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   Chapter 1
 
                 As Tom looked out his bedroom  window he saw one of the Dragon Guardian fly over the hill. The Dragon Guardian were the defenders and law keepers of the kingdom: masters of magic and combat. They were able to turn from human to dragon, and almost anything in between. They were faster, stronger and had better sight than any normal person. 
 
   The kingdom which they guarded was called Arstan.  Arstan was divided into thirty large fiefs, each with at least one Dragon Guardian, sometimes two, assigned to guard it. 
 
   Tom was a thirteen year old boy from Pine Grove.  He had dark brown hair that was almost black, eyes the same color, and a bulky body build. As the son of the local blacksmith he was well muscled, but not as strong as his older brother, Caleb.  Caleb was going to take over the shop when their father retired.  He also had two older sisters; Sierra, who was eighteen, and Kiya, who was twenty. 
 
   Tom knew that as he grew older he would either have to leave Pine Grove to start his own blacksmith shop, or stay and find someone to take him on as an apprentice.  Apprentice for what, he couldn’t decide. Tom knew little magic, but like most, could use what he did know.
 
                 Suddenly, his pondering was interrupted.  He heard a crash and shouting downstairs. When he peered down the stairs he saw a man taking some of the more valuable items from the house! His family was tied up, unconscious. Without thinking he ran at the thief and tackled him to the ground.
 
    Tom's foot slammed into the intruder’s stomach and the man grunted in pain. Tom received a knee hard in the side, and fell to the floor.  He struggled to his feet just as the thief rolled away and got up. The man tried to punch Tom in the head but Tom ducked and retaliated with a jab to the side. His opponent  over extended, giving Tom a chance to grab a candle holder and hit the man in the head, knocking him out. 
 
   Tom hurried to untie his family.  He then tied up the thief with the same rope that had been used on his family. His next thought was to run to get a member of the town watch. As he hurried through the streets toward town a man stepped out of the shadows, grabbing Tom's wrist. 
 
   The stranger was tall with light blond hair and pale blue eyes. The man asked in a serious voice, “Where do you think you're going in such a hurry, boy?” 
 
   Tom yanked his arm away and replied “It's Tom, not boy.  I am going to get a member of the town watch and I don’t have time to talk.” 
 
   He was about to go when the man smirked and asked, “Do you think that a town watch member would be able to do more than a Dragon Guardian?” 
 
   Tom looked at him curiously, then answered, “Well, I don't think there is a Dragon Guardian anywhere near here.” 
 
   The man chuckled and added “You're looking at one.” 
 
   Tom stared at him, astonished. He said the first thing that came to his mind,  “Will you come and arrest the thief that was stealing from my house, please?” 
 
   All the Guardian said was “Lead on then.” and they ran to Tom's house. 
 
   When they got to the house the thief was awake and struggling to get free. The Guardian looked at the man then put some chains with leather padding on his wrists and asked Tom “Who was the one who knocked out this man?” Tom simply told him “Well, it was me.” As the Dragon Guardian studied him Tom's father came down. 
 
   The Guardian looked over Tom's father, he saw a man that had become well muscled from working metal his whole life.  He then looked at Tom and asked “How old are you, boy?” 
 
   Tom replied, “I am thirteen, sir.” 
 
   Tom's father looked at the Guardian and asked “Who are you? I haven't seen you around this town before.” 
 
   The Guardian chuckled and said “I am Dragon Guardian Alex.” Tom's father looked astonished.
 
     Alex looked at Tom and said “You're thirteen and you took down this thief by yourself?” Tom shrugged and said “Yes, sir.” 
 
   The Guardian then asked Tom's father “May I stay the night here? I have been traveling all day.  If you’d rather I not I can go to the inn.” 
 
   Tom's father said “Of course you can stay!  Follow me and I will show you to a room, sir.”
 
    Alex replied “Okay, then I will take this thief to jail.” Tom's father led Alex upstairs and Tom went to help Caleb in the workshop. 
 
   Later, as Tom went to his room he heard voices in the kitchen. Always curious, he went downstairs to see what was happening. His father and The Guardian talking.
 
    “You want him as an apprentice?” Tom heard his dad ask.  
 
   The Guardian said “He clearly has talent in combat; that thief is known for leaving anyone he fought unconscious and with broken bones, you got lucky.” 
 
   His father replied in a shocked tone “OK, we will talk it over and see what Tom wants in the morning.”
 
    
 
   

  
 
Chapter 2
 
                 Tom quietly crept back to his room and tried to sleep, but his mind was racing. Alex wanted him as an apprentice!  It was thrilling but, he had so many questions!  Would he be able to visit his family and friends while he was an apprentice? How long would the training take?  Most important, did he want really want to be an apprentice? Then he put those thoughts aside and tried to sleep, eventually he succeeded. 
 
   In the morning Tom came downstairs for breakfast and saw his dad and Alex talking quietly. When they saw Tom his father greeted him with the normal “Good morning, Tom.” 
 
   Tom started to eat breakfast trying to suppress his curiosity. After they had all eaten Alex leaned back in his chair and began; “Tom, your father and I talked last night and I know you overheard us.” 
 
   Tom was amazed and asked “How did you know? I thought I was really quiet.” The Guardian laughed and simply said “Magic.  What do you think of my offer?”
 
    Tom rushed to cover his embarrassment at being caught eavesdropping, “I didn't hear a lot, only that you wanted me as an apprentice.  But I have some questions”. 
 
   Alex said “Ask away then.” 
 
   Tom took a deep breath, “How long will the training last? And will I be able to visit my family and friends?” 
 
   The Guardian answered “The training to become a Dragon Guardian will take about seven years and yes, you will be able to visit your family and friends many times a year. However, you will have to train while visiting.”  Alex paused.  “So what do you say? Do you want to become a Dragon Guardian?”
 
    Tom sat in silence for a moment.  This was a huge decision. Then he took the plunge and said “Yes, I want to be your apprentice.” 
 
   A smile broke out on Alex's face“Good! I will give you today to say bye to your friends and family, then tomorrow we head to Hilltop lake. There you will train in water, plant, and earth magic.  You will choose weapons for close combat and long range fighting. You will learn of many things.” Then Alex got up from the table and walked out to the street.
 
   Tom sat as he let what just happened sink in.  His mind was spinning!  The only thought he could hold onto was he needed to tell his friends he was leaving.
 
    Saying goodbye to his friends took all day. Although he didn't have many friends, he did spend a lot of time with them and parting was hard. When he got back to his home he found someone had packed his things and had everything ready to go. He saw Alex walking down the hall and asked “How will we get to Hilltop lake?” 
 
   Alex replied “We will run there; it is only five hundred miles.” Tom’s eyes grew wide as he  just looked at his new teacher.
 
    Alex laughed and said “Just joking! It is only twelve miles.”  Alex walked away, leaving Tom alone.  Tom recovered from the shock and went downstairs to go to dinner. As he walked into the kitchen he saw a large feast!  All his friends were there and a banner hung on one wall saying “GOOD LUCK, TOM!” He smiled. “Well I wasn't expecting this, thanks everyone.” They ate and talked for hours into the evening, finally, his friends started to go. Once the last person left Tom spent some time quietly talking with his family. Exhausted, he said goodnight and went to bed. *****
 
   He woke to a sharp knock on his door.  He looked out the window and saw that the sun was just breaking the horizon. He got up and opened his door and there was his brother Caleb, who looked like Tom just older and thinner, saying “Alex wants you in the kitchen once you get changed.” Tom just nodded closed his door and changed into traveling clothes and went into the kitchen. 
 
   His family was there to say bye. It was a quick farewell. Eventually Tom and Alex got out the door and started walking to Hilltop Lake. By the time they got there it was noon as they came to the top of the hill Tom saw a large lake with a small island in the middle surrounded by tall pine trees, there was a small town on the other shore. Alex said “Welcome to Hilltop Lake. My cabin is on the island.” As they walked to the lake Tom took in the surroundings. 
 
   When they got to the lake Tom saw a small dock with some canoes and a small fishing boat. Alex walked up to one of the canoes and said to Tom “Come on the canoe is safe, put your stuff in the middle and grab a paddle.” Tom did that and they rowed to the island, as they neared the island Tom noticed a similar dock on the island. They reached the island and Alex said “This is your new home so for the rest of the day feel free to explore and I will show you your room.” They walked to the small cabin, it was made of logs with a thatch roof and a stone chimney. 
 
   Inside the cabin there were five rooms a living room, a kitchen/dining room, and three bedrooms. Tom got the smallest room it had a bed,a dresser and a desk. Tom set his things down and went out to look at rest of the island. There wasn't many interesting things just some pine trees, a sandy beach, a rock outcropping and a small grassy meadow. Then Tom went back to the cabin and put all his things away. 
 
   Once he finished he lay on his bed when Alex came in and said “If you are done laying around I am going to teach you how to canoe on your own.” Alex walked away and Tom quickly got up to follow. They went down to the dock and Alex taught him strokes and how to balance the canoe. Then he had Tom canoe around the island three times then to the dock on the other shore and back. 
 
   Once he was done he was sweating and Alex said “Wash up and then it is time for dinner.” After Tom washed up he went to the kitchen to find Alex waiting for him. Alex looked at Tom and asked “Do you know how to cook?” Tom just shook his head. Alex laughed and told him “Well it is time for you to learn.” Alex taught Tom how to make a simple stew and some biscuits. 
 
   Once the food was done they ate, then went to the living room and sat in front of a fire. Alex suddenly broke the silence and asked “Do you play an instrument or sing?” Tom replied “Yes, I sing”. Alex nodded approvingly and said “Well then sing a song for me.” Tom looked nervous but started singing a foreign song. After a few songs Alex said “It's time for you to go to bed tomorrow we start your training.” Tom got up and went to bed. Tom woke up with sunlight streaming in from the window. 
 
   He got up and changed then went to find Alex. Alex was sitting in the living room when Tom walked in he got up and said to Tom “Today you start your training to become a Guardian Dragon.” Alex led him out to the beach and said “First you will choose your weapons to master first.” He had Tom follow him to two racks of weapons. On one there was swords, axes, shields and other close combat weapons, on the other were all kinds of bows, crossbows, throwing knifes and other long range weapons. 
 
   Tom went over the the first rack and looked at the weapons he grabbed a one-handed battle axe and a round shield. He swung the axe experimentally then nodded he said to Alex “I think I will start with these”. He then walked to the second rack and took a longbow and an arrow and shot at a tree, the arrow missed then he decided not the bow and grabbed a crossbow then said “I will also start with this.” Alex nodded and said “Well then let’s get started”.
 
    
 
   

Chapter 3
 
                 Getting started meant running around the island five times in chain-mail armor and all weapons. The armor was made of high quality steel, Tom could tell that the craftsmanship of the armor and axe was extremely fine as he was the son of a blacksmith. After the run he rested for a minute then swam around the island. 
 
   Then Alex had him do push ups. After that he got a five minute break, then went canoeing around the island five times during which he had to jump out and get back in every twenty strokes. Then it was lunch, after lunch it was archery where he had to learn how to use the crossbow. After archery he trained with the axe and shield, in chain-mail armor. 
 
   Finally he went inside and learned about history, math, geography and map reading. He had a free hour after that then dinner, that he made. He was so sore he could barely move. He did that every day except Sunday. The days blended together for two weeks, until one day Alex said “Today instead of the usual you will practice magic. You will practice and learn all day only stopping to eat. There will be one day for magic a week until I figure out a new schedule for you.” Those magic days he spent the time before lunch learning of history, safety and things like that. Then spend the time until dinner practicing, first he learned water magic. 
 
   A week later while on his morning run he was running by some trees when a giant black bear charged out of the trees towards him. Tom hefted his axe and shield. He side stepped and the bear ran past him and turned. It advanced slower when it reached him it rose up on its hind legs and smashed down on Tom. Tom barely put up his shield in time to block the crushing blow Tom then hacked at the bear's side with his axe. The bear tried to hit him with a swipe but Tom blocked it and swung his axe as hard as he could into the bear's head. The bear toppled over and Tom dropped his bloody axe and mangled shield on the ground and stood there for a second then sank to his knees. 
 
   Tom didn't know how long he knelt there but eventually Alex came looking for him. Alex found him kneeling there by the giant bear. Alex came over to Tom and put a hand on his shoulder and led him back to the cabin. Then Alex cast a spell so Tom's arm would heal faster then send Tom to his room. Tom came out hours later and found Alex reading some important looking papers. Alex looked up and saw Tom he asked “That was an amazing thing you did, most apprentices wouldn't have been able to fight a full grown black bear, even with a months more training.” Tom looked at his left arm then at Alex “Thanks for healing my arm.” Tom said “But I want to get back to training.” Alex nodded then replied “Most people would quit after that. I have a new daily schedule for you. First, you run then swim, after you swim, push ups and pull ups. Then you work on weapon skills, afterward you train magic, then you have some other skills. That will take most the day but now you have two hours free. Plus you get at least week to visit your friends and family every two months.” “OK lets get started.” Tom only got a few hours training then he canoed over to the town to see what was there. 
 
   As Tom stepped onto the shore he started to walk into town. As he passed a shop selling mirrors he looked into one and his eyes widened. He saw how much just three weeks of training had changed him. He had more defined muscles, almost all his fat was gone and he was much tanner. He was taller, too. 
 
   He started walking again and wandered the town looking at everything. He had been there before, but just with Alex to get some food and other household things. But those trips had been fast just get to the stores and leave. Suddenly there was a scream from up the street and a man in black ran out of a store. The man ran away from Tom. 
 
   But Tom started running after him, silently he thanked the hours of running. The man was fast but Tom was faster, Tom tackled the man to the ground spilling the contents of the man's bag. The thief tried to kick Tom but the man was face down so the attempts failed. Tom yelled for some rope and a man ran forward with some. 
 
   The thief had dark blond hair and blue eyes. Tom held down the flailing man while the other man tied up the thief. After that was done Tom started to lead the thief down the street to his canoe a boy around Tom's age ran up to him and asked “Who are you?” Tom looked the boy in the eye as he answered “I'm Tom, Apprentice Dragon Guardian. Who are you?” The boy looked at Tom in awe then replied “I'm Zack.” Tom looked at the boy, he had dark hair and brown eyes. 
 
   Tom led the thief down to his canoe and told him to get in. Tom launched to canoe and paddled to the island once they reached the island dock he tied the canoe up and told the man to follow him. The man followed him up to the cabin then asked “You live with Alex?” Tom replied “Yes I am his apprentice” Tom opened the door and gestured for the man to go in. The man walked in and Tom followed. Alex walked around a corner and looked at the man in surprise. The thief smirked and said to Alex “Hello again, brother.”
 
   

Chapter 4
 
                 Alex saw the rope and asked “What happened to you John? I haven't seen or heard from you in years. Why are you tied up?” Tom was standing there feeling awkward. He wondered if because this was Alex's brother, would Alex, once he heard the story, end his apprenticeship. Alex looked at Tom as if he just saw him and asked him “Did you tie my brother up?” Tom could only nod. Alex then asked him simply “Why?” Tom looked Alex in the eye and said “There was a scream and I saw him run out of a shop with a bag over his shoulder. Someone was yelling thief so I ran after him and tackled him to the ground. I tied him up and brought him here because you told me to bring anyone I caught to you.” Alex then looked at John and quietly asked “Is this true brother?” John only nodded. 
 
   Alex then grabbed something out of a pocket and handed it to Tom. It looked like a brass claw Alex told Tom “This is a brass claw it is the symbol of an proven apprentice Guardian Dragon and it is now yours.” John looked at Alex and said “So that is what you do now you are a Guardian Dragon.” Alex nodded and said “It is late Tom you've had a long day go get some sleep.” Tom went to his room and got in bed and fell asleep instantly. 
 
   The next day he woke up and found Alex and John in the kitchen talking they saw Tom and Alex said “ Tom I have to go on a mission for the commander. John is going to look after the house while I am gone and you can go visit your family and friends while I am gone. But you have to train while you are there, pack your bags and go home.” Tom started packing and found his shield and axe. 
 
   He cleaned the axe and went to Alex and asked “Can I take this shield with me so I can fix it?” Alex answered “Of course it is your shield”. Tom went back to packing. When he was done Alex, John and he walked over to the dock. They said farewell and Alex changed into a purple dragon and launched himself into the air. Tom just put his stuff into his canoe and paddled to the shore. 
 
   He tied up his canoe and started jogging home. It took him about an hour to get back to Pine Grove. As he jogged over the hill he and looked at the small town he realized that he was standing on the hill Alex had flown over the day that Alex noticed him. He walked down the hill and into town. He walked by a house and he heard someone yell his name he turned and saw Jordann and Mykala two of his friends walking towards him and he smiled. 
 
   When they reached him Jordan asked “What have you been doing?” Tom said “I got an apprenticeship remember?” Jordann said “That I knew but I don't know what you are studying.” Tom replied “Oh, but I don't think you'll believe me.” Mykala gestured for him to go on so Tom continued “ I am an apprentice Dragon Guardian.” Jordann and Mykala looked shocked and Mykala said “You were right I don't really believe you” Tom chuckled and asked “Do you have some water?” Jordan ran to get some and Mykala asked “Why do you want water?” Tom answered “You'll see.” Jordann came back with a bucket of water and Tom concentrated and the water rose from the bucket, it froze, unfreeze, it formed shapes and finally Tom put it back in the bucket. 
 
   He saw the two girls' faces and laughed then said “Now do you believe I am an apprentice Guardian?” The girls nodded, Tom smiled and told them “I have to go and tell my family I am home.”. Tom walked towards his house and his mom was in the garden she looked up from her work and when she saw Tom she ran to him and squeezed him until his muttered “Choking.” and his mom released him. 
 
   Tom smiled and said “Great I can kill a giant black bear and chase down criminals, but I am defenseless from my mom.” His mom looked at him with wide eyes and asked “Giant black bear?! I am going to have to speak with your master about sending you to fight a bear.” Tom laughed and said “He didn't send me to fight it I ran into it on a run, luckily he has me run in armor and with my axe and shield. And where is something to eat?Where are Dad, Kiya, Siera and Caleb?”. His mom laughed and said “Always hungry, and Dad and Caleb are in the shop, Kiya and Sierra are at the lake with some friends.” Tom walked into the house and saw his dad and Caleb working at the forge. 
 
   As he watched they dipped the red hot metal into a bucket and steam billowed up. His dad and Caleb then walked over to him and wiped of their hands on their aprons. They slapped him on the back and Caleb asked “How is training to be a Guardian?” Tom replied “It's great. How is the forge? By the way my shield got dented really bad fighting a black bear so will you help me fix it?” His dad smiled and said “Of course we will help fix your shield.” Tom spent the next few hours with his friends and family.
 
    But then he went into his backyard and practiced with his axe, crossbow and magic. Some of his family and friends watched him as he made a warrior from the water in the stream that ran through the yard and fought it with his axe, shield and crossbow. 
 
   He used a light wooden shield because his good shield was still badly dented. After that they had dinner then he went to bed. 
 
   In the morning he ran to the lake just a mile away swam then ran back. When he got back his father and Caleb were eating breakfast so he ate with them. 
 
   Then they went to the forge and started to fix his shield. It took hours but they finished the shield. Tom went to hang out with friends, Caleb had stayed at the forge and was working on something he wouldn’t say anything about.
 
    Tom came back to the house to train again then had dinner. After dinner he went to bed. The cycle repeated itself with slight variations, the fifth day Caleb came to Tom holding a shield. Caleb said “I have been working on this since you came back. It is a new design I created, it has a wooden core with a metal shell there are metal cylinders through the wood to strengthen the shell. The shell is made of plates overlapping to help absorb shock.” Tom looked at the shield in amazement the craftsmanship was as good as his first shield but this one sounded like it was even better than his first. 
 
   Tom could only say “Thank you Caleb, thank you so much.” Tom trained with both shields. Three days after that Alex came to get Tom they left the same day. As they walked Alex asked “Is that a new shield?”. Tom nodded and said “Yes my brother made it for me.” Tom told him how Caleb had made it. Alex listened then asked Tom “Do you think your brother might want to be a Master Smith?” Tom's eyebrows shot up, the Master Smiths were the greatest smiths in the kingdom they crafted the armour and weapons for everyone from the royal family to Dragon Guardians, and he said “Seriously? I think he would except for the fact that he is supposed to run my dad shop after he retires.” Alex didn't say anything in reply so they walked in silence. 
 
   They reached the cabin at nightfall. As they approached the cabin John came out and said “Hello Alex and Tom. How where your trips?” They talked while they ate dinner. Alex was vague on details but it was a mission to check on reports of a large group of bandits, the bandits were there and they tried to fight him. One of the stupidest things to do, as almost every Arstanian knew, was to fight a Dragon Guardian. Tom listened hard to learn of fighting techniques. Tom told them of his trip, then went to bed. 
 
   The same schedule resumed for two months with brief interruptions for Alex to go on missions, most Tom joined him but not for really dangerous ones. Those missions he stayed with John and trained. One day Alex said to Tom “We are going to the Guardian Dragon semiannual meeting. Because the meeting grounds are so far away I will carry you as I fly. Get packed we leave tomorrow.” Then Alex walked away and Tom went to pack. The next day they left John on the island and Alex started flying east. 
 
   The meeting ground was in the middle of the country and they were in a western fief. It took three days to get to the meeting grounds. When they got there Tom saw about a half-dozen Guardian Dragons training with bows. Ten others were sparring with various weapons, axes, swords and some without a weapon. He looked up and saw some flying around, some practicing aerial combat. There was a pavilion set up in the middle of the clearing. Alex told Tom to set up camp then wait for more instructions. Tom set up camp then sat on a log, he looked up as Alex and another Guardian approached. 
 
   He stood up and Alex said “Tom this is Jake he will be testing you to see how your training is doing.” Jake nodded then said to Tom “Follow me, boy”. His first test was of his close combat skills. Jake got some wooden weapons and they sparred. By the end Tom had bruises and welts all over. Jake looked fine as he wrote on a paper. He finished writing and said “Now for your archery test.” Tom grabbed his crossbow and followed Jake to the archery range. Jake had him shoot from different stances and distances.
 
    Jake wrote on his paper, again. Then told him “Now we test your magic skills. What elements have you learned?” Tom replied “I have learned much of water and started on earth magic.” Jake then took him to a stream and had him do various things with the water. Then Jake looked at Tom after writing on his paper and said “That is it for today, tomorrow we test you on all the rest of the stuff like map reading, history and tracking.” Two days later the meeting ended and each Guardian went their separate ways. 
 
   

Chapter 5
 
   Tom and Alex went Alex's fief, Ironwood, and had to deal with a group of bandits so large they sometimes attacked small towns and villages. Alex flew with Tom on his back for two days to about where the bandits were. Alex landed and Tom jumped down as Alex said “I am going to scout out the bandits' camp. You set up the tents and get dinner ready. No fires, though.” Alex walked into the trees and Tom spent the next hour and a half setting up the tents, getting dinner ready and sitting around. 
 
   Alex finally came back and ate. Alex then explained the battle plan. They would attack just after the bandits had lunch. Tom would stay in the trees shooting with his crossbow until he ran out of bolts then he would join Alex. Then Alex added “That is if they are dumb and don't surrender.” they laughed and Alex set some spells to protect their camp and they went to sleep. The next day they cleaned their gear, sharpened their weapons and made sure everything was ready.
 
    When the time came they walked over and Alex, leaving Tom at the tree line, went to the edge of the clearing and said loudly “Bandits I give you two choices! Either surrender and go to prison or try to fight me!”. All the bandits laughed then one of them shouted “You and what army?” Alex said “I don't need one I am a Guardian Dragon! Give me your answer!” the same voice said “I think we'll fight even if you are a Guardian Dragon” Alex shrugged and hefted his sword then ran at the bandits.
 
    Even before he got there some of the bandits fell with bolts sticking out of them. Alex then hit the bandits and swung his sword, fire consuming everything it touched. Tom was still shooting in the trees when he saw some bandits swinging around to attack Alex from behind. Tom shot his remaining bolts at them to get their attention then grabbed his axe and shield and ran at them. 
 
   Tom noticed as he ran a stream by the bandits and turned it on them the water washed over them and swirled around the bandits, slowing them and drowning three of them. Tom released his grip on the water as he got to the bandits. He swung his axe at the closest one and hit the bandit's shield. He shoved the man with his shield. Tom turned just in time to block a bandit's mace and swing his axe into the new man's neck. 
 
   The man fell and Tom blocked a sword strike and slammed his axe into a man's helmet, the axe sheared threw the metal and got his head. The bandit fell on him as another bandit swung a sword, but the dead man blocked the sword. Tom took the axe and swung it hard into a man's side. The man blocked the strike with his shield but Tom jammed his shield into the man's neck. Of the ten or so that had been in the group only four survived and they shot at him now that they had a clear shot. Tom blocked three of the bolts with a pillar of earth and blocked the last one with his shield. 
 
   He ran at the archers as they reloaded their crossbows. He ducked behind a tree as they shot and heard four thumping sounds as the bolts hit the tree he started running again and the archers realized they didn't have time to reload so they grabbed their knives and daggers and started running at him. When they hit Tom rammed one with his shield and chopped at another. The man he rammed went flying and the man he chopped at fell dead. Tom turned on the other two and hit one in head with his shield. The man staggered and Tom got him in the neck then the man that he had rammed with his shield got up and ran at him. 
 
   Tom dropped his axe and grabbed the running man swinging him around him to block the other bandit's knife. As the last bandit pulled his knife free, Tom made balls of dirt and rock float in the air and launched them at him. They each hit him in the head and smashed his helmet. The bandit crumbled as Tom sank to his knees. Tom wept, he couldn't remember the last time he had cried, but it was not because of pain but because he had killed other men.
 
   

Chapter 6
 
                 Tom came around and he heard yelling, screaming and roaring. He realized that Alex must still be fighting the main group of bandits. He grabbed his axe and shield and ran to help. He saw Alex, as a huge purple dragon, fighting. The whole area was in flames from Alex's sword and fiery breath. Tom starting running towards Alex and the bandits. He swung his axe at the nearest bandits cutting them down quickly before they knew he was there. Suddenly he heard a voice in his mind saying “Put up an earth wall around just you, now!” then Alex stood on his two back feet and blew fire towards him as Tom put up the wall. 
 
   Tom shattered the wall and sent the pieces at the bandits, all around him was on fire. Tom started fighting using earth magic and whenever anyone came near, with his axe. He molded the earth into swords, hammers and maces. The bandits fought against the combined forces of a dragon and earthen weapons that couldn't be killed. 
 
   Then a single bandit dropped his spear and ran to the woods, slowly more and more bandits followed him into the trees. Finally the last bandit was cut down and Alex turned back into a human and Tom released his hold on the earth. They both were covered in blood, cuts and other wounds. They slowly limped back to their camp they dropped onto the ground and slept. 
 
   They woke hours later and Tom went to the stream and washed himself. When he came back Alex was cleaning his sword and shield. Alex then went to the stream to wash and Tom cleaned his axe and shield. Alex came back and taught Tom the healing spell and they set about healing all of their wounds. 
 
   Then Tom asked “Alex, what will happen to the bandits' bodies?” Alex looked at his apprentice and realized how young he was and yet he was able to kill grown, armed and trained men. Alex replied “Leave that to me, you sleep.” Tom did as he was told and slept. When Alex finally got back it was nearly dark and Tom was awake. Tom asked when he saw Alex “How did you speak into my mind during that battle?” Alex replied “It is an ability only people who are masters of magic have. Now let's have a nice hot dinner.” They ate their dinner then retired to their tents. 
 
   In the morning Alex made breakfast, then after eating they packed up and left for their cabin. They got back around noon and Alex said “You go do whatever you want I am going to sleep.” So Tom decided to go over to town. He got in his canoe and went over there, on the town's dock sat a boy around Tom's age. Tom thought he looked familiar and searched his brain. Zack, that was his name. So Tom went over to him and said “Hi. Would you mind showing me around your town? The last time I tried going around here alone I got in a fight.” Tom and Zack chuckled and Zack said “Sure I can, but don't get into any fights with me around.” Zack stood up and took Tom on a tour of the town.
 
    That didn't take long because it is a small town, once they finished Zack asked “Are you hungry? Because I think you could come and have dinner at my house.” Tom replied “Do you think that your family would mind?” Zack laughed and said “No, they wouldn't mind. Come on.” Tom followed Zack back to his house. The house wasn't a very big one but much bigger than Alex's cabin. 
 
   Zack walked in his door and yelled “Is anyone home? I brought a guest over!”. A women walked out of the kitchen Tom assumed was Zack's mother. She said “Hello, what's your name? Please call me Sue.” Tom then replied “I'm Tom”. Zack's mother said “Dinner will be ready in a few minutes. I am sure you can find something to do until then.” Zack looked at Tom and said “What do you want to do?” Tom thought for a moment and asked Zack “Do you want to see some magic?” Zack looked like he thought Tom was joking but nodded. Tom said “Were is a stream or some other water?” Zack took Tom to the side of the house, there was a small stream trickling through. 
 
   Tom muttered something Zack couldn't hear then started creating a warrior from the water. He then made some weapons from the dirt. He turned to Zack and said “Choose your weapon. Try fighting the warrior don't worry it can't hurt you, it's water.” Zack walked over to the weapons and got a sword. He charged at the water warrior and went right through him. Tom laughed and said “As I said it's water, so you can't hurt it either. Do you want me to freeze it?” Zack nodded and looked embarrassed. 
 
   Tom froze the warrior and asked Zack “Do you want a shield?” Zack nodded and said “Can you make a kite shield?” Tom made the shield and handed it to Zack. Zack looked surprised at how heavy the shield was but he decided to use it. Zack walked over to the ice warrior and Tom said “Start.” Zack swung his sword and the warrior caught it on it's shield, the ice cracked slightly. 
 
   The warrior swung at Zack and he barely but up his shield to block the strike, the blow was powerful enough that the ice sword broke. Zack started whacking wildly at the warrior that was now without a weapon. Soon because of the number of hits the ice shield broke and in quick succession the ice warrior was shattered. Zack was breathing heavily and Tom clapped a bit and said “Nice I didn't expect you to break it that quickly. Now it is my turn.” Tom molded an axe and round shield from the ground and another ice warrior. 
 
   He walked over to it and swung his axe the warrior put up it's shield to block the blow and the axe hit it, shattering the shield. Tom rammed the warrior with his shield cracking the warrior badly. He smashed the ice warrior's chest with one crushing blow. Tom released the water and it started to melt. They heard Zack's mother calling them for dinner. Tom let the earth weapons and shields melt back into the ground.
 
    They washed then went into the dining room. They started eating with Zack's parents and brother. Zack's father asked Tom “So who are your parents?” Tom swallowed and answered “I don't think you know them, they live in Pine Grove.” Zack's father asked Tom “Then what are you doing here in Hilltop Lake?” Tom replied saying “I got an apprenticeship.” Zack's father looked curious and said “What trade are you learning?”. Tom looked him in the eye and said “I am learning to be a Guardian Dragon, my master is Alex.” Zack's whole family looked astonished and Zack's brother said “I don't believe you, that is insane.” Tom looked in his cup and muttered. 
 
