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Chapter One

Zoltar's chest was burning as his talons hit the wet earth and the pungent scent of Scorpus and Mowzan’s fear clouded his senses as he tore through the dark forest. Sticks and stones flew out from under his claws as he hurtled through the undergrowth. Trees whipped his snout with thorny branches, almost blinding him while a cruel wind howled through the tops of the ancient trees. Their hooked boughs reached out with clawed fingers to grab at scaly wings of the three black dragons bolting though the trees.

Zoltar knew they shouldn't have come into this part of the forest. He would have thought that the thundering roar coming from this part of the forest would have been a warning, not to mention that the sun had just gone down, but of course they hadn't listened. Scorpus and Mowzan practically never listened to him, just because this was his first mission as a soldier and because he didn't have acid fangs like the rest of the shadow talon tribe. Now they were running for their lives through some God forsaken jungle when it just should have been a quick scouting mission to find out if the island was safe.

Zoltar's heart leapt into his throat as a bloodcurdling roar filled the forest far behind him. The ground shook beneath him and the sound of heavy paws hitting the damp earth vibrated through his whole body. Branches cracked as the unknown creature bounded through the tangled trees, lashing at the trunks and leaves as it went.

A sudden rush of fear gave Zoltar a burst of speed like never before and he charged in front of Mowzan, desperate to get away from the black panther of a beast behind him. Creepers snatched at his wings and tail like a nest of serpents and gnarled tree roots threatened to trip him with every step he took. 

“We have to get out of the forest and out into clear ground. We won't be able to lift off the ground with this dense canopy and tangled vines!” Zoltar roared over the metallic clang of talons from the reptilian monster behind them.

“It’s going to catch us before we can reach a break in this flaming forest,” Mowzan yelled next to Zoltar, his wings lightly brushing Zoltar’s with each gasping breath he took.

"Our only chance is to fight it off then,” Scorpus responded as he leapt over a fallen oak tree, his barbed tail scraping the rough tree bark.

“Are you sure that’s a good idea?” Zoltar glanced back at the trees behind him, his heart pounding with terror. There was no way they would be able to defeat this thing. If it could crash through giant oaks as though they were water then what chance did three much smaller dragons stand against it?

As if to confirm his fears, the beast howled like a rabid wolf and hurtled after them at breakneck speed, a crazed bloodthirsty look burning in its eyes. Zoltar was amazed and terrified by the beast’s speed and agility as it chased after them through the twisted trees. It seemed impossible to stop as its spiked tail thwacked the tree trunks leaving deep gashes in the wood. The thorny branches and bushes didn't seem to leave so much as a scrap on its sleek black hide as it tore through them.  

“We can use this oak as a barricade,” Scorpus responded, pointing at the fallen tree with one wing as Zoltar and Mowzan sprang over the massive log.

‘This isn’t a good idea,’ Zoltar worried as he crouched, readying himself for the first attack. Trees hadn't stopped the beast so far, so how was a rotten log supposed to help stop it? His heart beat faster and faster as the monster neared, its saber teeth gleaming in the blades of moonlight.

“Fire with everything you've got. Ready? Launch in five, four,” Scorpus counted down as the beast sped towards them.

'Please let this work. Please let this work,' Zoltar silently prayed as he sucked in a deep breath, feeling the heat build inside him like a miniature sun.

“Go!” Scorpus yelled, opening his jaws and spraying a stream of yellow acid from his fangs. Zoltar let out a river of crimson hot flame alongside Mowzan's acid. The attack hit the oncoming monster clean in the snout, stopping it in its tracks. It roared in pain as it pawed at its horned face, scratching at the flames and acid. Trees and branches toppled as it rammed into objects; blindly. Seconds later with a look of pure blood murder in its eyes, it charged back after the group of dragons as though half its face wasn’t on fire and melting from the acid.

“Run!” Scorpus roared, breaking away from Zoltar and Mowzan and bolting through the bushes. 

“Wait! Come back!” Mowzan bellowed after Scorpus.

Zoltar grabbed Mowzan’s wing, yelling, "It's too late! It won't stop!" and pulled him away from the log just as the beast burst through the wood like it wasn’t there. A shower of broken branches and splinters rained down on Zoltar and Mowzan, cutting into their wings and tail as they swerved this way and that. The sharp wood cut into the thin membranes of Zoltar's wings making him gasp in pain. 

Suddenly Mowzan yelled and cold fear clinched Zoltar's heart as he whipped his head around to where Mowzan lay dead with the massive beast towering over him, its spear like tail dripping with scarlet red blood. The two jagged saber teeth jutting out from its upper jaw were wet with black saliva and the spikes on its back shone an obsidian black in the thin blades of moonlight cutting through the canopy.  

Zoltar let out an involuntary cry of fear. The beast jerked its mangled black panther like head up from its kill and looked straight at Zoltar. Its red glowing eyes struck fear straight through his heart. In desperation to get away from this nightmare, Zoltar sprinted forwards only to suddenly stumble on a hidden tree root and fall to his knees. He looked back at the behemoth, terror shimmering in his glowing amethyst eyes. It had stopped and was slowly stalking towards him like a puma cornering a mountain goat, as if it knew he couldn't get away and was savouring the moment of victory. Zoltar tried to move, but he felt rooted to the ground. He could smell the beast's foul, rotten breath and could see its dagger sharp teeth as it crept closer.

“Come on kid! Don’t give up,” Zoltar looked up to see Scorpus helping him to his feet, “One of us has to distract it or it will get us both,” Scorpus said, glancing at the beast. It had stopped and was watching them with vicious greed in its eyes. It knew it had them.

“Which…” Zoltar started, dreading the answer, but the Scorpus interrupted him.

“I’ll do it."

"No, you can't," Zoltar cried, grabbing hold of Scorpus's tail, "The shadow talons need you. You are their best soldier left." 
The beast was starting to move slowly forward again, saliva dripping from its open jaws. 

"You have your whole life ahead of you. Me, I’m old. I’ve lived the best of my life. I’ve taught you everything you will need to know to become a good soldier. Now go and tell the shadow talons that the island is not safe!” Scorpus shouted, yanking his tail away from Zoltar as he ran towards the beast, breathing a plume of fire to get its attention away from Zoltar. He ran off in another direction with the beast close on his tail.

Zoltar stood there in shock for a second before he carried on running, pain ripping at his heart like an angry beast. He knew he couldn't save Scorpus now. Scorpus’s shouts echoed behind him, willing him to stop, but he didn't. He couldn’t let Scorpus’s sacrifice be for naught. Not after all Scorpus had done for him. He had to convince the shadow talons that the island was not safe and that they should find somewhere else.

Zoltar could see light ahead of him as the tangled forest gave way to a wide, open lake. Flapping his wings, he soared into the air, skimming the surface of the moonlit water with his claws. He looked back at the now silent forest. Nothing stirred under the trees, not a sound could be heard in those dark shadowy woods. There was nothing to show of what had just happened. The beast had gone.

Chapter Two

Zoltar rushed back home towards the shadow lands, his wings creating great gusts of wind that churned up the grey ocean below him. A dark mountain loomed in front of him, its peak a blazing fury of scarlet and gold fire like the rage burning within his heart. The clouds of black ash spewing from the volcano were as heavy as the emotions pushing down on Zoltar's mind. Sadness and anger fought to take over his brain until it felt like one giant lump growing bigger and bigger by the minute. Shame seeped into every corner of his head like some form of mind destroying disease. 

Why had he not insisted on taking Scorpus's place? A new wave of guilt clouded his eyes as he admitted the reason; he'd been scared. Terror had wiped away any hint of sense in him, even though he'd been trained to ignore things like fear. What sort of shadow talon soldier acted that way under strain? Only a coward and Zoltar knew it with every bone in his body. Even normal shadow talons would have shown more control than him. It was just another sign that he didn't fit in and that he should have been the one to have gotten killed. 

As if in agreement, the volcano rumbled and belched out more streams of molten rock. The rivers of glowing crimson lava twisted over the bleak landscape like snakes on their way to the sea. Caves potted the matted black hills of rock like gaping holes into nothingness. Ash and sulphur clouded the scorching air. The foul gasses racked Zoltar's chest with toxic claws, making it almost impossible to breath. 

Zoltar carefully landed on a slab of solid rock next to one of the numerous caverns carved out of the landscape. He flinched as a grey mouse ran over one of his claws. Normally he would have caught it and eaten it as a small snack, but he just wasn't in the mood. His stomach was heaving and churning like a raging sea, so instead he ducked inside the cave, relieved to be out of the intense heat. 

Glowing fire rocks lit up the tunnel, their red light flickering in the murky darkness. The air was stale as mouldy bread and the floor felt rough under Zoltar’s scaly paws unlike the soft, green grass he longed for. He wished that the shadow talons could move back up onto the surface, but the air up there was just too blisteringly hot and could kill a dragon in hours. In these endless caverns the air was unpleasantly warm, but not fatal. 

As Zoltar voyaged deeper underground, he passed many dark passageways that snaked off in many different directions. All was quiet in the corridor apart from the clacking of Zoltar’s claws on the rock. Three years ago the volcano had killed over half the tribe in the eruption, so a lot of the tunnels and rooms Zoltar passed were empty and the air felt hauntingly still like the souls of those who were lost were still wandering the tunnels as silent ghosts. The tribe had moved as far away from the volcano as possible to reduce the risk of another disaster, but there was still the looming possibility that the volcano would belch out another massive eruption and take the rest of the shadow talons lives with it.

A shiver ran down Zoltar's spine as he remembered that dreadful day four years ago when the mountain had opened and spewed flaming death down on the small shadow talon village below. They hadn't stood a chance against rivers of lava once they had crashed into their houses and the ones who'd managed to get into the air had been knocked out of the sky by the burning boulders flying through the air. If it hadn't been for Scorpus demanding that he join the soldiers on their trip to gather food, he would have been killed just like the rest of his village. Now only a few shadow talons remained, scrounging off what little food remained in the shadow lands. 

After about five minutes Zoltar reached the end of the tunnel, which finished in a large room lit by many scarlet fire stones. In the middle of the room was a beautiful gold throne with a hefty, black shadow talon about the size of a bull elephant seated on it. His violet, curved horns glinted like polished glass and his poisonous barbed tail rested like a waiting snake next to his throne. He narrowed his cat like eyes as Zoltar walked into the room. Zoltar spread his wings and bowed, waiting for the dragon's commands, just as Scorpus had taught him.

"What news do you bring of the island?" the chief asked in a deep rumbling voice, staring at Zoltar with his glowing, amethyst eyes

"Scorpus is-dead,” Zoltar blurted, his voice cracking on the last two words. A tide of emotions was throwing itself against his heart like the waves of lava that had destroyed his village. Zoltar could feel small drops forming in his eyes. He blinked them away.

“So is Mowzan,” Zoltar sniffed, shifting slightly on his paws, “I t-t-tried to stop them, Hisster. I told them not to go towards that s-sound, but they wouldn’t listen! Now they're d-d-dead!”

"Stop blathering and tell me in an orderly fashion what happened and for heaven’s sake, try to act more like a soldier!” Hisster growled, banging his paw on the side of his throne, “What has Scorpus been teaching you all these years, honestly?"

A spark of anger started to burn inside Zoltar. He wanted to bite Hisster for talking to him like that and disrespecting his mentor. He couldn’t though. Hisster would most likely kill him for that. It was a rule among all shadow talons to respect commanding officers and the chief and biting them was not respectful in the least. Zoltar paused and took in a long breath before continuing. 

“We were exploring the east side of the island when we heard a roar coming from behind some trees. Scorpus suggested that we check out the sound. I told him not to, but then who listens to me anyway." Zoltar hissed with a touch of anger. He sighed and continued, "On the other side we were ambushed by a reptilian beast that looked similar to the black panthers in the Rocks of Death. It sprang out of a cave, howling. We only just managed to dodge it's talons before we took off r-running.” Zoltar explained, fighting to keep himself together, “We tried to lose it, but it was t-too fast. We couldn’t take off. The forest was so thick. It picked us off one by one.”

Zoltar desperately tried not to look like he wasn’t upset, but the tears just wouldn’t stay down. He wiped his eyes.

Hisster gasped after hearing Zoltar's reply.

“It can’t be,” he whispered, fear and anger glazing over his eyes for a few fleeting seconds "I thought it was gone for good. This could ruin the whole mission."

“What? What is it?” Zoltar asked anxiously.

“Follow me,” Hisster ordered, getting up from his throne. He strode past Zoltar, his tail lashing angrily. Zoltar followed him up the tunnel, curiosity willing him to go faster. All the way Hisster growled and muttered angrily to himself, “It can’t be. It’s not possible. It was supposed to be gone.”

Finally they turned down another tunnel into a huge library piled to the ceiling with shelves and shelves of scrolls. The air was filled with the pleasant smell of musty books. 

Hisster marched past Zoltar over to a section labelled: Myths and Legends. He stood there scanning the rolls of brown paper until he pulled out an old, dusty scroll. He blew on it softly, sending a cloud of fine dust floating through the air. Hisster gently opened the document and proceeded to skim over the contents. After a few minutes he inhaled sharply and passed the piece of paper to Zoltar, pointing to a section marked: Extinct. Zoltar looked at the ink marked scroll and began reading.

'The Exltron is mythical beast that once lived in the Misty Maze until the year of the Great Burning, when a solar flare heated the polar caps and caused the sea levels to rise, flooding the bridge between the continent of Megalonia and the Misty Mountain Island. The maze was swamped and it was presumed that the Exltron had gone extinct since it could not swim or fly. The island had also been home to the tribe of Wisp Talons, who sadly were also thought to have perished with the rise in sea levels. Soon after the rise in the ocean, a thick white mist settled over the maze, but there still weren't any sightings. For four decades nothing was seen. It is now rumoured that the tribe of Wisp Talons and the Exltron still exist, but very few dragons have managed to get through the mist that clouds the Misty Maze, so there is still no proof of their existence. Only two maps show the way through the hazy pillars. One is in the hands of the Shadow Talons and the other is owned by prison Dark Claw. Neither owners want to share the maps, so whether the Exltron or the Wisp Talons are still alive remains a mystery,' 

“You don’t think this is what I saw?” Zoltar asked shakily, looking up from the old document. 

“Positive,” Hisster growled, his voice laced with irritation as he took the scroll from Zoltar and placing it back on the shelf.

“I really think we should find another island. I mean even Scorpus said it was too dangerous and you know how he likes to take risks,” Zoltar reasoned, looking at Hisster, hoping he would agree. He couldn't push any more than this or Hisster might react, thinking that Zoltar was trying to order him around.

“I will not be bested by some creature that is supposed to be dead. We have been looking for an island for the last four years. Do you know what will happen if I tell the tribe that we have to wait longer? No, we'll go to the forbidden hills to see the howler dragons. They'll be able to get rid of that Exltron.” Hisster snarled, throwing back his head.

“But we can’t. No one goes to see the howler dragons; they’re too dangerous and unpredictable. It is rumoured that they can and will kill anything. What's to say that they don't kill dragons then?” Zoltar reasoned, his gut twisting in unknown fear.

“I make the decisions around here and we are going and you are coming with me. The other soldiers are busy and should only be back tomorrow evening. We leave at dawn and don’t be late. I need your navigation skills to find the way. You will find that I am a lot stricter then Scorpus.” Hisster growled, striding out of the room.

Raking his talons against the hard lava floor in anger, Zoltar glared at Hisster. Scorpus had cared for him since he was one year-old and had taught Zoltar every trick he knew and after twenty years together Scorpus and Zoltar had formed a strong bond. Zoltar did not appreciate the way Hisster was talking about Scorpus.

“When this all goes south, I am not pulling you out of the muck,” Zoltar hissed bitterly to himself as he walked home.

Chapter Three
“You're on time, surprisingly,” Hisster noted coldly as Zoltar walked into the throne room the next morning. 

“Yes sir,” Zoltar mumbled sleepily. Last night had been terrible. Dreams of black beasts with burning red eyes had haunted him the whole night, the echoes of its blood curdling roar and Scorpus's screams still clouding his mind.

“Oh, for goodness sake stand up straight, Zoltar! Stop slouching, and for suffering serpents’ sake, stop yawning. Honestly, how long is it going to take you to start acting like a proper soldier,” Hisster roared, lashing his poisonous tail as he stormed out the room.

