zeira pointed at Agrius. “For your information, I was returning ...”

“Oh, I don’t mean him,” the young prince interrupted, with a smile. “I mean, what are you doing so far away from your home region? You are red, which makes you a Fire dragon. You’re from Fire, aren’t you?”

“Blaze,” Zeira corrected, “and yes, I am.”

“What are you doing here?” Lord Aldebrand pressed. “Are you searching for someone?”

“I am on a mission,” Zeira answered, “by order of the King. Er, my king.”

“Wonderful!” Lord Aldebrand exclaimed, clapping his hands. “I pledge my assistance. I’m so tired of hearing about how we shoot first and ask questions later. I’d much rather be helping people. But first, I must know. How quickly did you dispatch those malodorous slags? It was an entire pack, was it not?”

Zeira suppressed a chuckle. It sounded as though the centaur prince was disappointed; he hadn’t been there to confront the vicious creatures himself. Putting his eagerness aside, Zeira decided he was probably just as inexperienced with the real world as she.

“It was an entire pack, aye,” Agrius confirmed.

“The nearest pack of slags is nearly four hours away,” Korem pointed out. “What were you following this time, Agrius? A cloud? Bird?”

“Butterfly,” Agrius sheepishly admitted. “If not for my new dragon friend, I would have been done for. I was hoping we could show her some kindness.”

“How can we help?” Lord Aldebrand asked, throwing a frown in Korem’s direction.

“Tribesmen.”

“Bipeds? There are none around here.”

“I know this, Your Highness,” Agrius began. “You know this. However, as you can see, she’s not from around here, which means she doesn’t know this. I know those infernal bipeds are prone to wandering, and I’m hoping one of our scouts might have picked up a trail or two?”

“There’s been some activity to the west,” Lord Aldebrand admitted. “Perhaps that is what the fuss is over?” 

“Do we know the nature of this activity?” Agrius asked.

“No. We have dispatched scouts, but we don’t expect them back any time soon.”

“How far is it?” Zeira sounded eager. “Distances are no matter for a dragon.”

“At least a hundred leagues,” the young centaur reported. “You will rest here for the night.”

Muted conversations immediately erupted from all sides. Lord Aldebrand’s frown returned and he stomped his front hooves several times. 

“Zeira, get some rest. You have a long way to go tomorrow. And don’t worry, nothing will bother you as you rest. In fact, Korem and his followers will make certain of it.”

* * *
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“You’ll want to keep the coastline in sight as you head west.”

“They’ll be near the water?”

Agrius nodded. “Oh, yes. Tribesmen are seldom found away from a source of water. Many of the inlets are freshwater, so the number of suitable locales are many.”

“Thank you for your help.”

“No, Zeira, it is I who should be thankful. Go. Be safe.”

“How will I know if I’ve found the right area?” Zeira wondered. “What if I go too far? What am I looking for?”

“Just follow the coast. When the sea becomes a narrow channel separating land from ice, you’ll know you’re there.”

Agrius reverently placed a hand on her foreleg.

“Thank you, my friend. Safe journeys. I am in your debt.”

Nodding, Zeira spread her wings and leapt into the air. Airborne, she pointed her nose west and ascended until she felt the currents take hold, adjusting her wings until she was flying due west. She focused on the horizon and hoped the centaurs had given her accurate information.

Nearly two hours later, Zeira’s senses came fully awake. Puzzled, she checked the skies, fully expecting to see another dragon, but there was nothing else in the air for many leagues in any direction. What, then, had tripped her senses?

Her eyes were drawn down to the water. There, in the distance, she saw the great ice sheets of the north venturing closer and closer to land. Her eyes widened as she recalled what Agrius had said: ‘When the sea becomes a narrow channel separating land from ice, you’ll know you’re there.’ Did this mean her search was finally over?

Tucking her wings, she descended. Once the ground was only a few hundred feet away, her senses pinged again. There was something nearby, something that heightened her draconian senses. Were tribesmen in the area? Could she have lucked out and found a kai already? In all the history of her kind, a dragon and her rider had never found each other as quickly as this. Where was the meditation to see if she was compatible? If a suitable biped was nearby, why couldn’t she sense their presence? 

Her nostrils flared. A strange, unknown scent materialized, but not from below. It came from somewhere close by. Her gaze shifted to the massive sheet of ice less than half a league away. Was frozen water capable of smelling like that?