   The water floated out of the cup and froze in midair. Tom looked at all their faces and laughed, he put the water back in the cup and said “Believe me now?” they finished eating and Tom said “I think I need to go. Thanks for dinner.” he turned and walked away. He got to his canoe and paddled over to the island. He went to his room and slept. He woke up at dawn and went to the kitchen to get breakfast. “Good morning” said Alex “Morning.” Tom replied sleepily and sat down with his breakfast. “Today you resume training again.” Alex told Tom. 
 
   After Tom ate his breakfast, as Alex said he resumed his training. When his free time came he went over to the town and looked for Zack. He found Zack at the blacksmith's shop. 
 
   He watched as Zack and the blacksmith made some horseshoes. Once they cooled the metal and the blacksmith went to get more Zack walked over to Tom and said “I help the blacksmith for money sometimes. It pays well but I don't think I want to work here much longer.” Tom laughed and said “I don't think you know this but my father is a blacksmith. I have worked with metal since I could lift a hammer.” Zack looked at Tom and told him “That is believable, come on let's see if Bob will let you help.” The two boys walked to the forge and Bob, the blacksmith, asked Zack “Who's this? You know I don't like having people back here who don't work here.” 
 
   Zack told the blacksmith “This is Tom, he is the Dragon Guardian apprentice and he is the son of the blacksmith in Pine Grove. We were wondering if he could help.” The blacksmith looked at Tom and said “OK but you better work well. We need to make a cage.” They set to work making bars then putting them together. 
 
   Then the blacksmith told Zack “OK your shift is over. Go.” The two boys walked out of the shop and went to Zack's house. They walked in and Zack yelled “I'm home.” His brother walked out of the kitchen and said “Hi Zack and Tom. How's training going to be a Guardian?” Tom replied “Good, but tiring.” Zack's mother came in and said “Hello boys dinner won’t be ready for a while so go do whatever you want.” Tom turned to Zack and asked “Have you ever been canoeing?” Zack shook his head. “Well I have a canoe let's go.” Tom finished and Zack said “OK sounds like fun.” Tom led the way to the docks were his canoe was and told Zack to get in.
 
    Zack got in and Tom pushed off and jumped in the canoe. They paddled around the lake for a while until Zack said “Dinner is probably ready. Let's go.” Tom shook his head and told him “I will drop you off but I need to get back to the cabin. I have to make dinner for me, John and Alex.” Tom dropped Zack off on the docks and paddled over to the island. He went in, washed then made dinner. 
 
   He cleaned up the dishes then went to sleep. The days after that took on the same schedule. Training and most days doing something with Zack. A week after Alex told Tom “Come on we need to do a small mission. Just a highway robber.” They flew out the same day. The highway robber was easily taken care of. He had surrendered and went to prison. They got back three days after leaving. 
 
   Then the schedule continued until one day Zack came over to the cabin for dinner. Zack and Tom walked in the cabin and Tom made dinner for the four of them. It was a simple but delicious stew. They all cleaned up the dishes then sat around the fire. Zack said after a while “I should go. Thanks for dinner.” Tom got up with him and to take him back to town. 
 
   Suddenly Zack started running towards the grove of trees. Tom ran after him calling his name, he saw John and Alex running with him. Zack got to the trees and went into them. When Tom and them finally caught up to Zack he was kneeling in the trees holding a large stone. John muttered so softly Tom could barely hear him “He found the egg.” Suddenly the stone shook and cracked. Then a small black head broke through the surface and John said to Zack “Help it get out.” Zack started breaking the egg until in his hands he held a small wyvern, it looked like a dragon with small bull horns. Then John said to Zack “You have the choice now to get rid of it or become my apprentice and train to become a Wyvern Rider.”
 
   

Chapter 6
 
                 The Wyvern Riders were sometimes the elite bodyguards of the King and had most the same duties as a Dragon Guardian. Becoming a Rider was about as hard as becoming a Guardian. Zack looked at John and said “I will become your apprentice.” John smiled then whistled, a giant shadow came over them and the two boys looked up. Descending towards them was a large dark blue wyvern. 
 
   John said to Zack “I think you should tell your family. You will live with me now.” John's wyvern landed and John said to Zack “Hop on I will take you to town then we will tell your family that you are my apprentice.” Tom watched as they circled higher and then flew to town. Turning to Alex he said “So if John is a Rider then why was he stealing from that shop?” Alex said to Tom “He was seeing if there was anyone in the town that would try to stop him. Sometimes Riders do that to find apprentices.” Realization dawned on his face and he felt happy for his friend. 
 
   Alex and Tom went back to the cabin and went to bed. The next day Tom went into the kitchen and saw Alex, John and Zack sitting around the table eating breakfast. Tom wondered why he seemed to always be the last person awake. Tom said “Hello everyone.” They all muttered greetings and Tom got his food and sat down to eat. 
 
   Alex and John were talking about what John and Zack were going to do. “Well there aren't enough rooms for everyone to have their own room if you stay,” said Alex then he added “But I guess Tom and Zack could share a room if you stay.” John thought for a moment then said “Well if we stay then it would be easier to train them both, because they could practice together. But living with a friend might also distract them from learning. I don't know what to do.” The brothers talked for a while then finally decided that John and Zack would stay, Zack and Tom would share one of the larger rooms and John would stay in the smallest room. 
 
   They would build a shelter for the wyverns. Then the training started. Tom and Zack followed Tom's old schedule with one variation Zack would spent the time Tom learned about transforming things learning to care for his wyvern. The wyvern's shelter was a large pavilion with water, meat and a bed for each wyvern. 
 
   The wyverns themselves looked like dragons but instead of breathing fire they spit acid. Also they had horns like a bull on their head and their colors were duller. The rest was the same four legs, wings, size and tail. 
 
   The schedule kept going until a month after Zack became John's apprentice, Alex and John told their apprentices that they could take a break and visit friends and family. Zack had been visiting his family often because they were so close but Tom had not visited his family for over six weeks. The boys would get a week off, so Tom hurried and backed his bags.
 
    Zack came into the room the boys shared and asked “Mind if I come along with you? I have lived most my life here and I want to see some other places.” Tom looked up from his packing and said “Sure it will be fun to show you around Pine Grove and I will have someone to train with.”. The boys both smiled and Zack started packing. 
 
   They were done packing a few minutes later and they went to the canoes. Zack had gotten his own when he became John's apprentice, but they both hopped in Tom's because they were going to the same place. They got to the dock and tied the canoe to it. They got out and grabbed their packs then started walking south to Pine Grove. They reached the town a bit after noon. 
 
   The boys walked down to Tom's house without seeing anyone. They got to the house and went in. Tom saw his father and Caleb working at the forge. The boys watched as they hammered the red hot metal and then put it in a barrel and steam billowed up. 
 
   Caleb saw Tom and Zack he smiled and said “Hi Tom. Who's that and how is the shield I made for you?” Tom replied “One question at a time. Well the answer to who this is, this is Zack, he his Alex's brother's apprentice and a friend of mine. The shield is amazing, it saved me when I was fighting a large group of bandits with Alex.” Tom took a deep breath then continued “By the way where is some food? And where is Mom, Kiya and Sierra?” Tom's dad said “The food is where it has always been, Mom is shopping and Kiya and Sierra are with some friends.” Tom and Zack ate while Caleb and Tom's dad worked in the forge. Once Tom and Zack were done eating Tom's mother came in with some food in her arms. 
 
   Tom went over and took most of the things before his mom realized it was him. He set down the food and his Mother ran over to him and hugged him so hard he nearly choked. His Mother let go and yelled “Where have you been? Why haven't heard anything from you for nearly a month?” Tom smiled “I have been busy training and on missions with Alex, that's why you haven't heard from me for a while. I promise I will try to use the post more often.” Tom said. 
 
   Tom spend the rest of the day with friends and family until dinner. At dinner Tom and Zack told Tom's family about what had happened in the last month. Tom didn't tell them the size of the bandit camp, for his Mother's sake. Then after dinner Tom and Zack went into the backyard for a training session. The rules were they could use anything they could, but they were not allowed to kill, make a lasting injury or knock each other out. 
 
   They were using wooden weapons. They took their positions on opposite sides of the yard. Tom got out his wooden axe and Zack grabbed his wooden hand-and-a-half sword, its blade was long and was able to be used with one or two hands. Tom had his wooden round shield, because he also used the shield as a weapon and Zack had a large wooden kite shield. 
 
   Caleb said “Begin.” and Zack started to run at Tom, but Tom willed the water from the stream to crash down of Zack and swirled him around in it. Zack took a few seconds to break Tom's hold on the water, but Tom already made a wall of rock around him. 
 
   Zack used the water to break the wall and Tom struck at Zack suddenly. Zack put his shield up just in time to block the blow, but Tom was very strong from the months of training so the blow still jarred Zack's arm. 
 
   They exchanged some blows then broke apart. Tom, who had started learning plant magic, made the grass grow around Zack's feet, but Zack had fought Tom before and knew the trick he quickly cut the grass with his sword. He looked up as Tom rammed he with his shield sending him flying into the stream.
 
    For a split second neither did anything then they fought over control of the water. Finally Tom got control and made a globe of water with Zack in the center. Zack broke the sphere and sent all the water flying towards Tom, but Tom dodged the attack and ran towards Zack. Zack put up his shield towards Tom and leaned into it as Tom hit, Zack fell over and Tom put his axe up against his neck showing where he could have killed him. 
 
   Tom reached down and helped Zack up saying “Wow, you are getting a lot better. You just need to pay attention to your enemy at all times and not look away like you did when I got you with the grass.” They looked over and saw Tom's family watching. They looked amazed at the skill they both possessed. 
 
   The two boys spend an hour exercising then went to sleep. The next day they woke up and went into the kitchen. Caleb was sitting at the table eating, and Tom asked him “Want to come hunting with me and Zack?” as Tom and Zack sat down with their food. Caleb shook his head and said “I don't have a bow and I have to help at the forge, sorry.” Tom thought for a moment then said “Zack used to help a blacksmith so he and I could help in the forge and we have a extra bow or crossbow.” 
 
   “OK. Where will we go and what will we hunt?” Caleb asked. “I think that we will go into the mountains and hunt boar or wolves.” Tom answered, the two boys had been planning the hunt for a few weeks. 
 
   Caleb's eyebrows shot up and he said “I was thinking deer or something like that. But I guess that those are OK.” They finished their breakfasts and went to the forge. The work went quickly because there was four people working on it. They finished about noon and they went into the back for Caleb to choose a crossbow or bow. He chose the bow and the boys left. They went into the mountains a few miles from their house. 
 
   They searched around until they found some wolf tracks. They followed the tracks until they found a good spot and waited. They passed the time by talking softly. At one point a deer crossed the path, a while later finally a large wolf walked in front of them. Zack got up his bow up first and shot the wolf in the throat. Zack started to move to collect the body but an even larger wolf walked forward and it saw the boys. It started running towards them, Zack and Tom fired, Tom got it in the shoulder and Zack missed it completely Caleb raised his bow and shot. The arrow flew straight towards the wolf and hit the beast in the neck.
 
    
 
   

Chapter 7
 
                 As the giant wolf fell with an arrow in its neck the boys stood there in silence, Tom and Zack looking at Caleb and Caleb staring at the wolf. Then Caleb went to the wolf he shot and tried to lift it. It was so heavy that he barely could so Tom went over and helped him carry it. Zack went and got the smaller wolf he had shot and followed them.
 
    Tom looked up and saw that the sun was nearly down, then said “We should make camp soon, so find a stream.”. They found a stream a few yards away, and then Caleb said “Do we have a tent? It looks like it will rain tonight.” Tom shook his head and put down the wolf's body. Tom said “Caleb start a fire, Zack go get some water, I will make a shelter.” Looked around and started making a large shelter from earth and trees with magic. 
 
   Caleb got out his tinderbox and made a fire. When Zack got back with the water the shelter was made and the fire was going. They boiled water in a tin pot Zack had brought and Tom made a stew from some plants he found and wolf meat. They went to bed after they ate. When they woke up they cleaned up the camp, leaving the shelter as it was. 
 
   They got the wolves and hiked the rest of the way back to Pine Grove. They got there and Caleb went to work in the forge. Zack and Tom went to one of Tom's friend's house. They spent a few hours there then went on a run. They ran to the lake and swam. As they got out of the water they noticed some people about their age. They walked over and started talking to them. They found out that they were from Pine Grove. There were about five people in the group. 
 
   They wanted to see some magic once they heard what the boys did. Tom told them about when Alex noticed him and about his various battles and missions. After Tom was done Zack started telling his story. They spent an hour talking then walked away to practice. They first practiced their archery, some of the group watched as they practiced amazed at the accuracy and speed they both showed. Then they got their practice weapons and fought, by now the whole group was watching in amazement as they chopped, hacked, stabbed and used the environment to try to beat each other. 
 
   Some of the guys wanted to try fighting them or their friends. Each time one of the town boys tried fighting Tom or Zack they lost even though the apprentices were going easy on them. The apprentices showed them how to shoot the bow and crossbow. Then they sat talking and laughing until the sun started to go down. The apprentices walked back with their new friends. They got home tired, then ate and went to sleep. They woke and went to the kitchen to eat. 
 
   Once they finished eating they packed a lunch then went to the lake where they were planning on meeting most of Tom's friends, including the group they met the day before, and spend most the day there. Some of Tom's friends were bringing their boats and canoes. Tom and Zack got to the lake before everyone else so they swam to a bunch of rocks sat on them until some of Tom's friends got there. Mykala and Jordann got there a few minutes after the boys had. The boys saw them and jumped in then swam to shore. The two girls got to the shore and put their things down. Then Jordann said “Hi Tom.” then turning to Zack asked “Who are you? I don't think I have seen you around Pine Grove.” 
 
   “I'm Zack, one of Tom's friends from Hilltop Lake.” Zack answered. 
 
   Slowly more and more of Tom's friends showed up, some with boats and canoes. They swam, talked, boated and did some other things. Tom looked around as they ate their lunches thinking that soon many of his friends would part, going to work at different towns and different jobs. 
 
   He knew that some had already gone but still many were here like Jordann, Mykala, James, and many others. Suddenly a bear walked into the clearing growling and roaring. Tom nodded to Zack and they both grabbed their weapons. Tom ran towards the bear yelling, hoping to scare the bear away. The bear saw that he was coming and went back into the forest. Soon the bear was nearly forgotten as they resumed their party. 
 
   Once the sun had started to set they all gathered their things and started walking back to the town. They ate dinner, trained and went to sleep. The next day they woke and went to get breakfast. They spent a few hours helping Tom's father and Caleb in the forge then had lunch. The rest of the day and the next day Tom and Zack spent with Tom's family. Then as they were about to leave they heard a knock on the door. 
 
   Alex walked in after Kiya had opened it. Alex said hello to the family then turned to Caleb and said “I have an offer for you, Caleb. Some of the smiths that work for the Riders and Guardians have heard of and seen the shield you made for Tom and are wondering if you would like to become an apprentice in that field of work. But the choice is up to you. What do you say?” the whole family except Tom looked surprised. 
 
   Caleb took a moment then said “I will need to think about it. Give me a week or two I will sent my reply by the Post.” Tom and Zack finished saying bye to Tom's family then the three left. As they walked Alex asked the two boys questions about how their week went. 
 
   They got to the cabin with a hour or so until lunch so the boys trained and Alex read reports, John was away on a mission. That was another good thing about all of them living together, one of the brothers could train both apprentices when the other had a mission they didn't want to bring their apprentice on. 
 
   After lunch the boys went back to training. Tom, who had almost mastered water magic, was teaching Zack some spells. The sun was setting as Tom taught Zack the spell to clean water instantly.
 
    Alex called the boys in so they could make and eat dinner. They cooked some rabbit Alex had killed earlier. After they ate and were sitting around the fire, Alex said “Tomorrow you both start your wilderness survival course. It will be for a month. You will do it atleast once a year, each year you will have more challenges. So in the morning you will head into a section of woods with a tinderbox, tin cooking utensils, a hatchet, your weapons and armor. I have a spell on the area so I know if you leave it. You are not allowed to interact with other people. Zack, your wyvern, Dejoni will also come with you. Tom tomorrow I will give you a lesson only Dragon Guardians get... you get your wings.”
 
   

Chapter 8
 
                 They went to sleep that night with their minds racing. Tom's thoughts focused on what Alex had said about him getting his wings. Zack was thinking about what they would do to survive for a month. They eventually fell asleep nearly an hour later. In the morning they both woke up excited and worried. John must have gotten back in the night because he was sitting at the table with Alex eating breakfast. The boys ate quickly and when they were done John took Zack to the Wyvern stable and Alex took Tom to the beach. 
 
   When Tom and Alex got to the beach Alex asked Tom “What is the number one rule of magic?” Tom quickly replied “Do not experiment with magic until you’re a master.” Alex nodded his head and said “Good, now I want you to swear you will not teach anyone about this, unless it is your apprentice, and not try to change yourself anymore then I teach you to.” Tom answered “On my honor I swear I will not teach anyone, except my own apprentice, about this spell and not try any more then you teach me.” Then Alex taught him how to get his wings. All he had to do was think the words of magic and imagine the wings. 
 
   Soon he was soaring above the lake with Alex. Alex told him that each Dragon Guardian could only turn into a dragon of one color, while Alex was purple Tom was a deep, jet black. Tom looked over at the wyvern stable and saw John and Zack talking. He soon forgot about it as he flew through the air. 
 
   What John was teaching Zack was how to ride his wyvern. Zack's wyvern, Dejoni as he had named it, was finally big enough for Zack to ride. John handed Zack a saddle and soon they too were flying above the lake. 
 
   Tom looked at his wings and looked at Dejoni's color and realized how close they were. Dejoni was slightly lighter than Tom's wings. After about half an hour of flying the four landed in front of the cabin. Tom and Zack went and got the things they were allowed to take with them. 
 
   They all flew to a secluded area of the forest and landed. They said their farewells and the two brothers flew away. The two boys watched them for a moment or two then looked at each other and Tom said “Well let's hurry and make a camp near a stream.” They spent a few minutes searching but eventually Zack found a small stream. Then they spent some time forming the trees and ground into a shelter and made a fire pit. They looked around for some food source. Suddenly they spotted a deer facing away from them. Tom raised his crossbow and Zack his bow. They shot at the same time and both hit the deer. They went and got the body. 
 
   They carried it back to the camp and dried most of the meat. They buried what they didn't use, so that predators wouldn't be attracted to the camp. They looked around for berries and other edible plants, they found a couple of bushes and other plants. They went to the stream, cleaned it and put some of the water in some of their containers. They went back to camp and ate lunch. 
 
   Lunch was some of the deer meat roasted and a handful of berries. They set to work making a shelter for Dejoni who had been flying around. They made a large roof of branches woven so tightly water couldn't get through and a large bed. They didn't worry about food and water, Dejoni could easily get his own. They collected a large supply of firewood near the fire pit. They then spent a few hours exploring and flying around. 
 
   They noticed the sun going down and went back to camp. Dejoni went to his pavilion and started eating the remains of a deer he had killed earlier and the boys cooked some of the meat and dried more of it. They made a small stew with the meat and some herbs they found. They sat around the fire talking about their pasts. Zack's parents were originally farmers but had moved to Hilltop Lake and his dad became a carpenter.
 
    Zack had worked many small jobs to help earn money. The money he earned he saved, he hoped to one day travel around the world. He often had hunted in the forest with his friends when not working. 
 
   Eventually they went into their shelter and went to sleep. The next day they woke to Dejoni roaring. They hurriedly grabbed their weapons and ran out of their hut. All they saw was a large bear running away with a foul smelling fume coming of it. Dejoni must have roared and spit his acid on the bear, causing it to run. 
 
   They looked at their food and saw some of it scattered around. They spent a hour weaving baskets with magic. They put their food into them and Tom flew up to the highest branches of the trees and hung the baskets there. 
 
   As he flew back down Zack said “We should make some traps, so we don't always have to hunt.” Tom landed and replied “Good idea, and while we are at it we might as well put up protection around our camp to keep animals like that bear out.” they spent the time until lunch creating traps of various sizes and designs. 
 
   Tom flew up to the baskets and got some of the food. He brought it down and they ate. They split the camp border into halves. Each of them would be responsible for one half. Tom made thorns, vines and other plants that would hurt or slow anything approaching grow thickly on his side. 
 
   He also put up a wall of branches grow from the trees. Zack was putting up long sharpened sticks, pits and all sorts of other traps and obstacles on his side. Zack looked at Tom's side and saw his idea, so he added thorns and vines all over his defenses. Tom looked at Zack's and added pits, stakes and other traps. Then they sat down completely exhausted from all that work. Dejoni had been hunting and came back with another deer. Tom flew up to get a snack for both of them. 
 
   They ate and Tom said “We need to make a more reliable source of berries and plants. Let's make a garden and help it with magic.” they got some of the berries and planted them. They made the stream go into the garden. They gathered other seeds and planted them also. 
 
   Then the boys used nature magic to speed the growth of the plants. Within moments the plants were sprouting. Tom looked at the sun and said “I think we should train for a while then eat dinner.” they walked into a clearing near their campsite and started training.
 
    The boys made warriors of dirt and made copies of their weapons out of stone, no use dulling their good weapons training. In all they made about fifty warriors. 
 
   The boys nodded to each other and both gave the order to attack them to the warriors they created. The boys leveled their bow and crossbow and fired at the dirt archers. Two melted back into the earth but the rest fired and the boys put up their shields to block the arrows. The warriors were about to the boys when the boys pulled out their axe and sword, laying their bow and crossbow aside. 
 
   The first warrior attacked Zack and the apprentice easily dispatched it. Soon both boys were covered in dirt and only the archers were left. They got their bow and crossbow and fired. There was about eleven archers left and they all shot back. The boys kept shooting back, Zack taking out more than Tom because the bow could fire faster.
 
    The boys walked back to their camp and went in. They had left a path that any human could follow easily but still keep animals out. The boys got back to camp as Dejoni flew in. 
 
   Dejoni went into his pavilion, Zack made a fire and Tom flew up to get the food. The boys made their dinner, some deer with a side of roots. They got some water from the stream then sat around the fire talking about what they could do to make the camp more comfortable. 
 
   They worked in the garden for half an hour then went to sleep. They woke up and checked all the traps. They had caught a deer and some small game. They went back to camp and started with the work of making the camp comfortable. 
 
   They cleared away most of the undergrowth, made a larger shelter with more comfortable beds, moved the stream so it moved through their camp and made a storage container. 
 
   They worked in the garden, their magic had made the plants grow so quickly that there was already food on them. They picked the various edible parts and put them in the storage. They ate lunch then went flying. As the boys flew they talked.
 
    Zack sat back in his saddle as Tom flew around him and Dejoni gliding on his black wings. Suddenly Tom squinted then yelled “There! A person being attacked by a cranto!” Tom flew down with Zack and Dejoni following. 
 
   A cranto looked like a giant rattlesnake, but they have a line of fire that goes down their back when they fight. The cranto was about to strike when Tom flew into it's head. Suddenly Tom realized something, Zack and Dejoni couldn't come in trees this dense. He had to fight it alone.
 
   

Chapter 9
 
   Tom heard Zack yell “Bring it to a clearing! There is one not far away!” Tom looked back at the giant beast. It was many times bigger than Tom. 
 
   It glared at him and he shot his crossbow. The bolt got it in its left eye. The cranto lunged at him but Tom dodged the strike. Tom fought of the cranto as he backed towards the clearing he and Zack had seen. The cranto tried to strike him again but he ducked behind a tree. The cranto's fangs dug into the wood and it took a moment for it to get them out. 
 
   Tom took this opportunity to run a bit towards the clearing. Eventually Tom burst from the trees with the cranto right behind him. As Tom ran further into the clearing his foot caught on a root and he tripped. When he rolled over he saw the cranto about to strike. The flames dancing wildly on its back. Suddenly a giant black shadow flew into the beast's head. Tom grabbed his axe and shield and ran over. 
 
   The cranto was fighting back viciously, but Dejoni was strong. Zack was leaning over in his saddle hacking at the giant snake. Tom got to the fight and jumped on the cranto's back, the fire had been put out in the rolling. He started hacking at the neck and head of the beast. It suddenly jerked sending Tom flying and finally getting Dejoni off of it. It looked at Tom then at Dejoni and Zack, trying to decide which was the bigger threat. 
 
   Suddenly Dejoni sprayed some of his acid at the cranto. The acid splattered on the cranto's back. Then Tom ran at the beast as it thrashed about and swinging his axe under hand, caught the cranto on the throat. Dejoni had run over also and Zack jumped off his back onto the cranto's head sinking his sword in the beast's good eye. 
 
   The beast died with an axe in its throat, a sword in it's eye and acid on its back. The three stood there panting for a moment then a movement caught Tom's eye. Out from the trees walked a girl and Tom realized that it was the person they had rescued from the cranto. Zack and Dejoni notice the girl and the three walked over to her. She had light brown hair and green eyes. 
 
   Suddenly both boys recognized her and said in unison “Madison?” then they looked at each other and said again in unison “You know Madison?” Tom answered “Ya, she lived in Pine Grove a year or two ago. How do you know her?” Zack replied “She has been living in Hilltop Lake for past year or two, Jessica's apprentice I think.” then Madison looked at Zack and recognized him. 
 
   She said “Zack? What are you doing out here and what is with the wyvern?” then she turned to Tom and continued “Tom, it has been a while. Why are you out here too?” Zack answered “I am out here for my training and this is Dejoni, my wyvern.” he indicated Dejoni and the wyvern looked at Madison. 
 
   “Hello Madison, I am out here for my training also” Madison looked confused so Tom added “I am an apprentice Dragon Guardian”. Zack said “And I am an apprentice Wyvern Rider, if you haven't guessed that already.” Madison looked amazed then asked “Do you guys have a camp around because I don't want to meet another cranto in the dark.” she indicated the sun, which was starting to sink below the horizon. 
 
   Tom answered “Ya, do you want to ride with Zack or have me carry you? We have to fly to the camp if we want to get there before dark.” Madison decided to ride with Zack and they set off flying through the air, Dejoni and Tom were also carrying the cranto's body. They didn't want to leave it out and they might be able to eat it. They reached the camp just as the light faded. Tom lit a fire as Zack got some food out. 
 
   They ate the rest of the deer, some rabbit and berries. They sat around the fire and talked. The boys learned that Madison was in the forest because she was camping. She had come alone so that she could focus on her magic, she was training to become a witch. She told them that no one expected her for a few more weeks. They decided that Madison would stay with them so that she would be safer. 
 
   Zack went over to Dejoni's pavilion and sat with Dejoni. Tom and Madison sat by the fire staring into the embers in silence. Soon they all went to sleep. In the morning Tom went to the cranto's body and magically checked if it would poison humans.
 
    After a thorough check Tom concluded that it wasn't. Madison woke up about the time Tom finished checking the cranto. Soon they got a fire going and Zack woke up and made breakfast, Zack was a really good cook so Tom let him cook most the time. 
 
   While Zack made breakfast Tom checked the traps and defenses and Madison worked in the garden. Zack called for the others to come get breakfast. Tom had gotten a rabbit and a bird from the traps and he put those in the storage container. They ate their meal and decided what to do for the day. The boys would make more huts so everyone could have their own and generally make the camp more comfortable until they would train three hours after lunch.
 
    Madison would help them where she could and organize things better, but while they trained she would practice her magic. They followed that plan and it soon became a daily routine, with exceptions like them needing to hunt, which took the place of making the camp better. Madison decided to train with the extra crossbow Tom had brought so that she could help hunt. 
 
   One night two weeks after the boys had come into the forest they saw two giant figures flying towards them. The boys looked at eachother then grabbed their weapons. Madison grabbed Tom's extra crossbow. There was a rush of wind as a purple dragon and dark blue wyvern landed in their camp. The boys lowered their weapons and sighed in relief, Madison lowered the crossbow following the boys example. 
 
   As Alex changed back into a human, John got off Masdifi, his wyvern. The boy's masters looked around their camp and nodded in approval Alex said “Nice little camp you boys got here.” then he saw Madison and asked her “Who are you?” Madison didn't hesitate and answered “I'm Madison, Jessica's apprentice. She has me out here to test me, from what I understand it is a lot like what Tom and Zack are doing.”
 
    Alex nodded approvingly “We just came to check on Tom and Zack, have any questions boys?” Tom quickly asked “Is cranto meat edible?” John answered his question “Yes it is. Why do you ask?”. “We were just wondering, we killed one when we found Madison, because it was attacking her. Right now you are sitting on it.” both of the brothers looked down startled. 
 
   Sure enough they had been sitting on the dead cranto. Alex looked at the boys and said “How did two boys and a small wyvern kill a cranto?” Tom looked at his master and replied “We worked together, Dejoni did most of it.” The two brothers stayed for another hour or so then left. Tom, Zack and Madison sat around and talked. 
 
   But eventually Tom went to sleep, after a few more minutes talking to Madison, Zack went to sleep also, Madison going to her hut moments after. In the morning they ate some of the cranto meat, it actually tasted like chicken. The group flew around, Zack and Madison on Dejoni and Tom just flying. Tom was lost in thought as they landed in a clearing and ate lunch. They set off flying back to camp. 
 
   Madison looked at Tom, flying on glistening black wings and wondered what it felt like to fly on your own power, to be so free and powerful. Tom looked over at her and she realized she was staring at him. 
 
   Then Tom said “You are wondering what flying like this feels like aren't you?” Madison nodded and asked “How did you know?” Tom replied “I wondered that every time I saw something flying on it's own. But it feels amazing, flying, just soaring through the sky, seeing everything and feeling the wind. Flying with something under you just isn't the same, I know that, Alex flew me to the Guardian Meeting.” Tom dipped and swayed in the wind. He flipped and rolled, then yelled to Zack “How about a race to camp? I want to see how fast Dejoni can fly!” he shot forward with Dejoni and the rest of them just behind him. 
 
   The race didn't last long, it ended in all of them laughing, Dejoni made an odd noise that sounded somewhere between a laugh and a growl. They landed in camp and Tom was exhausted he said “I need to fly more, Dejoni is barely out of breath and he was carrying two people. How does he do it? I must be getting fat.” they laughed and Tom went to take a nap. Zack and Madison practiced combat magic. Witches did many things, some fought in battles, some healed or they chose a different path. 
 
   Every witch apprentice learned the skills of all the different kinds, then chose one to specialize in. When the sun started going down Zack and Madison made dinner, Tom waking up when the smell reached his hut. He came out and said “I'm going to check the traps. Save some of that for me if I'm not back when you start eating.” Even after telling them that Tom still hurried checking the traps.
 
    He got back just as the two others finished making the stew. They ate all of it and soon after Zack went to sleep. Tom said “I am going flying, I love flying in the night.” Tom's wings formed, blending into the night. He stood and took off. Madison went to sleep. 
 
   As Tom flew through the night he thought about many things. It started raining as he flew, and he was about to turn back when lightning started a fire in the trees. He flew down and harnessed the rain, soon he had put out the fire and he took off again, flying towards camp. He got back to camp and went to sleep. The next day he woke to the smell of cooking meat. He got up and went outside. He looked around at their camp. 
 
   The garden had many rows of various plants, the walls of wood and earth, the three huts and the main hut where they made meals when it was raining. Dejoni's pavilion now had walls and was bigger, so it wasn't really a pavilion anymore. There was a small pond that they used to get water quicker. Tom walked over to the fire and asked “What's for breakfast? Do you need any help?” Zack shook his head and said “It is almost done, you seem to do that often, ask if we need help when it is almost done. And for breakfast we have rabbit, blueberries and strawberries.” Tom pretended to look offended and said in a fake hurt voice “I just woke up, I offer my help when I see you doing something.” all three sat in silence for a moment then they all started laughing. 
 