“Depends,” Zoltar murmured again with a note of sarcasm. He slowly followed Hisster up the tunnel, his wings drooping sadly and his tail trailing limply behind him like a dead snake.

The sun hit them full in the face as they left the darkness of the tunnels, but Zoltar didn’t even flinch. It felt like he was floating through nothingness and there was no end in sight.

Hisster opened his wings so that they billowed like the clouds of dark ash streaming from the volcano behind them. He looked back at Zoltar and another look of disapproval flashed across his face. Muttering to himself he lifted into the air, his wings tossing up clouds of dust.

Zoltar unfurled his wings and leapt into the air. The sun was a burning scarlet behind the black ash and smoke choking the sky. The wind tossed painful red sparks and smouldering hot embers against Zoltar scales, but he didn’t care if they burnt him. Life was dead to him and everything around him just felt numb.

After about an hour of flying through harsh plumes of chest burning ash they finely reached the forbidden hills. The land below them was bare, with only the skeleton like remains of once lush spring green trees. Not a breath of wind was in the air and thick black ash choked the burnt earth. There wasn't a green bush or tree for as far as the eye could see. What had happened here and how could the howler dragons live here. What did they eat in this barren wasteland? Zoltar swallowed the lump building in his throat. Something was not right here. 

Zoltar took in a deep lungful the air, searching for sighs of danger. He regretted it immediately as he was sent into a loud coughing fit as harsh ash and bitter smoke filled his lungs. Fighting to stop coughing, he slapped a paw over his snout, hoping it would muffle the sound.

Hisster shot him a for-crying-out-loud-be-quiet look. Zoltar nodded and continued to scan the ground below. A rabbit warren of gaping holes littered the vast land and thick yellow smoke streamed from dark entrances. The only sound was a faint rumbling echoing from below Zoltar, making his scales tingle with nerves. Every minute seemed to last for an eternity and the feeling of small ants creeping over his scales crossed over him, causing to him to shiver in fear. He wanted to get out of this silent desert and away from the evil feeling pulsing from the ground below. 

Suddenly a blood-curdling howl filled the air around them. In fright Zoltar missed a wing beat and faltered in the air for a few seconds before righting himself. 

“What was that?” Zoltar asked in panic, his heart pounding like a drum. It sounded too similar to the Exltron’s awful roars.

“That’s the howler dragons. We are close,” Hisster replied coldly, who didn’t seem to be rattled by the unearthly calls at all.

Suddenly, Hisster tucked his wings and swooped into a dive much like a peregrine falcon. Zoltar folded his wings and plunged down after Hisster. The wind battered his face and pulled at his wings as if telling him to turn back as the black earth rush towards him. At the last second Hisster and Zoltar snapped open their wings and landed gently on the ground. 

The earth was soft with soot under Zoltar’s paws as he followed Hisster up a deserted hill. His nerves on edge, Zoltar strained his ears to hear anything other than the sound of his own footsteps. Nothing, just cold, dead silence met his ears. He cringed, realizing the rumbling had stopped. Zoltar flexed his claws, ready to fight if he had to.

When they had neared to top of the slope a strange whooshing sound swept over the top like the sound of small wings flapping. Hisster carried on over the peak unconcerned. There was a shout and a loud thwack. Zoltar stiffened, looking around and only just had enough time to see a huge black dragon leap over the hill before it smacked him over the head with its hard tail. Everything went black. 

Chapter Four

Zoltar woke to the sound of snarls all around him. As he slowly opened his eyes, hideous, horned snouts focused into his vision. His heart nearly stopped upon seeing the sight. A large frill splayed out from the dragons’ heads, with a silver horn curving from the middle of their forehead and wickedly sharp teeth framed their beak like jaws, but it was their glowing red eyes that sent fear scuttling down his spiny back. 

Memories of the previous day flashed before Zoltar's eyes, the Exltron's massive blood stained tail spearing down onto Mowzan's chest, its crazed red eyes ravenous for dragon blood. Zoltar swallowed the lump building up in his throat. He could have maybe saved Mowzan's life if he'd fought to protect him against the Exltron. But instead he had ran and survived as a coward. If he didn't fight these howler dragons he would just be being a cowered again and would be proving to Hisster that he wasn't worthy of being a soldier. He wasn’t sure whether he could try to fight these howler dragons though. Each of them was his size and there where easily ten of them around him. 

'Scorpus would want you to fight,' a small voice whispered inside his head. A spark of confidence lit inside Zoltar urging him on, 'It's time to stop being such a coward and to use the training Scorpus as taught you. You may not be like the other shadow talons, but you are still a dragon and these are just pitiful little lizards. Fight them.'
Zoltar snorted a cloud of black smoke, his amethyst eyes gleaming through the dark plume. He gave a low, threatening growl and pawed the ground tossing up ash and stones into the dragons behind him. The howler dragons let out a yelp of surprise as with a roar he charged into the black creatures, butting them out the way with his long horns. Zoltar thrust out his wings, flinging yowling reptiles through the air and into other howler dragons. Clouds of dark dust swirled through the air as Zoltar fought the howler dragons.

One large dragon sank his teeth into the middle of Zoltar’s tail. Zoltar bellowed in pain and whipped his tail violently, dislodging the creature. Another howler dragon leapt onto Zoltar’s back, digging its claws into Zoltar’s scales. Twisted his neck round, Zoltar seized the wretched reptile and tossed it across the grey plain, straight into Hisster, who had just walked out of another gapping tunnel.

“Zoltar! What are you doing?” Hisster thundered, picking up the howler dragon Zoltar had thrown. Zoltar and all the howler dragons stopped fighting to stare at Hisster.

“We’re being attacked, aren’t we?” Zoltar asked, staring at Hisster like he'd gone mad.

“No, you pin head!” Hisster yelled, marching up to Zoltar. "They thought we were intruders. I talked to them when I woke up. They were watching you to make sure nothing attacked you. They insisted on it,” Hisster explained calmly, although in his eyes he looked like he wanted to strangle Zoltar.

“Oh. Sorry!” Zoltar apologized to howler dragons sprawled around him. There was a wave of low hisses and snarls from the howler dragons, but none that Zoltar could hear properly. 

The big howler dragon that had climbed onto Zoltar’s back scowled at him and whispered something to Hisster. Hisster nodded and whispered something back.

Zoltar only caught a few words like "new...just died...will listen...see chief". The rest was blown away by a sudden gust of wind sweeping over the desolate waste land. 

Hisster motioned for Zoltar to follow him as he padded towards a hill with a gaping hole gouged out of the side. Zoltar tailed Hisster silently, his nerves still pumped with adrenalin.  

'Nothing I do for this reptile is good enough. Honestly, how was I supposed to know that the howler dragons weren't attacking? I mean I appreciate the fact that he got the howler dragons to watch over me, but he is still treating me like I am defenceless. I may not have the acid fangs that all the other shadow talons have, but I can still look after myself. I'm not a small dragonet anymore.' Zoltar thought bitterly to himself as he walked down the tunnel after Hisster. His tail was burning and the scratches he had received were starting to sting as he walked.

It was dark inside that passage and full of ash and the smell of death. If it wasn’t for Zoltar’s nocturnal vision he wouldn’t have been able to see his paw in front of his face down here. He could hear the pack of howler dragons trailing them, their snarls and growls echoing off the burrows walls.

They finely reached a room after a few prolonging minutes. It was small and lit by a few fire stones, which glowed dimly in the dark like red dragon eyes. There was no furnishings in the room, not even a bed. As Zoltar slowly scanned the area his eyes caught on a huge, dark figure standing in the corner.

Chapter Five
Zoltar’s heart jumped into his throat for the second time that day. The figure’s eyes were like burning pools of red flame that gleamed in the darkness of the room, a raging fire that could swallow your soul and mind forever.

“Greetings, your greatness,” Hisster hissed in an oily voice, gracefully bowing with his ebony wings spread, “We have come here to humbly ask for your help.”

'Right,' Zoltar thought sarcastically as he rolled his eyes. He'd never seen Hisster do anything humble in his life. He was shifty as a snake and wasn't to be trusted, not that Zoltar thought the howler dragons were going to buy his act though.

The figure in the corner stepped into the dim light. Zoltar let out a quiet gasp. It was a howler dragon, but not like the ones he’d seen. Everything on this beast of a dragon seemed to be more robust than the other howler dragons. Muscles rippled under its obsidian scales as the dragon walked. Its frill was like a great shining crown and each of its paws had six glinting, silver talons unlick the normal five. 

The howler dragon glared at Zoltar, his gleaming eyes narrowing to menacing slits and growled in a deep rasping voice, “I am Beerkon, leader of the howler dragons. Why do you not bow?”

Realizing his mistake with a jolt of fear, Zoltar extended his wings and awkwardly bowed. His wings felt like they were sticking out the wrong way and he was worried his talons weren’t crossed over each other properly. He heard a disappointed sigh come from Hisster’s direction.

“What is it that you need from us, shadow talon?” Beerkon asked in a menacing tone as he shifted his steel gaze towards Hisster.

“We need you to kill an Exltron for us, your majesty,” Hisster replied in a cool voice, but Zoltar could see that even he looked nervous.

“And what will you pay us in return?” Beerkon advanced slowly forwards, never lifting his burning eyes away from Hisster's.

“We have treasure, lots of it,” Hisster answered in a slightly more panicked tone. He took a step back from the mountain of black that stood in front of him.

"Treasure!" the howler dragon spat, throwing back his head and barking a loud laugh. "I don't want simple treasure, I want something of more value to me,” Beerkon growled as he stepped into the shadows once more. He picked up some sort of tablet from behind his throne. 

"I want the long lost Ruby of Fire. It was stolen from us years ago by the Riconra and it is our source of power, so if you want us to kill this Exltron for you, you must bring us the Ruby of Fire," he demanded pushing a stone block with words carved onto it into Hisster's paws, “Give these things to the Riconra in the Peaks of Solitude. They will give you the ruby, but only for these things. If you try and cheat them out of it...well..." He paused as if savouring the words in his mouth, "they’ll destroy you and your clan, so don't try anything." 

“Yes sir,” Hisster nodding, his eyes darting towards the exit. Small beads of sweat were starting to break out from between his scales and his breathing seemed to have gotten louder.

Zoltar dipped his head as a small smile crept across his snout. It was so satisfactory to see Hisster being bossed around by a dragon bigger than him, something he hardly ever saw happen to the obnoxious dragon.

‘This might make you think a bit more about the little dragons in your life,’ Zoltar thought in a content way. 

“Come, let’s go Zoltar,” Hisster urged, trying to not look like he was in a hurry to get away. He pushed passed all the howler dragons crowding round the entrance. 

Zoltar turned and slowly ambled after Hisster, almost trying to slow him down on purpose. After a few steps Zoltar became aware of Beerkon watching him go and picked up the pace a little.

"Shadow talon."

Zoltar flinched and looked back at Beerkon, his burning eyes were locked on Zoltar.

"Make sure that other shadow talon brings the Ruby of Fire to us before next autumn and trust me when I say that you don't want to be late."

Zoltar nodded and hurried after Hisster, his head pounding. How was Hisster going to find this Ruby in less than a year? There weren't many soldiers left and this quest sounded rather dangerous. Was Hisster going to come on the mission with the soldiers or was he just going to let them do the hard work. Another thought was bothering him. One far more threatening that the task ahead. What had Beerkon meant when he'd warned them not to be late? Zoltar was sure it hadn't been simply a friendly suggestion. Whatever it was he didn't want to find out.  

When they finally reached the surface Hisster launched himself into the air without delay with Zoltar in tail. Clouds of ash and soot were whipped into the air as Zoltar flapped his wings, trying to gain height and keep up with Hisster.

Dark thunder clouds were rolling over the plains like the plumes of smoke streaming from the volcano in the shadow lands. Lightning flashed around Zoltar and Hisster as they sped home. Thunder boomed and torrents of icy rain battered their wings. Strong gusts of wind tried to hurl them out the sky. The ground below disappeared as Hisster and Zoltar soared higher into the clouds, struggling to get above the raging storm. 

Eventually after an exhausting fight, Hisster and Zoltar broke through the top of the thunder storm. The sun was shining and the sky was blue as robin eggs. Below the clouds churned and growled like an angry sea.

“So what are you going to do about the ruby we have to find,” Zoltar asked, soaring closer to Hisster, hoping to get answers to all his burning questions.

“I will send a group of dragons to collect the things for me.”

“Who?” Zoltar questioned, enjoying the sun on his back. Maybe Hisster would send him and give him a chance to prove himself a worthy shadow talon.

“Not you, that’s for sure,” Hisster snapped suddenly, putting a sharp end to Zoltar's hopes. “I am still extremely cross with you for embarrassing me like that. Why didn’t you bow, for crying out loud? Beerkon could have killed us right then and there for that."

Hisster turned his head away from Zoltar, smoke billowing from his snout, “You will have no part in this as far as your concerned. You are too inexperienced. I will get the rest of the soldiers to get the ruby.”

Hisster dipped back below the now still clouds and left Zoltar alone and humiliated. 
Chapter Six
A great billowing carpet of white clouds swirled below Zoltar. His shadow danced on the sun lit blanket while the bright yellow sun reflected off his obsidian scales. The sky up above was clear a blue crystal and the air was warm against his scales, but all this felt tiny compared to the unbearable loneliness in his heart.

"Why am I always not good enough?"  He asked quietly to himself as if expecting an answer to the question he'd been asking for years. It wasn't like he didn't try his hardest, it just wasn't hard enough. Why couldn't the shadow talons just accept him for who he was? They always treated him badly just because he didn't have the acid fangs that all shadow talons had. Because of it he'd been shunned from birth. Even his own parents had thought he'd been an accident and had abandoned him. If it hadn't been for Scorpus taking him in, he probably would have died. 

He was sure that if he'd been born with acid fangs, he would have fitted in just like all the other shadow talon dragonets. I mean it wasn't like he wasn't a shadow talon, he was just a little different. Sometimes he thought about the other dragon tribes living in Megalonia and how they treated their tribe members. It was days like these that he wished he'd been born a moon talon or better yet a sea talon. He wondered what his life would have been like if he'd been born into one of those tribes.

The clouds were starting to turn grey and the horizon glowed red. As Zoltar neared, he could see the tall figure of the volcano rising up from the middle of the shadow lands. The land was streaked with orange and gold. Zoltar surveyed the rivers of lava in worry. The volcano was getting more violent by the day and it was only a matter of time before it erupted again. The shadow talons needed to move as soon as possible before the volcano wiped them out for good.

Sparks flew through the air and the smoke grew thicker as Zoltar neared the group of tunnels he and the rest of the shadow talon soldiers stayed. Hisster’s and the other shadow talons caves weren’t that far off. As Zoltar flew past Hisster’s home he could hear Hisster growling in a deep voice while the other soldiers laughed mockingly.

Sighing to himself sadly, Zoltar landed a few caves down and ducked into his tunnel. A dim fire rock lit the small room, the weak light just enough to make out a rock slab in the corner; Zoltar’s only possession in the world. Curling up into a tight ball on the slab, Zoltar closed his eyes, waiting for the relief of sleep to come.

…….

The next morning Zoltar was woken by the sounds of dragons’ roaring and wings clapping together. He jump out of bed and rushed up the tunnel outside. A crowd of shadow talons were assembled round Hisster’s cave. It seemed as though every shadow talon in tribe had shown up; around a hundred to a hundred and fifty dragons. 

Zoltar pushed his way through the mob, dodging a mass of sharp talons and barbed tails. All the dragons were gathered round four large shadow talons. They were wearing golden armour which glinted and sparkled in the rising sun. The gold was tainted red from the glowing lava streams that flowed by the caves. 

The crowd fell silent as Hisster emerged out of his cave. Hisster walked proudly over to a big rock and stepped up onto it. He raised his wings to silence the few dragons whispering in the back.

“My fellow shadow talons,” he began, “I have gathered the best of the tribe to go on a mission for the Ruby of Fire.” Zoltar flinch and ducked back into the sea of wings and talons.

“They will travel to the Misty Mountain Island and get a wisp talon scale. They will return and give it to me, so that I know they are doing as instructed. Then they will travel all over the continent of Megalonia to collect the other nine things, which will be given to the Riconra in exchange for the Ruby of Fire. I will then travel back to the forbidden hills and give the ruby to the howler dragons. They will in return kill the beast on the Misty Mountain Island enabling us to leave this waste land and go live on the island!” 