Opening her senses, she waited for her coursing thoughts to settle. Maintaining an altitude of several hundred feet, she slowly circled as she tried to pinpoint where her senses were pulling her. There! Zeira could see a disturbance in the water. Another dragon? An unknown water creature? Perhaps ... perhaps it was the tribesmen she had been so desperately seeking?

Flying overhead, Zeira studied the scene. An object had broken the surface of the water and was now zig-zagging across the sea, creating huge ripples of water that eventually washed up on shore. Try as she might, Zeira couldn’t identify the object. Her senses were tingling like crazy, so that could only mean whatever it was, she was able to bond with it. But, what could it be?

Zeira landed on the closest shore and approached the water’s edge. Whatever the nature of the creature, it apparently wasn’t as fascinated with her as she was with it. Perhaps it was some type of predator, trying to lure her into the water?

Zeira snorted with disgust. She didn’t care what kind of creature it was. Nothing in the great realm of Andela could possibly persuade her to enter the water. Hadn’t her mother warned her against this very thing? Hadn’t she explained that several of her fellow Phoenix dragons had lost their lives when coming into contact with the forbidden region?

It simply wasn’t worth it.

Right about then, the noises in the water stopped. Zeira scanned the surface of the sea, alarmed. The object was back, and this time, it appeared to be angling straight toward her! 

A hundred feet from shore, the disturbance paused, as if it was undecided. Then, as the waves and ripples subsided, Zeira got her first look at what was making waves in the water. It was a live creature after all! 

A dark blue neck, topped with a sleek, narrow skull, rose gracefully out of the water. Two jet-black eyes stared at her for a few moments before the neck was withdrawn. A small circle of rapidly dissipating bubbles was the only sign the strange creature had ever been there. 

A few moments later, the head reappeared farther away. The head rotated until it was looking straight at Zeira. Those black eyes blinked a few times before disappearing underwater yet again. Zeira waited. Sure enough, the neck was back, and it was farther, still. 

Realization dawned. It wanted her to follow!



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 2 — Andela
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For once in her life, she didn’t think about the consequences. Pushing aside her mother’s warnings about the open water, she leapt up and snapped her wings open, heading away from shore in an attempt to overtake the strange creature. However, try as she might, the creature was pulling away, swimming faster than she was flying. How was that even possible?

She beat her wings and tucked her legs close to her body to increase her velocity. Even so, the only thing she could see in the water was a trail of bubbles and an ever-increasing wave of ripples. Growling with frustration, she found she was still no match for the being in the water. What was it? How could it swim so fast?

Suddenly, Zeira noticed she was gaining on her adversary. Yes! She knew something had to be amiss. A swimmer just couldn’t possibly move faster than ... no. No! It couldn’t be! 

It would appear that the swimmer had deliberately slowed, to allow her to catch up. Once Zeira passed overhead, however, she was surprised to see that her prey hadn’t moved. In fact, the head was still there, in the sea, bobbing up and down. 

Flying overhead, and maintaining an altitude of several hundred feet, Zeira curiously looked down at the aquatic creature and tilted her head. Had it injured itself? Was it in distress? 

“Are you well?” Zeira called down. “If you’re all right, I’ll be on my way.”

The head rose, neck bent backward so that it was staring straight up at her. Then, the creature wriggled with delight, looking out, at the open sea, then back at Zeira. 

“Can you understand me? Do you want me to chase you?”

It continued to stare, imploring. As Zeira debated what to do, a second head appeared, and then a third. As one, all three stared up at her with wide, unblinking eyes. What harm could come of another round? Yes, she might have detested the water, but as long as she kept her distance from the surface, what danger could befall her?

“Very well. After you.”

Just like that, all three heads dipped below the surface and now-wider trail of bubbles took off. Zeira tucked her wings and allowed her much larger mass to propel her downward. Fifty feet above the surface, her wings opened and she zipped forward. Remembering a trick her mother had taught her when she was a hatchling, she regulated her breathing and concentrated on the sound of her wings. 

She was gaining!

Her mother had been right! If you were able to ... what’s this? Now she was falling behind. How? Why?

Growling, she channeled more power into her wings and ordered herself to keep her head and tail level with the horizon, with only minor adjustments here and there as needed. However, her concentration had broken, and she watched with dismay as her playmates increased their lead.

Growing frustrated, she was about to give up and rise back above the solitude in the clouds, when it dawned on her: the creatures in the water were probably just as curious about her as she was with them! So, how could she use that to her advantage?