   Suddenly they heard a rough voice saying “Well now, how about you give us anything of value and we'll be on our way.” The three spun around and saw a group of armed bandits, about fifteen in all. They carried a variety of weapons ranging from clubs with nails to swords to crossbows. Tom stepped towards them and said “Or you could leave now with your lives and freedom, your choice.” 
 
   The bandits laughed and one said in a mocking tone “Oh, we are so scared of three little kids.” Dejoni landed behind the three and the boys grabbed their weapons, Madison grabbed a crossbow and leveled it. The bandits stood for a moment then the man who was obviously the leader yelled and ran at them. 
 
   Tom motioned with his arm and a large rock hit him in the head. The bandits wavered but kept coming, Madison fired the crossbow then put it down. A man fell clutching his leg. She started fighting with magic and Dejoni launched himself into the air and spat acid on the attackers.
 
   Soon the attack was finished and as the four stood around panting one of the men melted into the ground leaving behind a pile of dirt, the rest soon doing the same. Tom looked up and saw Alex walking into the camp.
 
    
 
   

Chapter 10
 
                 Alex looked at the group and smiled. He said “Tom you need to work on using your advantages, like your ability to fly.” Tom nodded and asked “Why isn't John here?” Alex answered “He had a mission.” Soon they were all sitting around the fire talking and eating. Then he stood up and said “Tom and I are going flying, you can join us if you wish.” Tom looked at Alex confused “We are?” he asked. Alex looked at him and said “Yes we are. I am your master and I get to tell you what to do.” Alex smiled and laughed. 
 
   Zack called Dejoni over and Zack and Madison got on. Tom and Alex spread their wings and all of them took off flying. The flight wasn't long and in the middle of it Alex turned and said “Get back to your camp. My visit is over.” Alex swerved towards Hilltop Lake and the others turned to their camp. When they landed in the camp, Zack and Madison slid off Dejoni and Tom's wings disappeared. 
 
   They all went to sleep, in the morning Tom woke up first, so he made breakfast. About halfway through making breakfast Madison woke up and came to help. Zack woke up and, as was the job of the last person awake, checked the traps. They sat around the fire eating. 
 
   Tom stood up after finishing his food and idly hit his head against the main hut wall, a habit he did when he was thinking or bored. He turned back to Zack and Madison and said “So, we have five more days until Zack and my wilderness survival ends. Madison how much longer do you have?” Madison swallowed and answered “I have about three days left. Then I go back to the forest closer to Hilltop Lake.” They made plans to meet at the village and also what to do for the last few days they had in the camp. 
 
   They had to use the food they had stored, dismantle all the traps, undo most the defenses and restore the camp to what it looked like before. They decided to dismantle the traps that day and undo some of the defenses. They went flying after that. As they sat in a field eating lunch they saw a cranto slither near. 
 
   They stared at it but it didn't notice them. As they flew back to camp they saw a wild forest wyvern. They landed in camp and spent the day relaxing. 
 
   They spent the following days about the same. But three days after that the boys flew Madison back to where she was supposed to meet Jessica. They said farewell then flew back. 
 
   The boys took down almost everything, leaving just the main hut. It was big enough for Tom, Zack and Dejoni to fit in there if needed. They spent the next two days relaxing and preparing to leave. They woke the last day, ate the last of the food and destroyed the remaining hut. 
 
   They waited until Alex and John flew into what was their camp. As they flew back to Hilltop Lake, Alex asked them “Where is that girl that was with you? Madison or something like that” Tom answered “She left two days before us.” they flew the rest of the way in silence. 
 
   Soon they were resuming the old schedule, almost exactly the same. They woke up, ate breakfast then ran a few miles. They flew back. Tom flew and Zack rode Dejoni. They practiced combat, in the air and on the ground. They practiced magic, then learned about geography and other subjects like that. 
 
   Saturday the boys after doing the short Saturday training, went to the village to meet Madison. They had planned to meet at the docks. They reached the docks and tied up the canoes, they got out and saw Madison walking towards them. They spent a few hours wandering around town then went swimming. 
 
   Once they got out of the crowded and cramped town Dejoni joined them. They saw the sun setting after a couple of hours then the boys flew Madison back to her house. The boys got back to their cabin and ate dinner. Right after they ate they went to sleep. 
 
   Soon they followed that schedule every week, Monday through Friday train, Saturday do something with Madison. Sundays they had completely free. Then one Monday, Alex came up to Tom and said “This week you can visit your family, because it’s your birthday and John and I have a mission. You leave later today.” Zack and Madison decided to come with him, Madison wanted to see some of her old friends and Jessica was willing to let her go for the week. 
 
   Soon the four, were on the road, or more correctly in the air. Within the hour they landed just outside Pine Grove. 
 
   As they walked down the street many people looked out of doors and windows, wondering what was making such a loud noise soon finding out it was Dejoni. Suddenly they heard someone yell “Tom!” they turned and saw Mykala running towards them and Tom walked forward. Mykala asked “How have you been? I haven't seen you for so long.” then she recognized Zack and said “Hi Zack! Is that your wyvern?” finally she saw Madison and gasped “Madison! It's been so long! How have you been?” soon all of Mykala's questions were answered and they resumed walking into town. 
 
   When they entered the town Madison turned away from the other three and said “Bye, my parent's house is this way. See you later.” As the boys and Dejoni kept walking the houses became too close together for Dejoni so he flew above them. Soon Tom and Zack got annoyed of all the people coming out of their houses and asking them questions, so Tom flew Zack up to Dejoni and they flew the rest of the way to Tom's house. 
 
   They landed in the back yard and Tom's family came into the backyard. Soon all the greetings were done and everyone went inside to eat, Dejoni flew off to find a food in the woods. 
 
   The rest of the day Tom and Zack spent with Tom's family. The next day Tom and Zack spent with and some friends. Suddenly around lunch, they heard a bell ringing. Everyone in the village knew what that bell meant. Someone was attacking.
 
   

Chapter 11
 
   It hadn't been rung for almost a year. Tom bolted up and yelled to Zack “Come on!” they ran to Tom's house and got their gear. They ran towards the bell and Dejoni flew down to them when there was enough room. Madison had also gone to the bell. 
 
   Town guards were flooding to the bell. Tom looked around and saw that the commander of the guard wasn't there. He ran up to the raised platform and yelled “Everyone follow me!” surprisingly everyone followed him without hesitation, responding to the tone of authority in his voice. 
 
   As they ran out to the fields Tom saw that the attackers were mounted and lightly armed. Obviously they wanted to get in, take some things and get out. Arrows flew over Tom's and the guards' heads. Dejoni and Zack flew over them and Madison was preparing to cast spells. Some of the raiders fell to the arrows but most survived. As Tom hit the first raider he jumped and tackled the man from his horse. He swung his axe in a controlled rage. 
 
   How dare these people attack his home! he thought as he saw Dejoni and Zack struggling to fight off a large group of the raiders. He led some of the guards towards them and helped them. 
 
   Tom heard Zack yell at him “Look out!” Tom ducked and Zack slashed the man behind Tom. All around him men from both sides were falling. Tom looked over and saw a smaller group of raiders riding down towards the battle. 
 
   He turned to Zack and yelled “Get on Dejoni! We have to stop those raiders!” Zack quickly ran to Dejoni and jumped on. Dejoni swung his tail hitting many raiders then took off. 
 
   Tom's wings came out and he jumped and kicked a raider's head. Dejoni landed in the middle of the attackers crushing some. Dejoni swung his tail, snapped his jaws and clawed the raiders. Zack fought from his back, mostly using magic. Tom landed on a raider and knocked him from his saddle, then landed on the horse.
 
    He fought from it's back until he saw the man who obviously was leading this smaller band and he crouched in his saddle as they rode towards each other. 
 
   He launched himself into the man and they both went tumbling to the ground. They both quickly got off the ground and ran at each other. Tom swung his axe at the man's head but the man blocked the blow with his shield. The man swung his sword at Tom's neck, but Tom deflected the shot with his shield. 
 
   Tom rammed the man with his shield and swung his axe with all his strength into the staggering man's head. Tom felt the metal and bone give way under the blow. Tom flung himself back into the mindless fighting around him, some of the guards had followed the boys to this battle. 
 
   Minutes later Tom smashed his axe into the last man and he looked around him. The battle at lasted only minutes, but the ground was covered in bodies and blood. He stood there panting until he felt a hand on his shoulder. He looked back and saw a girl from the village, about his age handing him some water. He drank his fill then started to help clean up. He looked into the face of the guard he was carrying and recognized him, his name was Fredric, he had a wife and two small children. He put down the body and he felt another hand on his shoulder. 
 
   This time it was a man and he simply said “Go home, you've done enough.” as Tom walked back to his house everything was silent, but the cries and moans of those wounded or that had lost family. Tom simply thought This is what he would be doing for the rest of his life. He went up stairs to his room and took off his armor, set it in a corner along with his bloody axe and shield. He looked at himself in the mirror then tried to sleep. 
 
   For what seemed like hours he lay awake and listened to the weeping and cries. Finally he fell asleep, he woke in the middle of the night. He must have been asleep for awhile because when he was going to sleep it was still a few hours till sunset. He stood up careful not to wake Zack, who was sharing his room. He quietly crept downstairs and out the front door. He walked down the street, bathed in light from the full moon. He wandered around the village aimlessly. Suddenly he heard a soft voice say “Hello?” he turned quickly pulling out his dagger as he turned. 
 
   The dagger was nearly out of it's sheath when he saw the speaker, it was the girl who had given him the water earlier, she had brown hair and brown eyes she was also kind of tall. Tom quickly said “Sorry, you scared me. I guess I am just on edge after that battle. Thanks for the water earlier. I'm Tom.” the girl laughed saying “I scared you? You scared me, with that dagger. My name is Bryn. Mind if I join you on your walk?” Tom shook his head “No I don't mind, but what are you doing out at night?” Bryn smiled then answered “I was going to ask you the same thing. I just couldn't sleep.” Tom started walking “You too then. You cold?” he asked when he saw she was shivering a little. 
 
   Bryn nodded “Just a little, why do you have some magical fire power or something?” they both laughed “No, don't know fire magic yet, but I do have a jacket. Want to use it?” Bryn answered “Sure, but won’t you be cold?” Tom took off his jacket and handed it to her. “No, but I hadn't seen you around here before I left for my training.” 
 
   As he spoke his wings came out and he wrapped them around him. Bryn shook her head “You wouldn't have, I moved here a few months ago. What are you training for?” Tom said “I bet you can guess what I am training for.” Bryn looked at his wings and said, with a small smile “Um, maybe becoming a Dragon Guardian, no that doesn't make sense. You fight in battles, know magic and have great weapons. Definitely not a Guardian.” They both laughed “You’re right. What are you doing with your life?” 
 
   Bryn shrugged “In a week I am leaving to train as a sentinel.” The sentinels were a group that serves as elite scouts for the kingdom in times of war and as law enforcers in times of peace. Their weapons were long range, a bow or crossbow and a throwing weapon along with a short sword. Tom said “Cool, I hear the training is hard.” 
 
   They walked down to the fields and sat on a bench Tom had made. They sat and talked overlooking the glistening fields and farms. 
 
   Suddenly they heard what sounded like beating wings behind them and a voice that sounded like a growl say “Tom, why are you out in the middle of night, isn't that odd behavior for humans?” Tom spun and leaped to his feet and pulled out his dagger, again. 
 
   He recognized Dejoni and he sighed “Dejoni? You can talk?” The wyvern nodded “I've been able to speak for a long time. I just never felt the need to say anything.” Bryn was still sitting shocked “Tom, do you know a Wyvern Rider or something?” Tom nodded and smiled “Ya, in fact I know two. This is Dejoni, my best friend's wyvern. Dejoni this is Bryn, I just met her tonight. I couldn't sleep, so I went on a walk and met her.” 
 
   Dejoni dipped his head in Bryn's direction then asked Tom “Why didn't you fly? I find it much more refreshing.” Tom replied “Sometimes I walk instead of fly because it makes me feel normal.” Bryn watched the two in amazement. 
 
   She turned to Tom and said “You can fly?” Tom nodded saying “Ya what do you think I do with these.” and he spread his wings. “I just didn't completely connect that, I guess I am little slow and tired right now. It just doesn't seem like someone my age could fly.” Tom nodded “It was weird for me for a while when I first was able. Even I didn't believe it.” Bryn looked at the moon and said “I should get home, I need to sleep.” 
 
   She stood up and Tom said “Want me to fly you home?” Bryn looked at him and said “Sure, that might be fun.” Tom stood up and spread his wings “Sorry if I drop you, this is my first time carrying someone while flying.” they both laughed and Tom picked her up. 
 
   Tom flew up careful not to drop her. He asked “Which way?” she pointed and he started flying, Dejoni behind him. As they flew Bryn gave him directions. Tom landed in the middle of the street then set Bryn down. “Good thing I didn't drop you, I'm surprised I didn't.” they laughed and Bryn went into her house. Tom spread his wings again and Dejoni and he flew together for a while, then they turned towards Tom's house. They landed in the backyard and Tom went inside. He crept back to his room. 
 
   Zack was still asleep and Tom went back to sleep. He woke with the sun shining in his face. Zack was still sleeping, so he decided to let him sleep. He got dressed then went downstairs. He went to the kitchen and his mom was making breakfast. He went over and started helping. A few minutes later he sat at the table and started eating. He was eating his bacon when Zack finally came down. Once Zack was done with his food they went out back and got their practice weapons. Zack got on Dejoni and Tom spread his wings. 
 
   They both launched into the air at the same time. As they practiced aerial combat over the fields, Zack noticed Tom was distracted. They landed panting. And Zack asked “What are you thinking about?” Tom looked at him “What do you mean?” Dejoni replied for Zack “We both know you're thinking about something, we've been with you almost all the time for months.” Tom told Zack that he was thinking about the night before, how they both would be fighting for the rest of their careers. 
 
   The boys looked over and saw Madison walking over to them. “I saw you training and was bored so I came over here.” she explained. “Why do you guys practice aerial combat anyway? Only people I know who can fly are either Dragon Guardians or Wyvern Riders.” The boys looked at each other for a second and thought. “Because things like vampires, wild wyverns or dragons, other nations and” Tom paused for a moment “it's fun.” Tom finished and all of them laughed. Suddenly he heard someone say “Hello Tom.” he turned ready to swing his axe. He sighed and laughed “Bryn, I thought you would know not to sneak up behind me. I nearly cut you in half.” Madison and Zack looked confused, Zack asked Bryn “Hi, what is your name? I'm Zack, this is Dejoni and Madison.” Bryn nodded “I've met Dejoni. My name is Bryn. What are you guys doing?” Tom answered “Zack and me were training, Madison just got here. What are you doing?” Bryn untied something from her waist. “I was just returning your jacket, you forgot it.” Bryn said, she handed Tom the jacket. 
 
   Tom laughed “I knew I forgot something, thanks. Why don't we all go to the lake?” all the others nodded and agreed. They all went to change and met just outside of the village. Bryn and Madison got on Dejoni with Zack. Tom spread his wings and they took off. They landed at the lake a few minutes later Tom got rid of his wings as the girls and Zack got off Dejoni. Dejoni panted and said “That made me tired, I rarely carry two almost never three. Good night.” he walked off to the shade of some trees and laid down. 
 
   The rest of them stood there a moment in silence then Zack started laughing and the rest soon were too. Tom suddenly made water launch from the lake and soak the rest of them. This time he started the laughing. They started swimming and messing around. Eventually Dejoni joined them. About an hour later they went back to the beach. They dried off and started to leave. Dejoni looked at them all “I am not carrying three people again. That is too much.” so they decided Tom would carry Bryn, because he knew her best. 
 
   They followed the road mostly on the way back. Suddenly Madison pointed to the road. “Bandits! Let's go!” she yelled. They flew down and Tom put Bryn off the the side of the road. Dejoni and the rest landed right in front of the bandits, who were approaching a ornate carriage. Tom landed beside them and said “Leave or be punished!” the bandits wavered for a moment, they had seen Tom fly and saw Dejoni along with the weapons they boys carried. Some of the bandits ran but about twenty stayed. 
 
   One of them said “You think we're scared of some children and a tiny wyvern?” he raised a mirror, seeming to signal something. They heard the beat of wings and saw a armored man riding a griffin flying down. The boys looked at each other. Tom said “I'll take him you guys stay here!” he launched himself into the air before anyone could argue. As he flew he heard the clash of metal beneath him and he gathered wind around him. 
 
   He flew straight to the man and when he was feet away he released the air straight towards the griffin rider, knocking him off balance and kicked at him. The Rider easily dodged the kick and swung his mace at Tom. Tom flew under the griffin to dodge the swing. The griffin, better trained than Tom thought, slashed at Tom and its large talons cutting his side. Tom nearly fell to the ground but managed to stay aloft. He flew away from the griffin and rider quickly. Tom looked down and saw the bandits there nearly defeated. He dove down and helped the others finish them. 
 
   The four looked at the griffin, flying high above them then they looked at each other. “Together.” they all said at the same time. They launched into the air and flew straight towards the griffin and it's rider. Tom flew around and the rest attacked straight on. Tom suddenly remembered what Alex had said after Alex had faked a bandit attack on the camp “Use your advantages,Tom.” he yelled at Zack “Get back!” Zack looked at him then turned Dejoni around and they flew a small distance away. 
 
   The rider laughed “You cowards! Come fight me!” he looked back as Tom said “You'll get your fight.” the rider realized something. Tom knew combat magic. 
 
   That was his last thought as rocks and dirt smashed him into the ground. Tom hovered for a moment then started falling.
 
    
 
   

 
 
   Chapter 13
 
                 Dejoni dove as quickly as he could towards Tom's plummeting body but Madison and Zack knew he wouldn't get to him in time so they magically slowed his fall. They got to Tom and Dejoni caught him then glided down to land. He set Tom on the ground lightly, Madison and Zack sliding of his back quickly. Bryn ran over to them and stared at Tom. He was bloody with giant talon marks across his side. 
 
   Zack and Madison started trying to take care of the wound. Tom's eyes opened slowly, as if with great effort and weariness. Bryn started talking to him, in an effort to keep him awake. Zack and Madison stopped the bleeding and Zack said “Dejoni! We have to fly him to town! Hurry!” Dejoni quickly picked up Tom and Zack jumped on his back. He yelled to the girls “Stay here we'll be back in a little.” Dejoni jumped into the air and flew as fast as he could to Pine Grove. Within minutes Dejoni landed, panting at Pine Grove. 
 
   Zack yelled out “Someone help!” a man came out of a nearby house to see what was happening. He saw Tom's bloody body and said “We must take him to Steve, the town's healer. Help me carry him.” they lifted Tom and carried him farther into town and burst into the healer's shop. 
 
   The man yelled “Steve, get down here a boy is horribly hurt!” an old man came down saying “Put him over here, Joseph.” the two laid Tom on the bed Steve indicated. The healer started working on Tom and Zack turned around and found Dejoni. He jumped onto him and they flew back to where the girls were waiting. 
 
   They saw the girls and got them flying slowly back to Pine Grove, Dejoni after flying so fast to get Tom there and now carrying three people couldn't fly very fast and stop for many rests. Eventually they landed and Zack ran to tell Tom's family after telling Madison and Bryn where Tom was.
 
   Tom woke suddenly not knowing where he was and tried reaching for his dagger at his belt, but it wasn't there. He spun around and his side burst into pain. His family and friends sat in chairs nearby most of them asleep, but Bryn was awake. She rushed over to him and said “Stop moving around, Steve says if you move too much you will make it worse.” Tom stopped moving and sat up asking “What happened, one moment I remember fighting bandits, next I vaguely remember flying then I wake up here.” As Bryn explained what happened Steve came down with some soup and gave it to Tom to eat. 
 
   He had just finished his soup when the door suddenly opened and in walked Alex. He looked at Tom and said loudly “Tom, feeling better? I heard you tried to fight a griffin yourself and that's why you got that nasty cut.” Tom nodded “Ya, pretty dumb of me wasn't it. But please be quieter everyone is asleep and I don't want to wake them.” Alex laughed and said quieter “That's something only you would do Tom, be sitting in your bed after nearly being killed and being worried for everyone else getting sleep” Alex and Tom smiled. 
 
   Tom tried to turn but intense pain shot from his side. He looked down and moved his shirt out of the way to look at his side. He could see four parallel red stains through a bandage from where the griffin and slashed him. Tom grimaced, he looked at Steve “How long until I can go?” he asked. Steve walked over and started poking and pinching him. Steve looked up “About three days then you will be better. Because you're in shape and your training you didn't get permanently injured, but you will have those scars for a long time, if they ever go away.” Slowly people started waking, talking to him a little then leaving to go back to their homes and lives. 
 
   Zack and Tom's family barely left for anything but sleep and food. The next day Tom was able to sit up without too much pain. The second day he was able to walk to the table and eat. As he was eating some bread he looked at Zack and asked “How long was I passed out after the fight?” Zack yawned and answered “Only about a day, Steve is surprised you weren't out longer. Come on someone wants to see you.” Zack help Tom up and they walked out into the back of the Healer Building, as it was called. Tom saw a big black pile and he smiled. 
 
   Dejoni looked over and yawned, one thing you never want to smell is wyvern breath after it had just eaten. Tom laughed saying “Good to see you, too.Your breath smells awful, Dejoni.” Dejoni made a sound halfway between a laugh and a roar. After talking a minute or two Dejoni went back to sleep and the boys went back inside. Tom laid back on his bed and Zack left to go get some food and sleep. 
 
   He looked outside and to see how long the shadows were to tell what time it was. He sighed as he saw it was only noon. Why can't the day be over! he thought It is so boring laying here and not doing anything. Alex walked in interrupting his thoughts. Tom looked up and said “Please have something for me to do. I am so bored.” Alex laughed as he set some papers on the table and beckoned him over. “I finally might be able to teach you some of the calmer skills of a Dragon Guardian. Like making battle plans.” Tom sat at the table and listened as Alex taught him about things like cover, height advantages, battle formations, human battle reactions, terrain and how they affected battle.
 
    “Describe the terrain of your fight with the griffin and the bandits.” Tom closed his eyes and described the land “On either side of the road there is a ditch and trees. The road is tightly packed dirt. The sides behind the ditches is slightly higher than the road.” Tom opened his eyes and saw Alex drawing a map of the fight. 
 
   Then Alex told Tom “Say you had fifteen archers, twenty five swordsmen, a griffin knight and you. How would you deploy all the units in this terrain.” Tom looked at the map and thought for a moment “Spread the swordsmen evenly across the sides of the road in the ditches and on end of the road, then put the archers on the far side of the ditch barely in the trees then have me and the knight flying above the site. Then when the enemy comes the archers shoot a volley and before the enemy know what happened they hide behind the trees again then the swordsmen jump out of the ditch and attack, the ones not in the ditch keeping the enemy from running that way. Then me and the knight dive down onto the opposite side of the enemy and keep them from running our way. The archers shooting to wound those who run.” Alex listened to his plan. 
 
   He nodded then said “I think you have it mostly how I would plan it, but instead of the swordsmen jumping out of the ditch have them stay there and defend the archers, the others keeping them bottled up as you said. Good job. Get some rest.” Alex stood up and walked out the door. “I think I should thank you for fighting those bandits, the mission I was on was to capture or kill them.” Alex stood up and left. 
 
   The rest of the day passed slowly for Tom. The next day Steve came downstairs to do a final check on Tom. He said “You can go, Tom. But take it easy, tell Alex that too.” Tom gathered his things and left the building glad to finally be outside and moving again. 
 
   He walked to his house without much pain. He walked in the door and ate some food. He lifted his shirt a little and looked at the scars. The next day Alex came into the kitchen as he ate breakfast. He looked at Tom “Are you feeling good enough to go back to Hilltop Lake?” he asked. “I can go, but I will probably need breaks and I have to take it easy Steve said.” Tom answered. Alex nodded “We will leave after lunch.” and he walked out. Tom sat back in his chair. I have been his apprentice for nearly a year he thought then he got up to pack and say bye. 
 
   Packing was easy because he had barely unpacked anything, but saying bye took a long time. As he walked towards Bryn he realized this could easily be the last time they saw each other. They had only known each other for a few days, but had already been in a battle and flown together, he had never carried anyone flying before her. 
 
   He returned to his house and ate lunch. Alex came and got him and they left. It took about four hours to get to Hilltop Lake. He saw Zack, Dejoni, John and Masdifi, John's wyvern who was named after the Aminac goddess of victory and war, flying around the island. He wanted to fly and join them, but because of his injury he couldn't fly very much
 
    A few days later Tom was completely better. Alex walked into the living room where Tom was sitting making water fly around him. Tom set the water back in the bucket and looked at Alex. “It's time for your final lesson on basic water magic. Follow me.” Alex said. 
 
   Tom got up and followed him excited. They got out of the cabin and flew off. They followed a stream for a few miles. They landed and the lesson began. “What makes the air feel thick in some places?” Alex asked. Tom shrugged “I don't know.” Alex nodded “I doubted you would, but the answer is water. Water is everywhere. This lesson will be of harnessing the small amounts of water in the air and of some of the hardest water spells.” Alex taught Tom to gather the small amounts of water from the air around him. After a little practice he had figured it out. Suddenly Alex said “Now let's see what you can do with water!” and he launched a spike of water that froze on the way towards Tom. 
 
   Tom magically won control of the ice and sent it in tiny pieces back at Alex, while he also sent gallons of water at him from behind. Alex made a shield of ice from the air and blocked the tiny shards of ice. The other attack splashed down on him and instantly froze. Alex eventually broke the ice and panted. “That's good, but the spells I am going to teach you are even better.” he said after gathering his breath. Alex taught Tom how to control giant amounts of water at once, change the water into something else and to use stillwater to view other places and people. 
 
   Two weeks later Alex again took Tom out into the forest. This time they fought using plant magic. The fight ended with Tom's body encased in wood. Alex taught Tom how to make plants grow faster, harden plants, hide himself in trees and make the trees and plants turn into wooden creatures. 
 
   The next day, after training, Tom was sitting in the living room with Zack talking. Alex walked in and sat down. He looked at Tom and said “In a month we are moving to the south, to Blangto. It is a desert town. You have mastered the basics of water and plant magic and those are the only things we needed to be here for. 
 
   In Blangto you will continue learning earth and air magic along with metal, heat and desert survival skills. But first, tomorrow you begin your final test on forest survival and magic.” Tom looked shocked “How far is Blangto? Are Zack and John coming? Are Zack and Dejoni coming on the survival thing with me?” he asked rapidly. 
 
   Alex shook his head “Blangto is about twenty miles. Zack and John will stay here until John decides to move somewhere. This is going to be a solo survival test. I will teach you how to start a fire with magic and you will have no tools but magic. I will send many challenges against you.” Alex answered. Early the next day the four humans and the two wyverns were just outside the cabin saying bye. Alex was going to take Tom to the survival area while Tom was blindfolded. The two flew out of sight and in minutes Alex landed in a clearing. The sun just cleared the horizon as Tom watched Alex fly away. 
 
   Quickly he started creating his base. He gathered food, made walls, created guards, laid traps and prepared a shelter. Tom sat down exhausted on a chair he made. He looked around him. There was a fire pit, a small hut, thick walls of wood and dirt, living trees patrolling around the walls and he had made all of that before the sun went down. He started a fire and cooked some meat one of the hunter-trees had brought back earlier. He finished eating and went to sleep. 
 
   He woke to the sound of fighting. He rushed out of his hut and looked around. He could see three or four crantos attacking his base. “Alex wasn't kidding when he said there would be challenges.” he thought.
 
    He flew over to a cranto that had just squeezed one of his guards to splinters. He magically drove a branch into its eye and brain, killing it quickly. He looked over as three of his guards smashed one of the giant snakes after it set one of them on fire.
 
    Two left. 
 
   Suddenly both turned towards him, as if they were both tied to a string. 
 
   They slithered as fast as they could over to him whipping any guards that came near them with their tails. Tom looked around and made two stone spikes erupt from the ground underneath the crantos that skewered them. He sighed with relief and set about repairing the damage the crantos had caused. When all the guards were either repaired or replaced Tom had an idea. He gathered all the tree-guards in a clearing. 
 
   They all lined up in ordered ranks and he started creating a small defensive army. He appointed leaders and started training them. He armed them with stone weapons and armor. He taught them how to fight crantos and other dangers of the forest. He created a way for some of them to launch sharp sticks from a range. He made towers for those archers. Soon the training was underway and Tom worked on the side creating new warriors and archers. He made a gate so that the guards could enter and exit his base easily. The next day he looked up from his lunch as he heard the guards' yells. He saw one point up and saw what was coming. A large blue wyvern. 
 
   He thought for a moment “Maybe it is John and Masdifi. But if this is a challenge from Alex if I let it come to close it could prove a giant problem.” he came to a decision he started flying towards it. When he was a fair distance away he called “John, Masdifi! Is that you?” the replying roar made it clear it was not and it wanted to fight. He dove back down to his fort as it spat acid at him. The tree-guards aren't trained to fight enemies in the air. He thought then had an idea. He got the wyvern's attention and led it to a clearing near his base. He called his guards to the clearing and landed in it. 
 
   The wyvern landed also eyes staring straight at Tom. It raced forward at Tom but Tom sent it flying back with a large stone in its chest. Any second now the tree-guards would come into the clearing and attack the beast. 
 
   But as the guards entered the clearing the wyvern threw off the rock and smashed some of the tree men with it's tail. The ranks formed up and made a turtle formation, all the shields interlocking so they were defended on top and all sides. The warriors moved forward but holes were quickly being made as the wyvern spit at them. Tom mentally gave a command to the commander of the guards to spread out. He had another idea. He reached magically into the trees. He forced his will on the wood and made ten wooden crantos. They wrapped around the wyvern but the beast smashed one of them. 
 
   One wrapped around its neck and then the tree-guards fell on the wyvern as it staggered. He brought his mind from the wood crantos and they became lifeless once more. He watched as the wyvern turned into stone. He made changes in the guards training, now they were being trained to fight flying enemies. He also made griffins out of the trees and gave them will. 
 
   His fort seemed impenetrable. He had made the walls three feet thick and ten feet tall. Each corner was a tower that was twenty feet from the ground. His personal hut was a small shelter against one wall. The food storage building was just to the side of that about the same size. In the center was a large common. A large fire pit to cook with and a large pavilion. 
 
   Two days later Alex came to his base. Helanded in front of gates and Tom opened them. Alex walked up to Tom and said “You get one request for something. I will come back in two days to get your answer.” Tom started to say something, but Alex jumped into the air and Tom watched his purple form fly away. 
 
   Tom walked to his hut and went to sleep thinking of what he would ask for. The next day Tom passed time thinking of what to ask for, watching the training and improving his fort. He had some of the tree-men help him dig a moat then put sharpened stakes at the bottom. He used a spell Alex taught him and changed some water so it would burn easily and put it in the moat. Tom went to sleep after he ate a good meal. 
 