There was deafening round of applause as Hisster stepped off his rock. The four shadow talons that stood in the middle of the mob opened their wings and soared into the air heading for the Misty Mountain Island. The crowd cheered until the four shadow talons were only black speaks on the horizon. Slowly the dragons started to go their separate ways, leaving Zoltar lost in thought.

‘He actually did it. Hisster sent the group away without me. They are never going to be able to do it on their own. I may not be a good soldier, but I am the best at geography. I know the continent like the back of my paw and I have been to the island. They aren’t going to make it. They don’t know what they are getting into. I will be surprised if they even return,’ Zoltar thought, walking back to his cave. ‘Hisster will need me. I am the best dragon for the job, he just doesn’t want to admit it. I’ll give it two weeks at most. Hisster is going to be begging me for my help.’
…….

Zoltar sat inside his dark cave with only the dim fire rocks to light the rust brown walls. He had laid out in front of him a mountain of scrolls, each about a different part of Megalonia. Ever roll of paper held a specific memory to Zoltar and reading them was like going on a walk down memory lane. He and Scorpus had been part of the team of dragons to cross the continent in search of a new home for the shadow talons. Zoltar had had to go through a pile of scrolls to gain knowledge of continent before he’d been able to attend the mission. He’d studied for months alongside Scorpus and after reading enough scrolls to fill a book shelf he’d been able to go with Scorpus on the mission.

Zoltar smiled at each and every one of the memories as he read.

‘I know that Hisster is going to need me, so I best review the scrolls. Scorpus would want me too,' Zoltar thought as he studied the map to the Misty Mountain Island. 

Days past with no sign of the four shadow talons and Zoltar could see that Hisster was starting to get worried. He sat outside his cave every day gazing at the sky as though the four shadow talons would suddenly appear. Almost two weeks passed and still no sign. They only had a year to find the Ruby of Fire and they needed every second of it. Time was running out and Zoltar was getting fed up of Hisster's stubbornness. 

‘He’s too pig-headed to admit that he was wrong and now he's putting the entire tribe at risk of another eruption any day now. I guess I am going to have to confront him for the sake of the shadow talons,’ Zoltar decided, padding over to Hisster.

Hisster noticed Zoltar's approach and gave him a dagger like glare. Zoltar chose to ignore it and simply stated, “They’re not coming back you know.” 

“What do you want?” Hisster growled, his amethyst eyes burning and yet a hint of worry could be seen in the depths of them.

“You are going to have to send me out there. They aren’t coming back and we have until next autumn to give the howler dragons the ruby and I don’t want to think about what they will do if we don’t arrive on time. You're running out of options. Put you’re stubbornness aside and work with me for the sake of the tribe, you are their chief after all. It's not my fault that I don't have acid fangs like the rest of the soldiers, but I am the only soldier left, so deal with it.”

Hisster's eyes widened for a second before, with a snort of irritation, he snarled “Fine I will work with you... for the sake of the tribe” Hisster spat, “but if you don’t return within a year, the shadow talons will have no choice, but to announce war against another the moon talons tribe. You have until next autumn.”

Chapter seven

The mountains shone a flaming crimson as the sun rose over the towering peaks. It bathed the moon talon village in bright ruby and golden copper rays, driving the mist curling around the houses back to the shadows. The bright green fields surrounding the village blushed golden emerald as the sun’s light swept over the swaying grasses. A roaring river cascaded down from the tree covered mountains behind the village. It twisted and turned like a writhing serpent on its course down through the fields and out to the far off sea. Willows bowed over the gushing water, their long vines whipped up by the raging current. 

Zoltar gliding over the village’s mud houses, his scales shining like black crystal. The wind brushed his wing tips and whistled in his ears. He took a deep breath of the sweet, early morning air. Pleasure tingled across his obsidian scales like electric sparks as he scanned the ground below with his eagle eyes. 

The tall mud houses were tinted crimson with the sun’s yellow beams. Lush green bushes sprouted from the roofs of the houses making the tops of the buildings look like they had hair. Blossoming peach trees stood in clumps next to the houses, their bright, pink flowers carpeting the winding roads and gardens.

'All this will be gone if I fail this mission and the shadow talons will go to war with the moon talons,' Zoltar thought, worry gnawing at his stomach. Images of fire and burning villages flashed before his eyes as the ghostly screams of dragons echoed in his ears. 'No. Never again will the shadow talons go to war. I must succeed in this quest. There is no other option.'    

Zoltar could see the sparkling, blue ocean in the distance, its frothing waves catching the sun’s golden light as they curled. The thick forest in front of him shone emerald, its leaves dancing in the wind. Birds warbled and chirped from the waving branches and small, silver, winged lizards glided from tree to tree. The waves lapped at the golden beach’s sand bordering the forest as Zoltar flew past. Small fish darted in the shallows, their bright, violet shapes shooting through the water like torpedoes. 

Zoltar breathed in the salty air happily as he soared out over the sea. His shadow danced on the water below him as he sped along. The sun’s yellow beams warmed his back and white sea spray cooled his belly. Dolphins leapt out of the sea, the crystal clear water streaming down their silver bodies. Zoltar eyed them hungrily. One dolphin would make a nice meal for a dragon, but they looked so happy leaping in and out of his shadow that he decided to leave them be. 

Far off in the distance he could see mist swirling around tall pillars of seaweed covered rock, their peaks far above the clouds and a dragon's maximum flying height.

“The Misty Maze,” Zoltar murmured anxiously. About three years after the Maze had flooded, a strange mist had swept over the columns. No one had known why. Two maps were sketched leading the way through the maze. The shadow talons had stolen one of the two maps leading through the maze soon after the volcano in the shadow lands had erupted. He had studied it to the mark.

He didn’t know whether to be nervous or excited. On the one hand he felt scared for he knew what was waiting for him in those columns of stone and on the other hand he felt so excited. Beyond the maze was an island of danger; an unknown land full of new and mysterious creatures.  

Zoltar’s heart pounded in his chest as he approached the Misty Maze. A strange wind was blowing, battering his wings, trying to hurl him into the ocean. 

It was strangely quiet in the maze, apart from the crashing of the waves against the pillars. No fish sprang from the sea and no birds called from the rocks. Zoltar shivered. He had the feeling he was being watched and the way the mist snaked in and around the columns made it impossible to see more than a dragon’s length ahead. The mist seemed to curl over and into his scales, making them clammy and cold. He barely stopped himself from flinching as a large knobbly pillar came into view. The clumps of seaweed and mussels clinging to the rocks seemed to melt into the mist. Their shapes twisted and warped in the fog. As he flew through the towering rocks an eerie, wailing howl suddenly filled the air, seeming to bounce off the pillars and splashing water. 

Zoltar stopped and hovered, trying to pinpoint where the sound was coming from, but the call seemed to be bouncing from pillar to water and back again, making it impossible to hear where it was coming from.

Suddenly there was a splash from below Zoltar. He swiftly looked down, but all he could see were the ripples. He flew a little lower, peering into the murky, black water. He flinched as the large, dark shadow of a slender sea creature passed underneath him. Its tail made small eddies in the water as it passed by. Suddenly it lunged out of the water towards him, its sharp, white teeth shining wickedly. He swerved violently, his wings tips brushing the water as he tried to gain height. The creature landed back into the water, showering him in sea spray. 

Zoltar sped through the maze, narrowly avoiding pillars and clusters of oysters. He could hear the creature bounding through the water towards him, its tail sweeping through the water, creating massive waves that smacked against the pillars. He picked up the pace, dipping and diving, veering and swerving through the mist. He had to reach the end of the maze before that thing caught him. 

At last the rock beach appeared in front of him. He catapulted onto the sand, gasping for breath. Zoltar looked back at the murky water and heaved a heave sigh of relief. The unknown creature had gone.

Suddenly there was a splash as a big creamy reptile sprang onto the beach. The creature stood there, its snake like eyes staring unblinking at him, sending a chill down Zoltar’s spikes. It looked similar to a large velociraptor with an elongated alligator’s snout and was about the size of a large male elk. As he scanned its long razor sharp spin along the length of its back, he realized it was a Shang Fu, another dragon killer, but not as deadly as the Exltron. The most notable feature on the creature was the scorpion like barb on the end of its tail. It looked just like the poisons stinger on the end of his tail, Zoltar realized. A cold sense of dread wrapped around his chest making it hard to breath. 

Zoltar could see that it was a lot faster than him and would be on top of him before he could get into the air. His instinct was telling him to flee, but he knew that he would have a better chance standing his ground and fighting.

Zoltar gave a low threatening growl and glared at the Shang Fu. Surely he'd be able to defeat on little Shang Fu half his size. The Shang Fu scowled back as though it had just read his mind, its glittering yellow eyes alive with menace. Taking a step back from him it raised its ugly head and howled a long, bone chilling howl.

Almost instantly two more Shang Fu leapt out of the lapping waves. The first Shang Fu growled and snapped at the newcomers and they cowered under their leaders gaze. He hissed at them and jerked his head towards Zoltar as though showing them their prey.

'Uh oh,' Zoltar thought, watching the circling Shang Fu, their teeth sparkling in the dim sunlight. He was about to flee when Scorpus’s voice spoke inside his head, 'Come on they’re just a bunch of lizards. Fight them!'
Zoltar exhaled a cloud of black smoke. A small spark of confidence burned inside him like a fire, growing bigger with every breath. He lashed his poisonous barbed tail and with a roar of fury he charged towards the snarling Shang Fu, his head down.

The Shang Fu’s eyes widened with surprise as Zoltar teared towards them. They scurried to get out of the way of his sharp, violet horns, tripping over each other in the process. He thwacked one with his tail, sending the yelping lizard flying back into the ocean. He batted another out the way with his wing, hurling it across the sand. 

Zoltar suddenly felt a sharp sting on his back. There was another shoot of pain through his spikes as he twisted his head round to look at what was on his back. The leading Shang Fu was hooked into his hide and was clawing his way up Zoltar's back, digging his razor sharp claws between his scales.

Fear clenched Zoltar’s heart as the Shang Fu raised its tail. With one lightning fast movement he brought it down towards Zoltar's spine. Zoltar shut his eyes, waiting for the blow.
Chapter 8
Time seemed to stand still as the Shang Fu's stinger zoomed towards Zoltar’s exposed spine. Suddenly, there was a blast of air as an ice blue rocket slammed into the Shang Fu, flinging him off Zoltar’s back. The force of the collision knocked Zoltar off his feet. The hard sand hitting him flat in the snout as he tumbled onto the beach. It got up his nose and he released an enormous sneeze, tossing sand in all directions.

He heard bones crack behind him and he hurriedly got to his feet. Zoltar whipped around to see the Shang Fu hanging limp between an ice talons vice like jaws.

She dropped the Shang Fu and spat, “Pathetic little creatures.”

She slowly, with caution, walked over to Zoltar, her spiked tail ready to strike if needed. Zoltar stood still. He knew how dangerous ice talons could be, with their ice breath and claws like shards of ice. If he acted aggressively in the slightest way she could lash out. The only thing to do was to stand still and wait for her to decide whether or not he was a threat.

After a few seconds, the ice talon asked in a voice like icicles jingling together, “What's your name?”

“I-i-it’s Zoltar,” Zoltar replied quickly, daring to lift his eyes for a moment to have a look at her. Ice talons could be very aggressive and strike out for no reason, so he was still rather cautious of her. Until he'd figured her out a bit better, he'd be careful what he said and did. 

The ice talon was a beautiful dragoness with a crown of silver horns on the back of her head gleamed in the dim light and a trail of ridged white spines ran along the length of her back. Her long tail swept from side to side, the four large spikes on the end of it leaving deep gouges in the sand. She shook out her magnificent wings, the scales shining like millions of small moons.

“What are you doing here?” she asked as she cocked her head, looking Zoltar from horns to tail with her shimmering gold eyes. They were deep and unreadable like that of the sun and made Zoltar slightly dizzy after staring straight into them.

“Prison Dark Claw sent me here for stealing and then trying to escape prison,” Zoltar lied. He wasn’t allowed to tell the truth, the shadow talons plans were always to be kept a secret. He'd been told this important shadow talon rule since the day he'd hatched. Prison Dark Claw was a pretty convincing lie since they had the other map leading through the Misty Maze and that they dropped troublesome prisoners on to the island instead of keeping them in jail.

“Me too. The boar headed dragons sent me here after I tried to escape,” the ice talon hissed bitterly, whipping her tail. Zoltar had to duck to avoid accidently been skewered by her sharp tail spikes. She didn't seem to notice that her tail was waving dangerously close to him, so Zoltar took a few steps away from her lashing tail.

“So how long have you been here?” Zoltar asked, now that he was a safe distance away from her tail spikes.

“About four months, I think,” the ice talon replied, sitting down on the soft sand, her tail neatly curled around her talons.

“May I ask what your name is?” Zoltar requested, relieved that her tail wasn’t waving all over the place anymore.

“It’s Felistia,” she answered, slightly batting her eyes as she looking up at the sky and adding, “Would you like to come back to my cave? All the dragons dropped on the island stay there since it’s a little dangerous after dark and I really don’t want to have saved you for nothing.” Felistia smiled slyly and yet it had a touch of softness.

'Strange,' Zoltar thought a little confused, 'In my experience dragons normally are a bit more cautious around new dragons, especially one from another tribe, but then my only comparisons are the shadow talons. Maybe dragon tribes outside the shadow lands treat each other differently and are more willing to help one another?'
“Yes please,” Zoltar responded enthusiastically, not wanting to sound suspicious. He'd be wondering where he'd stay the night on the way over from the shadow lands and had decided on roosting in a tree, but know he'd just been offered a place to stay. Sure Felistia was a new dragon so he'd be careful, but how dangerous could she be compared to the Exltron, which would most definitely come out at night. He'd just stay the night and decide in the morning whether to find a new place to sleep.

“Follow me then,” Felistia shouted as she opened her wings and leapt into the misty air. She flew towards some large rock columns a few kilometres from the beach.

Forest carpeted the valleys surrounding the pillars and the echoes of birds calling to each other rang through the damp air. Feathery clumps of moss fluttered in the breeze as they clung to the sides of the tall rocks. Cracks and gouges covered the columns like scars on an old dragon of war. Small caves carved out of the craggy rocks surface were everywhere like deep black holes leading to another land. 

Felistia hovered over one particularly large cave. It was high above the dark forest and was well hidden by the vines draping over the opening. She tucked in her wings and disappeared into the black hole. Zoltar followed her through the slimy creepers, which slid along his scales as he walked into the cave.

Zoltar breathed a column of fire, its orange glow lighting up the cavern. Cracks scuttled across the amber walls like small amazon rivers on their way to the sea. Olive green moss flowered all over the ceiling, their delicate tendrils wet with dew. Small streams of water run down the caves sides, their ripples shining gold in the fires light. Brown stalactites hang from the ceiling. Small beads of water fell from their sharp points onto the floor, their hollow sounds echoing through the cavern. 

Felistia was standing in the far corner, her scales gleaming like white gold in the flames orange glow. Next to her was a burly sea talon. The sea talon hissed at Zoltar. Flinching, he snuffed his flame down to a spark and then a puff of smoke. 

“How are guys going to see anything?” Zoltar asked, looking at the fuzzy shapes of the two dragons in front of him. He could see then quite well in the amethyst light shining from his eyes, but shadow talons were the only dragons in Megalonia to have nocturnal vision. Sea talons and ice talons were practically blind at night.

Zoltar saw the sea talon roll her eyes in an exasperated way, before there was a flash of brilliant blue light, blinding Zoltar temporarily. After a few moments he opened his scrunched up eyes and blinked away the tears streaming from them. The sea talon was standing in the middle of the cave and every scale on her body was glowing in an eerie turquoise light.

“Wow, I didn’t know sea talons’ could do that,” Zoltar exclaimed excitedly. 'Wow, that's so much cooler than the stupid acid fangs the shadow talons have,' Zoltar thought excitedly.

“It’s to help us when we are deep sea fishing. The water down there is black as ink since the sun can’t penetrate the water that far down and it attracts fish,” the sea talon explained in a matter-a-fact voice.

“What's your name?” Zoltar asked, hoping to gain a little of the sea talons trust and to stop her from looking at him as though he were a small bug on the wall.