The answer to that was easy enough. She might not have been the fastest flyer, but she could hold her own with her feats of aerobatics. Tucking a wing, she immediately rolled until she was on her back, flying upside down. Looking up (down), she glanced at the water’s surface and saw that one of the swimmers was now watching her. 

Executing a double-barrel roll, she kept an eye on the water. Now, all three were there, interested in her movements.

Deciding to show-off a little, she folded both wings flat against her back, dropped her tail low, and opened her tail wing, which she typically used as a rudder. It flipped her, head over tail, until she was flying right-side up again.

All three swimmers were staring straight up. 

She had their attention now. 

Zeira dropped her tail and extended her tail wing, not realizing she’d dropped much closer to the surface. Her tail wing dipped into the water, snapping her to a sudden stop, and she executed a spectacular belly flop.

Sputtering wildly, eyes wide with fright, Zeira tried to launch herself but her wings couldn’t find purchase. She let out a panicked roar and tried again. Now, her water-logged wings flapped impotently against her back. 

Just then, something wrapped around one of her hind legs. It was thick, incredibly strong, and powerful. Nearing panic, she tried to pry the thing off her, but it held on. A second tentacle attached itself to her left forearm. Another appeared on her right. One of the sleek narrow heads popped up next to her shoulder.

With a start, she realized her three admirers must be helping her. As if they’d attached a tether to her, she began to glide purposefully through the water. Exhausted, Zeira went slack and allowed herself to be guided back to shore. Once she felt solid ground beneath her feet, she shakily pulled herself from the water and collapsed on the shore. 

Nearly fifteen minutes passed while she tried valiantly to regain her breath. Once the wheezing stopped, Zeira finally looked at the water, half-expecting to find several sets of eyes staring back at her. But her rescuers had long departed. What they were, and why they had come to her aid, she’d probably never know. 

“That’s too bad,” Zeira softly muttered. “I think I was winning.”

Before you started showing off, you mean.

Zeira froze, mid-step. Her head angled up and she checked the sky. No, she was still alone.

Who’s there?

Really, Z? Has it been that long? 

Rizzen?

Who else? 

What do you want, Rizzen?

Am I not allowed to talk to my friend? 

You know full well I’m on a mission. You are, too.

I was.

You found one? You found tribesmen? Do you have your kai?

I found some tribesmen, aye.

And?

I’m not eligible, Z. Apparently, I lack the ability to bond with another living creature. No Kai for me.

I’m sorry, Rizzen. I know how much you wanted to help.

As much as you, Z. Have you had any luck?

I, er, ...

You’re not eligible, either? 

I ... don’t know. I haven’t found any tribesmen, so I don’t know if I can make the bond.

What do you mean? You headed north, didn’t you? North of the valley?

No game, no water, and certainly no trace of any tribesmen. Wait, north of the what?

I told you to head north, for no more than three or four hours. You’ll find a huge basin, with a large lake to the west. There are no fewer than three tribes there right now. I flew over them less than two hours ago. 

Hmm.

You didn’t follow directions, did you? Where are you now?

Umm ...

You don’t know, do you? I’ve always said you have the worst sense of direction. How could you have missed it? All you had to do was head north.

I did fly north.

Sure you did. For how long?

Z, for how long? 

Perhaps six or seven hours.

Six or seven hours? You made it all the way to the sea, didn’t you?

I did, only ...

Out with it. What happened? Where are you?

She explained to Rizzen and once her exasperated friend’s presence faded from her mind, Zeira groaned, rose to her feet, and shook herself off. She basked in the bright sunshine for a while to finish drying her wings. Once airborne, she circled the area in widening loops, just to verify there weren’t any of the small bipeds nearby. Sighing, she pumped her wings and returned to the safety of the clouds.

Flying west for nearly three hours straight brought her significantly closer to the great ice sheets of the north than she had ever been. What had Agrius said? When the sea narrows so much that the land and the ice are within walking distance of one another? Did that mean she had finally arrived?

Emerging through the thin, wispy clouds, Zeira’s vision cleared. Yes, this had to be what Agrius had been talking about, but much to her chagrin, there were no traces of the elusive tribesmen on the open steppe below. Her eyes drifted to the nearby ice fields and she grimaced. Tribesmen wouldn’t willingly live out on the ice, would they? If that was the reason she couldn’t find them, she may as well turn about now. Tribesmen, like dragons, couldn’t live on more than one region. And one couldn’t get more opposite of Fire than Ice. No tribesmen, living on Ice, would be able to bond with a dragon from Fire. Er, Blaze.
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