   One good thing about being alone with only tree-men for company is you only have to feed one person, the tree-men only needing sunlight and water. He already had enough food for the rest of his time. He woke and found the guards fighting some bears and wolves. He grabbed the stone axe and shield he had made and flew over the wall. 
 
   He landed on a bear and crushed it's head with his shield. He jumped off it's body into another bear and slashed the new bear's neck. He threw his axe at a wolf and made a knife. He jumped from bear to bear until only the wolves were left. 
 
   He dropped the knife and summoned his axe. The guards fell into a formation behind him as the wolves grouped together. 
 
   They stood looking at each other for a moment then jumped at each other. Tom hacked, smashed, chopped and bashed, cutting down many wolves. The tree-guards widened the hole he made. 
 
   Soon Tom swung his axe into the last wolf and told the tree-guards to take care of the stone bodies, he need the ground clear around the walls. He walked back into the fort and ate his breakfast. He put stone spikes on the walls and made them very smooth and slippery so they couldn't be climbed. He just finished eating lunch when he saw Alex flying towards his camp. He told the guards to stand down and flew out to meet him. First Alex inspected all the defenses, food and Tom's small army. 
 
   Alex tested Tom's fighting skills next. Finally as they sat down to eat dinner, made by some Tom's wooden chefs, Alex asked Tom “What do you want to help you for the rest of your time out here?” Tom hesitated for a moment then answered “I want some company out here. It gets really lonely.” Alex thought for a minute. “I might be able to work something out with someone. But they can't be trained, very well at least. So if you have some ideas let me know right now.” Alex said finally. 
 
   Tom thought for a moment then said a small list of people, not including Zack or Madison because they were well trained. Alex stood up “If I can get any of them and they fit my requirements then I will have them here tomorrow or the next day. If not I will come back for another request.” he said then flew away. Tom stood up, checked on the guards then went to sleep. Tom was woken by the smell of smoke. He rushed outside and looked around. Everything seemed to be burning. Alex's test for today is very different from the usual he thought. He started fighting the fire near the food storage and soon had that out. After the fire was out he looked around at the damage. The food storage hadn't been touched, but almost everywhere else was black, cracked or gone. He had lost about ten tree-men in the fire. He set about repairing his base, silently waiting for Alex. The day passed without anyone coming. Eventually he went to bed, but laid on his back wondering who would come. Finally he drifted off to sleep. He woke to a knock on the wooden frame of his door and saw the person he had been hoping would come, Bryn stood at the door with a note.
 
   

Chapter 14
 
                 Tom sat up and smiled. “Morning, how are you?” Tom asked with a yawn as Bryn said “I'm good, I'm glad I can spend some time with someone my age. Samantha isn't very cheerful most the time. I have a note from Alex for you, he had to go. How are you?” She finished and handed Tom the note. “I'm pretty good.” he replied as he read the note
 
    “Tom, Samantha says you must help Bryn train and teach her some weapons skills and simple magic, -Alex.” 
 
   It said. Tom looked up at Bryn. “Well I guess I have to train you. So let's get started.” Bryn wanted to follow Tom's schedule as close as possible. 
 
   They started the day by eating breakfast, today there was no attack. Then spent the rest of the day training and building the fort, with breaks for meals and when they were tired. The next day Tom woke to the usual fighting and ran out to help. Today it was some crantos and bears. As he was about to run out the gates with the most the guards behind him he noticed Bryn run out of her hut. 
 
   She had her weapons but was looking very confused. Tom realized he hadn't said what to do in an attack he was so used to them. He beckoned a single guard over and told it to tell her to get on the walls and help those guards.
 
    As the wooden man ran off Tom nodded to the gate men and the gate opened. Tom set off at a fast jogging pace and soon was fighting. After the battle the day was like the day before and soon everyday followed the same schedule, fight, eat, train, eat, build, eat, sleep and repeat, sometimes with fights at other times. 
 
   With only a week left, Tom and Bryn sat around the fire talking and eating some fish. Tom looked out at the stars and saw some sort of dense black cloud that didn't seem to be solid and was moving very swiftly. 
 
   He heard the flapping of dozens of wings and realized something, vampires were coming. “This must be the first of the final tasks.” Tom thought. Alex had warned him that during the final days of his assessment there would be some extremely hard tasks and battles. Tom jumped up and started yelling for light and guards. The tree-men came running out of their sleeping quarters confused.
 
    Tom simply pointed at the sky and they saw what was happening. The first vampire landed as Tom got his weapons. The two forces stood staring at each other for a moment, the vampires looked red in the fire light. 
 
   Then a vampire leaped forward at Tom, who quickly sliced its head cleanly off with his axe. Soon the entire area above and inside the fort was in chaos. The griffins fought vampires in the air, the men on the ground and Tom both in the air and on the ground. As Tom hacked at a vampire near a wall it dodged the strike and the axe hit the wall, shattering the axe. Tom thought quickly he didn't have time to make a new one so he grabbed a torch off the wall. He swung it at vampires and many burned as he fought.
 
    But it didn't last, a vampire had ran over and grabbed a bucket of water and splashed it on him. The torch went out and he ran through the vampires back to the place his warriors were holding back the vampires. He created a new axe but put it in it's holding loops. He closed his eyes trusting his warriors to keep him safe, and created giant beasts from the ground, water and trees.
 
    He killed many vampires using various magical weapons and created a wall between the two forces. Then he opened his eyes and grabbed his axe. He ordered his guards into a formation behind him and lowered the wall, running as he did. He hit the vampires with enough power to send many flying back. Suddenly he heard a scream and looked over at the walls. Bryn! The vampires' army changed form and flew away. He yelled at his griffins to follow him and took flight chasing the vampires. 
 
   He knew this was something Alex had put together and the vampires had been created by Alex because he had seen some of the fallen vampires turn to stone, but he still felt a need to rescue her because it was his fault anyone else had been there. He landed just outside the cave he saw the vampires go into. He closed his eyes and created a large army of wooden winged men. He gave them weapons of stone mostly some he gave bows and arrows too.
 
   He took flight again and led his army into the cave and smashed into one of the guards, killing it because of the momentum behind the hit. He landed and kept running. He followed the long cave as it descended deep into the mountain, fighting as he went. 
 
   The vampires had put torches in the walls so they could see. He fought his way into a room and saw Bryn on the ground with two vampires guarding her. Tom quickly destroyed them and shook Bryn. 
 
   He heard fighting just outside the room so he picked her up and ran out. His army was struggling to push the vampires back. Each side losing many warriors. He knew they were made of dirt and stone so he closed his eyes and made many of the vampires explode, most the enemy force was still alive, but he had destroyed many of them. 
 
   He ran through the path he created and soon was behind his line. His army followed him as they escaped the vampires' lair. Bryn started waking as they flew back to the fort. The warriors he created were fighting the enemies that were still chasing them.
 
    When they landed Bryn was awake “What happened? All I remember is dozens of vampires attacking then nothing.” she asked. Tom told her what had happened since the attack. 
 
   Suddenly Alex appeared at the gate and Tom motioned to let him in. Alex walked in and sat on a chair next to the fire. “I was surprised you went after the vampires so quickly, even if they took Bryn. Well, it just gets harder from here. I just came to warn you and teach you a new spell.” Alex said, Tom's and Bryn's eyes widened. “Harder!? How can it get harder?” Tom asked. Alex smiled evilly “It can, trust me, it can get much harder and it will.” Alex answered, Alex taught Tom the spell and walked out the gate. The spell helped him control metal so he could make better weapons. 
 
   Tom quickly created a new axe, knife and shield for himself and made some new arrows, a knife and short sword for Bryn. They each went to their huts to rest for the upcoming challenges. In the morning Tom made some metal weapons for the flying warriors and put wings on the ones without. As Tom walked to the middle of the fort for lunch he heard a strange sound and looked around. 
 
   A guard suddenly yelled and pointed, seconds before a large stone smashed into the walls. He ran up stairs to one of the towers. Another stone smashed into the walls as Tom got to the top. He saw a group of bandits big enough to attack a large town, or a fort. They had archers, infantry, cavalry and siege weapons. A catapult sent a large rock flying at the fort and Tom blasted it apart. 
 
   A different rock hit the gate and it gave way. The bandits surged forward and Tom's archers, led by Bryn, fired. Tom glided down to the ground where his warriors stood waiting. Tom block the entrance with rocks and he and his warriors flew out of the fort. Tom destroyed the walkway across the moat and dove down at the enemy. 
 
   He hit a cavalryman out of his saddle, using him to break his fall. He sent a large gust of air at the enemy, making them lose their balance, then ran into attack. 
 
   He and his warriors fought to get to the archers and siege weapons. He hacked and chopped until finally he got to the first embankment of archers. He jumped over the small wall and landed on one of the archers. His warriors came soon after him.
 
    After making sure his warriors were doing fine he flew high above the battle, above the range of the archers, and dove down to the siege weapons. His warriors had killed most the archers and were now keeping the enemy warriors back. 
 
   He landed behind some rocks so no one noticed him and devised a plan. Suddenly he saw a hidden archer rise up in the forest, aim and shoot. For a moment Tom thought the archer had seen and shot at him until he heard the thud of a body hitting the ground. He squinted to see who it was and didn't recognize them. 
 
   He jumped over the rocks and into a group of engineers operating a catapult. He hacked the engineer closest to him and then cut one of the main ropes on the machine. The archer in the forest shot more arrows then put down their bow. They grabbed out two swords as Tom watched, then Tom was brought back to the battle by a engineer unsheathing his knife. 
 
   Tom quickly finished the men at that catapult and went to the next machine, a scorpion, a large crossbow. He cut the rope and repeated the process. He went to the next catapult as the Mysterious Archer got to it. They fought as a team and quickly destroyed the remaining siege weapons. By this time a group of enemy warriors had noticed and where nearly to them. Tom raised his hand and a large boulder smashed into the men. Then Tom and the Mysterious Archer ran towards the enemies. 
 
   They quickly met Tom's army and drove the rest of the bandits away. The archers came out of the fort and walked over to Tom and the army. As Bryn got to Tom they suddenly felt a great heat and looked at the fort. The fort had burst into flames that seemed to be burning everything. The walls, already weakened from the battle, crumbled as Tom magically made rainfall over the fort. As the last of the fire finally went out, Tom looked at the wreckage that had once been his fort. The walls were either crumbled or severely weakened. Most the building were gone with only some walls still standing. Tom thought for a moment. 
 
   He could create a new fort, but that would take a while or he could find natural shelter. He remembered the cave the vampires had used as a base. He went over to Bryn and they decided to use it as a base until the end of the week. Tom looked around trying to find the mysterious man that had helped him fight, but he was gone. Tom ordered his army to follow him, picked up Bryn and flew to the cave. Alex had left some vampires alive to guard the cave, that were quickly killed. 
 
   Tom covered the entrance mostly, leaving an opening big enough to walk through. Tom and Bryn went out to the forest to find food, and left some guards in charge. Soon they found a large deer, and Bryn shot it. 
 
   They went back to the new base and got back as the sun set. Tom handed the deer's body to a tree-man and found a place to sleep. What seemed like minutes later a tree-guard shook Tom awake. It pointed at the entrance and Tom looked over. A large blue dragon was trying to get into the cave, tearing the wall and burning the guards who tried to attack it.
 
    Tom grabbed his shield and axe then ran into the fight. The dragon blew fire in Tom's direction, burning several guards. Tom threw up a wall of stone and blocked the fire. Tom hacked at the dragon and jumped on its neck but quickly got thrown off. 
 
   His impact with the ground drove the air from his lungs and he laid there a moment, then noticed something wet flowing near his head. He turned his head and saw water flowing from a crack in the wall into a small puddle. Tom saw the dragon preparing to blow fire and Tom sent the water straight into the dragon's head, knocking its head to the side. That just seemed to make it angry, and it broke through the entrance.
 
    Tom thought quick and magically widened the crack in the wall. Suddenly an arrow flew into the dragon's side and both Tom and the dragon looked and saw Bryn with her bow raised, about to shoot again. 
 
   Tom recovered first and broke the wall sending the water flying straight at the dragon a second behind Bryn's arrow. The arrow went into the dragon's shoulder, then the water hit the dragon sending it out of the cave. 
 
   The dragon flew away dripping water and blood. Tom looked at the ashes of the guards and frowned. The dragon had destroyed most the guards. Tom and Bryn walked farther into the cave and ate breakfast. 
 
   After breakfast Tom created more warriors, fixed the entrance and put traps around it while Bryn hunted. A little after lunch they heard fighting near the entrance again. They both rushed to the entrance to find the same dragon trying to get in. Tom once again rushed into the battle and Bryn stood back shooting at the dragon. 
 
   Tom was thrown back when the dragon suddenly swung its massive head, and he struggled to stand but fell again. Bryn shot three more arrows at the dragon's head then ran over to Tom, who was still trying to get up. Bryn got to Tom as the dragon saw him, the dragon had realized Tom and Bryn were the biggest threat and saw its opportunity to get them both. 
 
   It started to breath fire, but Tom and Bryn were saved by a warrior jumping at the dragon's head knocking it to the side. Tom looked weakly up at the dragon and she could see his resolve strengthen to pass Alex’s test.
 
   He gathered his arms under him and he pushed himself up. He rose to his feet and stared at the dragon. He raised a stone wall just in time to stop the dragon's fire as it tried again. 
 
   His face showed pure determination as he lowered the wall and started to attack once again. His attacks were weak at first but started gaining strength. Tom took control of a giant amount of water and attacked the dragon with it. He blocked the dragon's fiery breath and encircled the dragon in water. Tom made the water freeze. He made layers of stone, dirt, metal and ice all around the dragon. Bryn could see the strain on Tom's face as he started crushing the dragon inside. But the dragon broke out of the shell and flew away, Tom collapsed knowing the battle was over for now. Some guards caught Tom and carried him over to where he had slept the night before.
 
   

Chapter 15
 
                 Tom woke and wondered why his back, legs, arms and every square inch of him hurt. His memory came back and he stood up, quickly regretting it. His head swam and his legs collapsed and he ended up sitting on his bed again. A warrior heard him and walked over with some food. Tom ate quickly then tried standing again. This time a soldier helped him and he managed to walk to the fire. 
 
   Bryn sat in one of the chairs Tom had magically made, asleep. Tom put more wood in the fire and waited for Bryn to wake. About an hour later Bryn woke slowly, until she noticed Tom was awake and jumped up. “You're awake! Why didn't you wake me up?” she yelled. 
 
   Tom sat where he was calmly. “Ya I'm awake and I didn't wake you up because you need sleep too. How long was I asleep?” he asked. “Only about a day. The dragon has come to the entrance of the base, but left after I ordered all the warriors to get away from the entrance.” Bryn answered. Tom nodded “I think we have to kill the dragon before Alex will come.” he said, Bryn nodded her head in agreement. 
 
   They sat planning how to kill it for about an hour before Bryn suddenly said “It's wings are hurt so it can't fly very well, so we attack it in the air!” both of them smiled but then Tom had a thought “But aerial combat is extremely difficult and it takes a lot of energy. Energy I might not have.” the smiles faded quickly. 
 
   So they decided they would create a floating platform for Bryn, wait until Tom was feeling better then attack the dragon. The time passed quickly as they made a wooden platform and enchanted it so it wouldn't burn and it would fly. They also made some wooden soldiers with the anti-burn enchantment. 
 
   Tom put magic guards from fire around Bryn and himself. A day after they finished they stood at the entrance of the cave watching the giant blue dragon circle over the forest below them. Bryn stepped onto her platform and Tom's wings appeared. Tom ran and jumped out of the cave with the army behind him and Bryn beside him. As they neared the dragon it turned blew fire at them, but Tom's spells protected them. 
 
   The dragon swung its tail at the warriors when they got close enough. Bryn and some of the archers stopped and took aim at the dragon. A moment later a storm of arrows launched at the dragon, but most were burned as the dragon blew fire on them the rest bouncing harmlessly off its scales. 
 
   Tom smashed into the dragon's head with all his momentum, hoping to break its neck and finish the fight quickly. The rest of the warriors smashed into its head and neck mostly, but some dove on its wings. Soon the warriors were slashing at the dragon, but while Tom's spells protected them from fire they didn't stop them from being turned into splinters when the dragon hit them with its claws, whipped them with its tail or bit them with its giant teeth. 
 
   Suddenly Tom heard a scream from behind him and saw the dragon's tail swinging passed the ruins of Bryn's platform and Bryn falling to the ground. 
 
   All the archers and warriors only had the command to attack the dragon, Tom had simply formed the wooden soldiers and gave them a simple purpose not having the time to give them thoughts, and didn't notice her falling. 
 
   He jumped off the dragons head and folded his wings, diving as fast as possible after Bryn. He cast two spells, one to slow Bryn's fall and the other to speed his dive. As he neared her he slowly spread his wings to slow himself, grimacing from the pain, trying not to smash into her too hard. He grabbed her and glided down to the trees, setting her against a tree then flying back up. As he wove his way through the trees he had an idea.
 
   

Chapter 16
 
                 He landed on the dragon then changed the soldiers' commands. He hacked at the dragon a few times then jumped off once again, this time all the warriors and archers following him. He flew towards a thick section of the forest away from Bryn. He looked behind him and saw the dragon roaring and breathing fire chasing them and knew his plan was working.
 
    He slowed slightly almost letting the dragon catch them then entered the trees, the soldiers and he easily dodging the trees. Too late the dragon realized it's mistake. 
 
   It smashed into the trees with full force, too big the avoid the densely packed trees. Tom heard sickening cracking sounds as trees and the dragon's bones broke. The dragon continued dropping until it came to a stop after sliding several feet on the ground. 
 
   Tom quickly landed in front of it along with his warriors and he pulled out his dagger. He walked to the dragon and raised the dagger, then he drove the dagger into the dragon's eye finally killing the dragon. Tom looked over as Alex, Bryn and a lady Tom didn't recognize walked towards him. Alex started clapping, in a good job kind of way. 
 
   Tom magically made four chairs out of wood and motioned for them all to sit as he collapsed on his chair. The lady looked at him and said “That was impressive, not many people would think of that. I'm Samantha, Bryn's master.” she had long blond hair, tanned skin and blue eyes. 
 
   Tom bowed his head slightly “Hello, I'm Tom, Alex's apprentice. And Bryn did as much as me to kill that dragon.” he said. After what seemed like forever, but was only one hour, of questions they all went back to Hilltop Lake. 
 
   After dropping Samantha and Bryn off in town Alex and Tom landed outside of the cabin. They went in and ate lunch, Tom eating a large amount happy to eat something other than berries, deer, or other forest food. 
 
   After lunch Alex made sure Tom had not forgotten anything and as the sun went down he and Tom went to the beach. They got there and Alex said “Before we leave for Blangto, I am going to teach you another step in transforming into a dragon. I will teach you how to get the scales of a dragon.” Tom could barely wait as Alex told him how to do it then quickly tried. 
 
   He looked down at his hands and saw black scales glistening in the fading light. He looked in the lake and saw instead of his usual tan skin the same black scales. He turned to Alex and changed back. “Go tell your family and friends we're going to Blangto, be back here in ten days, we leave in eleven days.” Alex told him. Then John and Zack walked out of the cabin. Tom practiced the new spell until dinner, which Zack and John had cooked. 
 
   The next day he said bye to all his friends in Hilltop Lake. That night he and Alex made dinner, ate it then Tom packed, planning to leave the next day. John was letting Zack come with him, so Zack packed too. 
 
   Early the next morning Tom, Zack and Dejoni said bye to Alex, John and Masdifi. Tom spread his wings as Zack got on Dejoni and they launched into the air towards Pine Grove. The trip to Pine Grove went quickly. A little while later they landed in Tom's backyard. Zack got off Dejoni's back and the boys walked in. 
 
   Tom motioned for Zack to stop when he saw Caleb and used the dragon scale spell. He crept in the shadows until he was just behind Caleb, who was in the kitchen making a sandwich. Tom stepped out of the shadows and put his hand over Caleb's mouth and pulled him back. Caleb tried to yell but Tom's hand covered his mouth, so he tried to get away until he heard Tom's laughter. 
 
   Tom let go and Caleb said “I thought you were going to kill me or something.” soon after Tom's various family members arrived home. Tom and Zack spent the rest of the day with Tom's family, and spent about six days with his friends and family. 
 
   But before Tom went to sleep one day he flew around for a while over the forest like he did every night. 
 
   Suddenly he saw a campfire and he turned himself black. He landed at the edge of the light and watched as two women talked one with their back to him the other across. 
 
   The one he could see looked familiar but he couldn't remember who it was. Both women sat with bows near them and Tom could see odd shapes that were probably more weapons. Two small tents had been pitched near the fire. 
 
   The wind suddenly changed directions, carrying their voices over to Tom. He recognized one immediately. He stepped into the light and both quickly spun around one with a bow drawn, the other with a short sword in her hand. 
 
   Tom put his hands up jokingly and the two lowered their weapons. “Hello Samantha, hello Bryn.” he said. Bryn put her sword in it's sheath “Hi Tom, what are you doing here?” she said. “I'm visiting home for a while and decided to go flying for a while. What are you doing?” he asked. “We are trying to find a group of robbers. Would you like to help?” Samantha answered this time. 
 
   Tom nodded “Sure, should I just meet you here tomorrow morning and is it Okay if I bring one of my friends? He is an apprentice Wyvern Rider.” he asked. Samantha nodded “Okay and be here by sunrise.” after that they said farewells and Tom flew back to Pine Grove.
 
    Zack was in the backyard with Dejoni when Tom got back. Zack turned as Tom landed on the grass. “Do you want to come find some robbers with me, Bryn and her master tomorrow?” Tom asked. “Sure, we better get to sleep then.” Zack replied. They went to bed and the next morning they left a note telling where they were, ate some breakfast then left. 
 
   They landed in the camp just as Samantha was coming out of her tent. The boys waited while Samantha and Bryn ate, then they all set off. The search went quickly with Tom, Zack and Dejoni in the air. Bryn and Samantha stayed on the ground to give the group more perspectives. 
 
   There were about twenty robbers in the group. Tom flew down into the trees and found the two others and they made a plan. Dejoni and Zack would stay in the air, Samantha and Bryn would get on either side of the camp and Tom would sneak into the camp. 
 
   As Tom neared the camp he concentrated and a small wind blew from the fires towards the tents, sending a trail of sparks. The sparks landed on the tents and Tom made them catch fire. Soon the whole camp was trying to put out the fire and Tom sneaked into the camp. 
 
   He made a sudden strong gust of wind as the signal he was in position. The robbers got the fires out as Tom slipped into a tent. He looked around and saw a cloak on a box, so he put it on. He heard people shouting then Samantha's voice, which he couldn't understand. 
 
   He walked out of the tent into the middle of the group. Tom made the wind carry Samantha's voice better and he heard her tell the robbers who she was. Bryn stepped out of the trees on the other side of the clearing. 
 
   Tom looked over as Dejoni and Zack landed in the edge of the clearing. Many of the group looked nervous. Tom took off the hood and said “And I am Tom, apprentice to Dragon Guardian Alex.” the leader of the robbers turned toward him. “You are Thomas Welton? Do you know what you have done to my family? First you got one of my brothers arrested, killed my other brother and my sister's husband. I will kill you!” the man said then raised his sword above his head and charged, a mad look in his eyes. Tom stepped to the side as the man swung his sword down. 
 
   Tom swung his axe at the man's hands but missed. Tom and the other man didn't notice as a few of the robbers surrendered, but most decided to fight. Soon all around Tom and the robber leader was chaos, but neither noticed as they fought some of the robbers stood and watched as the two fought with both magic and weapons. Suddenly the man rammed the hilt of his sword into Tom's shield Tom stumbled and fell. 
 
   The man grinned, with such hate you could barely describe it as a grin, as he walked over to where Tom lay. Tom tried to get up but the man had the air holding him down. The man put the tip of his sword onto Tom's neck, the man laughed and Tom had an idea. 
 
   He closed his eyes and suddenly the man stopped laughing. The man dropped his sword grabbing at his own face. Tom watched as the man fell and died. His spell had removed the air around the man's head, all but the gasses Tom had learned were toxic to humans. 
 
   Tom stood up and swung his axe at the nearest robber. The remaining robbers were quickly defeated and of the twenty about eight had surrendered and were quickly chained. Tom looked at the sun and saw it was touching the horizon as it went down. 
 
   He turned to Samantha “What are we going to do with those guys?” he asked. “We are going to take them to Pine Grove, but right now we are going to set up camp.” she answered. Setting up camp went quickly because some tents were already there. The prisoners got one of the large tents. The four human friends sat around the campfire with Dejoni laying behind Zack “Anyone have a good story?” Tom suddenly said. 
 
   Dejoni moved his head into the circle “I have one. It is the story of the Council of the Phoenix.” he said. “In the beginning the human race lived on an island chain. Two powerful empires began to expand, conquering almost all the other nations until only the other empire and one city on Phoenix Island. The empire of the east had great magic and the west had an explosive powder they had developed. 
 
   “The phoenix islanders had come from all over, seeking a peaceful live. But the two empires desired to rule all the islands. They both decided to attack Phoenix island. The western empire send a fleet of ships armed with cannons, metal tubes that shot large iron balls. The western empire send hundreds of small canoes and dozens of small boats. The Phoenix people prepared their defenses. Leading them was a small group of five people. The island was covered with the great city, the massive walls surrounding the entire island. Thoma was the leader of the entire island. He was a mighty man who had tamed a phoenix. He was a powerful magician and fighter. He began organizing the defenses, setting dozens of cannons on the walls and having mages prepare magical defenses.
 
   “As the two armies approached the island Thoma and his small group went to the Phoenix Cave. With the help of the magical phoenix they created a last resort spell. No one knew what the spell did but them. The first army to reach the island was the western empire. Thoma stood on the walls with the archers and engineers who controlled the cannons. No one spoke as the fleet of ships got closer to the island. As the first cannon fired and Thoma saw they had no choice but to fight, he sent a single arrow at the ship in front. 
 
   “The arrow hit the ship and then a spire of fire descended from the sky and hit the ship, lighting the explosives and destroying it and two ships next to it. The cannons and archers began shooting and a small group went out in boats to attack. Even as they began fighting on the western side of the island, the eastern empire got to the island. 
 
   “Now the island was under attack from two directions, the western defenses led by Thoma and the eastern by his best friend Zato, another mighty fighter. Eventually the walls were breached on each side and the Phoenix islanders tried to hold back the two armies. Thoma and Zato fought fiercely, each inspiring their warriors to fight. Helping each of them were their wives. The fighting was all over the island until each attacking army began rushing up the main street to the island’s center. The islanders were pushed back until they had reached the entrance of the Phoenix Cave. Thoma and Zato stood side by side as the attacking armies began their final rush. 
 
   “The two friends leaped into battle and fought like no man ever has. But the pair’s skill wasn’t enough. The two friends soon found themselves with only their wives and Thoma’s brother. All the other islanders had been killed. They looked over the once beautiful city, the once graceful white stone buildings lay in ruins and the streets littered with wreckage. They nodded and quickly blasted the attacking armies back a little with a large number of rocks then turned and went into the cave. 
 
   “Thoma’s phoenix landed on his shoulder as the five friends took the spell from its place. The phoenixs around them cried and sung their songs as the five cast the spell. The armies rushed forward as they finished. There was a burst of light then all the people of the two nations found themselves on separate continents with no memory of the islands. But on Phoenix island the five survivors made a deal to watch over the two nations forever. The spell they had cast had caused the two nations to move and also they had become immortal like a phoenix. When they died they would be reborn, but they would only regain their memories if they went to the Phoenix Cave.” Dejoni finished. They continued telling stories such as epic battles among other things. 
 
   Eventually they all went to sleep except Tom who had the first watch. Over the night the prisoners tried to escape only once and silently followed as they walked back to Pine Grove. A few hours later they walked into Pine Grove and went to the jail and handed over the prisoners. 
 
   After that Tom and Zack went back to Tom's house for lunch. Tom's mom was sitting at the kitchen table obviously worried, which confused Tom. The two boys walked in and Tom's mom looked up, her face washed over with relief. She got up and hugged Tom, who was caught by surprise. “I can't believe you just left a note when you went to fight those robbers! Do you know how dangerous that was even with the others? I can't believe you!” she yelled, tom just stood confused for a moment “Sorry, I guess I am just used to doing that kind of stuff. I didn't realize it was such a big deal.” he said, he really hadn't realized his mom would make such a big deal. 
 
   Finally his mother released him and they ate lunch. After finishing lunch Tom asked his mom if he could invite Samantha and Bryn to dinner, she said okay, then Tom and Zack went to train and find them. Later that day as they all ate dinner they heard a knock on the door and Tom went to answer it. 
 
   On the doorstep stood a man who was panting, the man reached into his pocket and pulled out a letter then handed it to Tom. Tom opened the letter and read it 
 
   “Tom, Zack and Dejoni, come back to Hilltop Lake as soon as possible. War has broken out with the Ilemart Empire from the south. Tell anyone who will need to know in your town then come. From, Alex and John.”
 
   

Chapter 17
 
                 Tom looked up from the letter at the messenger, who just nodded. Tom ran into the kitchen “Zack get your stuff and Dejoni, we need to go back to Hilltop Lake as soon as possible. Someone go get the village leaders. War has broken out with the Ilemart Empire.” he said. 
 
   Caleb got up and ran to get the town's leaders. Bryn and Samantha left to prepare. The messenger left to give the news to nearby towns and villages. The town's leaders got to the house as Zack saddled Dejoni and Tom adjusted the straps on his pack. The men entered the backyard and Tom looked up “War has broken out with the Ilemites, get the town ready.” he quickly explained. 
 
   A minute later the three launched into the air and flew as fast as possible to Hilltop Lake. They landed on the island out of breath and cold. Alex and John came out of the cabin and Tom looked at them with an obvious question on his face, Alex nodded “Yes, it is true we are at war. Come inside and we will go over what you need know.” he said. They walked into the cabin and sat at the table. “The Ilemart Empire is one of the greatest empires ever, they have many different technologies, weapons and fighting races from where they have conquered. But the two things that make them so powerful is their numbers and fear. Many nations have been flooded with their armies and been outnumbered at least six to one.
 
                 “They use fear as a weapon also, from the many lands they have conquered they have taken many strange beasts and races. They have chained up many intelligent races to help them fight and treat them as we would animals. But what they don't know is their tricks will not work on us because we see just as scary creatures in Arstan. The main difference is we treat races fairly and don't chain them.” he explained, Tom and Zack listened closely as he described the armies they were going to fight. “But before we go off to war, we as Dragon Guardian, Wyvern Rider and you as our apprentices need to get the fief ready to march.” Alex finished. So for the next few weeks they went to different places throughout the fief getting the army ready to march. 
 
   As they finished they flew to Grinto, the capital of the fief, to finalize plans with the baron and various lords. Tom looked around at the snow and realized it was winter, he had seen the snow at Hilltop Lake and Pine Grove but not really noticed it. He created a small mobile fire to warm himself when they landed. 
 
   A few days later Tom stood outside Castle Ironwood, named such because of it's massive gates that were hard as iron and as it was the ruling castle the fief was named after it. He was outside because he was angry with some of the lords, they kept going through documents fighting over how many troops this lord needs to send, how much supplies that one needs to send. 
 
   Tom was sick of listening to the bickering and felt uncomfortable with such high born people, although the baron was a very kind man and tried to make Tom feel comfortable Tom still felt very small and unimportant. 
 