“It’s Shiraku,” Shiraku replied brashly, lying down on the cool cave floor, her scales still shimmering in a luminous blue light, “yours?”

“Zoltar,”

“I'm going to bed,” Felistia stated loudly. She shot a look at Shiraku and arched her eyebrows when the sea talon didn't respond, " You too, Shiraku. You know how grumpy you get when you don't get enough sleep."

Huffing to herself, Shiraku closed her golden eyes as she curled her head under her wing and began to snore. Her scales slowly dimmed back to a dark blue in the caves shadows. 

Zoltar yawned, his mouth opening so wide you could see the back of his throat. It had been a long day and he had very little energy left. He was glad to be on the island though and meeting Felistia and Shiraku had been an unexpected, but pleasant surprise. It was nice to know that he wasn’t alone on the island.

Zoltar stared out through the vines hanging from the cave entrance. The forest was dark and gloomy. The sun had fallen behind the mountains and dusk was crawling over the island. Eerie calls were floating through the humid air, their sounds warped by the dank wind that was blowing over the trees. The two full moons were slowly rising over the mountains like antique silver dishes on a star studded table cloth of cobalt blue. 

Zoltar looked up at the twinkling stars and sighed. It was going to be a long year.

Chapter 9

The next morning, Zoltar woke up bright and early. The sun had just risen above the horizon. Its scarlet flames were reflected in the ocean like a mirror. The light licked the island, flooding it in a sea of ambers and crimsons, the chirping of birds and other forest creatures echoing through the forest below. Sunlight was streaming through the cave entrance lighting up the copper and bronze hues in crack riddled walls. He could smell the fresh earthy scents rising up from the trees beneath the cave. He could also hear Felistia's soft breaths and Shiraku’s steam train snores behind him. He needed to find the tablet. Hisster hadn't allowed him to look at the tablet of stone, so he had to find it before he could carry on with the mission. He glanced at Shiraku and Felistia, making sure they were still sleeping. They couldn't know about this.

Zoltar quietly walked over to the cave entrance, the sun shimmering off his onyx black scales. He took a deep breath, sucking in the fresh morning air, letting it run through his veins. After one more quick glance at Shiraku and Felistia to make sure they were still asleep he stepped up to the opening, his claws on the very edge. He tipped of the edge of the cave. The wind tugged at his tail and whistled through his ears and snout as he plummeted downwards. A carpet of green and yellow rushed up to meet him and at the last second he thrust out his wings, catching the air. His claws skimmed the tree tops scattering bright green leaves and vivid red berries in all directions. The sun was warm on his back as he tilted his wings and soared up above the forest.

'Now to find that carved slab,' he thought, watching a flock of bright red and purple birds dart in and out of the trees below him. 'I have to find it or I won't know what items to collect for the Riconra.' 

'Where could it be?' Zoltar pondered, gliding around a moss covered pillar. He remembered Hisster mentioning that the soldiers were to head to the east of the island. Maybe he'd find clues as to where the tablet was there. Just then a terrifying thought entered his mind. The east side of the island was also where he'd first seen the Exltron. Zoltar shivered as a tingle of fear ran down his spine.

'I'll just have to stay alert and be careful,' he decided, glancing down at the trees. Autumn was on its way. You could see the orange and red slowly creeping over the trees. It was almost unnoticeable from the ground, but at his height it was like looking at a fire sweeping over the forest.

Suddenly a group of bright red and purple birds rushed past him. They were in such a panic they didn’t notice Zoltar soaring towards them and had to swerve to avoid his talons and tail. They soon disappeared behind him. Their calls resonated through his head as he scanned the forest below for what had spooked the birds. He could only see a bunch of crimson and violet feathers sinking beneath the withering leaves.

'It’s not normal for birds to not notice a dragon my size. We do prey upon them after all. Something bigger and scarier must have frightened them.' Zoltar thought as he flew on. His ears were swivelling this way and that trying to pick up any sound coming from the trees beneath him. As he neared the east side of the island the forest became noticeably darker and the trees were twisted into strange shapes as though someone had squeezed them like clay. Zoltar had a strange ominous feeling that he could not explain. It felt like someone was dragging their claws across his stomach over and over again.

Zoltar scanned the forest below for miles, looking for the allusive opening in the trees. Then like a dark, gaping hole into another realm, a clearing appeared. It wasn’t really a clearing, it was more an area of the forest that had been burned away leaving only blackened trees and the stubs of bushes.

Zoltar hovered for a second before folding his wings like a falcon and plummeting downwards. At the last few seconds he snapped open his wings and landed with his claws outstretched onto the branch of a gnarly tree. The branch creaked, threatening to break as he dug his talons into the crumbly black bark. He shifted his weight by spreading his wings and wrapping his tail around the rough bough like a chameleon. 

Zoltar peered into the gloomy forest around the clearing. Dark shapes darted through the trees, carefully staying in the shadows. Shining yellow eyes stared out of the trees at him, evil and alive with menace. Zoltar caught the flash of a silver claw as the creatures retreated back into the depths of the woods. A chill ran down his spin. He had to be careful. There was more than the beast out there and a lone dragon was easy prey.

Silently, Zoltar glided gently down to the ground. The dirt was gritty under his paws and black soot speckled the earth. A light breeze was blowing, tossing the charred specks against his scales and around his head.

Zoltar cautiously crept towards the forest, every muscle in his body poised to strike. His claws scraped the dry earth, leaving deep, trailing trenches in the sand. He paused on the edge of the trees, their trunks towering above him. His eyes darted from shadow to shadow, looking into the forests inky depts. Tall, dark trees stood in front of him, blotting out the sunlight. Small rods of light peeked through the branches, lighting up small patches of the leaf covered ground. Strange moaning bird calls echoed through the misty morning air. The air was thick with the smell of decomposing leaves and moss. 

Creeping into the trees, Zoltar's ears strained for the slightest sign of danger. He carefully placed his paws in front of him, taking great care not the make a noise. He sniffed the air trying to pick up a faint scent of shadow talon, but his snout was flooded with other smells, ripe, oaky nuts, large, mounds of red and brown mushrooms and the wet, mossy scent wafting from the trees themselves.

He slowly inched further into the dim wood. The trees creaked as the wind brushed through the ancient boughs. The leaves rustled overhead like rain on a wooden roof. Leaves floated through the air, before dropping limply back down onto the forest floor. The shadows danced over the ground as Zoltar padded through the undergrowth, his paws make no sound.

Zoltar smelt the air again, taking in all the scents around him and somewhere in that jumble there was the faint whiff of shadow talon. It seemed to be coming from further inside the forest.

Being careful not to make a noise, Zoltar edged towards the scent. His ears were pricked, trying to pick up the slightest sound coming from within the woods. The smell was getting stronger, almost pungent in the damp air.

Suddenly a twig snapped somewhere behind him. He whipped his head round, his amethyst eyes scanning the shadows for signs of movement. His heart felt like it was going to burst out of his throat, but all was silent apart from his heart pounding in his ears. After a few more glances in the direction of the sound Zoltar went on his way, more alert that ever.

The forest was getting denser all around him and the smell was almost overpowering. It reeked of decaying and rotting meat. He passed through a clump of spiky bushes and almost tripped on a rib cage protruding from the earth. Zoltar jumped back in horror. All around him lay the remains of what must have been shadow talons, their distinct metal armour dented and twisted. The three dragons were almost unrecognizable under the cloud of black flies swarming over them and the stench coming from them was unbearably strong.

“Augh,” Zoltar gagged, looking away from the diseased carcasses. This was almost more than he could stomach.  

Zoltar forced himself to look back at the carnage. There were three shadow talons lying about four meters from each other. None of them seemed to have the rock slab he was looking for. Zoltar tried not to think about their last moments alive. Their jaws were open in an eternal scream of terror. Many of their bones were snapped or had vicious bite marks chipped into them. 

Zoltar breathed a shaky breath, his thoughts running back to about a month ago when he was on the island. He didn’t know how the howler dragons were going to scare the beast away or how trustworthy they were, but they didn't get the Ruby of Fire then they definitely wouldn't fight the Exltron. The shadow talons needed a home and if they couldn't get the island then the only other alternative for another home was war with the moon talons and that could be catastrophic for both sides. Zoltar turned to go back to the clearing. 

'Wait a second!' Zoltar thought, looking back at the shadow talons. There were only three, Hisster had sent four to the island.

Suddenly there was a crash from behind him and something leapt onto his back, knocking him to the ground.

“Don’t move,” the something hissed, holding him against the damp, slimy leaves covering the forest floor.

Chapter 10

“Who are you,” Zoltar asked through the paw clamping him to the floor.

“I was about to ask you that,” the creature snarled back, “what are you doing here?”

“I’m Zoltar and I was just walking through the forest looking for food. Now get off me,” Zoltar hissed crossly. This something was sticking its claws into his scales and was sitting on him in the most humiliating way.

“Fine, but no funny business!” she exclaimed, slowly releasing her grip as she got off him.

Zoltar jumped up, rubbing his jaw irritably. He looked at his attacker and gasped. It was a wisp talon; her scales rippling streams of colours. Her tail was long and whip like and her claws were hooks that could easily open a coconut in one slash.

“Wow,” Zoltar murmured staring at the waves of gold and emerald rolling down the wisp talons sides.

“Sorry if I was too rough,” the wisp talon apologised, “You can never be too carful around these parts.” Her golden eyes darted at the dead shadow talons around Zoltar.

“It’s okay,” Zoltar said, opening and closing his wings trying to get out the stiff feeling, “if I had been in the same place I probably would have done the same thing." Then a flash of realization spread across his face and he asked in a slightly annoyed voice, "Have you been following me?”

Suddenly an ear splitting roar filled the air behind them and the ground shook from the stamp of heavy paws.

“Quick!” the wisp talon hissed. “Into the trees.”

She bolted past Zoltar and scrambled up the nearest tree as easily as a squirrel. As her emerald tail disappeared through the deep green leaves Zoltar anxiously looked around for a gap in the trees. He couldn’t climb and the forest was too thick for him to fly through. His mind raced, looking for a way out. There was no Scorpus to save him now and he was miles away from the clearing he had landed in a few hours ago.

“Are you coming?” the wisp talon asked almost in a confused manner, poking her head back through the leaves.

“I can’t climb,” Zoltar exclaimed in terror, franticly scrabbling at the bark in the hope that he might be able to climb the vertical trunk. The metallic clanging of razor sharp talons against rock was getting louder and the bushes in front of Zoltar were starting to glow red. 

“Grab on!” the wisp talon shouted, swinging her tail down through the leaves. Zoltar lunged forward, grabbing her tail.

“Oof, you are heavy,” the wisp talon gasped, hauling Zoltar up onto the trees lower branches. Zoltar scrabbled at the wood, trying to get a foothold on the dry timber. Chunks of wrinkly bark dropped to the ground under Zoltar, making dull thudding as they hit the soil. 

With one last heave the wisp talon managed to drag Zoltar up onto the branch. Zoltar dug his claws into the bough and clung there like a scared cat.

“How much do you weigh?” the wisp talon huffed, sitting on the branch next to Zoltar.

“It's muscles,” Zoltar pouted in a dignified manner, “I'm a trained warrior, you know.”

“Shh,” the wisp talon hissed, turning a shade of dark emerald that matched the green around her.

Zoltar looked down and his heart stood still. The beast was just below him. The gold veined spikes along its back gleamed in the dappled light streaming down from the trees above. Muscles rippled under it sleek, black fur. It was busy snuffling at the patch of ground Zoltar had been standing on. It look up as though alerted by a noise overhead. Zoltar ducked behind some leafy branches, hoping the extra cover would hide him. The creature had one last look around, its glowing red eyes scanning the forest around it. When it could find nothing the beast lumbered back the way it had come, trampling bushes as it went. All was silent except for the sound of Zoltar heart hammering in his chest and his shaky breaths.

“You’re new around here,” the wisp talon said unexpectedly. The sudden noise caused Zoltar to temporarily lose his balance on the branch he was on. He flailed his wings wildly trying to regain control, but slowly he tipped backwards. He ended up hanging upside down from his tail like bat, his legs pawing at the air as if the branch was still there.

“Definitely new,” the wisp talon said playfully, laughing as she gently floating down to the ground and turned to face the upside down shadow talon.

Zoltar wrinkled his snout and scowled irritably, blowing plumes of smoke that ended up clouding around his face and muzzle. Zoltar coughed.

“Let me help you down,” giggled the wisp talon, thoroughly enjoying herself. Her scales were a seething tide of pinks and purples.

“I can get down myself,” Zoltar huffed as he swung from the branch and landed facing the other way. He turned to face the now mountain stream blue wisp talon. She was trying to keep a straight face, but her scales gave it away, with little bursts of cherry pink popping out from under the vail of blue. 

Rolling his eyes in exasperation, Zoltar decided to try and change the subject. “You never answered my question,” he gesturing for her to follow him into the forest.

“What question,” the wisp talon asked, following Zoltar, but keeping her distance at the same time.

“I asked if you were following me. I heard noises behind me while I was traveling through the woods,” Zoltar explained, stopping to sniff at a disturbance in the leaf litter. It smelled of shadow talon. One of the shadow talons in the group must have got away somehow. 

'He must have the rock slab,' Zoltar thought as he followed the scent into a deeper part of the jungle.

“Well yes, I wanted to see whether you were a threat or not. Why do you think I attacked you?” the wisp talon asked from behind Zoltar.

“Well,” Zoltar started, “I don’t know.” He was still thinking about the shadow talons and wasn’t paying his full attention to the wisp talon.

“There are a few dragons on this island that are from the mainland and they are not friendly. The latest ones have been a sea talon and ice talon,” the wisp talon explained. “But they won’t last very long. They never do.”

“Mm,” Zoltar mumbled absentmindedly. The scent of shadow talon was getting stronger 

“Anyway I didn’t get to tell you my name. It’s Emerald,” the wisp talon smiled, showing her sparkling white teeth.

“Mm hmm,” Zoltar muttered, picking up the pace. The smell was unmistakable now, but there was another acidic scent tied in with it, one that smelled of chemicals and volcano gas.

“Wait!” Emerald suddenly hissed, dashing over to Zoltar, “You can’t go that way.”

“Why,” Zoltar asked, stopping for a second.

“That’s where the beast lives,” Emerald explained, her scales a pale red and brown. Zoltar peered into the dark trees. The air was a misty yellow that had distinct odour of sulphur. 

“Emerald,” Zoltar started slowly, “does this island have a volcano on it?”

“Yes, but it hasn’t erupted in decades. Why do you think the island is so lush in vegetation? The lava from the last explosion left lots of minerals in the earth making the island fertile enough to sustain large bursts of plant life. That’s why the forest is at its thickest around this mountain, it has the most nutrients for miles around. The beast prefers to hunt in this part of the forest, where it is well hidden from its prey. We wisp talons never go into that part of the woods. We live on the slope of the mountain next to this one, so that the forest is still lush with fruit, but not a perfect hunting ground. We have to live in the trees so that the beast can’t catch us. It can’t climb, fly or swim, but we still have to go to the ground for water and certain foods we require." 

I was gathering roots this week for the village and I was busy digging up a tuber when you crept past. I followed you and that how we have ended up together,” Emerald smiled sadly. Zoltar could see there was something that she wasn’t telling him.

“Is there something else you want to say? I can see it on your face,” Zoltar said, trying to encourage her to tell him. 

“Yes,” she sighed, “we really want to get off the island and away from that awful beast,”

“But the beasts have been here for centuries,” Zoltar said, confused. “Why do you want to get of the island now?

"There is only one more beast left on the island; the others died out long ago, but we are still plagued by it. It has grown smarter over the years and has learned to gnaw at the tree trunks to topple them and the wisp talons roosting on them. It never hibernates anymore. It gets at least one wisp talon a week. 

There used to be hundreds of us, but now between the beast attacking us and the wisp talons that brave the maze's predators, we are slowly going extinct and there is nothing we can do,” Emerald heaved another great sigh. Clouds of grey and black rolled across her wings and scales.