   He looked up and saw a horseman riding up to the castle. He stood, brushed the snow off his pants and walked over to the gate. Tom got to the gate just after the horseman did and looked at him. The man was very lanky with light brown hair and green eyes. 
 
   He was panting as the guards questioned him. The tall man looked at him and started to reach into his pocket, the guards lowered their spears but Tom motioned for them to stop. 
 
   Tom reached out as the man handed him a piece of paper. Tom unfolded it and read it 
 
   “The Ilemart have already taken four cities and many towns and villages. The king requests that you send troops and supplies to the south as soon as possible we fear that the army there can't hold them back for much longer.” 
 
   Tom looked up from the letter and turned to the guards. “Let him in.” he said and the guards moved aside and muttered “Yes, sir.” the tall man tapped Tom on the shoulder and said “I went through your old town Pine Grove. I have this note from your mother.” and he pulled out a smaller paper. 
 
   “Tom, Caleb is gone. We don't know if he has run away or has been kidnapped. If you could help find him please do.” it said, Tom read it and led the tall man into the castle and handed him back the first note. 
 
   Tom reread the second note as they walked towards the council chamber. The two waited as a guard announced them then walked in. The messenger bowed and handed the baron the letter. 
 
   The baron took the letter and said “Thank you, is there anything you would like to say? If not I will have a guard escort you to a room where you may rest from your travels.” the man shook his head and a guard led him out. 
 
   The baron read the letter and the rest watched as his face turned white. Tom walked over to Alex and tapped his shoulder then motioned for him to follow. They went to the hall “My brother is missing I have to help find him. I would like to leave as soon as possible with your permission, even if I don't have your permission I will go.” Tom said and he handed Alex the note. 
 
   Alex read it “You may go but try to send notifications of where you are. Leave now and be back as soon as possible, if I need to I will come find you in about six weeks.” he told him after a moment of thought. Tom ran to his room and Alex returned as the baron explained what was happening. 
 
   Tom entered his room and grabbed the needed items, food, his shield, axe, canteen, and other small items. He ran out of the castle with his pack and flew south.
 
    It took him two days to reach Pine Grove, he had rested briefly a few times to eat and rest for half an hour on the way. He landed in the back yard and went into the house. His mother sat at the table worried. Tom quickly put his stuff in his room then flew out to the surrounding forest to search. When the sun began to set he flew back to the house. 
 
   As Tom lay awake that night he had two thoughts. Maybe Caleb wanted to see him and went to Blangto or he might have gone even farther south to join the army and defend the country. 
 
   Eventually he fell asleep and woke the next morning late. He ran downstairs and ate breakfast then ran out to find a messenger to tell Alex he was in Pine Grove and was headed to Blangto. He found one, gave him the message and paid him. He went back home and grabbed his pack he told his mother where he was headed then left. He flew slowly watching the ground for movement that might be Caleb. 
 
   The day passed uneventfully and Tom camped in a small clearing. He found a small hollow at the base of a large tree and camped inside it. He left a hole large enough for smoke to go out and fresh air to come in but covered the rest. He ate a small dinner then went to sleep after casting a spell to keep the fire going and not let it get out of control. 
 
   

Chapter 18
 
   Tom woke to the sound of collapsing dirt. A pale man jumped down into the hole and looked red in the fire light. Tom didn't change his breathing at all, which he had learned from Alex to trick people into thinking he was asleep. Some other pale men and women jumped into the hole and the first motioned for them to search the hollow. 
 
   Tom suddenly jumped up at the nearest one, a woman with long black hair, and held her with a knife to her throat. Some raised their crossbows at him but the leader waved them down then the man smiled. “You don't know what we are do you? Well let me fill you in. We are vampires, so if that little knife slits her throat it will not kill her.” he said. 
 
   Tom made a piece of flaming wood fly into his hand replacing the knife “No I guess not, but this will.” he replied. The vampire edged closer but Tom stopped him “Come any closer and she dies.” then after a moment of thought “Again. Or can you really die if you're a vampire cause you are already dead.” he finished. 
 
   The vampires thought for a moment, he had learned this trick from Alex too, and Tom made his move. He threw the vampire he was holding at the others and threw the wood after her then grabbed his bag and tried to get away, but the vampires were too fast. 
 
   They grabbed his feet as he launched into the air and pulled him back. They put him on the ground and held him there then the one he had held grabbed a piece of wood from the fire, careful to avoid the flames, and walked over to him slowly. 
 
   As she prepared to burn him a knife flew from the shadows and got buried in the vampire's heart. She grabbed uselessly at the knife then fell on the ground and burst into flames. The vampires looked around scared then saw a tall man at the edge of the light, the man held two more knives in both hands, ready to throw. Tom recognized him quickly, he was the strange warrior he saw at his training. 
 
   He couldn't see his face as it was covered in shadows, but could see the bulky build and other things such as the weapons he had, a large bow, a quiver, two large swords with black handles and silver sheaths, along with other smaller weapons. “Now I give you vampires two options, finally die or help this boy find his brother.” the strange man said with a large, deep, booming voice. The vampires quickly agreed to help Tom find his brother. 
 
   Obviously they knew this strange man, or at least knew of him. Tom slept the rest of the night then in the morning he started to set out. He noticed the vampires seemed to be avoiding the sun, then he remembered stories about how vampires burned in the sun. 
 
   He was about to say that when one of them stepped out into the sun. Obviously they didn't burn in the sun, so he said “Okay here is the plan we stay within hearing distance of each other but fan out and watch the ground.” They launched into the air after the tall man mounted a white horse with black markings.
 
   He had said he would meet them when the sun set, but Tom doubted a horse could keep up with them when they were flying. They flew for a few hours then they landed and they all ate, the vampires laughed at him when he asked why they were eating, because in stories they only drank blood to sustain themselves. 
 
   “Blood is needed for us to survive, but those stories exaggerate. We must eat for energy, could you survive if there was only blood in your veins and nothing else was being taken in?” one said, making Tom feel foolish.
 
    The rest of the day went quickly with nothing interesting happening. Surprisingly the man was waiting for them when they landed. After setting up the camp Tom spread out a map on the ground and started finding where they were and where the nearest town was. It was time he sent a message to Alex. 
 
   He looked over his shoulder as he heard footsteps. The tall man sat near him and pointed at where they were, then to the nearest town “We need to travel south-west from here.” He said. 
 
   Tom looked at him, as far as he could figure the man was right. “Who are you? I saw you once before, when I was training in the forest. You helped me battle the bandits my master created.” Tom asked, the man sighed “You're right I was there, my name and my official title is Lord Joshua of Grealin, commander of the sixth regiment, keeper of the eternal flame, and high master of fire. But you can call me Josh.” he answered. 
 
   Tom's eyes widened as he said all of his titles. “I have never heard of the eternal flame. What is it?” Tom asked, Josh shook his head “The eternal flame represents hope for humans, it is at the city Ponticallo. As keeper of the flame I must watch over the greatest right hope of humans. If the hope is for something evil, like conquering others, I don't look after it, but if the hope is pure, like repelling invaders from your country, I watch over it and help it. That often means looking out for certain humans.” he answered. 
 
   “I haven't heard of the city Ponticallo. And you speak as if you aren’t human.” Tom paused for a moment as he realized something, Josh was very tall, strong and surrounded by many other mysteries “You aren't human are you? You are an Immortal.” Josh simply nodded “And as you might guess my horse isn't a normal horse. It is a pegasus.” he added. 
 
   The next day at about noon they found the town, Josh had stayed with them, flying on his pegasus. The vampires went to buy supplies, Tom to send a letter to Alex, and Josh to send a report to his leaders. They met at the inn later and got some rooms. 
 
   The next day they obviously attracted many looks, a group of a teenager, an immortal, a pegasus, and six vampires. Josh had uncovered his crests, which were of immortals, that were on his various weapons and clothes. Tom also had the bronze dragon claw around his neck which people only noticed if they were close. 
 
   They walked out of the town just as a man came running up to the town. He was trying to get people's attention, he got up on a box and starting yelling “Help me! My son has been taken! Please help me!” Tom and Josh looked at each other and walked over. “What happened?” Tom asked, the man looked at him “My son was taken, I think by werewolves. We heard a noise outside our house and he went to look. We heard some yelling and fighting. When we went out he was gone.” the man explained. 
 
   The group listened and agreed to help, they thought that if one young man was taken maybe others were also, like Caleb. 
 
   The man led them to his farm, which took two days, showed them the tracks and they left. They made much slower progress than before as they needed to follow the tracks. They soon had a routine, travel for most the day, sleep as soon as Tom couldn't see and wake when it was light. 
 
   Tom had the worst night vision of the group as the vampires naturally had night vision to hunt at night and immortals had better night vision than humans. After two days of following the tracks they saw very fresh embers, they could see the moisture in the ground from the water used to put it out. 
 
   About a day after that they finally caught up the the group they were tracking. They saw a circle of about ten tents with a large area in the middle. In the center was a dying fire and the shapes of people sleeping. 
 
   They crawled away from the clearing and one vampire, Ponterial, went to spy on the camp. The rest set up their camp and waited. When Ponterial returned he looked worried. “I saw how many werewolves there are and how many of the kidnapped people can help fight. Not only are there kidnapped young men, but young women also ages ranging from about twenty-three to about ten. Few look strong enough to fight, but those who do look very strong. The werewolves number at about twenty, so we will be outnumbered about four to one.” he reported, and quickly the group started thinking of strategies. 
 
   After what seemed like hours but really only half an hour they decided on a plan. Tom and two of the vampires sneaked into the camp and hid. Josh and the other two vampires stayed near their camp. As Tom slipped into his cover he quickly scanned the prisoners, he recognized his brother after a moment. Once he had been very healthy, but you could see it but now you could see he had been underfed and didn't get much sleep. Tom sent the signal, a series of gusts, and the attack was about to start.
 
   

Chapter 18
 
                 Suddenly Josh and the two vampires with him appeared in the air flying as fast as possible towards the camp. The werewolf watchmen responded how they had wanted, shouting and pointing at the approaching trio.
 
    The sleeping ones ran out of their tents, some with weapons and some simply changing form. They prepared and didn't notice Tom and the two vampires until they started attacking. Josh and the others landed and Tom ran over to the prisoners and released them. Some ran to grab weapons and help, some ran and hid, and still others curled up and laid there. 
 
   Caleb was one who ran to get a weapon, Tom just finished cutting the ropes on the final prisoner he looked over where Caleb was trying to fight off a particularly large werewolf, the werewolf had changed into the full form, which often meant he had changed himself into a mindless killing machine, Tom ran over and jumped in the way of the werewolf's swipe and blocked it with his shield. 
 
   He slammed his shield into its nose and turned to make sure Caleb was alright. “Are you alright, brother?” Tom said, and the large werewolf heard and smiled. 
 
   Changing slightly back into human form, he said “So that's why you chased us down, we kidnapped your brother, I am the one who wanted to take him and I am the one who has been taking care of him. I will make sure both of you die.” Tom looked the large man in the eye with determination “I really doubt that, as I am going to make sure you die.” he replied then jumped to attack.
 
    He spread his wings just in time to stop himself in mid air and kick the man in the face. Tom and the werewolf didn't notice as fighting went on all around them, they only saw their opponent. 
 
   Some just stopped fighting and watched as the two fought like they were dancing a deadly dance, one misstep, one mistake could cost them their life. Tom's axe a shining blur and the man's claws and teeth shining evilly in the light of the embers. Suddenly as Tom smashed down with his axe the werewolf jumped out of the way and at Caleb. 
 
   He grabbed Caleb and changed to a man with a dagger which he held against Caleb's throat. “Now I shall make my final offering to the great god Wonla!” and he changed half into a wolf and bit deep into Caleb's shoulder. 
 
   He dropped Caleb and Caleb crumpled. Tom raised his axe and threw it straight as the werewolf, the axe flew end over end then with a dull thud stopped in the chest of the werewolf. Tom ran straight to Caleb and Josh walked over and knelt by him. “There are two ways one can become a werewolf. Being born as one or being bitten by one.” Josh said.
 
    “On the next full moon Caleb will be forced to change forms and become a mindless killing machine. And every full moon after that also. But when there is no moon he will be able to change and still control himself.” he continued, Tom just looked at his brother and started crying. His brother was a werewolf. 
 
   After a while Tom started to move and they set up camp. In the morning they decided that they would escort those kidnapped to the nearest town then return home, the travel was much slower on the way back as most were on foot. 
 
   Caleb had recovered enough to walk most the time, but sometimes someone would have to carry him. The next night Tom looked at the moon and realized it was almost full. The next morning he mentioned this to Josh “I have been thinking and I think I have something that will help him not lose his mind completely. It is a mixture of various herbs and liquids. If it doesn't work it will not harm Caleb. It can only help.” he had answered. 
 
   That night they gave Caleb the potion, who gagged on it but swallowed. After they gave him the potion Josh also gave him a sleeping potion, and finally tied him to a log after making him comfortable. Tom waited a safe distance and watched the moon come up. 
 
   Josh had wanted him to go to his tent but he wanted to stay, Josh of course was staying to see if his potion worked. Tom watched as the moon rose and it's light fell onto Caleb. 
 
   Suddenly Caleb let out a yell as he started to change. He grew larger and hairier soon his teeth and nails grew and sharpened. His face grew longer and soon he was a wolf. He was covered with white fur with a wolf's face, claws on his padded feet and hands and he lay somewhat curled. 
 
   Tom could see in his eyes the worry and pain and he thought Josh's potion helped him. Suddenly his eyes went blank and he howled long and loud. Tom covered his ears as he watched him strain against the ropes. 
 
   Tom eventually went to his tent and slept, trusting the ones on watch to wake him if anything happened. The next morning Tom quickly went over to where Caleb lay. Caleb's shirt and pants were torn and the ropes holding him looked like he had tried to bite through. 
 
   Tom untied him and they went to get breakfast. The next two nights went about the same as the moon stayed full. Josh tried two different mixtures neither of which worked. They reached the town a day after the final full moon. The morning they were going to leave the town they sat eating breakfast at the town inn, a dull, smoke filled, unclean place, but it had good food. The day before they had talked to the local town watch and militia about getting the kidnapped ones home. 
 
   They found the quickest way back to Pine Grove. About lunch one of the vampires brought up the subject of what the vampires were going to do. “We could go back to robbing, but I doubt you would like us to do that. We usually aren't very well accepted in towns either.” one said, they discussed it for a while until they decided they would come to Pine Grove and if they were rejected there they would join the army. They continued and Caleb experimented with his new ability. 
 
   That night Josh explained how werewolves were created and how they changed. “A werewolf bite contains a kind of magical virus. When it goes into your body it spreads everywhere and when the moon or mind triggers a change it will change the size and shape of the muscles, bones, and all the other things. It is somewhat like how the Dragon Guardians change, at first they have to magically add and take away various parts, but after a while those parts will only have to be triggered by the mind and they change. Tom which is easier changing your skin or getting wings?” he explained “Well it is easier to get wings.” Tom answered “And Caleb how easy is it to change part of your body after you know how to trigger the change?” Josh asked “Once I know how it is very easy.” Caleb answered, the next morning they continued to Pine Grove, Caleb riding with Josh on Josh's pegasus.
 
    They landed outside of Pine Grove the next day as the sun set. Caleb changed fully into a wolf and the group walked into town. As you can expect that attracted a large amount of stares, a wolf, an immortal, four vampires, and armed teenager. They went to Tom's and Caleb's house and walked in, they walked into the kitchen where their mother was cooking she turned around and jumped throwing the bowl of water she was carrying. 
 
   She started to grab a knife but Tom stepped forward and she relaxed. She walked over and gave him a hug, Caleb walked around her slowly and growled. She looked nervously at him and he changed into a human and laughed. “Caleb! What happened to you? How did you turn into a wolf?” she asked quickly, Caleb's smile faded and he explained how he had been walking home from a friend's house when suddenly he was attacked and dragged into the forest, then described his capture and finally he said “So during the fight the werewolves' leader grabbed me and bit me. So now I am a werewolf.” his mother began crying and that is when his father came into the room.
 
    His father ran to Caleb and hugged him, then throughout the rest of the day Caleb told his family about him becoming a werewolf. Tom send a report back to Alex that they had found Caleb and he would be staying in Pine Grove until he received a message back telling where Alex was. Josh and the vampires helped Tom train during the time he stayed in Pine Grove, Tom also spend a large amount of his time with his friends and family. 
 
   On the third day he received a reply, Alex was at Hontol, a town set back in the mountains. The vampires decided to stay in Pine Grove for a while and if they felt accepted they would stay, if not they would try to find Tom. Tom and Josh left the morning after they got the message and they flew straight to Hontol. After two days of traveling they reached the town and went to the inn, where they expected Alex to be staying. They got into the building and a little after entering and trying to see Alex through the chaos they were grabbed from behind and roughly dragged out. 
 
   They instinctively tried to grab their weapons until they saw it was Alex. Josh followed Tom's example when he lowered his weapon. “What were you doing in there Tom? And Josh, what are you doing here?” Alex asked jabbing a thumb at Josh. “We were looking for you.” Tom answered, Alex looked at him for a moment then told them to follow him and they went to the town hall. “I am staying with the mayor of the town, not at the inn. Now we are going to try to get these people to send the troops they are required to send.” Alex explained as entered the building, which was one of the largest buildings in the town but still small, made of wood mostly. 
 
   They spent about two hours before Josh got tired of it “Listen, if you people want to stay safe you will have to send the required troops and supplies or the Ilemites will come up here and take over your town, taking most of you as slaves but those too weak and old they will kill and maybe torture for the fun of it. Your little town will either be burned to the ground or used to supply the Ilemites’ wars. You will all wish you had sent troops and supplies as you are being whipped or as you line up to be killed.” he said frustrated, after a moment to catch his breath he continued “I have seen the torture slaves of the Ilemart people endure and let me tell you it would be more pleasant to die in battle.” Josh sat back down as the council took in what he said. 
 
   They agreed to send the troops and supplies then told them to meet a member of the council at the town hall in three hours. Three hours later the trio stood at the entrance of the building waiting for the council member. The three looked up as an elderly man walked up to them and said “Follow me, we have something to show you.” and the old man turned and walked towards the forest. 
 
   After walking for awhile they came to a large cave, torches hung on the sides and they could see the tracks of people coming in and out. They entered the cave and descended deep into the mountains. After a few more minutes of walking they came to a large cavern. All around lay what looked like piles rocks about the size twice of a human. Then Tom noticed the piles were moving slightly, then one seemed to stand up. The humanoid shaped pile seemed to look down at them. Slowly the rest of the piles took shape, until before them stood a large crowd. “Golems. Amazing.” Alex whispered quietly.
 
    
 
   

Chapter 19
 
                 The golem that had stood up first asked in a gravely voice “Who dares enter the Golem Cave?” the guide lifted his torch and replied “Ronald Herniad” then whispered to them “Say your names.” the golem looked at the rest of the group “Thomas Welton.” Tom said “Alexander Yinurd.” Alex said “And Joshua Manthra.” Josh finished. One by one the torches set in the wall started burning. As far as Tom could see golems were standing and moving around. “We ask you help us in a war against the Ilemart Empire, they are attacking our southern cities and towns as we speak.” Alex said, and the golem motioned for them to follow him. They walked into a smaller cave, but it was still large, and sat on benches. 
 
   Josh and Alex talked with the some golems for what seemed like hours until Tom broke his silence “Listen, if you think that the Ilemart will leave you in peace you are very wrong. Even if they don't find you immediately, their greed will lead them into your mountains and they will find your caverns just as these people have. Although they will not simply leave you in peace, sometimes visiting. They will bring their armies and battle you until they enslave you and make you fight for them in their wars. Alone you will stand no chance, we won’t either. But together we will stand a chance.” Tom said and looked right at the golems and one by one the golems agreed on going to war. 
 
   The group went into the main chamber and signaled to a golem, who then blew a horn, which signaled a meeting. The group walked over to a raised platform and waited as the golems came. The golem, Hintior, walked up to a podium “After many hours of talking with these humans we have an announcement.” he said, then continued after a short pause “The golems of the Evergreen Mountains are going to war with the Ilemart empire!” cheers and shouting erupted as Hintior finished, Tom saw golem messengers already running out from the main cavern into tunnels to spread the news. 
 
   Josh, Alex and Tom left shortly after to let the golems prepare to march and check on the troops from the village. They had decided to leave three days later and head south. Alex went to send a report to the king on what had happened. The next day as Tom trained with his axe he saw a crowd of villagers watching him. He tried to ignore them as they watched him. Eventually he decided to go to the archery range and practice shooting his crossbow, plus this will get me away from this crowd he thought. 
 
   Unfortunately they followed him, but soon he was shooting the targets as quickly as possible, but loading a crossbow took time, he had to hold onto a grip in the front then pull the string back, which was hard while holding the front with the other hand, and finally put the bolt in. After about an hour he went into the house that they were staying in and looked at his crossbow “How can I make it so I can reload it faster?” he said to himself. He sat thinking for about fifteen minutes until he had an idea. 
 
   He hollowed the shaft and attached a short piece of metal to the hook that held the string, then closed it, but left room for the metal to slide and cut the top open to let the holding device slide, and finally put a handle on the metal hanging from the bottom. He went outside to test it. 
 
   He pushed the handle forward and it gripped the string then he pulled it back. He let go of the handle to start putting the bolt in and it quickly went forward under the power in the string. He went back inside to change his design this time adding a grip and improving the release device, and went back outside. This time when he cocked the crossbow the string stayed. He loaded the crossbow, aimed and shot. The cocking device shortened the loading time by almost half.
 
    Now he simply had to push forward then pull back, load the bolt, aim and shoot. He didn't have to fumble with the crossbow. He went back to the archery range to test his design out more. After a few minutes the crowd had started gathering again, so he decided to find someone to train with. Alex was preparing the town's troops to march and Josh was with the golems trying to figure out more about them. He went to the training ground for the troops and asked Alex if there was anyone who could train with him. Alex pointed at a large, muscular man standing practicing magic. 
 
   Tom walked over to the man “My master said I could train with you, so will you help me train?” Tom asked, and the man laughed in reply “If you think I am just doing this for a dare or something but I need someone to train with and Alex told me you could help.” Tom continued, this time the man grabbed a practice sword and got ready “Don't cry when I beat you, boy. Anything but archery goes, and don't kill” the man said Tom lifted his practice axe and shield and got ready also. 
 
   The man ran at him and swung his sword quickly and powerfully, Tom simply deflected each blow using the smallest amount of energy possible. He is expecting a quick victory, so he is wasting all his energy Tom thought. After about five minutes of this Tom decided to go on the offensive. He jumped out of the way of a particularly clumsy and powerful blow, the man didn't have the strength to stop the blow before it hit the ground. Tom swiftly dropped his axe and unsheathed a fake knife as he went behind the man. Tom put the knife against his throat as he got a grip on him and whispered “I win.” Tom released the man and bent to grab his axe. 
 
   Suddenly the man lifted his foot and kicked Tom in the butt with all his strength, sending Tom sprawling forward. “No, I win!” he yelled getting everyone's attention. Tom stood up and before the man knew what was happening Tom had his wings out and was covered in black scales. Tom made his axe and shield fly to his hands as he walked slowly to the man. “Before I beat you again, I would like to know your name.” Tom said “Cameron town champion, what's your name?” came the reply “Tom.” Tom answered simply. 
 
   Tom suddenly leaped forward and swung his axe. In a series of quick, hard blows, he had disarmed Cameron. Tom created a cage of stone around him, moved Cameron's weapon out of his reach, and flew onto the cage. Tom looked down as he heard Cameron muttering. Obviously he was trying to cast a spell, one of the bars was slowly moving, Tom quickly moved it back, then he jumped down and as he changed back into his normal form asked “Now do you accept that I beat you?” Cameron simply nodded then Tom continued “And are you going to take any cheap shots after I let you out of this cage?” the man shook his head. 
 
   Tom made the stone melt back into the ground. Cameron was so angry he went back on his word and he lunged at Tom, who simply put up a hand and cast a spell. Cameron stopped in midair as though weightless, then suddenly Tom sent him sliding across the dirt and grass. Once he came to a stop Tom flew over and said “Now you might not be so quick to take cheap shots after a match.” then Tom walked away. 
 
   Tom walked around aimlessly until he realized there was a small group of men following him. He turned “Why are you following me?” he asked, “You defeated Cameron with trickery and cheap shots. We are here to beat you the same way, only you won’t walk away.” one of the largest said. 
 
   The group slowly circled around him as he said “Do you really think this will help? And besides, I didn't use trickery or fight unfairly against Cameron.” Tom grabbed his axe and shield off his back. “Ya you did, he told us how he beat you fairly, then you kicked him as he grabbed his weapons, then you used magic against him and made a fool of him. After a little you let him go and sent him flying across the grass. Cameron doesn't know magic you little piece of filth.” the man said, then he lunged at Tom, who sidestepped and brought the shaft of his axe hard on the back of the man's head. 
 
   Suddenly each man brought out a knife or dagger, Tom looked around “Guys you don't have to do this. And besides Cameron was the one who took cheap shots after the match, he knows magic but is very bad at it, I only taught him a lesson.” he said, the men seemed to take that as an insult, most likely they were drunk, and one lunged at him. He blocked the man's knife with his shield then kicked him away, his axe almost useless in the tight space so he threw it out of the circle then pulled his short sword. 
 
   After blocking two more strikes he took a knife in the upper arm of his shield arm. He unstrapped his shield and dropped it, as it would be useless. He jumped and kicked a man in the chest, bounced off and spread his wings. He flew out of the circle slammed the handle of his sword onto the nearest man's head and tried to get away. 
 
   Unfortunately the men knew the streets better than he did and one man tackled him. This time Tom knew he couldn't hold back. He closed his eyes and sent the man flying into one of the others, made the small plants grow around their wrists and ankles, then turned to the rest. He saw vines on a wall behind them and made a plan. He ran towards them yelling and sending bursts of air magic at them. Some flew backwards and others backed up. He sent a wall of air towards them that pushed them against the wall. 
 
   He immediately made the vines hold them against the wall, then took their weapons and put them in a pile. Then after firmly binding them, but not so tight they couldn't walk, he made them walk with him until he found the jail. “Hello, I'm Tom, Alex's apprentice. These men tried to attack me just barely. So if you could find a cell for them it would help.” he said to the guard standing outside. After handing them off the the guards he went to find Alex. 
 
   After about fifteen minutes of looking he found Alex and Josh walking down to the market. He flew up to them and told them what had happened. “Good, I thought they would attack you. That is why I had you fight Cameron. I knew they would come after you if you beat him.” Alex explained, Tom opened his mouth to reply then he realized Alex had a point, Cameron was the best solo fighter in the town but a group of them would be even better. Plus Tom would get experience in fighting a large group in a town. “Well I guess that makes sense. So if I don't need to do anything I am going to continue walking around.” Tom said, he turned waved at Josh and Alex, who waved back, and started walking.
 
    Tom continued to train and wander for the rest of the day, then went back to the house they were staying at. The next day was mostly the same, but he was not attacked as he wandered. The third day he woke, packed and went down for breakfast. At about noon the troops set off for Fort Redrock, in the south-western part of Ironwood. After a few more days they arrived, rested for a day then set off to the Yetro Mountains, where the army was gathering. After nine days after leaving Fort Redrock Tom sat around a fire with Alex, Josh and the leader of the golems, Intar. 
 
   Suddenly a wolfish man stepped out of the shadows and smiled. “Hello I'm Getra, leader of the Blackwood forest pack. And on behalf of my pack I would like to offer our help in the war.” he said, “Well, I guess you can come with us, but don't bite any of our troops. We don't want trouble.” Alex replied quickly, Gentra bowed and walked back into the forest, minutes later they heard loud howling to the east, then the sound of over a hundred werewolves coming to the camp.
 
    Alex stood up yelled to get everyone's attention, announced what had happened, sat back down and finished eating. Three days later the tired group set up camp and stayed there for a day, Alex, Josh, Gentra and Intar didn't see any sense in arriving a day before tired, rather they would arrive a day later, but well rested. Josh estimated they were half a day’s march to the army gathering point in the Yetra Mountains. Tom went to sleep early, and in the morning he came out of his tent and started practicing with his crossbow until others started to wake so he could help make breakfast.
 
    After a few minutes Alex came out of his tent and saw Tom shooting. Tom jumped as he heard Alex say suddenly, in a joking tone “What the crossbow I gave you not good enough?” Tom turned quickly “Actually this is the crossbow you gave me. I just made some adjustments, this cocking mechanism is easier to use than pulling the string back with one hand.” he explained, then they both went to help cook breakfast. 
 
   After half a day of marching, as Josh had predicted, they saw the tents and fires of the Arstanian army. But as they watched they didn’t see the usual people moving throughout the tents. After a few more minutes the saw why, they saw men and beasts running through the trees fighting. As Tom watched archers in the trees let loose a hail of arrows onto the Ilemart army, taking down dozens. Tom thought for a moment that the army already had a good chance of winning, but to his dismay many more Ilemite soldiers and beasts rushed forward. Tom looked around him and saw the golems, troops and werewolves running past him ready for battle. 
 
   That shocked Tom back and he unsheathed his axe and grabbed his shield. He flew straight up out of the trees then dived into the enemy’s ranks close to the front. He landed on a soldier’s head smashing into him so hard it killed him. He swung his axe, smashed with his shield and cast spells for what seemed like forever. After a few minutes some Arstanian soldiers broke through to where he and Josh, who had come with him, were. The soldiers indistinctly followed the two who had them go into a arrowhead formation with them at the tip, and drove deep into the enemy’s numbers. 
 
   They slowly were joined by others as they drove through the enemy, hacking and slashing man and beast alike. Then as Tom brought his axe down onto a man’s helmet it stuck. Tom ducked quickly as Josh stabbed a enemy who was about to kill Tom. Tom stood back up wrenched on his axe, which finally came free and resumed fighting. After about an hour Tom heard a horn sound a rhythm and wondered what it meant. 
 
   His question was soon answered as the Ilemart army started turning back. Tom sent a final branch to impale one of them then turned and walked slowly to camp. Just as he sat on a log by a fire he realized his stuff was still where he left it before the battle. He stood up and started walking back. He was stopped by Josh who handed him his equipment then left. Tom found Alex, who told him where he should set up his tent, then he went there, set up his tent, put his stuff inside, and finally went to find food. 
 
   After a while he found the cooks’ station and after a little bit managed to get an apple, two links of sausage, and a small loaf of bread. After he had wandered around camp for a few hours eating, he looked up and saw a black wyvern with a young rider. Tom smiled and spread his wings, then he jumped into the air and flew over to them. Zack pulled off his helmet and Dejoni hovered as Tom neared. “About time you showed up, you lazy bum.” Zack said in a joking manner, “Well, I guess you aren't grateful that I helped bring an army of golems, werewolves and some human troops?” Tom retorted quickly, the boys smiled and the group landed and decided to look for someone else they knew. 
 
   After looking for another hour they decided to head back to their own tents, which they found were near each other. They went to dinner after a few minutes showing off their weapons, then finally went to sleep. Suddenly Tom was awake, he knew it wasn’t morning but there was light outside. His sleep clouded mind took a moment to realize what was happening. They were being attacked.
 
   

Chapter 20
 
    He quickly put on his armor, grabbed his crossbow, axe and shield, then ran outside. All around him tents were burning and people were running. Suddenly Zack and Dejoni were next to him, Zack obviously had hurried putting on his armor. Tom saw a Ilemart soldier coming towards them and ran to meet him. Tom bent down and used the man’s momentum to launch him over his shield, then turned and swung his axe into his neck. Tom turned as another soldier prepared to strike him, but was hit by something and started screaming, Dejoni had spit acid into the man’s face, and Tom beheaded him just to put him out of his pain. Alex ran over to Tom “Cover me using your crossbow!” he yelled, Tom pulled out his crossbow and put down his axe and shield within easy reach. 
 
   He raised the crossbow and shot over and over. Then he reached for another bolt and found no more were left. He put his crossbow over his back again, picked up his axe and shield then ran over to Zack and Dejoni. Tom saw a small figure running towards them, shooting the enemy soldiers. After a moment he recognized the figure as Bryn. He yelled at Zack “Bryn is coming, let her behind us!” then Bryn reached them, went in between the boys and Dejoni, who was standing behind the boys facing the other way. 
 
   Tom looked up a few moments later and say Alex, in dragon form, flying down with someone on his back. Alex crushed a few enemy soldiers when he landed and the person on his back jumped off “Stay with them.” Alex ordered the new arrival. Who turned and they recognized as Madison. Tom blocked a enemy’s sword with his shield and retaliated with a crushing blow, the two exchanged blows for a moment until Tom kicked him and hacked at his neck. Tom heard the others fighting behind him.
 
   He jumped into the air as he noticed a large rock flying towards them, he thought quickly and sent the rock down onto the enemy troops. He landed and smashed his shield into a man’s head, making him stagger, then finished him with a quick blow from his axe. A large purple dragon, he recognized as Alex roared overhead, but Tom, Dejoni and Zack who understood and had studied dragon speech, understood what he had said. 
 
   Tom turned and said “Fall back!” then added after a the girls looked confused “Orders from Alex. Now let’s go!” Tom took the lead, with Dejoni flying just above them, Madison and Bryn behind Tom and Zack behind them. Alex landed next to them and changed into a person to as they reached the edge of the tents. “Head straight that way until you reach Eagle’s Keep. Wait for me there.” Alex said quickly and indicated which way. Then he changed back into a dragon and flew off. Tom cast a spell to make a portable fire, then they set off. 
 
   They jogged through the forest for a while until they should check for pursuit. Zack and Tom fell back and hid behind trees while the girls and Dejoni kept going. The boys waited for a few minutes then they heard people running through the trees. The troops passed their hiding spot and the boys saw the Ilemart insignia on their uniforms. They counted ten soldiers, then the boys silently followed the group. 
 
   Zack made a long howl, the signal that they had been followed. Tom and Zack could see Bryn and Madison in front of the troops and Dejoni flying silently above them. Suddenly the girls pretended to stumble, Bryn grabbed her bow and Madison prepared to cast a spell and Dejoni did a large turn then landed in front of the girls. The soldiers charged but not before Zack and Tom jumped out of the shadows and killed two of them. Madison made a root shoot out of the ground and tie up a man, Bryn shot two arrows, wounding one and killing the other, and Dejoni smashed the first man to get to him. Zack and Tom killed and pushed the soldiers towards Dejoni, Bryn and Madison, who killed the rest of the soldiers. The soldiers were killed in a few moments, then the group continued going towards Eagle’s Keep. 
 
   After running for a minute, Tom realized something and stopped. The others followed suit and looked at him wondering what he was doing. “Why are we running? Dejoni can carry Zack and one of you two, and I can carry the other and we can fly.” Tom explained before they could ask. Dejoni landed and Zack and Madison got on him while Bryn got on Tom’s back. They took off, flying quickly towards the keep. 
 
   They landed for a rest a hour later, then they took off again, this time Tom holding Bryn beneath him so he could move his wings easier. After about half and hour the group arrived, tired and hungry, at Eagle’s Keep, which got it’s name from the eagles that had nests on the cliff it was on. 
 
   The keep was built on a cliff with only one way up and down, without climbing. It had tall walls of grey stone. The path to the castle went through a gully, where archers could be placed to rain down arrows on enemies going up the path. The small group landed in the courtyard and saw a servant coming towards them. “Hello, I’m Tony, how may i help you?” the servant said, Tom looked at the others then replied “Can you show us where to find some food and then somewhere to sleep? The rest of the army should be here later.” Tony nodded and led them to the kitchen. 
 
   Then after a few minutes he led them up to some rooms. The girls went in one room while the boys went in another. Both boys took off their armour, then collapsed onto the beds and fell asleep. The next morning the boys got up, went to see Dejoni then got some food. The two girls walked into the kitchen just as the two boys walked out. The two boys waited as Bryn and Madi got their food, then they all went to Dejoni, who had caught a deer and was eating it. About halfway through the morning they saw two large figures, one a dragon with a rider and the other a wyvern with two riders. 
 
   The group landed in the courtyard as the friends got there. Samantha got off Alex, who transformed back into a human, as John and Jessica got off Mastifi. The apprentices went over to their masters, then the castle staff asked what the new arrivals needed. Soon afterward more of the army arrived in a large group, then more slowly came in small groups. The golems found a few caves where they lived, while everyone else was crammed into the castle’s rooms. Tom and Zack soon shared a room with two more men and even Dejoni had to share his shelter with another wyvern. 
 
   Two days later Tom sat on the cliff talking to Bryn and Zack, when he looked over at the forest and saw troops coming out. He spread his wings and flew down to see if they were Ilemart. On the way down he saw the crest on their armor and knew they were the enemy. He circled back around and flew back to the castle as fast as he could. He landed in the courtyard and yelled “The Ilemite army is here!” everyone looked at him then sentries from the towers yelled down and confirmed his proclamation. 
 
   People were running everywhere, yelling, and scrambling to do something. The people outside the first gate at the gully quickly came in, archers and some warriors ran down to the gate and prepared for battle. Tom found Alex, who ordered him to go to the gully gate, and if it was overrun come straight back. He flew down to the wall and positioned himself just over the gate. 
 
   Tom looked around as they waited for the enemy to approach. The enemy host stopped and a single rider rode out “Give up your weapons, and we will spare your lives!” Tom heard him shout. Their response was easily interpreted, as they yelled their defiance back. The rider rode back to the army, and they started moving forward. Tom waited for the signal to fire from the squad leader near him. The enemy’s first ranks entered firing range and the squad leader signaled them to fire. 
 
   Hundreds of enemy soldiers dropped, but more filled their space. The leader had them fire one more simultaneous shot, shouted the command to fire at will, I would really hate to be Will. Soon the first of the enemy troops got to the wall, along with a battering ram. He jumped down onto the ram, cut a hole in the roof, and started a fire inside it. He looked over the army and saw siege engines almost completed. He flew back onto the walls and started shooting again. Soon the enemy army started falling back, Tom knew they would be back as this was probably an attack just to test their defences. 
 
   Tom went back up and found Alex, who told him to eat and rest,  then an hour after sunset he would meet Alex in the courtyard. Tom ate and relaxed, then met Alex in the courtyard, as he was told. Three other people were there also, Josh and two people who Tom didn’t know but looked familiar. The group set off into the forest where the Ilemart army was camped. All of them had dark cloaks, so they blended with the night. “Cover yourself in scales.” Alex whispered to Tom, who looked at the others, Josh had cast a spell to blacken his face, Alex and the other two, who must have been Dragon Guardian, had covered themselves in variously colored dark scales. 
 
   Tom covered himself with scales as they walked. They reached the edge of the enemy camp and one of the Guardians pulled out crossbow and shot the sentry in the neck, cutting off the warning the sentry almost yelled. They continued into the camp, keeping to the shadows, until they reached the siege equipment. Tom realized what they were doing just then. Alex leaned over and told him a spell “That will cause no visible damage now, but when they try to fire the weapon it will explode.” he whispered, then they all went to work. After half an hour they started back, and just as they crossed the edge of the camp, someone started shouting. 
 
   They had discovered the dead sentry. The small group started to run towards the enemy camp to fool them as they saw someone through the trees pointing at them. They pulled out various weapons, Alex, Josh and one of the others pulled out their swords, Tom grabbed his axe, and the last Dragon Guardian pulled out a large spiked mace. Soon about ten soldiers caught up to them, because they couldn’t fly through the trees. 
 
   Josh spun and stabbed with his two swords, which both sunk deep into a soldier. Alex cut upward as he turned, the other one with a sword ran up a tree and did a back flip landing on a soldier. The one with the mace jumped and spun in the air, and brought down his mace on a man’s head. Tom spun and swung his axe into a man’s neck. They killed the rest and started running again. After two more groups caught up and were killed, they reached the end of the trees and Alex picked up Josh and they all took flight. “Well that went well.” Alex said, somewhat sarcastic. 
 
   

Chapter 21
 
   They all went various ways, Tom went straight to his room, changed into some shorts, and went to sleep. He dreamed he was flying without wings over the forest. Beside him flew two dragons, one pure white the other blood red. On the side with the red dragon on it he saw tyrants and war. On the side with the white on it, he saw fair government and peace. Suddenly he was a black dragon, he kept flying over countries seeing good and evil fighting. He woke suddenly and went with Zack to get food. 
 
   As they finished eating they heard the alarm bell, the Ilemites were attacking. He went to his room, grabbed his weapons, put on his armour, and ran to the front walls. He saw the siege engines being loaded across the field, and smiled to himself. The enemy army was moving forward slowly to give the engines time to break the walls. But as the enemy engineers fired their weapons each engine exploded, sending debris everywhere, killing many of the troops and destroying some tents.
 
    But throughout the army were battering rams and large shields Tom knew would be a problem. As soon as one of the shields got in range he took a bolt and muttered a spell and the tip burst into flames. He loaded the bolt, aimed for the shield, and shot. It hit in the middle of the shield along with some other arrows that didn’t do anything, but Tom’s bolt stuck there for a moment then the fire started to spread. The wood the shield was made of had probably been soaked but Tom’s spell had created a fire that wouldn’t be affected by water. 
 
   Tom destroyed two other shields like that before the enemy magicians created a invisible shield to stop fire, as it would be hard to block all the arrows. Tom, after seeing one of his bolts deflected, started firing normal bolts at the enemy troops then had an idea. He cast a spell on some of his bolts. He loaded one of the new bolts and shot it. It flew into the mass of troops as a normal one would, but as it hit a soldier, it froze him and everything near him. He fired two more of those bolts before the first of the troops and a battering ram reached the wall. 
 
   He shot one into the troops below then grabbed his axe and jumped onto the ram. After sending the five soldiers on top of it off with a burst of wind magic he jumped into it. He landed and sent a fireball into a wall, which lit the wall. Tom turned his attention to the ten soldiers inside. He sent one into the fire with some air magic, froze one in a block of ice and jumped at the rest. Slashing, hacking and kicking he killed the rest, and jumped out of the burning roof. He raised his shield to block an arrow, then flew over to one of the giant shields. 
 
   He landed on the closest one and cast the waterproof fire spell onto it, but as he turned to fly back to the walls, a man climbed onto the shield. Tom saw the badges and knew this was a somewhat important officer. The man pulled out a sword and ran towards Tom yelling. Tom grabbed his axe off his back and prepared to defend. 
 
   The officer lunged at him and Tom sidestepped and tried to cut the man’s arm. The enemy moved his arm just in time to dodge Tom’s blow. Tom swung his axe sideways but the axe stuck in the man’s shield. A enemy soldier climbed up onto the shield, but as Tom ducked to dodge a slash he grabbed a knife from his boot and threw it at the new man, who fell off the shield with the knife in his neck. Tom stood back up and yanked the axe out of the other man’s shield. 
 
   The man stumbled towards Tom, who tried to kick him off the shield, but the man stopped at the edge. The man turned and ran at Tom as fast as he could. Tom dropped to his knees as he thought of a plan. Using the other man’s momentum to send him flying over Tom and near the fire. Tom quickly turned and ran at the man, who crouched slightly. Tom dropped his axe and shield as he ran, then he jumped into the air and kicked the man with both his feet. Tom fell back onto the shield as the other man fell backwards, into the fire and fell through the weakened wood as he caught fire. Tom quickly jumped into the air after grabbing his axe and shield and flew to the next shield. 
 
   This time no one climbed up and he lit it without a problem. But as he headed to the next one he saw a small group of archers and warriors on top of it, and he turned back to the walls. As he flew he saw two more battering rams had reached the wall and were hitting the gate. Tom landed in front of one and touched the wooden ram and magically made it start growing again, Tom saw through the hole in the front the enemy troops’ hands get encased in wood. Tom then set fire to the ram and moved to the next, this time just setting fire to it. 
 
   He climbed a ladder, pushing the enemy soldier off as he went, and when he reached the top he jumped off and spun as he flipped and pushed the ladder off the wall. He sent the two closest ladders off the wall with some wind magic, then turned his attention to the soldiers on the walls already. He ran to the closest and sent him flying off the wall with his shield. He pushed another ladder off, and spun as Alex landed behind him. “Time to fall back. The wall is lost for now.” Alex said and flew away. 
 
   Tom followed him as he landed on one side of the gully past the front gate. Alex put an arrow in his bow, Tom following suit, and they waited for a minute as soldiers from both sides started running towards the main gate. The main gate closed as the first of the enemy soldiers got to it, leaving them open to the archers on the walls of the gully. Below them there was nothing but mayhem. Groups fighting, Ilemite archers firing from the walls and Arstanian archers firing from the sides. Tom and Alex were shooting important looking Ilemart soldiers until Tom had an idea. 
 
   He told Alex and they started shooting the enemy archers, there by cutting down on the mayhem by reducing the arrows and helping keep their troops alive. Soon the Ilemart forces fell back, Tom and Alex flying back up to the castle to rest and eat. Tom looked out a window as he ate and saw a force of Ilemart archers and spearmen guarding the outer wall. 
 
   The large spears had the advantage of range he knew and could easily reach around corners, which was why often defenders used them. But once inside the reach of the spear, the spear was almost useless. Tom watched as the Ilemart started moving rams and other large weapons inside the gate. Then as he watched the enemy inside the wall he had an idea and he ran to tell Alex the idea. A hour later Tom stood with a small group of archers and warriors, one of the five groups.
 
    As this was his idea and he was a Dragon Guardian apprentice he was leader of this group. The all wore dull gray and brown cloaks to blend in with the rock around the castle. He led the small group into position and signaled to a sentry on the walls. The sentry pretended to stumble with his spear, but Tom knew that was the signal to begin. He motioned then stood with the rest of the group. The all quickly aimed and shot at the enemy troops. 
 
   They ducked back down right after and crawled to a new position. He heard the hissing and clinks of arrows flying and hitting. His group stood again and shot again, then crawled to a new position. After three more rounds from each group all of them went back to the castle, shooting as they went. In the end only one of their number had been killed, because he had stupidly decided to stay up to shoot more, and three wounded. They counted about thirty enemy killed and another twenty injured. 
 
   Over the next few days they continued these kinds of attacks, each time choosing a new spot, until they decided to not only have archers, but send in groups of warriors, hitting them where weakest. Almost every night that week they could see where tents were burning in the Ilemart camp. There had been no large scale battle, the Ilemart must have been planning to starve them, but as they were losing troops every night, the Arstanian forces often takeing food in the raids, and the already large stores of food at Eagles’ Keep. 
 
   Tom and everyone else knew that soon the Ilemart would attack, but instead of useless worrying they all set about bettering the defenses of the castle, training or raiding the Ilemart camp. As Tom sat cleaning his weapons and thinking of this, he heard the alarm bell. Tom stood, put on his armour and ran to the courtyard. He saw Alex and ran towards him, Alex looked at Tom then pointed at the sky “That is where we fight.” Alex said, and Tom followed his finger. He saw what looked like a loose black cloud, after a moment he saw that it was hundreds of wyverns and griffins, the Ilemites had taken the idea of wyvern riders, but very few were trained as well as the Arstanian Riders. He spread his wings and flew with Alex, he looked behind him and saw hundreds of griffin and wyvern riders, along with the other Dragon Guardians.
 
    As he flew he raised his crossbow and shot at one of the enemy wyvern riders near the front. The man looked official until he fell off his wyvern with a bolt in his chest. He slammed into another man, knocking the man off his griffin. He landed in the griffin’s saddle and loaded his crossbow again as he turned the griffin back towards the enemy shooting. All around him people were falling, flying and fighting. He aimed the griffin at another enemy, then jumped off in the confusion. He flew behind the guy and threw him off. He shot his last bolt at a wyvern rider then grabbed his axe off his back and started fighting again. 
 
   Soon he was covered in fresh cuts and bruises, even some of his shirt had acid on it. Tom found Alex and John, saw they didn’t need any help, so he went to find Zack and Dejoni. He found them fighting a scar covered wyvern and rider. Tom landed on the wyvern picked up the rider and threw him at a griffin rider. “Thanks!” Zack yelled, and they dived down to find another enemy. Tom saw the enemy supply tents and thought of the oil the Ilmart used for their arrows and other weapons.
 
    He turned the Zack and Dejoni “Follow me! I have an idea.” Tom yelled and flew towards the tents. They fought through the enemy until they only had to pass the archers on the ground. They flew high above the archers out of their range, then as they neared the tents they dove as fast as they could. They landed and quickly went to work, they heard men yelling and running towards them. 
 
   Tom swung his axe at a barrel and picked it up, then laid a trail of oil. Zack followed his example, while Dejoni stood watch. After making the trail they cut open more barrels of oil then Zack turned to Tom “Now, I have an idea.” then he got a piece of rope, soaked it in oil then made a hole in the barrel and stuck the rope inside. He lit the rope then rolled the barrel towards the enemy tents and troops. The barrel burst as the oil burned, spilling burning oil all over the enemy troops and tents. 
 
   Tom yelled at Zack and Dejoni to grab some barrels, lit the trail and grabbed a barrel. They heard the enemy troops get to the fire and try to put it out. Tom glanced behind them as the oil caught fire and spread. They flew over the enemy troops, dropping the barrels of oil like bombs. Tom dropped his over some of the enemy archer towers, lighting the wood and burning some of the archers. Zack dropped his over some tightly grouped soldiers, and Dejoni who had grabbed three, dropped his near the command group, on some siege equipment, and on a different section of the archer tower. 
 
   They landed back at the main gate, they joined the troops pushing the enemy back, and about half an hour later they were driven back to the first wall. Josh appeared by his side as he ran up the stairs to the gatehouse. Dejoni had decided to fly to the top of the gatehouse, along with Zack. A spear appeared in front of Tom as he ran up the stairs and Tom just barely dodged it. 
 
   He grabbed the spear and pulled, sending it and it’s owner down the stairs. He kicked the door to the top of the gatehouse, but the door held. He swung his axe at the handle as Josh and some other soldiers kicked and ran into the door. Soon the door burst open and they exploded from the doorway. Dejoni and Zack were backed into a corner, so Tom and Josh ran towards them. 
 
   Tom pushed a man off the gatehouse then turned to block a strike from a new enemy. He kicked the man’s stomach, making him gasp and bend over. He slammed his axe handle onto the man’s helmet and the man crumbled like a sack of potatoes. Tom grabbed the fallen man’s shield and tossed it like a disk at a man sneaking up behind Dejoni. The shield, a lightweight wooden one, hit the man in the back of the neck, snapping it. Tom yelled at the men to make a straight line. 
 
   They did as they were told and he led them against the enemy, pushing them back towards the edge. Soon the Ilemart troops were either pushed off, unconscious, or dead on the gatehouse. Soon they had recaptured the walls and towers along the first wall. Tom heard a horn ring out from the Ilemart ranks and the enemy started going back to their camp. They fired arrows at the enemy ranks, killing and wounding many. Tom leaned against the door frame. He spread his wings and jumped off the gatehouse towards the keep, gliding as far as possible. 
 
   He landed just outside the gate, which was now open. He walked into the courtyard and saw men and women, the  Arstanian army didn’t care if you were male or female as long as you wanted to join, sitting and talking. Most were bleeding from wounds, some being rushed into the infirmary, and some lay still. Tom saw Madison and Bryn talking in a corner and went to join them. Bryn’s bow leaned against the wall. Both girls had minor injuries, but seemed fine. “Hi.” was all Tom said and the girls greeted him in kind.
 
    After talking for a few minutes, Tom went to his room, pulled off his armour, dropped his axe on his bed and put his armour and shield in a corner. He sat on his bed, cleaning and sharpening his axe. Zack came in after a few minutes, he did basically the same thing Tom did, and they sat not talking, the only sound was the muffled talk from the courtyard and the sliding of the stones against metal for a few hours. 
 
   Tom put his now clean and sharp axe in a corner and went to sleep. A few hours later he woke, ate dinner then walked around the castle, he found Bryn on the walls looking out to the Ilemart camp. It seemed impossible that they could not be overcome. He stood beside her and said in a sarcastic tone “Well you seem very happy and full of energy.” she looked over at him “Look who’s talking.” she replied and they both smiled. “Come on. It helps to do something.” Tom told her and climbed a ladder nearby. She followed as he led her away from the walls, towards a part of the castle she didn’t know. 
 
   Tom knew how hard it was to kill men, especially the first time. They went to the back of the keep, where Tom knew many of the teenagers and kids who lived in the castle played. Bryn looked at him as they turned the corner and saw some kids playing soccer. She shook her head “I can’t play now. Not this soon after a battle. Maybe later.” she said and started to turn away, but Tom stopped her “At least watch. You don’t have to play, but it really helps to be with others and be doing something. Trust me.” he told her and they sat down against the keep wall and sat in silence for a while. 
 
   Tom waited for her to start talking, he knew that she wouldn’t want him to push her into talking. Soon Bryn broke the silence “Why are you doing this, Tom? You could be playing or doing so many more things, but instead you come sit with me. Why?” Tom thought for a moment, then looked at her. “Because, I have been through some of what you have. Killing is awful. I only had Alex most the time to talk to, and he is a Dragon Guardian, so I didn’t want to talk to him about it. So I know how important having friends is, and you are my friend so I want to help you.” he replied, Bryn smiled “Well, thanks. I guess I do need to be with people. But let’s not talk about battle or war. It is bad enough living in it.” she told him, Tom nodded “True, that is a very good idea. So, how have you been?” he asked, and for about an hour they just sat and talked.
 
                 Above them on the roof of the keep, Alex stood watching his apprentice with approval. Sometimes, he thought, they robbed those kids of their childhood. They get them from their families and train them to fight and kill barely ever having time to make friends. And if that wasn’t bad enough, these kids were fighting in a war. They needed friends, and along the road, friendship making skills would be about as valuable as fighting skills. Maybe even more important. And Tom already had some great friends. Alex had a feeling that Tom, Zack and Dejoni would be the future of the kingdom, if they survived the war those three would be some of the greatest warriors and leaders of their generation, perhaps the greatest of the century. At fourteen they were fighting a war. Alex thought about the feeling he had and decided it was right.
 
   

Chapter 21
 
                 Two days later Tom, Bryn, Zack and Madison were regularly playing in the soccer game. Dejoni of course was too big to play, but he often sat watching them. Since the last big attack, it had been relatively peaceful. The Ilemart seemed to be waiting for something, but the Arstanians still carried out small raids. As the group of friends walked through the courtyard to the kitchen, hoping to get something to eat, a man on a horse galloped into the courtyard. 
 
   The man jumped down “The Ilemart are waiting for reinforcements!” he yelled and ran into the keep. The group looked at each other then ran after him, all thoughts of food forgotten. An hour later the Arstanian army was preparing. They planned to have some men sneak down the cliffs then circle around behind the Ilemart camp, others to the sides of the camp and the rest would come straight from the gate. Tom and Dejoni spent half an hour flying weapons, shields and people down the cliff behind the keep. Tom then flew up and got ready himself, he would join the group that would be behind the camp, and Dejoni also got amour on, Zack and he would also be in the group Tom was in. 
 
   A few minutes later they joined the group at the bottom of the cliff. Dejoni was one of two wyverns in the group, both were apprentices as the older ones would be too big to sneak all the way back. Bryn and Madison also were in the group, along with their masters. Alex was leading the group and Tom had a suspicion his master had arranged to have the friends in the same group. 
 
   The last of the troops were flown down and they set off. The magicians had cast a spell to stop some sound from the groups, but they still had to be as quiet as possible. Up in front Alex motioned for them to stop as a enemy patrol rode in front of them. It took another hour to reach the back of the camp. Alex sent the signal, a large red bird flying out of the forest towards the castle, and they saw the return signal, a blue banner being raised on the walls. They ran forward straight at the unaware soldiers. 
 
   Alex led the charge, with Tom behind and to the right of him and Dejoni with Zack on Dejoni’s back to the left and behind. Tom saw out of the sides of his eyes the other groups running towards the camp. By the time they reached the embankments some of the enemy troops had put on armour and got weapons, but they didn’t stand a chance against the army attacking, which had not hurried to get armour on and had almost all their troops ready and attacking. 
 
   Tom spread his wings, following Alex’s example, and along with Dejoni they jumped over the first embankments. The other five Dragon Guardian in the group did the same thing. Tom smashed into a man who tried to put up his spear, but he fumbled with it too long, and sent him flying back into some other enemy troops running towards them, creating more confusion. Tom, Dejoni and Zack then turned towards the embankments, the reason they had been in front. 
 
   The three quickly destroyed the embankments, allowing the rest of the troops to more easily get into the enemy camp, then flew back towards the back, where they would help support and protect the archers and magicians. They positioned themselves near Bryn and Madison and waited for some enemy troops to come near. Both the girls kept shooting, Bryn with her bow and Madison with her spells, and eventually Tom and Zack added their own spells, they had left their bow and crossbow at the keep as they would only get in the way. 
 
   As the first man to break through got near, Dejoni simply spat acid on him and he turned screaming as the acid melted through his armour. After they had gained a foothold in the enemy camp the archers went in. With a group of about twenty archers and five warriors, the friends entered the camp, heading for the command tent. They ran between two rows of tents, encountering almost no resistance, but those who did come at them were quickly shot by an archer. Suddenly they turned a corner and saw a wall of shields, spears and swords. Two enemy archers shot and a warrior and archer fell. Behind Tom their archers shot, but most bounced off the shields. 
 
   Tom nodded to Zack, Dejoni and the rest of the warriors, then they ran at them. Dejoni spat at the shields, but a spell blocked the acid. He reached the wall and Tom jumped over it and landed on an archer. He stayed low and chopped at two enemy archers legs, then smashed their chests. The enemy warriors didn’t know what to do as Dejoni and Zack landed and joined Tom in attacking the archers. If they attacked them the warriors would break the wall and let the archers shoot them, but if they didn’t move Tom, Zack and Dejoni would eventually kill all the archers. 
 
   Tom saw the enemy shield bearers push against the weight of the warriors and made sure Zack and Dejoni could hold off the archers for a bit longer. Then he turned and ran towards the shield wall where the warriors were trying to get through. He chopped one man down as he decided what to do, got one as he pulled his sword out. After Tom took out three more men the Arstanian warriors got in. 
 
   The rest of the enemy shield men pulled out their various weapons, swords, spears and one or two axes. About twenty enemy troops still stood, three of them archers. The enemy warriors turned to face them as the Arstanian archers fired. About seven of them fell dead or severely wounded, and two more were slightly wounded. Tom turned to face some of the enemy troops, which had been split into two groups, two of the Arstanian warriors turned the same way as Tom, Zack, Dejoni and two more of their troops turned the other way. 
 
   Zack and Dejoni had already killed the rest of the archers, Tom ran straight at the enemy, followed by the two warriors who had faced the same way. The archers shot the enemy in farthest from them, both on the side Tom was on and Zack. Tom kicked the nearest man’s shield, sending him back into the other warriors and into the path of an arrow. The two behind him jumped into the gap with him and they all took out one man each. The other group finished and they resumed their run towards the command tent. 
 
   After a few minutes pushing through random fighting, they stopped at a wall. Made of logs, sharpened and placed outwards, with upright logs behind them. They turned to help fight the Ilemart army in the confusion. Suddenly, they heard a loud horn blow over the battle. The Ilemart forces retreated through a hole in the wall, keeping the Arstanian forces back as they went through. Once most the enemy soldiers were behind the wall, the hole was covered by a stack of logs. 
 
   To his left Tom saw a griffin rider try to fly over the wall, but he got shot and after falling a moment stopped as if he had hit an invisible wall. Tom knew that they would have to not only scale the wooden wall, but destroy the magic wall. Already spells were being cast to take down the wall. Boulders flew at the wall as if by themselves, but Tom knew magicians were flinging them at the wall to wear it down. Other magicians cast spells to get past the spell, if they found a way past they could crush the wall quickly. 
 
   Tom grabbed a rope from a fallen tent and tied a noose. He threw the rope up to the top of the wooden wall, trying to catch the top of a log and either bring it down or climb up the wall. Enemy archers shot arrow after arrow into the army while enemy warriors tried to keep the soldiers away. 
 
   Soon other Arstanian warriors copied his idea and ropes were being thrown at the wall. After a few tries Tom’s rope caught a log and Tom started pulling. He felt the log give slightly and didn’t trust it enough to try to climb it. The logs must not have been set very deep in the ground. Zack and a few others joined him as he pulled, trying to bring down the log. Tom could feel the log leaning, pushing dirt up on the other side. Suddenly the resistance disappeared and the log fell. 
 
   Around them other logs started falling while Tom threw the rope again. Cheering broke out from the Arstanian army as a boulder flew over the wall and smashed some archers. After a moment Tom, Zack and the other warriors made a gap large enough for two men. “Get this log!” Tom yelled to the warriors, indicating a fallen sharpened log. They picked up the log and went to the whole, which had been filled by some enemy warriors with large shields. They swung the log and it smashed the two shields along with the men. They threw the log through the hole then some of the warriors ran through the hole. 
 
   Tom turned and yelled “Start using the logs as battering rams!” and some warriors started hitting the wall with fallen logs. Then Tom turned and went through the hole behind Zack and Dejoni, who barely fit through. Tom cut at the nearest enemy soldier, then saw the walls falling inward as Dragon Guardian, wyverns and the log battering rams broke through the logs. Alex swung his spiked tail at the wall nearby, knocking many logs over and creating a gap large enough for ten men to go through.
 
    Tom ran over the where the archers stood, firing at the warriors now flooding through the wall. All around Tom  was pure mayhem, men flying through the air as a Guardian or wyvern hit them, some running from or towards the breaks in the wall. Tom smashed his shield at the archer commander, sending him flying for a few yards. He ran at the archers, who after seeing their commander casually thrown through the air ran. 
 
   Many dropped their bows, some tripped and were trampled, but some stood and shot one round then pulled out short swords. Tom created a wall of dirt in front of him that blocked the arrows, then raised his axe and charged, yelling, with ten men behind him. Just as Tom swung his axe into the last archers neck, a large blood red dragon landed just behind him. 
 
   It spit fire on five of the men near him, spread it’s wings and lowered it’s head as a figure, covered in red armour, the same shade as his dragon, got off. Tom knew only the highest ranking generals rode dragons in the Ilmartian army, and judging by the size of the dragon and craftsmanship of the armour, this was one of the three Supreme Generals. 
 