Zoltar didn’t know how to respond. The news about the wisp talons decreasing in numbers was a good thing for the shadow talons. It meant that if they had to go to war with the wisp talons they would almost certainly win. Zoltar knew he should have been happy about it, after all he was a shadow talon and he knew the hardships his tribe had to go through every day since the volcano had erupted, but somewhere in his heart he knew it wasn’t right. This was the wisp talon’s home and it wouldn’t be right to take their home and kill them if they fought back. They were here first, but what of the shadow talons then? Were they doomed to stay in the shadow lands until they went extinct? The shadow talons had no choice. It was them or the wisp talons and Zoltar knew that he had to side with his tribe. The wisp talons would just have to find a new home somewhere out on the continent. 

“Anyway...I have to go,” Emerald said suddenly as she turned to go back into the forest, "Maybe I’ll see you tomorrow?" she probed almost hopefully, smiling warmly at Zoltar. “Oh, I almost forgot,” she stated, pausing to look over her shoulder at Zoltar, “Don’t go out after dark,” and with a flick of her tail she disappeared into the dark green forest, leaving Zoltar to his thoughts.
Chapter 11
The shadows grew longer as Zoltar ran through the ever darkening woods. He had to get home before the sun set. He knew he'd just met Emerald, but something in her voice when she'd warned he not to go out at night had told him that she'd been dead serious. The noises in the forest had warped from sweet chirps and whistles to a more threatening tune. Insects started to play their music from the leaves on the trees, their sounds traveling through the hazy air like the shaky notes from a violin. Small animals scuttled through the undergrowth, causing the dry foliage to rustle as they went. Robins called from the tree tops, their songs like a band of flutes and whistles cutting through the evening air, while the black bird’s rich melodies seemed to float through the canopy.

At last the clearing he'd landed in before yawned in front of Zoltar as he sprinted towards it. The dirt crumbled under his talons as he galloped across the burnt patch of land. Spreading his vast wings, Zoltar lifted into the air as the sun slowly sank below the far off mountains. He set off in the direction of the cave he'd slept in the day before as the suns razes lifted off the sea and shadows replaced the departing light. The forest below him was a rich amber olive in the suns golden gleam. Orange flames of light licked his onyx scales as he neared the caves entrance. Zoltar dived through the twisted green vines blocking the opening. 

The caves features were a blurred grey in the dim light peaking from between the creepers behind Zoltar. He scanned the area, letting he amethyst eye beams run over the walls and boulders. 

Suddenly something seized his neck and slammed him to the rock floor, making his head spin.

“Who are you!” the dragon demanded, painfully digging her claws between his scales. 

“Zoltar!” Zoltar growled trying to wriggle out from under the muscular dragon clamping him to the ground.

Instantly the talons released as the dragon leapt off Zoltar. He scrambled to his feet to face his attacker, snarling. He was surprised to find himself staring at Shiraku, the sea talon he’d met the day before.

“Suffering serpents, what are you doing?” Zoltar thundered, “That is the second time someone has done that to me, today!”

“Sorry,” Shiraku apologized, but quickly barked, “well you shouldn’t have gone out so early and you can’t just dive in here unannounced. What did you think was going to happen?”

“I…I…rrr,” Zoltar huffed, pacing the cave floor, his tail lashing, sending small pebbles bouncing across the ground.

He was almost relived when Felistia swooped in through the vines, making them sway from side to side. She frowned when she saw Shiraku and Zoltar.

“What are you growling about now?” Felistia sighed in an exasperated way, her silver claws clacking on the hard rock as she stalked up to Shiraku.

Shiraku dramatically lit up her scales so that her scowling face shimmered in an eerie blue glow.

“He just flew in here and I attacked him and now he’s cross with me,” Shiraku snapped, the webbed spikes on her head raised in anger.

“How was I supposed to know that there was a secret entrance code or something?” Zoltar growled sarcastically, rolling his eyes.

“Well maybe you shouldn’t have gone out so early!” Shiraku yelled back, her ears laid back and the spin along the whole length of her back bristling.

“Enough you two!” Felistia roared, leaping between Zoltar and Shiraku. Her eyes were drooping and her wings looked heavy.

“I have had a long, tiring day and I don’t feel like dealing with you two fighting!” she bellowed, “Now start acting like mature dragons and go to sleep.” She shot a you'd-better-listen look as Shiraku. Yawning, she padded off to a far corner of the cave and flopped down on the rock and seemed to instantly fall asleep.

“Yes mother,” Shiraku mumbled mockingly under her breath as she trudged over to the opposite end of the cavern and lay down with her wings draped over her head. Zoltar could hear her grousing and grumbling softly to herself. 

'What a pair,' Zoltar thought to himself, half amused. The cave was dark now that Shiraku was asleep and Zoltar could see the two moons rising over the mountains, their silver glow floating in through the gaps in the vines, casting thin blades of light over the floor.

All the day’s work seemed to flood over Zoltar as he lay down near the caves entrance and he was surprised at how tired he was. Zoltar yawned and closed his eyes. Almost immediately sleep swept over him, washing away the day’s aches and pains.

~ ~ ~

The air was sweet and fresh on the sunlit plains of grass. Bright colourful fish darted under Zoltar as he flew over a crystal clear lake. The wind brushed his wing tips with invisible feathers and whistled in his ears. Zoltar let out a roar of joy as he swooped over the pine covered slopes of Kie Shoo Mountain. Deer and rabbits leapt for cover as his shadow swept over the ground below. The sun was warm on his spines and the sky was pure blue with not a cloud in sight.
Suddenly there was a rumble and the trees beneath Zoltar shook and trembled. Birds flew from the mountain in great, vivid flocks of colour, their shrill calls piercing the still air. There was another growl from the mountain and then with an ear-splitting boom the alp exploded into a cloud of red, hot lava and smoke. The sky went black and smouldering rocks of flame roared past Zoltar as he swerved to avoid being hit. They crashed into the town below, smashing houses and streets. Hissing rivers of glowing, crimson lava gushing down the mountain, flooding what was left of the village. The air was stiflingly hot and the gasses seeping from the volcano in great plumes were suffocating. There was another thundering bang as half the mountain broke away from the volcano in an avalanche of rock, molten lava and gas. It sped down the slope towards Zoltar like a great, angry beast. Zoltar flapped his wings in large curved arcs trying to gain height, but the landslide was too fast. It swept over him in a roaring torrent of searing hot lava and scorched rocks.
Zoltar leapt up, cold sweat streaming down his obsidian scales and his heart thundering in his chest. After a few deep, shaky breaths he came to realize what had happened. He'd had a recollection of the day the volcano in the shadow lands had erupted. It had been worse as a dream though. In real life he’d watched from afar as the volcano had destroyed his home. His parents had died in the flames that day, but strangely he'd not felt any pain after their deaths. It didn't surprise him though. They hadn't really loved him and probably wouldn't have cared if they'd been in his place and he'd been the one burning in the fire. If it hadn't been for Scorpus taking him under his wing and carrying for him, he would have died, either from starvation or an injury. 

With a sigh, Zoltar settled back down on the cave floor, letting the cool, rough stone scrape the scales on his belly. His sides were still heaving with fright and his breath came out raspy and short. The cave was dark and he could hear Shiraku snoring softly in the back of the cavern. A nightingale was calling somewhere in the forest below, its sharp notes cutting through the cold night air.

“Have a nightmare?” a quiet voice whispered.

Zoltar whipped his head around and found himself staring into Felistia’s golden eyes. 

“Yes,” he breathed, sitting up.

“What was it about?” Felistia asked, her wing tip brushing his as she sat down next to him.

“It was about home, the shadow lands. A volcano was erupting and I was caught in it.” Zoltar didn't want to give any details and tried to squish all emotions out of his voice.

There was silence between them.

“I have nightmares about my home too,” Felistia replied suddenly, after a few long moments.

“What about?” Zoltar asked, intrigued. He hoped that she'd tell him a bit about her past. For the short time Zoltar had known her he'd felt that she kept most of her emotions to herself and didn't really show feelings such as joy or sadness. He wondered what had caused her to be so withdrawn. Maybe some past trauma or family issue had affected her, but then showing little emotions could just be an ice talon thing.   

“Avalanches of ice, deadly snow storms. You know the usual stuff,” Felistia answered coldly, showing no emotion in her voice what so ever, but Zoltar could feel that she was holding something back. 

“So how'd you end up here?” Zoltar enquired, hoping to squeeze even a little bit of information out of her.  

“I’m here because Prison Dark Claw sent me here for bad behaviour. This is an execution island where all dragons that are dropped off here never return. The beast gets them. I have been on this island for about four months. Shiraku arrived soon after, much to my annoyance,” Felistia explained, shooting a quick glance in the direction of Shiraku, "But we've managed to stake it out on the island by staying near the cave and not going out after sun down."

Zoltar knew that she'd steered away from the subject of her past and wasn't going to tell him anything, at least not for now, so he changed the subject and asked, “Why were you so tired when you got home yesterday?”  

“I was out hunting. I haven’t caught anything in two days, so I am feeling a bit down. I'm sure I'll catch something sooner or later.”

“I could help you hunt in the morning. I am quite good at catching prey,” Zoltar offered. Felistia seemed to perk up. 

“Alright,” she whispered, smiling as she gently wrapping her tail around his.
Chapter 12
Zoltar woke the next morning to the sound of loud whispering. He lay there with his eyes closed, listening.

“What do you mean he’s coming,” a hoarse voice snarled which Zoltar identified as Shiraku’s. 

“He can help us with the hunt. You know we haven’t been doing too well lately,” Felistia’s cool crystal voice reasoned. 

“But we can’t trust him. He’s a shadow talon. I'm having enough trouble letting him sleep here.” Shiraku hissed with clear hatred. Zoltar winced. He detested that everyone didn’t trust shadow talons just because of what they’d done centuries ago. It wasn't like he'd been involved, but then it had been a horrific event and if he'd been in Shiraku's place he probably would have felt the same way.

“Well I trust him and I’m in charge, so if you’re not happy, go and find food on your own. I don’t know what you are moaning about anyway, we’re criminals and Zoltar seems to trust us, so why don’t you just give him a break.”

“Because he’s a shadow talon. You know what they did to the sea talons. They are about as trust worthy as snakes,” Shiraku growled, her voice loaded with enough venom to kill ten Exltrons.

“But that happened eons ago. I doubt the shadow talons even remember,” Felistia pushed.

“Fine, but if he tries anything to upset me, so help me I will kill him.”

Zoltar lay as still as possible, trying his best to look like he was asleep. He didn’t want Felistia or Shiraku to know that he’d been listening. He didn’t know how Shiraku would react to that and he didn’t want think about it.

“Shh, I think his waking up,” Shiraku hissed and there was the sound of claws hurriedly walking away. 

Zoltar heaved a sigh as though he’d just woken up and opened his eyes. Felistia was curled up in the far corner and Shiraku was trying her hardest to look like she was engrossed picking grit out from between her claws.

The sun had already cleared the mountains and was rising fast, spreading its golden light over the forest.

“Oh, you’re up,” Felistia exclaimed, looking up. Shiraku snorted softly to herself.

Zoltar yawned and rubbed his eyes, “Are we still going hunting?” He wanted to be out and in the air as soon as possible. The last thing he needed was to hang around in the cave with Shiraku.

Shiraku’s paddle tail lashed violently, but her face didn’t change. 

“Of course we’re still going hunting. Right Shiraku?” Felistia shot a quick look at Shiraku.

“Yes,” Shiraku mumbled unconvincingly. It looked like her paws were clinched.

“I’ll lead,” Felistia said, walking over to the cave entrance and pushing away the vines with her wings. A stream of sunlight burst through that gap, lighting up the cave and Shiraku’s scowling face. She got up and strode over to Felistia, her muscles rippling under her scales.

“Come on we’ll show you the island as well,” Felistia added as she leapt out the cave, closely followed be grumbling Shiraku.

Zoltar had a bad feeling about Shiraku and wondered whether she was safe to be around. He shrugged it off and dived after the sea talon's metallic blue tail.

As he flew over the forest Zoltar realized he hadn’t fully appreciated the island's beauty the day before, but now in the full light of the sun it was breath taking. 

The trees were a sparkling emeralds and jades, each leaf was a different shade of green. Birds darted from tree to tree, their multi-coloured feathers brilliant splashes of colour against the bottle green backdrop. Tall pillars rows out of the forest like sticks out of sand. Their dappled grey sides streaked with feathery moss and fungi. Alps loomed over the jungle to the north and the thin outline of Megalonia could be seen to the south. One mountain towered over the rest and thin trails of dirty, white smoke seeped from the summit. The day was clear, but dark clouds were billowing behind the northern mountains like an omen for bad things to come. Zoltar’s gut twisted in a strange urge to seek cover. 

Suddenly Felistia made a sharp dip towards the forest below. Zoltar brushed away the feeling. Shiraku’s azure wings shimmering in the open sun light as she tucked her wings and followed Felistia. Zoltar hovered before plunging after the sea talon. The green carpet rushed up to meet him and Zoltar splayed his talons and landed on the branch of a tall tree. The tree swayed under Zoltar’s weight for a few seconds before coming to a standstill. Zoltar clung to the branch and peered through the leaves to the forest floor below. Felistia and Shiraku were huddled under a large oak tree. They looked alarmed.

Zoltar spread his wings so that they billowed like thunder clouds and silently floated down beside them. The dry leaves crunched under his claws as he landed. Shiraku shot him a look of daggers and put a talon to her mouth and hissing a loud sshhh.
“What?” Zoltar mouthed, confused. Shiraku pointed in the direction of a pile of white sticks jutting out from the leaf litter. Zoltar realized that they were bones; a rib cage. He stalked slowly up to it, every muscle in his body poised to fight. He glanced at the shadows surrounding the small patch of light he was standing in. He swore he saw eyes gleaming out from the depths of the gloom. 

Zoltar gently examined the bones. They had the same marks the shadow talons had had the day before, but they weren’t shadow talon bones. The eye sockets in the skull he uncover were too small and there were no horns.

“It’s a sea talon skeleton,” Zoltar called back to Felistia and Shiraku. 

“Grrr, you would know, shadow talon,” Shiraku growled, only just loud enough for Zoltar to hear.

Zoltar scowled. He was starting to get fed up of this. He hadn’t been part of the army evading the sea talon city, heck he hadn’t even been born. He knew that they were sea talon bones, because he’d studied every dragon species and their anatomy. It was a skill required in shadow talon soldiers. He really wanted to bite Shiraku.

He glanced at Shiraku, who was muttering to herself. She was a big dragon and could potentially kill him if he picked a fight. 

He sighed. He would have to be patient and hold his temper. He thought of Emerald. She was such a nice dragon, a little naive to the real world, but sweet. Zoltar found himself missing her.

“It was Seria. She disappeared about two months ago. All we heard was a scream closely followed by thundering roar. We never saw her again, until now. It looks like she was caught by the beast,” Felistia sighed from behind Zoltar.

Zoltar sniffed the air, something wasn’t right. It smelled too wet, like a storm was on its way. Zoltar looked around. The forest definitely looked darker.

“Ah, Felistia? How fast do the storms roll in here?” Zoltar asked nervously.

“Very fast. Now why don’t you come and help us bury Seria?” Shiraku hissed, scraping dry, orange leaves over the sea talon skull.

'Uh oh,' Zoltar thought, thinking about the clouds he’d seen behind the northern mountains.

Suddenly the still air seemed to tremble and a rumble shot through the forest, shaking the leaves on the trees. Mist snaked through the trees like serpents ready to strike. The shadows grew longer and there was another growl from the canopy. The sound of rain drumming on leaves fill Zoltar’s ears. The smell of wet earth swept up Zoltar’s snout and there was a flash of white, lighting up the sky above. A deafening crash followed. 

“What do we do?” Zoltar asked, anxiously looking at the darkening sky.

“Fly!” Felistia shouted over the roaring gale, her yellow eyes wide with terror.

"Shouldn't we stake it out here?" Zoltar roared.

"No! The beast will be out and hunting as soon as the storm hits," Felistia replied, jumping into the air.

Zoltar spread his wings and was almost knocked of his feet by a stray rush of wind. Flapping his wings in rapped sensation he struggled into the air closely followed by Shiraku.

Lightning flashed around them as they fought to stay aloft. Zoltar was gasping from exhaustion, his wings felt like wet blankets stuffed with iron. The wind howled louder with each passing moment, adding to their misery. Zoltar felt like he was drowning as the torrents of rain battered his face and back. Shiraku was rapidly losing altitude, her tail hanging limp behind her. 