   Each of the Supreme Generals rode a giant dragon, one rode a black dragon, another a brown one and this one with his blood red dragon, they were some of the greatest warriors ever. Tamil, the one who rode the black dragon, had a sword, Gontal, who rode the brown, used a flail, and Werin, this one, used an axe, each dragon was just as dangerous, probably even more, than the riders. 
 
   Werin pushed his visor up and smiled. “I see you know who I am. But I do not know who you are. I would like to know the name of the child who has helped so much to defy me and the great Ilemart Empire before I kill you and take over your worthless country.” Werin told him 
 
   “I’m Thomas Welton, and if you think you will kill me, you are wrong. And I have a question for you, Werin. If Arstan is so worthless, why try to conquer it and lose thousands of troops doing so?” Tom replied trying to sound confident. “Because the Ilemart Empire needs more slaves, warriors and land. Now prepare to die Tom, you foolish boy.” and with that Werin lifted his axe to strike at him. 
 
   But as Werin chopped down Tom rolled to the side. Suddenly Zack and Dejoni were by his side, Dejoni tried to claw him, but missed and Werin chopped his leg, not too deep but Tom could tell it hurt. 
 
   Zack tried to stab the general and hit his foot but Werin hit Zack with the end of his axe and Zack slumped unconscious in his saddle. “I’m afraid we can’t help anymore.” Dejoni told Tom and he flew away. Tom stood ready as Werin stepped towards him, stopped from the pain in his foot, turned and walked towards his dragon. 
 
   Tom knew if he got on his dragon, he would kill Tom as quickly as crushing an ant. Tom jumped at him, bringing him down and they rolled for a moment, and Werin quickly stood and kicked Tom’s legs as he rose. 
 
   Werin started to swing his axe, but hit a stone pillar that appeared from the ground. Both of them looked around in confusion and Tom saw Madison. Tom grabbed his axe from the ground next to him and swung at Werin’s leg. Werin saw this and started to block with his shield, but again stopped and yelled in pain as an arrow dug into his shield arm.
 
    Tom’s axe hit and Werin’s leg crumpled, Tom stood and was about to chop at Werin’s neck, but flew back as Werin sent a burst of air magic at him. Tom landed on his shield arm, and yelled in pain as he heard a cracking sound. 
 
   Werin was slowly walking back to his dragon and Tom knew Werin was going to come after him once he got on his dragon. Tom watched as the general climbed onto the dragon and made it jump towards him. But as it reached it’s highest point, a purple blur smashed into them.
 
    Tom started to rise, but fell again as his arm took the weight of the shield. He quickly unstrapped the restraints, then tried to get up again. 
 
   This time he was able to and he tore off some of his shirt and made a sling. He ran as fast as he could to where Alex and Werin were fighting. Alex swung his spiked tail at the dragon and the dragon was knocked over, sending Werin flying off. 
 
   Alex continued wresting the blood red dragon as Tom continued running, changing his course towards the fallen general. When Tom was a few feet away, Werin got up, turned and laughed. “So your arm hurts, little boy? I’m so sorry.” Werin said then continued 
 
   “But soon I will make the pain go away.” he said with grim humor, Werin raised his axe and walked forward, he stumbled and his leg, with an arrow in it, crumpled. 
 
   Tom pulled his arm out of the sling then gripped his axe with both hands and chopped off Werin’s head, just as Alex bit the blood red dragon’s neck and jerked, killing it. 
 
   

Chapter 22
 
                 Slowly the Ilemite soldiers noticed their general and his dragon were dead and started running. Tom collapsed on the ground with a gasp of pain, too tired to yell. 
 
   The next thing Tom knew he woke up in the castle infirmary. Zack lay on the bed on his right and outside the door he saw Dejoni. Tom started to prop himself up with his arms, but gasped as pain ran through his arm. He fell back onto the bed and looked around. 
 
   Zack had many cuts and bruises, most minor but Tom saw some swelling on his head. Must have been where Werin had hit him. Tom looked to his left and saw Bryn asleep in a chair and Alex on the next bed, also asleep. 
 
   After a moment Bryn woke and saw Tom was awake. She almost yelled, but Tom quickly motioned for her to be quiet. “We probably don’t want to wake up Alex, Zack and everyone else. So please don’t yell.” Tom said, and Bryn smiled “Of course, you wake up in the infirmary with a broken arm along with many cuts and bruises after killing one the Ilemart Supreme Generals and you ask me not to wake everyone up.” she told him, and Tom asked “How long was I asleep?” and Bryn’s smile faded. 
 
   “You were asleep for two days. Alex, Zack and Dejoni have already been awake but need to stay here and rest for a little longer.” she answered and Tom nodded. 
 
   That made sense, he had fought one of the greatest warriors at fourteen. “I’m surprised I am still alive, but it is only because of you, Madison, Zack, Dejoni and Alex I am still alive. If Zack and Dejoni hadn’t attacked him when they did, he would have killed me while I was lying there, and if Madison didn’t stop his axe, he would have chopped me in half. And if you hadn’t shot his arm, he would have killed me. 
 
   Even if you had killed him there he swing would have had enough momentum to kill me. So thanks for saving my life. And while I finished him off, I couldn’t have if Alex had knocked him off his dragon and killed it.” Tom told her and she looked at him for a moment “You’re just being modest, you killed one of the greatest warriors ever. And you’re only fourteen.” she said and Tom shook his head. 
 
   He turned his head as Zack started to wake. He yawned and sleepily looked at Tom for a moment then his eyes opened his eyes wide. “Well, it looks like sleeping beauty has decide to wake up.” Zack said jokingly, and Tom looked at him for a moment then replied in kind 
 
   “Sleeping beauty? Well I guess the beauty is right, but look who was sleeping when I woke up.” Slowly the others woke and Bryn brought Madison to see him. After a few hours Tom went back to sleep, and spent another four days in the infirmary. Zack, Alex and Dejoni were released two days before him, but they visited him a lot. As Tom walked out into the bright sunlight, squinting as his pupils dilated. 
 
   He went to find Alex to ask him what would happen now. Tom noticed people pointing at him and whispering. After a few minutes of this he got annoyed by it, and covered himself with scales and kept to the shadows when possible. 
 
   Suddenly a girl who looked about his age stopped in front of him. After standing and looking as if she wanted to say something, she turned and ran away. Tom shook his head and hoped that people would stop soon. 
 
   Eventually he found Alex and asked him what they were going to do. “Well, you need to finish your training, so eventually we will go to Blangto. But for now we will stay here until you get your strength back.” Alex answered, and Tom agreed. There had been a time when he would have said he was ready, but by now he knew his limits. 
 
   Over the next few days Tom trained a little harder than the day before and a week later he was nearly back to his old strength and his arm was still healing. 
 
   One night the next week, he sat talking to Zack in their room, they shared one with only each other as the castle was starting to empty. “Have people been coming up to you randomly, if they’re not pointing at you?” Zack asked him and Tom nodded 
 
   “Yes, it is annoying. Like the first day I got out of the infirmary, this girl came up to me. Stood their for a second then ran away. I don’t really understand it, I am just a normal person. And I had so much help from you and the rest of you guys. Why? Have people been doing that to you too?” Tom said and Zack nodded 
 
   “Well, we should go to sleep. If we are going to be famous we need our beauty sleep.” he said and they went to sleep. 
 
   Bryn and her master left the next day and Madison and her master left two days after Bryn. A week after Bryn left Tom, Alex, John, Masdifi, Zack, Dejoni and Josh stood outside the gates of the keep. 
 
   “Well, I guess I better get back to the Immortal Council and report. Bye.” Josh said, then mounted his Pegasus and flew away. The brothers and their apprentices said their goodbyes then flew away, John, Zack and Dejoni towards Hilltop Lake and Tom and Alex towards Blangto. 
 
   Although the two places were very different, they were still in the same fief. After flying for a couple of hours Tom and Alex landed in Blangto, a small town in southern Ironwood. Almost no water sources, mainly a small river and some small lakes, it was very dry and most animals stayed in the shade during the day. The town itself was built near the river. Alex’s cabin was on the opposite side of the river from the town. They crossed the small bridge to the cabin and went inside. 
 
   Tom got the smaller of the two bedrooms, this cabin was just slightly smaller than the one in Hilltop Lake but otherwise the same. Tom put his pack and his armour in his room, he kept his axe, shield and knife with him as he always did, and went into the back. He watched a hawk flying through the air and he flew over to the town and spend an hour walking around. 
 
   Luckily, here the people didn’t know who he was, so they didn’t point at him. He mentally noted where all the stores and other buildings were. To the north, a hill of red sandstone, to the east, west and south hills of black volcanic rock. After an hour Tom went back to the cabin, where he started making dinner. After eating Tom and Alex sat near the fire, Tom was trying to teach himself how to play the guitar and Alex was reading reports. 
 
   The next morning the two went to the river. “Well, you need a different training schedule as we are no longer in Hilltop Lake. So, first you will run from here to the bridge and back. Then circle the town three times flying, land back here and practice water, earth and air magic. There isn’t very much plant life, so do what you can with that. I will then teach you and practice combat with you. I am going to start teaching you a throwing weapon and a new close combat weapon, along with the crossbow and axe. After that I will teach you desert survival skills, and finally I will teach you the more boring subjects, like math and geography.” Alex told him and Tom nodded and started running towards the bridge, which from that point was about three quarters of a mile away. 
 
   He got back spread his wings and started flying. He landed in the middle of the small river and thought for a moment. He closed is eyes to help him concentrate, then started to hold the water in the river back. The river was about to his knees and was not very wide, but was slightly swift. After a moment he opened his eyes and saw the water around his feet was only half way up his shins, then he looked forward and saw a wall of water twenty feet tall and a foot thick. He tried to make it bigger as he held up the water. He moved the wall in front of him leaned it slightly towards him and released his hold on the water. 
 
   He quickly made the mud under him cover him as the water came crashing down. He managed to block most the water and didn’t get soaked. He practiced earth magic standing in the middle of the river, sending rock, sand and mud in the air and forming shapes. He also sent rocks flying at him, but stopped them in various ways, making a wall of water and freezing it, knocking them off course with air or making a wall of dirt, mud and stone. He went to the small bushes and plants on the banks of the river and practiced controlling those. 
 
   Eventually Alex came and brought him behind the cabin, where, as there had been about a year ago, two racks of weapons. Tom went to the close combat rack and after looking and testing for a few minutes chose a spear. After Tom chose the spear, Alex said “Good choice, and I forgot to tell you something. You get a bigger axe now that you are stronger. That one is barely bigger than a throwing axe.” and Tom looked at his axe. It was pretty small for a battle axe, he realized. He then walked over to the ranged rack and looked and tested various weapons. 
 
   He eventually decided to start using a throwing axe. Alex raised an eyebrow “Do you like axes at all?” he asked sarcastically, and Tom laughed “No, I hate them. But it seems different than what most people use, so most won’t practice how to defend against them.” Tom explained and Alex nodded. Alex went inside the cabin and came back out a moment later. 
 
   He carried an axe, double edged, each blade a little bigger than a dinner plate. The handle was encased in steel and leather. Alex handed the axe to Tom, who took it and started examining it. He started swinging it to test it’s weight, and found, although it was heavier than his old axe, he could swing it fairly easy. He put the axe in the loop on his belt as Alex started walking towards the training ground. 
 
   Soon Alex had him throwing his two throwing axes at some targets, set at various distances. After half an hour he started using his crossbow, then another half hour later, Alex took him to the town training grounds to train with his spear. Most the townsfolk wouldn’t be very well trained, so Tom could learn with them. Tom started fighting one of the new recruits after Alex had taught him the basics. He trained with his spear for yet another half hour then switched to his an axe and practiced with the best of the men at the training ground. 
 
   Alex had gotten a practice axe with the same weight and balance as his new one, so Tom didn’t do as well as usual, but still beat some. Everyday after Tom followed the same schedule, until a week later when Alex received a mission. Apparently some of the Ilemite survivors didn’t want to go back to Ilemart and had made their way to southern Ironwood. 
 
   Alex was supposed to lead a small group of soldiers to kill or arrest them. “Should I bring my spear and throwing axes?” Tom asked him when he told him. Alex shook his head “No, these are trained soldiers, so it wouldn’t be smart to use weapons you aren’t familiar with. But bring your training weapons, Tyler is coming.” then saw a question forming in Tom’s mind and continued “And bring your new axe. That is not too new, as you already know how to use an axe.” and Tom nodded and went to get ready. 
 
   Soon they stood just outside the town with a group of about ten warriors, in the front near Tom was one of his sparring partners, Tyler, the only one who trained with him using an axe and spear as he was also learning a new weapon, the axe, and was highly skilled at the spear. They would follow the Ilemite survivors and on the way pass a fort where they would get more troops to help them. 
 
   They set off, Alex in front, Tom and Tyler, who was one of the best warriors in the town, just behind him while the rest walked behind them. Most didn’t where their armour and were talking as they were not close to the enemy. Tom and Tyler talked about a large variety of topics, from armour to hunting to their pasts. Tyler, who hadn’t been out of the desert very much hadn’t learned much water magic, asked about spells and Tom asked about desert survival skills and wildlife. 
 
   The fact that Tom was good with axes and learning the spear and Tyler was the opposite, they had been able to teach each other as they trained. Tyler had short curly brown hair, brown eyes and was thickly built. Tyler was an orphan and no one knew who his parents were but had been raised by a general store owner and his wife. 
 
   Tyler had joined the town militia the year before, he was fifteen now. They set up camp along the river and before dinner the two boys went to the edge of the camp to practice. Tom pulled out his practice axe while Tyler got his practice spear. They often started like this, both with their best weapon. The boys stared at each other for a moment then, in the setting sun, they jumped at each other. Tom swung his axe downward as Tyler put his shield up at an angle. Tom’s axe slid off the shield and Tyler tried a jab with his spear, but Tom tilted his shield, sending it towards the ground. 
 
   Tom knocked the spear from his hands and almost hit Tyler in the head with the axe handle, but Tyler dodged and pulled out a dagger. They circled for a moment then jumped at each other, this time Tyler tried a stab with the dagger, but Tom blocked it with his shield while he cut at Tyler’s neck. Tyler didn’t see the attack coming so he didn’t block it, but Tom, who had strengthened the muscles used to swing and stop an axe, stopped the swing in time to not hit him.
 
    Tom put the axe against his neck and they started again. After a while Tom switched so both had a spear, then Tyler switched so he had an axe while Tom had a spear, then Tom switched again so they both had axes. They put down their practice weapons and went to dinner after a hour. 
 
   The following day was the same, except instead of camping they slept in the fort they were getting reinforcements from. The next day they left the fort and again headed west. The group now had about seventy five people in it, fifty more people had joined. Only about fifteen of the troops were female, as was usual for Arstanian military, the women were allowed to join but mostly men joined. 
 
   Of the forty-five Dragon Guardians only seven were women. The group followed the Ilemite soldiers for three days until they caught up to them, the Ilemite troops camped by the same small river that went passed Blangto. The Arstanian troops camped about a mile away in a small gully. No fires, just cold rations and tents. They had caught up to them about noon and the Arstanians decided to wait until night to attack.
 
    About midnight Tom woke as Tyler shook him “Get up, it’s time.” was all he said then left Tom’s small one-man tent. Tom stood put on his armour, put on a black loose shirt and black pants,buckled his belt with his dagger in it, strapped his quiver to his back along with his crossbow, picked up his axe and walked out of his tent. 
 
   Almost everyone was awake and in similar black clothes. Tyler walked over and stood by him as Alex made sure everyone was there. Alex’s dark purple armour was already dark enough so he had only covered his shield. All the Dragon Guardian had armour the same colour as their scales, one of the symbols of a Dragon Guardian. “Everyone form up. Archers in back, warriors in front.” Alex said simply then waited as everyone got into formation. 
 
   Tom and Tyler were near the back of the warriors as they were young. Tom and Tyler would shoot some shots before joining the fight with their close range weapons. Tyler had a bow and had trained a little with it so he could have a better range. The group started walking as quiet as possible towards the Ilemite camp, apparently the enemy didn’t think anyone was near and they could see their fire about a mile away. As they neared the camp the archers, along with Alex, Tom, Tyler and two other young warriors stopped. They all readied their weapons as the rest of the warriors crouched a few yards ahead.
 
    Alex nodded to Tom, who raised his crossbow and shot the sentry nearest them as Alex shot the next. Tom’s bolt whizzed passed the sentry’s ear a split second before Alex’s arrow hit the next sentry in the throat. The sentry Tom shot at yelled as Tom’s next bolt hit him the the arm. More Ilemite soldiers ran out of their tents, half in armour and bleary eyed. Tom set his crossbow down and yelled with the rest of the warriors as they stood and ran towards the camp. Alex sent a large rock at a enemy soldier with a spear, killing him. Alex flew over the troops, landed and started running in front of them. 
 
   Tom stayed with Tyler near the back as they ran towards the camp. As the scout had reported earlier, a little less than one hundred enemy soldiers were running around, some starting to fight back. Soon there were small groups fighting while the two groups of archers fired at each other and the random troops away from their warriors. Tom and Tyler stood with two other warriors, back to back as the enemy warriors realized they could take out the small group easily. 
 
   The one enemy soldier jumped at them, sword raised above his head. Tom stepped forward and used his leg to sweep the man’s leg out from under him and followed with a cut to the neck. Behind him one of the other Arstanian soldiers went down and Tyler thrust his spear at the killer, who didn’t see the attack until it was to late. Tom spread his wings and buffeted the enemy soldiers with wind while Tyler protected his back with the other soldier. 
 
   Tom folded his wings and sent a stone into a enemy warriors head. Soon ten Arstanian warriors and an archer joined them, but that didn’t stop them from being pushed into the river. Tom smiled as a enemy warrior kicked his shield and he landed in the water, the warrior was unsure what to do when he saw the smile. 
 
   Tom magically took control of a large amount of the water and sent it crashing around the enemy warriors, then froze it instantly with the enemy warriors inside. About ten soldiers were captured in the ice and the group ran out of the river towards the camp again. Tom blocked an arrow from hitting him as a warrior next to him fell with a short gasp of pain with an arrow in his neck. 
 
   Tom pointed his axe towards the enemy archers then ran towards them yelling. The small group followed him as he slammed into the wall of warriors protecting the archers. Tom blocked a volley of arrows with a stone wall, then broke the wall and sent the rocks flying extremely fast at the archers. Seven archers went down and Tom ran towards them, swinging his axe left and right, cutting down archers and warriors alike. 
 
   While most boys his age and maybe a year or two older would barely be able to swing his axe, Tom’s strength from his training allowed his to swing the axe like it was a toy. Tom’s shield also ended some lives as he would swing his arm and hit men in the neck or head with the edge of the shield. Tom barely noticed anything until suddenly an enemy warrior stood in front of him and as Tom swung his axe at him, the man simply stepped back. Then the soldier smiled and Tom realized this was not a normal soldier. 
 
   The man created a spike of water from the moisture in the air, which there wasn’t much of, and froze it solid. Tom smiled and created a spike of rock and made it float in front of him. Tom sent the spike flying at the man then dived to the side as the man launched his spike. Tom’s spike hit a enemy archer in the chest, sending him back a couple of feet, while the man’s spike hit one of the Arstanian warriors, into his neck and shattered as it hit metal on the opposite shoulder. 
 
   Tom covered himself in scales and spread his wings while the enemy made himself hover using a platform of wood and sending air against it. They both launched into the air and Tom tried to start the man’s platform on fire, but the man put it out. The man pulled a long sword from his belt and made his platform fly towards Tom, who dived and went behind him. Tom flew towards him as he turned and Tom swung his axe, but was again blocked. 
 
   The man swung his sword and opened a shallow cut on Tom’s shin. Tom hovered as blood oozed from his shin, off his foot and onto the soldiers and ground beneath him. Tom looked down and had an idea, he dived down quickly and the man followed him. Tom leveled about ten feet above the ground and closed his eyes, concentrating on the ground. He opened his eyes and sent pillars of stone shoot from the ground arch up and made a stone cage around the man. Tom then made the stone cage start sinking towards the ground with the man inside, who trying to break the bars. 
 
   The man gave up and decided to try to kill Tom. He broke a piece of wood off his platform, about a foot long, and sent it flying at Tom’s heart. Tom flapped his wings strong once before the wood hit him. He managed to fly up a bit, and instead of hitting his heart, the wood buried itself in his thigh and Tom felt it hit bone before he fell to the ground.
 
   

Chapter 23
 
                 Tom woke with his leg wrapped in bandages. “I have got to stop waking up in bandages. It’s turning into a habit.” he said to whoever was sitting next to him. He turned and saw Zack laughing “Ya, first from fighting some bandits, then a Supreme General and now this. You seem to have some thrill issues. Try learning how to play a board game. Those are much safer.” Zack replied sarcastically. “Well, I guess I should pass on the message from Alex and John.” he continued “Basically we both are getting a break for a week and a half. Alex and John are on some missions.” Tom sat up and swung his legs over the side of the bed and looked around. 
 
   He was back in the cabin, he slightly remembered waking for short periods of time. Zack handed him some crutches and Tom started packing. Zack left to talk to Dejoni. After packing Tom ate a quick meal and walked outside, Zack and Dejoni lay a few yards away. “I am going to town for a second, I want to see Tyler.” Tom told them and put his crutches on the ground, spread his wings and took off. He landed at the training ground and saw Tyler, who had a bandage on his forearm, training with a new recruit. 
 
   After they finished Tom, using his axe for support went over to him. “I just wanted to make sure you didn’t die while I was asleep.” Tom told him “No I didn’t, but I was wondering if you were dead.” Tyler replied, and Tom shook his head. “Sorry to disappoint you. Now I want to sit down. My leg is hurting since I got a little splinter.” Tom said sarcastically. After talking and joking Tom flew back to the cabin where he grabbed his pack and along with Zack and Dejoni flew north towards Pine Grove. 
 
   As they flew they talked and Tom found out Zack and Dejoni were still at Hilltop Lake, but hadn’t had much time to visit Zack’s family because John was training them away from the cabin most the time, so Zack and Dejoni were going to Hilltop Lake. Tom would be going back to Pine Grove to visit his family. Before they parted Zack handed Tom his crutches as Dejoni had been carrying them for Tom. 
 
   Tom held the crutches under his arm for the rest of the way home. He landed just outside the town and started making his way towards his home. Many people called greetings to him, mostly people he didn’t know. Funny how people who have ignored you, and in some cases hated you, can turn around and say they have always liked you or something like that when you are famous. 
 
   One boy his age came out from his house and acted like they had been friends for ages, although the boy used to go out of his way to ignore or irritate Tom. “Why do you suddenly want to be my friend, Kyle?” Tom asked him simply, and after a moment Tom pushed passed him. Kyle almost turned to follow him, until he saw the axe, spear, throwing axes, crossbow and dagger and he stopped. Tom went straight to his house, opened the door and walked in. 
 
   He walked to the kitchen and saw his dad sitting at the table talking to Tom’s mom and Caleb. “Hello everyone. Your favorite famous person is here.” Tom said, and everyone looked at him. His mom was the first to get to him and she almost choked him when she hugged him. After Tom had greeted his dad and brother his dad said “Tom, I think Caleb wants to tell you something, something you might have something to do with.” Tom looked at Caleb who smiled “Well, since my famous brother is a Dragon Guardian Apprentice I thought I would try to go as far in life as I can. So that suggestion Alex gave me to join the Master Smiths, well I acted on it. One of the Masters are coming in two days to see some of my work, if they like it I will begin the training. I think I will show them your shield, if you don’t mind, and some of my other stuff.” Caleb explained, and Tom was silent for a moment “That’s awesome Caleb! Of course you can show them my shield. I hope you pass.” Tom exclaimed, and Caleb’s smile widened. 
 
   Tom spend the rest of the day resting, the trip and his leg had taken a toll on his body. At dinner Siera asked about his leg, and Tom thought for a moment how to make the story sound less dangerous for his mother. 
 
   Then he decided to tell the entire thing and started. Tom went on a walk after dinner, he didn’t get very far before his leg started hurting too much. He got back and went to sleep, and in the morning woke to the smell of bacon and eggs. He got up, dressed and went down stairs, and as he expected his mother was cooking bacon. He sat down and put his crutches against the wall as his mom finished cooking and set the pan on the table.
 
    Caleb came down, looking stressed, looked at Tom “Where is your shield?” he asked Tom “In my room by my weapons.” Tom told him, confused, then asked “Why do you need my shield? I thought the Master was coming tomorrow.” and Caleb stopped and turned around “Well, I realized something. After that battle you were in, I would think I could make it look better and fix it a little.” Caleb explained then turned and went to get the shield. Their mom shook her head and sat down to eat. 
 
   Tom ate, got his axe and crossbow and went to find some of his friends, hopefully they hadn’t heard about what happened and were going to treat him differently. He soon was walking through town with Jordann, Mykala and two more of his friends. Only one of his friends, James, treated him differently at first, but Tom soon told him “I’m still me, the guy you have known for years.” after that James treated him like he used to. 
 
   That night, Tom took off the bandages and looked at his leg. The wound was scabbed over and he knew all the wood was out. He flexed his leg and felt pain shoot up his leg, but he knew it would be better in about a week. Alex and Tom had both cast spells to speed the healing, they could magically speed the healing process of any wound and small ones almost instantly but large ones like this would still take time. 
 
   He wrapped his leg again and went to eat dinner. Caleb brought in his shield after dinner and Tom was amazed, all the dents were gone, the iron was painted red except for a black dragon design in the center. Tom’s eyes widen along with his smile and Caleb asked if he liked it, “I know you don’t have a coat of arms yet, but I don’t think Alex will mind. And if you keep fighting as much as you have, the paint will scratched off. The paint is just temporary.” Caleb told him after Tom asked about the dragon. 
 
   The next day Caleb sat at the table looking nervous, excited and tired all at the same time. “What time is the Master coming?” Tom asked him, Caleb looked over at him quickly “At noon.” was his quick reply. Tom asked about what else Caleb was going to show him, so Caleb took him to the forge. There was a sword, it looked normal, a small object with many small barbs and a string along with a few other things. 
 
   Caleb picked up the sword and showed Tom why he chose to show the Master this, he grabbed a medium sized hammer and put the sword across two anvils so only the ends were supported. He lifted the hammer and hit the sword three times in the middle, Tom expected the sword to have bent plenty, but Caleb picked up the sword and showed Tom, the three hits have barely bent the blade. 
 
   Caleb bent it back to perfection, put it back and picked up the barbed object. Tom looked at it and saw it was just barbed U’s with the small metal string wrapped in the middle. Caleb led Tom outside and told him to throw this at him once he started running. Tom waited a moment then spun the string and flung the small object at his brother, hitting him in the back. The barbs caught Caleb’s shirt and the small cable held, Caleb was forced to stop and Tom started pulling him back. After a second Caleb walked back and Tom got the thing off his shirt. “That is awesome, I can’t believe the cable held.” Tom told Caleb, who smiled “I hope the Master thinks it’s good.” Caleb replied, and the two went back in. 
 
   Tom went back outside and sat practicing magic for a few hours until Caleb came out with a man who had to be the Master. He was mostly bald, except for some short blond hair on the back of his head, his eyes were a deep blue, his tan arms bulged from the muscle that had been strengthened from years of working metal. 
 
   Caleb motioned for Tom to go over to him, and Tom saw the barbed object. “Hello, I’m Tom, Caleb’s brother.” Tom said to the man, who replied “Hello, I’m Kevin. Can I see your axe for a moment?” and Tom took his axe from his belt and handed to him, the Master examined it for a moment and smiled. “I thought that axe looked familiar, I’m the one who made it.” Kevin explained and handed the axe back to Tom, who put it back in it’s loop.
 
    Caleb handed Tom the barbed object and started running, Tom spun the cable and object around his head and released, hitting Caleb in the back again. Tom stopped Caleb, who walked back and Tom took the object out of his shirt. “I call it the barb lasso.” Caleb told them, and Tom went to practice more as the other two went inside. 
 
   A few hours later Tom sat by the lake talking to some of his friends. “What is it like when everyone knows your name?” Jordann asked him, Tom paused for a moment. “It is annoying actually. I can’t believe I used to want to be famous. And one of the most annoying parts is, I only finished Werin. I would have been killed if Bryn, Madison, Zack, Dejoni and Alex helped me. The only injury I gave him was a hit in his leg, and of course the fatal wound to his neck. But I would have been killed before that if Zack, Dejoni and Madison hadn’t helped, and I wouldn’t have hit him if Bryn hadn’t shot him. He would have killed me on his dragon if Alex hadn’t tackled the dragon and killed it. The dragon was more dangerous than Werin, in fact.” Tom told them all, and soon they all went back to town. 
 
   Tom slowed them all down until he handed his crutches to one of his friends and started flying, low and slow to stay with them. He got home, yelled “I’m home!” and went straight to his room to check his leg. He sat on his bed and took off the bandages slowly, he looked at the hole and he could see the first signs of skin beginning to cover the wound again. 
 
   He cast a spell to speed the healing and another to ease the pain slightly. He went down stairs after rebinding the wound, he saw Caleb sitting at the table with his head hanging down. He must not have gotten the apprenticeship, Tom thought, but that barb lasso is pure genius. Caleb looked up as Tom walked in, the look on his face reinforced the assumption Tom had made. 
 
   Suddenly Caleb smile and said “I got it! The Master is even thinking of adding the barb lasso to the Guardian and Rider basic equipment.” Tom smiles also and congratulates his brother. At dinner, about a dozen of Caleb’s good friends came and they all celebrated long into the night. Caleb would leave the following week and be an apprentice for about five years. 
 
   The rest of the days passed uneventful aside from Zack and Dejoni coming the last three days, and in what seemed like no time Tom was flying with Alex back to Blangto. They landed and Tom checked his leg again, it was almost completely better. He expected it would be better in two days. He walked into the kitchen to make dinner and found Alex leaning against the counter, Tom had a quick moment of panic that he had done something wrong which quickly passed at what Alex said. “As you know, the Dragon Guardians hold a gathering twice a year, the last one was canceled because of the war. The next one is next week, so get ready. You will be trained in everything you have learned, all the ‘boring’ subjects, axe, spear, crossbow, throwing axe and all the magic.” Alex told him, and Tom started making dinner. 
 
   The week passed quickly and before Tom knew it he was flying with Alex to the meeting spot. No one except the Guardians knew about the spot, as many of the best fighters gathered there, if an enemy set a trap or ambush they could kill or capture some of the most important leaders and fighters. As before Tom was amazed at the skill of the training fighters, in the air and on the ground. 
 
   Alex showed Tom the spot they would camp and went to the command tent, leaving Tom instructions to set up camp. A young Guardian walked over to where Tom was setting up a tent. “You are lucky to get Alex as a master. I’m Ronald, I was Alex’s first apprentice, you must be his second.” the young man told Tom who smiled “Ya, I just hope I learn what he tries to teach me. I’m Tom, nice to meet you.” Tom replied and started to extend his hand to shake Ronald’s, but was stopped by the tent posts in his hand. “Want some help with that?” Ronald asked, and Tom nodded. 
 
   He wanted to finish as soon as possible. Soon both tents were set up and they went to gather wood. After a while, the two sat around a fire as the sun began to sink below the horizon, Ronald drinking coffee, Tom had never liked the bitter drink. Alex walked back “Good to see you Ronald, I see you’ve met Tom.” Alex said, and after a few hours of talking Ronald went to his campsite and the other two went into their tents. 
 