'She’s not going to make it,' Zoltar thought, watching Shiraku, 'So, leave her, she hates you. Why should you help her?' Zoltar’s other side asked, 'Because it will put me above the shadow talons she’s thinking about. If I leave her I’ll be just like the shadow talons that massacred the sea talon city and drove them to live underwater.'
Zoltar swooped down after her, the rain almost blinding him as it smacked against his snout.

“Come on Shiraku don’t give up!” Zoltar roared over the thunder claps as he pulled up beside her. 

“I can’t go on. Wings-too-heavy,” she panted dropping even lower.

“Felistia come help!” Zoltar shouted after Felistia, but the wind carried his voice away from her and she took no notice.

“We’re nearly there!” Zoltar cried sighting the cave a head.

Shiraku just gasp for air, her wings hardly beating. Now desperate, Zoltar dived with his talons outstretched. He wrapped his talons under her wings. With his final scrap of energy he pulled upward, flapping his wings in large arcs.

“Don’t touch me shadow talon!” Shiraku roared, struggling to get away from Zoltar’s grip, but he held on tight.

“I’m not going to let you die, even though I heard all the things you said about me.,” Zoltar thundered over the storm. 

Zoltar heaved Shiraku into the cave’s entrance then collapsed in a heap next to her. He just made out the blurry image of Felistia hurrying toward them before he fainted, her worried voice ringing in his ears.
Chapter 13

The sea of scowling faces bore down on Zoltar as he walked through the hazy town. Dragons were snarling and growling at him. Hot flames and freezing breath licked his scales as dragons hissed angrily.
“I didn’t do anything,” Zoltar pleaded, covering his face with his wings.
“But you did,” an icy voice snarled. Emerald stepped out of the crowd, her scales were rolling clouds of bright crimson and midnight black.
“I had to. My tribe would have died if they had stayed in the shadow lands,” Zoltar begged, close to tears. He’d had to do it. Shadow talons and wisp talons couldn’t live together. No tribe had ever lived together.
“You’re no better than the shadow talons who drove the sea talons away from the Ocean of Dreams,” Shiraku roared from next to Emerald, her tail lashing from side to side.
“How could you?” Felistia hissed from behind Shiraku, her face was cross and yet sad.
“The wisp talons are now going to die. We needed that island. We can only go for a few weeks without Claifie roots. Now we can’t camouflage from our enemies. We could have shared the island, but being a typical shadow talon you chased us away. I don’t want to ever see your face again,” Emerald swung round and plunged back into the crowd.
“No Emerald, I didn’t mean it,” Zoltar cried.
“Then what did you mean?” Shiraku ask, savagely swiping at Zoltar’s snout. He ducked, but still looked miserable.
“I don’t know. I was just following orders.”
“Well maybe you should stop to think before follow orders. Think about other dragons’ feelings before acting,” Felistia spat as she turned to go with Shiraku.
“No, no. I didn’t mean for this to happen,” Zoltar wept, sinking to his knees.
“Wake up! Wake up,” a worried voice worked through the nightmare, pulling Zoltar out of his misery and back to the cave. “Come on you big lug, wake up. Don’t tell me you’ve died. I haven’t got to tell you I’m sorry for judging you so quickly. I was wrong. You're not like the other shadow talons. Grrr, wake up.”

Zoltar opened his eyes and blinked. He was staring at Shiraku. She was standing next to him, gently shaking him. “I’m alright,” Zoltar murmured, rubbing his head. It felt a bit water logged.

Shiraku stopped shaking him and a fleeting look of relief flashed over her face.

"Don't ever black out on me again, shadow talon," She yelled, but her voice was soft.

“Shiraku, stop barking at him, he just woke up!” Felistia shouted from across the cave.

Zoltar looked around. The cave was pitch black even with his night vison. The wind howled outside and the storm rumbled ominously. Rain smacked against the vines blocking the entrance and Zoltar was sure he could hear hail smashing on rock.

Suddenly a blood curdling scream filled the damp air closely followed by a thundering roar that sent chills running down Zoltar’s spine. Shiraku growled softly beside him.

“What was that,” Zoltar whispered as though whatever was out there would hear him.

“The beast has killed again,” Felistia hissed gravely.
Chapter 14
Zoltar had trouble sleeping that night as the storm howled like an angry beast, hurling itself against the walls. He kept on thinking about his dream and what it meant. He felt like it hadn't just been a dream, but a warning. Hisster wasn't exactly the friendliest shadow talon he'd met and having to share an island with the wisp talons probably wouldn't settle well with him. He would be more likely to try and kick the wisp talons off the island before living with them and Zoltar didn't want that for the wisp talon; not after he'd met Emerald. 

He knew that he couldn't side with the wisp talons though, that would be betraying his tribe. He didn't want to just go along with the shadow talons either. If he did there was a high chance of the wisp talons being kicked off the island or worse; ending up dead. After all they weren't the most vicious of tribes as far as he could see.

The other option was him trying to get Hisster to share the island, but Hisster would have his heart if he so much as mentioned the idea. Zoltar sighed sadly. Life just wasn't clear cut for him. 

‘Well maybe I could get the Ruby of Fire and threaten the Hisster to live with the wisp talons. That could work. Yes, I’ll do that. It's about time I stood up to that porpoise in scales,’ Zoltar thought defiantly. It was time for him to start acting like a dragon and grow a spine. He could cower in the corner and just let the shadow talons take over the island or he could do what was right and try to bring a peaceful outcome amongst both tribes. The wisp talons would benefit by having the beast gone and the shadow talons would have a new home. That would be much better than having a war and if he'd helped bring that to being, well let’s just say that he was sure Scorpus would be proud of him if he did. 

Sighing with the content that he'd formed a plan, Zoltar tried to get to sleep, but still fear gripped his heart deep inside and sleep wasn't peaceful. Dark cat like creatures haunted his dreams that night and be the time morning peeked over the horizon Zoltar felt like he’d run a marathon. 

“Come on sleepy head, time to get up,” Felistia whispered, gentle nudging Zoltar’s wing.

“Five more minutes,” Zoltar yawned sleepily, tucking his head under his wing.

“Come on you have to wake up,” Felistia said firmly as she batted Zoltar again.

“Go away,” Zoltar hissed from under his wing.

“Let me handle this,” Shiraku growled, walking up to Zoltar.

Felistia stepped aside as Shiraku strode up to Zoltar and lifted up his ebony wing. Zoltar squeezed his eyes shut and flopped a paw over his snout.

Shiraku leaned in close to his ear and whispered, “Wake up or I will shout down your ear hole. I’ve heard that shadow talons have very sensitive hearing.”

“Okay you have me! I’ll get up!” Zoltar cried, twisting way from Shiraku. The last thing he needed was a head ache.

“See, I told you I was good at waking dragons up,” Shiraku said smugly.

“In a rather rude way,” Zoltar mumbled to himself as he rubbed his eyes and stretched like a cat.

“Come on guys we need to hunt before we lose to much daylight,” Felistia urged as she plunged out the entrance and into the sun light.

Yawning, Zoltar followed, still feeling very sluggish. Shiraku whizzed past him on the way out and nearly knocked him off his feet. 

“Rrr, I don’t know whether I prefer her grumpy at me or like this. Either way she's getting on my nerves,” Zoltar grumbled, flying after Shiraku’s departing tail.

The night’s storm looked like it had cleansed the forest. Drops of crystal clear water slid down emerald leaves onto the ground below. All the rich scents of the jungle seemed to have come alive during the night. The sweet notes of the birds sounded brighter and the whole forest just felt more colourful as Zoltar flew over the canopy.

“Keep your eyes open for prey,” Felistia called back to Zoltar. Her golden eyes were trained on the trees below.

“Why don’t we separate? That way we can cover more ground,” Zoltar suggested. He hoped Felistia would say yes. He really needed to look for the tablet the shadow talon soldiers had lost in the forest. Autumn was fading fast and that meant he had little over nine months left to find the ruby. He'd spent enough time on the island and now he needed to move on. He already had a lead on where the tablet was and he was sure that he'd find it near or in the beast's cave.

“Okay, but meet back at the cave before sundown,” Felistia answered, flying off to the south of the island.

“See you at sunset,” Shiraku called, heading in the opposite direction from Felistia.

‘Now to look for that tablet,’ Zoltar thought, soaring off to the east, ‘I will have to brave the beast's cave.' A thin shiver of fear ran down his spine as he remembered the beast's terrifying roars and his fellow shadow talons screams. Zoltar heaved a shuddering breathe. He'd just have to squish down his fear and complete the mission. The shadow talons needed the island and it was up to him to finish the mission to get the Ruby of Fire. 

After about an hour or so Zoltar arrive back at the clearing he’d visited two days ago with Emerald. He landed on the wet, soot covered earth. The forest surrounding the clearing was dark as ever. He cautiously crept into the trees, his eyes darting from shadow to shadow. Anything could be lurking in the gloom, watching him with hungry eyes. Fear ran over his scales like a stream of terror, trying to convince him to turn back. Small beads of water dropped down on Zoltar's scales as he walked through the gloomy forest towards the Exltron’s den. The scent of the shadow talons was masked by the new earthy smells erupting from the undergrowth.

Zoltar had to snuffle around in the leaf litter before he could find the trail, but it was there, pulling him towards its source. Soon he was right were Emerald had left him two days ago. The entrance to the cave was like the gapping mouth of a ravenous beast just waiting to swallow him whole. 

Zoltar didn't know whether it was his mind playing tricks on him, but he was sure the sulphur smell was stronger than before.

‘Must just be my imagination,’ Zoltar thought, focussing on the inky depths in front of him. He slowly inched forward, taking the outmost care not to make a sound. His eyes and ears strained for the slightest hint of danger. 

The cave ended shortly a few meters into the mountainside. The floor was padded with rotting leaves and branches and the smell clouding the air was nearly unbearable. In the far corner, almost hidden in the gloom was a ghostly white shadow talon skeleton.

Zoltar edged closer to the bones. Were his eyes deceiving him or was the shadow talon holding the rock slab?

‘He is,’ Zoltar realized, gently taking the tablet out of the shadow talons claws.

Just then Zoltar’s keen ears pick up the sound of a twig snapping outside. It didn't sound very far away. 'The Exltron must be nearby,' Zoltar realized as he heard a few more branches crack. Biting down on the stone slab he dashed out the cave and into the forest. He raced for the clearing as quickly and quietly as he could.

Suddenly a bone chilling roar fill the air and Zoltar’s gut twisted. The beast had discovered where he’d been and by the sound of it, it was not happy.

Zoltar broke into a run, tearing through the forest. He didn’t care if he made a noise, all he knew was that he needed to get out of there and fast. Twigs cracked under his feet as he hurtled over bushes and fallen branches. Sticks and stones flew out from under his paws as he raced for the clearing.

Zoltar thought he was going to make it. Maybe he’d get out the forest in time, but then he heard a sound that made his blood run cold. The pounding of paws against the undergrowth and the clang of claws hitting stones. 

‘Not again,' Zoltar thought, picking up the pace. He wasn’t going to make it in time. The beast would catch up to him before he could reach the clearing. He was going to have to try something else.

Zoltar looked around the woods, desperately looking for a place to escape. He spied a cave carved out of the mountain side. The entrance was so well hidden by thick bushes and dangling creepers that Zoltar nearly ran past it. Only at the last second did he realize it was a cave and swerved towards it. He plunged through the opening, the thorny bushes scraping his scales with spear like points. 

Zoltar ducked into the shadows, hoping that his dark scales would hide him from the beasts glowing red eyes. The earth stopped trembling as the Exltron slowed to a stop outside Zoltar’s cave. It snuffled around, trying to pick up the shadow talons scent. The Exltron stopped sniffing after a few seconds and let out a roar of triumph. It charged nose to the ground straight towards where Zoltar was crouching. It rammed its ugly black head through the entrance and stopped short. It was stuck. No matter how it struggled and pawed at the ground, it could not get in. 

‘It must be too big to fit through the opening,’ Zoltar thought, but his relief was short lived as the Exltron began throwing itself against the cave in fiery. Cracks scuttled over the ceiling and walls and small rocks began tumbled down from the top of the cave. They whacked against Zoltar’s wings and back, sending spurts of sharp pain shoot over his body as the Exltron angrily hurled its self against the walls. Zoltar looked around wildly for a place to escape the tsunami of rocks falling from the ceiling. The only escape was farther into the cave, down a long twisting tunnel that disappeared into black nothingness. Zoltar wasn't sure he wanted to do into the darkness. Anything could be down that, waiting with clawed fingers and cold dead eyes.

The Exltron thundered another blood curdling roar and Zoltar tossed his fears to the wind. If anything was waiting for him down there it was far safer than waiting for the Exltron to bust its way into the cave. Turning tail and running, Zoltar let the darkness swallow him until nothing but blackness surrounded him and the dull thumps of the Exltron still trying to get in.

Zoltar stopped walking and looked around, letting his nocturnal eyes adjust to the gloom. The tunnel stretched out endlessly into more darkness and side passages twisted off from the main one. It would be easy to get lost in these tunnels and that was the last thing he needed right now. The light from outside still let off a faint glow along the length of passage behind him so he knew which way was back. All he needed to do now was to wait for the Exltron to grow tired of ramming its self against the walls and leave.

With a soft sigh, Zoltar lay down on the cool rock floor. His wings and scales were burning like fire, but Zoltar couldn't see properly enough to see whether there was any real damage. He'd just have to be patient and wait till he could go out into the sunlight. He could feel drowsiness slowly sank in and he found himself closing his eyes. It could be a good few hours before it was safe to come out and he might as well get some rest in the meantime just so long as he kept his ears open for danger.

Chapter 15

A few hours later, Zoltar became aware that the Exltron had stopped thumping around and that still quiet had settled on the forest above. Yawning, Zoltar got up and began walking back up the tunnel. He wings screamed in pain with every step and he was beginning to worry that they were damaged pretty badly. He quickened the pace upwards, wanting to get out of the dreary cave and back into the sun light. Zoltar emerged to the eerie drumming of a wood pecker on the trees outside the cave. Chunks of rock had fallen for the walls and ceiling. The bushes outside where trampled and torn and the whole patch of forest around the cave was broken and smashed to splinters.

Shakely, Zoltar stepped out into the darkening forest. His wings were covered in cuts and his right wing had a small tear in the webbing near the tip. He slowly extended the wing to examine the damage. A sharp bolt of pain shot through his wing and he winced.

‘This is bad,’ Zoltar thought, pressing his wings close to his body. He wasn't going to be able to fly back to the cave like this and it was getting dark. Emerald's warning flashed into his head and he knew he had to find cover fast. There was more than an Exltron out there that would try to attack him and already he could hear the night creature calls slowly echoing through the forest. 

Picking up the stone tablet and carefully putting it in his jaws, Zoltar slowly crept out into the open, keeping a careful look out for danger. The small trees around the cave had been reduced to splinters. The ground was churned up and had deep claw marks trailing through the dirt. 

Zoltar stole into the trees, his ears straining for the slightest sign of danger. He carefully placed his paws in front of him taking great care not the make a noise. Zoltar cringed every time his wings brushed a shrub or tree trunk. Acute pain shot up his shoulders with every step.

‘Shiraku and Felistia are going to kill me when they find that I’m not home.' Zoltar thought as he hurried through the trees. He just hoped they hadn't gone out looking for him. The last thing he wanted was for them to get caught out at night along with him. This was his problem and he didn't want them dragged into it.

After a little while Zoltar stumbled across some tracks. He paused to sniff them. They were paw prints with claw marks on each toe and they smelled fresh. Zoltar couldn't recognize the tracks though. He knew that they were way too small to be the Exltron's and looked more like the prints of a small forest raptor or forest cat. Zoltar's stomach growled at the thought of prey. He'd not eaten in ages and even though he was hurt, he was sure he could take down a forest cat. He studied the tracks again. They seemed to be going in the same direction as him.

Zoltar padded down the small path following the prints and being careful not to snap any twigs. He didn’t want whoever’d made the tracks to know that he was trailing them. The pawmarks lead him past a small pond. Its surface was covered in alga and a foul smell drifted off the green water. There was not a sign of life in or around the pond. A skeleton of a tree hung over the water in such a precarious passion Zoltar wondered how it had not fallen in yet. Insect noises hummed around him as he walked on. After about half an hour Zoltar heard noises up ahead, twigs cracking and a tail swishing along the forest floor.

'That doesn’t sound like the beast at all,' Zoltar thought, gaining courage as he hurrying towards the sounds. The rustling was coming from behind a bush. Zoltar quietly stalked over to the plant. Flexing his talons, Zoltar crouched and with a mighty roar he leapt over it, catapulting into a green ball of scales. It clawed back at him and hissed indignantly, “What are you doing!”

Zoltar flinched in surprise. Prey wasn't supposed to talk. He looked down at the now flash red and orange dragon under his claws and realized it was Emerald.

“What are you doing here?” he asked surprised.

“Searching for food! You big oaf! Get off me!” Emerald shouted in frustration.

“Yes, yes. Uh sorry," Zoltar hurried to get off Emerald and then stood there studying his claws sheepishly.

Taking a deep breath, Emerald got to her feet and let a cool coconut white run down her scales with winding veins of gold. Zoltar glanced up with a hopeful expression written all over his face, not knowing quite how she was going to react.

Emerald gave one look at Zoltar and burst out laughing.

“What’s so funny?” Zoltar asked baffled. He'd just pounced on her. Wasn't she upset with him?

“You!” Emerald snorted in a fit of laughs, “Your face was hilarious when you realized it was me. You were so big and scary when you came out of that bush and then you got such a fright when I shouted at you.”

“I guess it was funny,” Zoltar admitted scratching behind his head were Emerald had scrapped him with her claws, “I was expecting some sort of forest beast,”

“Well you’ve got one,” Emerald joked bating his wing with her snout.

“Ow!” Zoltar shouted, jumped back, “Don’t touch my wings,” Zoltar hissed, gritting his teeth as pain surged up his wing and down his back.

“What did you do to hurt them like this?” Emerald asked gently touching his wing.

“It’s a long story,” Zoltar said, sitting down.

“I don’t suppose you can fly with these can you? I mean if you weren’t already a black and blue colour your wings would probably look like you'd spilled blue berries all-over them. You’re lucky you don’t have any broken bones.”

“Yes I know. Are there others out here?” Zoltar asked, peering into the forest. The last thing he needed was a bunch of strange wisp talons appearing out of nowhere and giving him another fright.

“No. I am alone. Heavens alive you gave me a fright,” Emerald said sarcastically.

“I said I was sorry,” Zoltar moaned shifting on his paws.

“Aw it’s alright. You didn’t know it was me. Now how are we going to get you back before sunset? You must have a cave or tree that you sleep in?” Emerald probed, gently stretching Zoltar’s wings out. She examined the scratches on the webbing. They were deep and would leave scars. One in particular caught her eye. It was a rip on the bottom of his right wing tip.

Zoltar didn't knew whether or not he should tell Emerald where he lived, after all she was a strange dragon that he hardly knew. After a few seconds thought, he dropped the suspicion. She seemed like a really nice dragon and he really liked her. He was sure there was no reason to be suspicious of her, after all she wasn't a shadow talon. Still... he wasn't going to let on too much, "I live on the far west side of the island in a cave."

“That's a nice side of the island. I sometimes fly down there to sit by the lake, but it's quite a long way away. You’re going to have trouble flying all the way down there with these cuts in your wing. In the meantime I think we're going to have to take you to the wisp talon village for the night."

Chapter 16

Emerald and Zoltar moved silently through the undergrowth. Strange sounds filled the air as the day wore on. Mist started to float through the forest, twisting and winding around the trees like serpents. The light filtering though the canopy started to fade as the sun sank further and further down the sky. The shadows grow longer, creeping along the ground like the ominous feeling sliding along Zoltar’s scales. 

“How far are we from your village?” Zoltar said, looking at Emerald, who was walking next to him. Her ears twitched with every sound and her tail was lashing from side to side ready to whip anything that dared to attack them.

“It's only about half an hours walk away. I'll help you back to your cave tomorrow,” Emerald replied, scanning the forest for signs of movement. 

Zoltar swore that he saw slender shapes darting from shadow to shadow following them as they crept through trees. They never came close enough for him to see what they were, but they were always there, watching and waiting.

“We’re nearly there,” Emerald whispered, scanning the canopy above them.

Zoltar followed Emerald’s gaze and his eyes fell on a long wooden bridge. Green shafts of light shone through the trees leafy branches, lighting up the moss and brightly coloured fungi on the bridge. The walk way was hoisted about nine dragons high in the trees and was two dragons wide. It looked old and had wooden planks missing in parts.

“You can follow this to the village,” Emerald explained, walking away from Zoltar.

“Wait. What do you mean?” Zoltar asked, looking around with a sinking feeling. The forest around him suddenly seemed to have got a lot darker and he was sure he could see glowing yellow eyes staring out at him through the gloom. 

“I have to go and gather a bit more food. Just tell the wisp talons that Emerald sent you. We don't get a lot of visitors so they should let you in. They will show you a hut for the night. I’ll see you tomorrow morning,” Emerald darted up a tree trunk and disappeared.

Zoltar stood there staring at the tree for a few seconds. He really didn't want to be out here alone, especially now that night was closing in around him. The sky had faded from turquoise to a dark cobalt and the birds were singing their last song for the day. Their shrill notes echoed through misty air. Crickets were starting play their chorus of squeaks and chirps.

After a few minutes Zoltar got up and stared at the wooden bridge above. With a sigh he started to trudge through the trees. It was getting dark and he had to keep his eyes trained on the bridge for fear of losing it in the dark. He did have good eye sight at night, but the winding path blended in with the forest very well. 

The moon was just showing it shining face above the mountains, bathing the forest in eerie silver light. The shadows were long and twisted under the trees. Owls blinked their large eyes at Zoltar as he walked past causing him to shiver in fear. He was so busy watching the bridge that he didn’t pay much attention to where he was going or what was happening around him. He didn’t see the glowing eyes in the shadows or hear the hissing growls that belonged to them. 

A pack of snarling raptors suddenly jumped out from behind some far off trees. Their scaly green hide glowed silver in the shallow moon light and the bony yellow crests on their heads shielded their unblinking yellow eyes from him. They slowly advanced, cocking their ugly heads. Zoltar growled back, trying to hide the fear in his voice.

He knew that the raptors could rip an injured dragon like him to shreds given the chance. They were busy sizing him up. Considering whether or not he was easy prey. They were scavengers for the most part and would leave him alone if he put up a big enough fight.

Zoltar roared as loud as he could as he charging towards the hissing beasts. The leaves crunched under his pounding paws as he rushed at the raptors. Pain zigzagged up and down his back. Stars swam in his eyes. Brushing it aside Zoltar bared his teeth and thundered a ferocious roar and spread his wings to full height blotting out the moons light.

The raptors cringed as Zoltar’s dark shadow fell across the ground and his thumping feet beat the ground. Seeing them flinch, Zoltar gained confidence and increased his speed, throwing caution to the wind. The raptors turned and fled all except for one. Its crest was bright red and flashed in the moon light. Its scales were deep forest green with splashes of burgundy red. It pawed the ground and displayed his fangs, a mad glint shone in its eyes as it glared at Zoltar.

Zoltar knew that if he slowed and backed down the other raptors would be back. They wouldn’t withdraw so easily next time.

Zoltar lashed his tail, kicking up leaves and dirt. The raptor roared and dashed head down towards the rapidly advancing Zoltar.

'It’s now or never,' Zoltar thought. He arched his tail like a scorpion and with one swift movement brought it down on the raptors crest. Zoltar swerved to the left as the raptor howled, its bright red crown dissolving into a black, hole riddled lump. Zoltar skidded to a halt a few meters away. He looked back at the shrieking creature.

He hadn’t done serious damage, but it was enough to send the raptor reeling.

He shot a look of daggers straight at the creature and growled. The raptor yelped and crashed back into the forest.

Zoltar breathed a sigh of relief and winced as the pain came flooding back to him. After taking one last look in the direction of the raptor he slow started to walk back towards the wisp talon village.

Chapter 17

Zoltar’s heart was still pounding by the time he reached the wisp talon village. The moon was just rising over the mountains and the stars were out and twinkling. The sounds of the night creatures were all around him as he hauled himself up a ladder carved out of a tree and onto the wooden bridge. The bridge was in good condition and had fruit vines winding around the rope railings. Silver Moon Flowers bloomed on and around the bridge. Their petals glittered in the moon light as Zoltar walked through the dark wisp talon village silent as a ghost. He could hear gentle snoring coming from some of the dangling huts. The houses looked similar to a weaver bird’s nest with a hole in the side for dragons to climb into the hut. Strong twisted vines dangled from the trees and were knitted into the huts vine walls, securing them to the trees branches.

Two wisp talons were sitting on a branch a few feet above the wooden bridge on which Zoltar was standing. Their long snake like necks were stretched towards the full moon and waves of gold and silver were rippling over their scales.

Zoltar flapped his wings, trying to get their attention. He didn’t want to shout and wake the rest of the sleeping wisp talons. That might end badly for him.

When they didn’t respond Zoltar figured that he was camouflaged to well for them to see so he picked up a large twig resting on the bridge and tossed it at the branch next to the mesmerised wisp talons. It bounced off the bough making a hollow sound that could only be heard be the two wisp talons and Zoltar, due to his excellent hearing. The wisp talons blinked their golden eyes and looked around for the source of the sound. Their eyes fell on Zoltar, who was waving at them. Zoltar signalled for them to come down.

The wisp talons landed with a thump making the bridge sway. They were about a head taller than Zoltar and stared down on him. This made Zoltar feel uncomfortable and the red pulsing through the wisp talons scales was not helping.

“Ah…hi,” Zoltar started shifting on his paws nervously. The expressions on the wisp talons remained hard as steel as if waiting for him to give an explanation to why he was there.

“Emerald said that you would let me stay here for the night,” he probed optimistically, glancing up at the wisp talons. To his surprise they were smiling.

“Anything for our sister,” the large of the two said in a deep voice.

“Did she say anything about when she was going to come back to the village? We haven’t seen her in three sun downs,” the other one interjected. He had a hopeful expression on his slender orange snout.

“I’m sure that she’ll be back, Zoolarth,” the largest reasoned.

“I know, Vextar,”

“She said that she’d be back tomorrow morning." Zoltar interjected, hoping the information would help the wisp talons warm towards him. "Emerald never told me that she had brothers.”

As soon as he heard the new, Vextar beamed, ending up looking quite silly in the process, "I'm sure she will. We're probable over reacting. She always comes back."

Zoltar shivered. There was a cold breeze brushing though the forest, rustling through the leaves and swirling over his scales.

“We should get inside,” Vextar said turning and walking down the bridge.

“You can sleep in the guest hut over there,” Zoolarth pointed at a moonlit hut on the left of the bridge. Evening primroses clung to the leafy walls, glowing a sun yellow in the night air.

Zoltar noticed a small pile of fuzzy leaves in the back of the hut. There was a wooden plank running from the bridge to the huts door way and tying the hut to the bridge were long green vines. Zoltar could see that the ropes kept the hut from swaying in the breeze and knocking the plank down.

“Why do you keep the board there?” Zoltar asked, happy to see that he didn’t have fly to get to the hut, but intrigued none the less.

“Because we have a lot of injuries concerning wisp talons. You see we like to climb and we have big wings, so we sometimes scratch them. It’s easier to just put the planks there then fly up with a sore wing,” Zoolarth looked at him and Zoltar saw his eyes land on his wings for a second. Zoltar pulled his wings in closer.

“And in your case, I’d say that you are lucky that we keep the plank there or else you would have to sleep outside or make the painful flight over to the hut,” Zoolarth finished.

“Anyway we wish you a good night. We are on guard duty tonight, so don’t lie there worrying about the night creatures.” Vextar said as he and Zoolarth walked down the bridge and back up the tree they’d been sitting on earlier.

Zoltar looked around the dark hut. There was a bed made of soft leaves and half a hollowed out coconut shell lying next to it, presumably for water. There was a brown poach in the corner in which Zoltar put the stone tablet for safe keeping. There would be time to look at that later. There was a pile of luscious looking fruit in the corner behind his bed. Zoltar’s stomach rumble and he suddenly became aware of how hungry he was. 

Zoltar reached out and grasped a ripe watermelon in his paws. Its jade green shell was speckled with amber and black dots and cracked under his claws as he broke it in half. The rich ruby flesh shone in the moons light, its seeds glistening drops of obsidian. Zoltar took a bite out of the fruit. A wave of sweet and tangy flavour swept over his tongue, sparks of sour bounced around his mouth. Fresh nectary juice ran down his throat and into his stomach.

“Oh, I missed these,” Zoltar thought happily as he chewed on the melon. The Shadow Lands had once had water melons and other countless fruits, but all of that had been lost when the volcano had erupted. All plant life had vanished along with the animals the shadow talons preyed upon. The only food left had been small burrowing rodents and the occasional bird. Both were hard to catch and tasted terrible. Not a day had passed without Zoltar longing for a bit of fruit or any sort of plant life for that matter. It was one of the many things he'd struggled with the most when the volcano had erupted.  

Zoltar looked at the moon in the star light sky, studying the craters potting its surface. He knew that it was strange, but he kind of missed the way the moon glowed red in the shadow lands and how the sparks from the fires dotting the land scape seemed to dance in its light.

Sighing, Zoltar walked over to his bed and curled up onto the warm fuzzy leaves. It was warm and cosy, soothing his aching bones, but it did nothing to dull the fears swirling through his head. Right now life just seemed so full of worries, a raging fire with no end in sight. Funnily enough the only one that he was thinking about at the moment was the fact that he didn't know where Felistia, Shiraku and Emerald were. Was Felistia and Shiraku out in the forest looking for him and was Emerald alright all by herself out there in the forest? What if the Exltron found any of them? What would happen then? Just thinking about it caused cold fear wrapped its self around Zoltar's chest.

Zoltar knew he'd just met them and shouldn't be worrying about them so much. What he really should have been stressing about was the fact that the future of the whole shadow talon tribe was resting in his paws, but for some reason he didn't care as much for the shadow talons as he newly found friends. With them, he felt wanted or at least didn't feel like they were pushing him away. Deep inside he had feelings for them; warm feelings. 

Staring up at the moon, Zoltar sighed. He'd have to wait for tomorrow to see if they were okay. For now, he'd try to get a good night’s sleep.

Chapter 18

Zoltar crashed through the forest. Leaves smacked his face and sharp stones bruised his feet. Mist curled around the dark trees like serpents ready to strike. Branches reached out with their hooked claws to grab him. The awful snuffling and the pounding of feet echoed through his ears.
The ground tipped upwards and a familiar shout called out from behind him. It was Scorpus and he was slowly sliding downhill towards the Monster of the Misty Mountains.
“Zoltar help me!” cried Scorpus, his eyes wide with terror as he slipped toward a monstrous beast. The creature’s jaws were stretched wide open in a hideous snarl and a cavernous, black hole gaped from between its jagged teeth.
“Save me!” Scorpus screamed scrabbling for a foot hold.
Zoltar couldn’t budge. He tried to make his feet move towards Scorpus, but he couldn’t. He felt like his mind was in someone else’s body.
“Help!” Scorpus’s yells filled Zoltar’s head like a siren’s call. Zoltar shut his eyes, shaking his head trying to stop the awful screams.
With a sickening crunch the beast’s tail speared down into Scorpus’s chest and all was silent. Zoltar opened his eyes and looked around. He gasped at the sight in front of him. The beast was no longer in sight, but that was not what Zoltar was focusing on. On the ground lay not Scorpus, but Emerald, her bright green scales stained crimson with bright red blood and standing over her, his tail glistening from the blood, was Hisster.
“Not one wisp talon is left, the island is ours,” he snarled, his violet eyes shining in the darkness.
“And it was all thanks to you,” Hisster growled as he stalked back into the shadows.
“Oh no,” Zoltar cried, gently touching Emerald’s head with his paw.
“What have I done,” he sniffed, wiping the tears from his eyes.
A transparent, white shape of a wisp talon floated up from Emerald’s body. Zoltar stared at it in disbelief.
“You should have told me,” the ghost whispered.
“I couldn’t,” Zoltar plead, wring his talons together.
“Who are more important? Your friends or the island?” the ghost hissed. It then vanished into the dark forest leaving a trail of silver.
Zoltar jumped up from his bed. Every scale on his body dripping in cold sweat. His heart was pounding and every sound made him flinch in terror. 

It was early dawn. The last of the moon’s silver light was streaked across the cobalt sky. The suns yellow razes was just starting peak over the mountains. A ribbon of red and pink waves steadily climbed up the sky like the tide drifting up a beach.

Zoltar breathed a long shuddering breath. 

'It was only a dream,' he thought relived, but he knew how close it had been to the truth. The shadow talons weren't known for their friendliness and the likelihood of them exterminating the wisp talons rather than trying to live with them wasn't at all unlikely. They'd tried it before with the sea talons and had succeeded, so what would stop them from trying again? 

'I have to tell Emerald,' Zoltar decided. He'd tell her the next morning when she came to fetch him. He wasn't sure how she'd react since she had a very different personality from his, but he suspected that she'd be extremely cross, like any dragon should be and would probably want him off the island. He didn't care though. She'd been nicer to him than anyone in the shadow lands; even Scorpus and deserved to be told the truth. The shadow talons would just have to find another island; they'd manage.

Zoltar extended one of his wings to look at the damage. There were scratches and there was a rip on the tip of his right wing, but it felt better and he could open and close them without cringing in pain. He would be able to fly with them, even if it hurt.

The sun was just showing its smiling face above the mountains. Sunlight flooded into the hut scaring away the night’s shadows and darkness. The moon flowers had closed and in their place bright orange honey suckle bloomed. The fragrant caramel aroma from bunches of flowers wafted through the fresh morning air. Dazzling birds of paradise darted through the leaves, their colourful feathers shimmering in the new light.

'Emerald should be back soon,' Zoltar thought, looking out onto the wooden bridge hopefully. Wisp talons were already climbing out of their huts and moving along walkways. The two wisp talons he’d spoken to the night before were nowhere to be seen. 

“Roar!” 

Zoltar yelped and jumped back for the entrance as his heart leapt into his throat.

There was a fit of giggles as the air around the doorway shimmered and Emerald appeared, pink from head to tail.

“Oh, that was so worth it,” Emerald laughed, holding onto the doorway for support as tears streamed from her eyes.

“What you do that for?” Zoltar demanded, slightly annoyed.

“Well I had to get you back for the heart attack you gave me yesterday,” Emerald explained, calming down and letting her scales become rippling rivers of emerald green and lavender blue. 

Zoltar huffed and rolled his eyes sarcastically. This was the last thing he needed when he was trying to be serious. He really didn't want to ruin the friendship that had bloomed into being the last few days, but what sort of friend would he be if he didn't tell her know what was coming.

“Emerald...there’s something I have to tell you,” Zoltar sighed, his wings drooping. There was a huge lump in his throat that felt as though it were choking him. How was she going to react?

“Oh dear,” Emerald said, arching her eye brow, “you’re not dumping me are you? Just kidding!”

“Come on Emerald. This is serious.”

“Wow, you are serious,” Emerald exclaimed, her golden eyes wide. 

“I am n-not what you think I am. I’m…I’m basically here to see if my t-t-tribe can take over the island,” Zoltar stuttered, cold sweat breaking out all over his scales, "I wasn't sent over here from Dark Claw prison like you thought. The truth is, I was here a few weeks ago on a scouting mission to see if the shadow talon tribe could live here. The island on its own was a perfect fit for my tribe, but there was just one problem. The Exltron and your tribe were here. You see... the rest of Megalonia thinks you were extinct, so discovering that you're still here sort of complicated things."

Zoltar flinched as Emerald's eyes narrowed, but she stayed silent, so Zoltar carried on, "Basically through a whole course of events we found a way to get rid of the Exltron. I'm not sure what my chef plans to do with the wisp talons, but I'm sure it's not good. So just to make things short, I'm here to take a scale from a wisp talon; you. At first I was fine with that. I mean..." Zoltar laughed nervously, "I thought of you guys as just another tribe of dragons. The shadow talons aren't very social with other tribes."

“So you were just using me to get one of my scales?” Emerald asked sadly, her scales a dry grey.

“In the beginning yes, but as I got to know you and your tribe’s history I started to have second thoughts. I spent a bit of time with you and saw that you weren't like anyone I'd ever met before. You were friendly to me, even though you didn't know a thing about me and basically showed me that dragons don't always have to be cold around each other. Now I would fight tooth and claw for you if the shadow talons try to lay so much as a paw on this island, but I understand if you want me to leave,” Zoltar’s heart ached and his paws felt as heave as stone as he turned to go. There was no way that Emerald was going to forgive him, not after what he'd done. 

“Hold on,” Emerald said from behind him. Her scales were a jumble of colours, “I know I am supposed to be mad at you, but I kind of understand the situation you’re in and I find the fact that you chose to side with the wisp talons over your tribe really brave. I like you Zoltar and I would hate to lose our friendship just because of what your tribe told you to do. I have chief as well, so I know what it feels like to follow orders and the guts it takes to disobey one, especially one that big. I mean you basically turned your back on your own tribe just for me; a wisp talon you hardly know,"

"Okay, still a bit worried about that, so let’s not drive it in that I'm a big traitor. Suffering Serpents, Hisster is going to kill me," Zoltar rubbed his snout as he came to terms as to what he'd just done. He'd abandoned his tribe when they'd needed him most and had replaced them with a dragon from another tribe. One that he'd met just a few days ago. Yes, it would be best if this wasn't drilled in.

Zoltar looked up to see Emerald looked a bit confused and realized she didn't know who Hisster was, "Hisster's my chief and isn't a very nice one either. I'm not sure if he'll listen to me when I tell him to leave the island alone. Ha, what am I thinking? His twice my size for crying out loud. Of course he's not going to listen. Ohhh...what have I gotten myself into?"

Emerald sighed and draped a wing over his back sympathetically, "You could try threatening Hisster into sharing the island," she said quietly. 

Zoltar looked at her in surprise. She'd said share. Was she really thinking of sharing the island with a bunch of shadow talons, the ones that had wanted to steal her tribe's land?

As if sensing what he was thinking, Emerald explained, "The wisp talons won't mind you know. The island’s too big for us anyway and if you got rid of the Exltron, it would be really great,” Emerald smiled warmly at him.

“You mean it?” Zoltar asked, his face lighting up. He felt a glowing warmth fill his heart that he’d never know before. It felt good.

“Of course I do and to prove that I trust you, I'll give you this,” Emerald reached behind her horns and plucked a small, glittering scale from her head. She gently passed it to Zoltar, who took it and carefully placed it in the brown pouch lying on the floor. He picked up the bag and placed the strap over his neck. 

“Thanks for understanding Emerald,” Zoltar dipped his head before turning to walk out the woven vine door.

“Wait. Zoltar. You didn't think you were going to get away that easily did you? I don't trust you that much. I'm coming with you to make sure you go through with what we've agree to do," Emerald smiled slyly.

Zoltar rolled his eyes. He'd known there'd be a catch, but to be honest he was really glad that she was going to come with him. “But it is going to be dangerous,” Zoltar protested, slightly worried that Emerald was making a mistake, "What if you get hurt?"

“Our island isn't much different really,” Emerald smiled, her scales blushing pink.

“You've got a point," Zoltar sighed and then he grinned. She wasn't going to back down and really, he didn't want her too, "Well, welcome aboard then Emerald."
Chapter 19
Shortly, after a few preparations and a quick bite to eat, Zoltar and Emerald set out for Zoltar's cave. The wind whistled in Zoltar’s ears as he soared over the island’s marigold orange forests. Emerald evergreens were dappled all over the carpet of amber trees like stains in a tapestry. Flocks of wild geese could be seen leaving the island and flying south to lands outside the continent of Megalonia. Zoltar sometimes wondered what else was out there, beyond the horizon.

“I still don’t see why we have to go to your cave?” Emerald whined from behind Zoltar.

“I need to collect a few things,” Zoltar replied, looking over his shoulder at Emerald. He hoped to introduce Emerald to Felistia and Shiraku as well. ‘If Shiraku doesn’t strangle me first for staying out all night. I just hope they're there.' Zoltar worried and picked up the already fast pace.

“Can’t you fly a bit slower? I don’t have those massive wings of yours,” huffed Emerald, going red in the face.

“I’m just enjoying flying again. After spending most of yesterday on the ground it’s nice to be back in the air,” Zoltar did happy loop the loop in the air. Emerald had given him some wonderful herbs that she'd found in the forest and it had made his wings feel good as new. He'd never seen anything like it.

“Yes, but remember that it was me who gave you the medicine that made your wings better and now you’re leaving me behind,” Emerald shouted with a note of annoyance in her voice. 

Zoltar slowed down, just enough for Emerald to catch up. His heart was racing with an unknown excitement and everything around him seemed to be vibrating with joy. He was so relieved that Emerald had forgiven him and had actually wanted to come with him on the mission. In front of him pillars of rock towered over the jungle as he neared the coast.

“We’re nearly there,” Zoltar shouted, spotting the cave ahead. If Shiraku and Felistia were inside he'd bring them out to meet Emerald after he explained the reason for him being on the island. If he could, he'd really like it if he could get them to come with him on the quest, but that was a maybe for the moment. He still had to wait for their reactions to his news.

“Finally,” Emerald panted, “I hope you’re not going be so fast when we’re on the quest other whys we are going to have to make a lot of rest stops.”

“Don’t worry I’ll slow down. Wait here, while I go get the things. I'll be out in a little while,” Zoltar explained, swooping in through the vines covering the cave entrance. Zoltar tucked his wings and rolled away from the opening before springing back up. There was a loud thud behind him as dragon scales hit hard rock.

“Hey, that’s not fair,” growled Shiraku, lighting up her scales and filling the cave with turquoise light.

“I told you he wouldn’t fall for it again,” Felistia said from behind Shiraku.

Shiraku snorted irritably.

“How did you know I was coming?” Zoltar asked as he tried to contain his relief at seeing Felistia and Shiraku safe. It felt like a huge weight had been lifted from his chest. 

“I could hear you’re noisy wing beats a mile away and see you through the vines. Have you seen how blatantly your black scales stand out against the sky? You look like a freaking bat flying around the ice talon kingdom. You should really work on your stealth skills during the day and talking about your stealth skills where you last night. Why didn’t you come back last night for thunder bolts sake! You had us up all night worrying about you and then you come in here like nothing happened,” Shiraku roared, catapulting into Zoltar and knocking him to the floor. “You owe me a big apology,” Shiraku hissed, holding Zoltar down with her paw.

“Okay, I’m sorry,” Zoltar laughed. He was so happy that Shiraku and Felistia cared about him though he preferred Felistia’s approach be not pinning him to the floor.

“Get off him Shiraku. I’m sure there was good reason for him to have stayed out,” Felistia walked over the Shiraku and gently pulled her off Zoltar.

“Well he’d better explain it then,” Shiraku said, dramatically adding, “I’m all ears.”

Shiraku and Felistia’s eyes grew wider and wider as Zoltar told them the whole thing, the shadow lands, the Exltron and finally the quest. 

“You what!” Shiraku thundered when Zoltar had finished. Felistia quickly grabbed hold of Shiraku’s tail.

“Hey! Let go, I want to bite him, I want to get him!” Felistia held on without a word and Shiraku had settle with glaring at Zoltar. 

“Yes, I am afraid I lied to you. I had to, it’s shadow talon rules not let anyone shadow talon plans. Felistia, you must understand the situation I’m in and the sacrifice I have made be telling you this.” 

“Yes Zoltar I do understand, but it still hurts to be lied to,” Felistia sighed.

“But it proves that you are my friends,” Zoltar started, but Shiraku glared at him and he sighed, “I understand if you don’t what to be around me anymore.” 

“I didn’t say that, I just said that I’m a little wounded,” Felistia said.

“Well I am more than hurt, I’m infuriated. Ooo I really want to bite you right now!” Shiraku roared, pulling at her tail, but Felistia didn’t let go.

“I’m really, really sorry, okay. Make the choice over some dragons I just met and my tribe is hard.”

“SOME DRAGONS!” Shiraku thundered.

“Let me rephrase that,” Zoltar quickly backpedalled.

“SOME DRAGONS!” Shiraku lunged at Zoltar, breaking free of Felistia’s grip.

Zoltar yelp and twisted away from her. Shiraku charged after him, all the while yelling, “I am not some dragon, you squid breathed pin head!!!”

“Shiraku, stop chasing him!!” Felistia yelled, swinging her tail to trip Shiraku, but she leapt over it and carried on running after Zoltar, shouting out threats about ripping his wings off.

“What is going on in here?” Emerald roared, swooping in through the vines and catapulting into Zoltar.

"Oh no," Zoltar cringed, staring at the still and silent Felistia and Shiraku, "here comes more yelling.”

“Who is that?” Shiraku spat, her ocean green eyes trained on Emerald.

“I should say the same thing,” Emerald growled back much to Zoltar’s surprise. “You’ve been terrorizing the wisp talons in my village and I do not appreciate it. What sort of dragon goes around scary other dragons and then stealing the prey they’ve caught? For heaven’s sake Zoltar, you could have told me that you were staying the two dragons that have been rampaging around the forest for the last four months.”

“Sorry,” Zoltar apologized, holding up his paws in protest, “How was I supposed to know that you guys have been getting on each other’s nerves?”

“Because I told you about them the first day we met!” Emerald yelled, waving her wings in exasperation. Rippling rivers of crimson and gold were rolling over her scales with the occasional splotch of pink.

Zoltar remained silent. He remembered now. She’d told him while he was looking for the last shadow talon. He hadn’t been paying attention to her and must have let it slip over his head.

“Well, can’t you guys make up and forget about it?” Zoltar asked after a few seconds. He really wanted to see if he could get Felistia and Shiraku to come with him on the quest. He was sure he had a few good reasons to get them to come with him.

“No!” shouted the combined forces of Emerald, Shiraku and Felistia.

“Okay then,” Zoltar backing away with his eye brows arched in surprise, “you guys work it out then, but hurry up, I don't really want to sit and listen to you lot fighting for ages.”

With a snort of irritation, Emerald turned away for Zoltar and face Felistia and Shiraku, “So I take it he told you his plan.”

“Mmm hhhmm,” Felistia and Shiraku growled, giving Zoltar a quick glare.

“Thought so after all that yelling. Look, I don’t have time to sit here shouting at strange dragons all day. Zoltar has told me I can come with him on his quest and frankly I want to get moving, so can we just set aside the problems that have happened between us and start again?" Emerald offered, shooting a significant you-owe-me-big-time look. 

Felistia went silent as look of concentration crossed over her face, her eyes darting this way and that as she thought. Shiraku didn't bother with any thought process and simply roared, "NO! Absolutely not!"

Emerald rolled her eyes and cast a long look at Zoltar as if asking how on earth he had put up with this dragon. Zoltar shrugged and grinned. Shiraku was a pain, but she was nice when you got to know her a bit.

Felistia huffed a sigh and glared at Shiraku intently, "Come on Shiraku. What good does it do to carry on fighting with the wisp talon?"

"I like fighting. Haven't you be around me long enough to know that," Shiraku snapped back, her spines bristling as she hissed at Emerald, who looked as unfazed as a dragon could possible look. Felistia didn't reply to Shiraku's backlash and simply hissed at her in warning, her tail raised threateningly. Shiraku took a quick step back, a look of surprise on her face before growling, "Ok.....fine."

"I'm starting to like you," Emerald commented, offering her paw to Felistia in greeting.

"Just doing what I have too," Felistia replied, "Now Zoltar tell us more about this plan of your and why...umm."

"Emerald," Emerald said quickly.

"Ah okay...thanks. Why is Emerald coming with you?"

"Well. She was kind of the one that wanted to come along. I didn't really have a chose," Zoltar explained, grinning at Emerald, who giggled and shook her head, "You guys can come if you want. There plenty of room."

Felistia's face remand solid as stone, though Zoltar was sure he saw her eyes light up. Shiraku huffed, rolling her eyes.

"Come on. You guys can go back to your own tribes once we leave the island. Think of it as a favour. You can come along with me for the quest if you want, but you don't have too," Zoltar offered. He still really hoped that they'd come, especially Felistia. He was starting too really like her.

"Okay, fine. You have me. Just so long as you promise to let us go our own ways if we want to," Felistia agreed. Shiraku nodded in agreement.

"Sure. Anything you want."

"Then it's settled," Felistia said, shaking paws with Zoltar to confirm his promise, "So when do we leave?"