   The next day Tom and another apprentice, Jim who was starting his second year of training but had not been able to come to the last gathering the Guardians had held, went with a Guardian, who introduced herself as Emily. Emily tested the two boys in both close range weapons, both long range weapons, combat magic, flying, aerial combat, ground combat and all around combat. Tom walked back to Alex’s and his campsite sore from all the tests. 
 
   Tom’s wings now weren’t only a spell, they were part of him just as his arms and legs were. Alex told him that was normal, it would help him use them better. He still could make them disappear, but it was like putting an arm in your shirt. Unable to use or see them, but still felt. He sat on a log and warmed up some water for hot chocolate. The day after Emily tested the two boys on battle tactics, map making and reading, terrain advantages along with the more ‘boring’ subjects, such as math. 
 
   The gathering lasted two days more, Tom, free from tests, wandered around talking to the Guardians and practiced the various skills he was learning. Sometimes he would stand and watch as Guardians practiced, both in the air and on the ground, he was amazed at the speed, strength and hand eye coordination they all showed. 
 
   Often the wooden practice weapons broke from the power of the hits, when that happened the Guardian would simply start using magic or their body as a weapon. On the last day the two graduating apprentices were given a coat of arms, armour and golden claws, all symbols of Dragon Guardian. Tom and the other apprentices didn’t see the actual ceremony, but they got to come to the feast afterwards. Tom and Alex then went back to Blangto, where Tom resumed his training. 
 
   A month later, as Tom was fighting a small group of dirt men controlled by Alex, a single horseman came to Blangto. He went straight through the village towards the Guardian’s cabin. Tom destroyed the last dirt man as the man dismounted in front of the training ground. The man took a moment to catch his breath then looked at Alex “The Ilemart are back, with a bigger army.”
 
   

Chapter 24
 
                 Alex and Tom went straight inside after the messenger finished explaining to pack. The Ilemite was angry at the Arstanians because of their defeat and had decided to send a giant army against them, and leading the army were both the remaining Supreme Generals. The small number of groups that stayed after the first army, like the one Tom and Alex had fought, had stayed behind to find and perhaps kill the Arstanian leaders and others who had been key in the Arstanian victory. 
 
   Within a few hours Alex and Tom were with the small group of soldiers from Blangto marching towards Oltar’s Plains. That is where the kingdom’s army was assembling, but along the way groups of warriors and archers joined the group Tom was in, coming from nearby towns and villages. One day Josh silently joined the group, along with the vampires and four other Immortals. 
 
   A week after they left, they arrived at Oltar’s Plains. Most of the southern army was already assembled on the plains. The Pontal River created a natural border between Ilemart and Arstan, with a large bridge crossing in the plains, on the Ilemart side was continued plains for a few more yards, then what used to be a forest, now thin woods due to the Ilemart wars and building. On the Arstanian side of the river stood Castle Yont, named for the first owner, and on the Ilemite side was a fort. Some Arstanian engineers and soldiers worked on various defences, sharpening large sticks and placing them in rows, digging trenches, making and preparing ballistas and other anti-siege weapons and setting traps. 
 
   The traps were made by two groups of elite woodsmen, the Hunters and the Beastmasters. The hunters were great trappers, usually had a pet to help them hunt and were amazing at shooting the large longbows they used. The Beastmasters were able to tame the wildest of beasts by befriending them, also good shots with bows but usually used knives for fighting. Tom could see many animals some laying around and others helping their masters. Tom flew to where they were digging trenches and silently got a shovel and began digging. 
 
   After an hour he took a break and ate lunch, a soup in a bread bowl. He then went to where they were placing the sharpened sticks near the river bank and started to help again. On the third day the Ilemite army started appearing on the other side of the river, groups would show up at random and join the mass of tents on both sides. The day after enemy troops started appearing one of the Supreme Generals flew into the enemy camp with a troop of wyvern and griffin riders. 
 
   Three days after the first Supreme General the other showed with the last of the troops. The Arstanians had built many lines of defences, rows of sharpened sticks, weighted net throwing devices, traps, trenches and many other things, along with the defences already in place because of the castle. Some trenches had been filled with sharpened sticks, oil or other stuff, but some were left left empty for archers. The Ilemites had only made siege engines, confident in their numbers to keep the Arstanian forces from attacking back. Tom’s schedule was almost always the same, wake up, eat breakfast, dig trenches, take his turn on watch, eat lunch, sharpen sticks, place sticks, help set traps, eat dinner, go to sleep. 
 
   Often Bryn, Madison or Zack would join him as he worked, but usually Tom worked without knowing the people near him. Tom’s thoughts often wondered, thinking about random things. 
 
   Two days after the last of the enemy troops came Tom stood in his armour, watching the enemy camp and the land around both camps. Suddenly a hissing sound registered in Tom’s ear, becoming louder quickly. 
 
   Tom flinched as an arrow hit the ground a foot away from his feet. He put the horn that was around his shoulder to his mouth and blew. More arrows starting coming and men along the sentry line started going down, Tom could also see the enemy warriors marching across the bridge and through the river. Tom stopped blowing, lifted his shield and got his axe out of it’s belt loop. He ran to the bridge, where the first of the enemy warriors were coming. He saw the ranks of enemy troops, organized into groups of one hundred known as legions, with ninety-nine soldiers and a commanding officer.
 
    Around him Arstanian troops ran with him, looking unorganized against the Ilemite legion. The front rows of enemy warriors lowered their spears, knowing the momentum of the Arstanians’ runs would impale them on the spears. But Tom slid under the spears and shields, into the feet of a front soldier. The man fell and Tom stood, smashing and hacking as more Arstanian warriors followed his example and slid inside. Arrows came in as the Ilemite warriors lowered their shields from the tortoise like formation to fight the warriors. Tom stood looking at the Ilemite soldiers, who had stopped and were looking at him and Arstanian warriors, who were in the middle of the Ilemite legion.
 
    Tom suddenly sent a pebble flying at a man, fast enough to smash the man’s forehead, then jumped towards the enemy, followed by the Arstanian warriors. They slowly fought their way out again, Tom getting stabbed in the leg by a Ilemite sword deflected off an Arstanian shield. Tom limped back to the rear of the Arstanian army, so he wouldn’t have to fight very hard. Someone handed him a bandage as they rushed passed, and Tom quickly wrapped his leg. He looked up and saw the Dragon Guardian battling enemy air forces, sometimes coming down low enough to send a column of fire from their mouth into the enemy ranks. 
 
   Likewise the Ilemite forces swooped down, trying to weaken the Arstanian ground forces. Tom saw a enemy griffin diving near him and spread his wings, his leg may hurt but his wings were fine. He flew into the rider sending him back off the griffin. Luckily for Tom the rider tried to hang on the the reins and the griffin flew away as it’s mouth was yanked back. Tom looked around and joined the fight in the air. He flew below most the fighting and then went upwards, underneath a enemy dragon.
 
    He cut at the dragon’s leg with his axe, hitting the leg and making the dragon and enemy rider look away from the wyvern rider they were fighting, a fatal mistake as the wyvern bit the dragon’s neck and the wyvern rider stabbed the enemy rider. The rider nodded his thanks to Tom and flew away. 
 
   Tom fought like a wasp, diving or coming up from below without warning and striking before they knew what happened. Tom didn’t get hit very much as the other aerial forces were giant and often slow whereas Tom, who was only a teenager with wings, fought quickly but with force. Often Tom would only distract an enemy fighting and watch as the Arstanian killed the enemy. Soon Tom was covered in blood, both others’ and his own, he had gotten cut on his forehead, a bruised shoulder and some other small injuries, but he kept fighting. 
 
   After almost two hours the Ilemite forces fell back to their camp, leaving behind hundreds of dead littered on the ground, bridge and in the river. Tom glided back to his tent and bandaged his various wounds, cleaned his equipment and went to sleep. He woke in time for dinner and ate with Madison, Bryn and Zack. They told each other about what they had been doing, Madison had obviously decided to become a battle witch, Bryn was continuing her ranged training and Zack was learning how to fight riding Dejoni and various other ways of fighting. They laughed at their mistakes, varying from not being able to start a fire for some reason to, as Tom had done, miss blocking an attack that wounded you bad. 
 
   They finished eating and went their separate directions to their tents. Tom fell asleep quickly, tired from the battle. Tom woke ate breakfast with the others then they all went to play a game of soccer. No fighting happened for the rest of the week, which everyone took advantage of, most the army worked on defenses but the youngest were allowed to relax most the day. The group of friends often sat around a campfire in the evening singing and playing music, all sang or played an instrument and in Tom’s case both. 
 
   Sometimes one of the other teenagers or an adult would come over to sing or play, but most just sat and listened. Josh had started coming to sing and play his ukulele every evening after the first day. Monday morning Tom woke and crawled out of his tent and went to get breakfast. He found his friends after getting some eggs, bacon and toast. He sat down and talked to his friends while eating his breakfast. They all went to help sharpen more stakes, sitting next to each with Dejoni laying behind them using his claws to help sharpen the stakes. 
 
   Suddenly they heard a horn blow and looked up. The Ilemartain army was attacking. Tom hefted his axe, spread his wings and flew off with Zack and Dejoni behind him. They all already had their armour on so they could be ready whenever. Tom landed in the third row of warriors and had an idea. He told the men around him to put their shields together and soon they had a wall of shields bristling with spears and other weapons. They went to the bridge where fighting had already broken out. 
 
   The Arstanian warriors joined the group walking across the bridge while the Ilemites forces hit the solid wall. The first row fought while the other rows added their weight to the forward movement. Tom saw Arstanian cavalry behind the solid infantry and told them to open a gap in the middle of the block. Luckily the cavalry commander knew what to do and charged through at the enemy pushing them off the bridge or trampling them. 
 
   Then when the commander figured he lost the momentum he wheeled around and headed back to the Arstanian lines, which opened to let them through then closed. Suddenly an arrow hit the man beside him in the chest and Tom yelled for the rows besides the first to hold their shields over their heads and heard the arrows thud into the shields. The cavalry was ready again so the infantry opened once more. The Arstanian forces were about halfway across the bridge and had lost most the momentum. 
 
   The cavalry hit the enemy scattering them once again, then as they lost momentum circled around again back to the Arstanian side. Tom knew soon the warriors would break apart as they were not disciplined enough to not try to fight alone. Almost as Tom finished the thought a man from the front wall broke away and attacked. Others quickly followed and chaos started. 
 
   Only a few soldiers still stood with Tom so he told them to form a wedge with him in the lead. They ran towards the middle of the Ilemartain troops, hitting them and sending some off the bridge from the sides from the shock. He led the warriors in a series of half circles in and out of the Ilemite warriors, much like the cavalry had done. Soon the Ilemite forces realized they would have a better chance in the river than on the bridge and began to thin out on the bridge. Tom realized that this was a perfect opportunity to break into the enemy camp. 
 
   He ran into the enemy troops with the warriors behind him, but instead of turning they continued forward. Tom had an idea and told the men to keep going, stopped and closed his eyes. He felt the river below him and tried to get control of it. Two more magic users helped him make the river stop and sweep over the Ilemite warriors on the bridge. Tom opened his eyes and started running again. 
 
   As the last of the water ran off a giant black dragon landed in front of the Arstanian troops. Tamil, a Supreme General. The dragon blew fire across the Arstanain lines, Tom magically blocked some of the fire with some help. Tom picked up a javelin from the ground next to him and prepared to throw it. Tom hadn’t practiced with the javelin much but knew how to throw it. He mainly wanted to distract him or if he was lucky wound him. Tom threw the javelin and watched as it arched across the Arstanian lines, dipping towards the Supreme General. The head went into Tamil’s leg, pinning him to the saddle and distracting him. 
 
   
Suddenly five Dragon Guardian and Wyvern Riders landed near the General. Tamil tore the javelin from his leg and threw it at a Rider, hitting him in the chest, killing him. Tamil drew his sword and prepared to fight, his dragon baring his teeth and fire flickering in his nostrils. Tom ran forward and picked up a spear. The dragon clawed and snapped at the Arstanian forces. Tom knew what to do, the dragon opened his mouth to burn a Wyvern Rider and Tom jumped in front and stabbed the spear into the dragon’s mouth and down it’s throat. The fire was cut off almost as soon as it started as the dragon choked. Tom landed and pulled out his axe and hacked at the dragon’s neck over and over. 
 
   The other forces fell on Tamil as Tom killed the dragon. Tom looked down at his hands for a moment then started walking back to camp. While Tom had stuck the spear in the dragon’s throat he had gotten blasted with some of the fire. Luckily he usually fought mostly covered in dragon scales, which were mostly fireproof and had lessened the burning. Tom almost collapsed in the entrance to the infirmary but got onto a bed as he lost consciousness. 
 
   He woke an hour later on a bed with only shorts on, he could see the burns across his body. His hands had gotten the worst of it. He started to stand up but a healer told him to lay back down. He did and stayed in bed for about two days, the burns healing faster because of magic. He spent the next few days helping however he could, not many ways because his wounds were not totally healed. He often sat and thought about many things, his family and friends were the most frequent thoughts. 
 
   One day he suddenly realized his birthday was the next week. He shook his head, My birthday doesn’t matter very much when we are at war he thought. He mentioned it when they all sat singing and playing music that night and no one seemed very interested. He figured they had the same thought as he did, not much time for celebration. After they finished Tom went back to his tent and lay awake for about an hour. 
 
   Eventually he decided to walk around and after a while he found a tree, climbed it and sat in it thinking. He soon calmed his thoughts, went back to his tent and fell asleep. He was walking back from breakfast talking to Zack went they heard the horns, signalling an attack. Tom and Zack ran to their different tents, Tom pausing for a moment thinking of the burns, he quickly pushed the thought away. He started putting on his armour, the normal chainmail along with some plates of metal to increase the protection but limiting movement slightly. He started to tighten the straps on the plates but stopped because of the intense pain in his hands. 
 
   He looked at his hands, covered in red burns. He pulled of the armour and knew he wouldn’t take part in this battle. Then he had an idea, he took the plates off the chainmail, put on the armour, picked up his weapons and ran off to join the archers. That way he wouldn’t need the extra protection and the smooth wood of the crossbow wouldn’t hurt his hands very much. He brought his other weapons in case he needed them. His spear strapped across his back, his axe and his two throwing axes in loops on his belt and a quiver on his leg. 
 
   He ran to where the archers were stationed and began shooting with the rest of the archers, the commander calling the shots. After five shots the commander called “Fire at will!” and they all started shooting whenever they were ready. A rather humorous archer leaned over and whispered to Tom “I would hate to be Will.” Tom laughed and continued shooting. 
 
   Suddenly a griffin rider landed near Tom, who aimed and shot the bolt loaded in his crossbow, but unfortunately missed. Tom put his crossbow down and pulled his axe out of it’s loop. He felt the familiar smooth handle and paused a moment. Then he covered himself in scales and leapt at the enemy. His first stroke hit the griffin in the neck, killing it and his axe stuck. He used his momentum to swing forward and kicked the rider off the griffin. Tom pulled his axe out and jumped after the enemy who was unsheathing a sword. 
 
   He landed on the man’s shield and sent him sprawling in the dirt again. Tom slammed the handle of his axe into the man’s head and saw his eyes glaze over. He ran back over to where he was before, put his axe back in the loop and picked up his crossbow. He started shooting again, after two shots he stopped and put the crossbow on his back. He looked at his hands and knew he wouldn’t be able to help very much, so he stood nearby to help fight enemies who landed near him. 
 
   Soon the Ilemite forces pulled back and the battle was over. Tom started walking back to his tent when a man rushed over to him and looked at his hands. The white clothes told he was a healer. The man shook his head, looked at Tom’s face “I’m afraid I can’t let you fight for a while until your hands heal. If you keep fighting and using your hands too much they will not heal as quickly and perhaps cause permanent damage to your hands. I will check on you every two days, so come to the medical tent in two days.” the healer said and walked away. Tom looked at his hands and frowned, not because he liked fighting but because he wanted to help his country. He shrugged and went to his tent, took off his armour, washed, put fresh clothes on and walked out with only his axe. 
 
   He figured he would always carry it so he could defend himself. Zack joined him as he walked to get some food. Zack started to ask a question but Tom knew what he would ask “I am not allowed to fight until my burns heal.” Tom explained, and realization dawned on Zack’s face. They continued walking and got some food. The next four days passed extremely slowly for Tom, although the Ilemite army attacked two days after. 
 
   Tom usually passed his time studying tactics, geography among other subjects Alex told him to. He also practiced singing and playing guitar, sometimes along with one of his friends. Tom also went to the medical tent as the healer told him to. On the fifth day after the last battle Tom was in he sat outside his tent drawing battle tactics for Alex, when suddenly the horns sounded and Tom knew they were under attack.
 
    He instinctively started to get his armour on but stopped and tried to continue drawing the tactics. After a moment he gave up, spread his wings and flew to a nearby hill in the Arstanian camp. He could see most the battle from there and sat watching as the two armies fought. Suddenly a Ilemite riding a dragon landed in front of Tom. The man, obviously high ranking, saw Tom as he pulled out his axe. 
 
   The enemy laughed as his dragon prepared to lunge. Tom made a wall in front of him as the dragon lunged, and he could hear the dragon hit it. He jumped over and made the wall break apart and hit the dragon and rider. He landed behind the enemy and cut at the dragon’s back leg. The blow hit and the dragon turned slowly as the enemy rider prepared to strike at Tom. But Tom didn’t wait for them to strike him, he put his axe in his belt and pulled out a dagger. 
 
   He ran at the dragon, slid under it and used the dagger to stab the dragon. The dagger went through the dragon’s scales and Tom knew it would kill. He sent a burst of air at the dragon and the burst caught the dragon’s wings and made it lift slightly. Tom took the moment to get out from under it and pull out his axe again. The dragon fell again and lay dead as the rider jumped at Tom from the saddle. Tom sent a rock flying at the man’s chest, sending him back over the dragon. 
 
   Tom flew over the dead dragon and found the rider pushing the rock off his chest. Tom slammed his axe handle into the man’s head and magically moved the rock off him. The dazed rider didn’t fight as Tom put leather cuffs onto the man’s wrists and ankles and led him to the prison tents. Tom gave a guard the prisoner and returned to his vantage point. Tom watched the rest of the battle and went back to his tent. 
 
   After a few hours he went to the medical tent to have his hands checked. As usual the medic told him not to fight, but told him they were almost healed. Three days passed rather uneventful. As Tom walked to the breakfast area he realized it was his birthday. He shrugged off the thought, thinking he and his birthday were rather unimportant while they fought a war. He briefly wondered if his friends had something planned but decided they probably didn’t as they would have forgotten. 
 
   He arrived and got his food, sat down by his friends who greeted him normal. After breakfast he went to the medical tent, along with Zack. The two boys arrived and went in. The medic who was taking care of Tom’s hands saw them and came over. After looking at Tom’s hands for a minute the medic smiled and looked at Tom’s face, smiling. “Your hands are healed. You can start fighting again.” the medic told him and Tom smiled. The two boys left and went to the practice area. Tom wanted to start practicing as soon as possible. Soon both were drenched in sweat as they sparred. 
 
   Tom was glad to be back practicing with Zack, who was glad to know the person he was sparing with. After they had been sparring for about half an hour, a small boy about twelve walked up to them. He waited as they finished the fight then said “Thomas, you are wanted at the command center. Change then report, perhaps wash up a bit too.” then the boy turned and walked away. “I wonder what that is about.” Tom told Zack “I don’t know.” he replied. 
 
   Tom flew to his tent, washed and changed then flew towards the castle where the command center was located. He landed just outside and the guards stopped him. “Who are you and what is your business here?” one asked him “I’m Thomas Welton. I was told to report here.” Tom told him and the guards stepped aside. 
 
   Tom walked into command room and saw a group of men and women standing around a large map. He recognized Alex, who was talking. “We could send a group of men to this crossing and take them from behind.” indicating a crossing marked on the map, but he was countered by another man 
 
   “We could, but if we send a force that was strong enough we would weaken the defence line. The Ilemites would notice the decreased numbers, or if we send some of our best, who would lead and help here?” the man said and Alex looked up and saw Tom. “Tom, you’re here. Welcome.” then in a whisper “You might want to address to the king.” indicating a man in gold-trimmed armour sitting on a large chair. 
 
   The king’s hair, once blond, was grey and he had tired blue eyes. Tom said “Hello, Your Majesty.” and started bowed, but the king motioned for him to stop. “I do not stand on formalities with the men defending my kingdom. I believe they deserve my respect and friendship. My name is Frederick.” the king said, then motioned for him to come closer. 
 
   “Now for the reason you are here. It has come to my attention you have come up with some rather new ideas during battles. One of which was to have the men fight as a block, but when you tried to keep the men together they stayed for a moment then broke. Well, today we have decided to give you command of seventy four men. You and your men will train in the organized block you have come up with. You will be given any special equipment you might need.” King Frederick continued 
 
   “You will lead these men for the duration of the war as a test of the idea.” Tom simply stood for a moment astonished.
 
   
 He hadn’t known what to expect, but he never would have thought that this would happen. Then he realized the king was waiting for his reply “Th-thank you, My Lord. I will do my best.” Tom told him, then mentally got mad at himself for stuttering. “Good, so you accept. Meet your men  tomorrow at seven. You are dismissed, Tom.” Frederick told him. Tom turned, walked out of the room, walked a few steps then sat on the ground, astonished. 
 
   After a minute Alex came out of the room and smiled at Tom. “Happy birthday. I hope you do well, but I am sure you will.” Alex told him then walked back in the room. Tom stood walked out into the bright courtyard spread his wings and started flying back to the camp. He landed and started searching for his friends to tell them. After a while he decided to go back to his tent. He found Zack and Dejoni sitting outside his tent, as he came close Zack looked up and saw him “So, what did they need you for?” he asked, Tom smiled and replied “Not much. Just talking about my ideas and that I am now in charge of seventy four men.” as he said that he saw Zack’s eyes widen. “Well that’s awesome!” Zack replied “Follow me, I want to show you something.” he continued, then went over to Dejoni and got on. 
 
   They launched into the air, and Tom after a moment followed. They flew to the edge of camp and landed, Tom was confused as they walked a short distance. They turned around a large rock when suddenly people yelled “Happy birthday, Tom!” Tom took a moment to work out what was happening. Zack, who was obviously in on it was laughing along with everyone who had yelled at Tom’s reaction. Then Caleb was suddenly walking towards him smiling. Tom gave him a questioning look then Caleb explained “I’m here because the Master Smiths have been called out here to help make and repair stuff.” Tom smiled and hugged his brother. 
 
   Tom who was surprised at this party, had momentarily forgotten his news. He smiled for a moment then said “Well, I think today has been good. First, my hands are better, then I was called to the Command Center and last I get a surprise birthday party. And if you wonder why i was called to the Command Center, it’s because I am now the leader of a group of men.” and with that the party started. 
 
   After a few hours people everyone went back to their tents. Tom woke the next day, ate breakfast and got ready. He walked over to the training area and found his men. They weren’t hard to find, as they were standing around looking confused. Obviously they had been given the same amount of warning as Tom. Tom decided to see how much they knew. He walked over to them and asked “What are you guys doing?” one of the men looked at him “Waiting for our leader, we are going to be part of a special unit.” the man answered. “How much do you know about your leader?” Tom asked, a different man answered “Not much, apparently he is young. He helped kill two of the Supreme Generals and their dragons and is training to become a Dragon Guardian.” Tom nodded “And what would you say if I told you I am your leader.” both men looked at him and laughed “I said he was young but not that young.” one of them said. 
 
   Tom smiled and yelled “Everyone listen! I am Tom, your new leader. So please line up. We will be getting special shields. But until we get them use your own.” most the men simply sat and laughed. Tom looked at them for a moment then saw a man who would fit his purpose. He walked over and shook his hand. “What is your name?” Tom asked “My name is Joseph Yon.” the man replied. Tom whispered “Mind if I use you to show I am the new leader.” the man laughed “As long as it’s a fight.” and Tom nodded. The two walked a little distance away and got ready. Tom took his practice axe out and spread his wings. He leapt at Joseph, who lifted his shield to block his strike, but Tom had planned on this.
 
   He landed with all his weight and momentum behind him and send the other man stumbling back. Tom followed up and swung his axe, Joseph blocked it with his shield, but Tom stepped in slammed his shield against his chest. Then Tom swung his axe at the man’s neck, stopping it just in time as Joseph was too slow. “Now do you all believe I am your new leader?” Tom asked, this time they all agreed. 
 
   Joseph was one of the best warriors they knew and this boy had defeated him easily. They were almost ready to believe this was their new leader. Then Tom pulled a paper from his pocket and started to read. “Tom, read this to the men if they are not cooperating, but please try to prove to them you are their new leader first. Signed, King Frederick.” then he showed them all the seal at the bottom. They all nodded and waited for Tom to tell them what to do. 
 
   Tom paused for a moment then started speaking “First, we will begin teamwork and discipline practice. So follow me.” Tom then led them through the training ground until they came to a rather large space, used for group training. Tom had them divide into two groups, then sent each group to an end of the field. He nodded to a small group of boys, who distributed practice swords and spears. Each weapon was freshly covered in paint to show where each man was hit. He went to one group and showed them the basic idea of the troop. They made two equal rows, each with nineteen men, then stood close to each other and put up all their shields. The second row put their shields over themselves and the man in front of them. Tom had the group of boys get small rocks, cover them in paint then line up in front of the group Tom was with. On Tom’s signal the boys threw the rocks at the group. Afterward Tom had the men stand down and let the other group see if they had been hit. 
 
   Only one man had been hit, but in the foot where the regular shield didn’t cover. Then Tom had both groups get ready, this time the second row didn’t put their shields over head. He joined the group he had been instructing, then told both groups to attack. He let the other group do what they wanted, but made the group he was with stay in the lines. They advanced at a fast walk towards the unordered half. 
 
   They hit and started stabbing through the holes in the shield wall, defended by the shield wall. Tom stepped back from the front line and told the second line to split in half and get behind the other group. The second line did what they were told as Tom went back to the front line. Soon the other line began to press the other group towards Tom’s line, squeezing the other group between them. Tom yelled for a stop after a minute. He had both groups examine each other for paint marks. 
 
   The group Tom was with barely had any marks on them, but the other group were covered in paint. After a moment Tom explained the reason for this drill “You might be wondering why I had you all do this. It’s because I know if you do not see the reason behind something you do not try hard to do it. I do that too. So now which method do you think is better?” he had them all stand down and relax. As they all sat in the grass Tom began to talk. “So, I was thinking and I decided we should have a name. Any ideas?” he asked and waited for answers “How about The Wall?” one man said, then more ideas started coming “The Dragons” “The Anvil” “The Spear” “The Defenders” men started calling, then one said “Why don’t we have a name that reflects the person who came up with the idea and leads us? Pick a name that suits you Tom.” Tom nodded “OK, I like the Anvil. It reflects that I was raised a blacksmith and that we are like an anvil, unmoving and strong. All in favor of The Anvil raise your hand.” he told them and almost all the men raised their hand. “Ok, from now on we will be known as The Anvil. Now let’s start training.” Tom started by dividing the men into three rows of 25, with him in the front row.
 
    He showed them how to hold their shields, told them different positions and maneuvers and taught them how to fight from behind the shield wall. After about two hours he let them have a lunch break, then they met again and training resumed. After a few more hours, Tom let them go and he went to the command center. He knocked and went into the room. 
 
   The group inside was discussing defences when he walked in. King Frederick saw him and smiled “What is it that you need, Tom?” he asked and Tom answered “Well, I was thinking the shield wall would be better with a special shield and I was wondering if I could get some for my men. The shields would be taller and wider, so they could protect the men better.” Tom waited as the king thought for a moment. “That sounds alright. Alfred have the smiths make seventy five shields. Tom go with him and tell the smiths your new design.” Tom bowed and exited with Alfred, a wiry man who was King Frederick’s personal assistant. 
 
   They went down to the smiths’ section of camp and told them the new design and number of shields needed. Tom then flew over to the dining area and found his friends talking and eating. He grabbed some food and sat down. He told them about his first day of command, just as he finished Caleb walked up with some food. He sat down with them and they all talked. Bryn, who didn’t know Caleb was a werewolf, started talking about how she liked the moon. Caleb sat awkwardly as he listened to her say she liked the full moon the best. 
 
   Tom stopped her as he saw Caleb sitting awkwardly, “Ok, well that’s enough about the moon. I guess some people don’t like the full moon.” he said, and Bryn looked at him confused “Why would someone not like the full moon?” she asked, but this time Caleb spoke “Well, some people have had some bad experiences and as a result hate the full moon.” and that just confused Bryn more. She drew breath to ask what he meant, but he cut her off “Did Tom ever tell you I was kidnapped by werewolves?” he asked and she shook her head “Well, Tom, Josh and some vampires followed the werewolves, but in the fight trying to free me and some others, the werewolf leader grabbed me and bit me. So now I hate full moons. I am a werewolf.” he told her and she began to apologize and that she hadn’t known but Caleb put his hand up to stop her. “I accept I am a werewolf, so there is no need for you to apologize.” he said and Tom quickly changed the subject. 
 
   That night Tom and his friends sat around a fire playing music and singing, but as the moon began to rise Caleb stood up quickly said farewell and went to his tent. Tom looked at the moon and, just as he guessed, it was full. The next day Tom met his troop, led them on a run and told them they would be getting special shields in a few days. Then he asked another troop to train with them, had his troop form up and took his place. They began the training exercise and soon Tom’s troop was defeated. 
 
   Tom thought for a moment, wondering why they had been defeated. Obviously the Anvil had only just training in this fighting style, but even then they should have lasted longer. 
 
   He had them do it again, this time he sat on the side and watched. Soon he found out why they had been defeated, while the shields were up no one had a good view so Tom couldn’t see what was happening outside his immediate area. He decided he would stay back and direct the troop and reinforce wherever needed, only then the lines wouldn’t be even. 
 
   He would need one more man but that was no problem, he could ask for another man after training. 
 
   It would also be easier for him, as he would not need to start training with the sword, he could just use his axe. Tom then had the Anvil run out, in the lines, to a new place. He told them what he was planning and was glad they all accepted it. Then he had everyone divide into groups of two, he set up a course. 
 
   Since they would be working as a team in The Anvil he had decided to put them through a course of teamwork and trust exercises. He had groups go to different areas and told each group what they would do. One area the groups would take turns being carried, another would do trust falls, another put blindfolds on one man and the other guide them through the course he had set up along with some other things. 
 
   Soon all around Tom his men were doing various activities. After a few minutes he had everyone switch to a different area. They continued doing these activities until lunch, when Tom released them to go eat and then he flew up to the castle. 
 
   He landed in the courtyard and made his way to the command room, knocked and walked in. The King quickly accepted his request for another man and saw the reason behind Tom’s newest plan. 
 
   Afterwards Tom flew down and ate lunch with his men and after a while Caleb walked up to him, sat down and started eating. “This morning has been busy, some guy decided he wanted special shields for his troop, I have been making them all morning.” he said and smiled, knowing Tom was the one who had requested the shields. 
 
   “Sorry, I guess I just like big shields. How long until the shields are ready?” Tom asked and Caleb thought for a moment “I’d say about one more day.” Tom nodded and finished eating. 
 
   While Tom was checking on the shields the rest of the Anvil was meeting the newest member, a young man a little older than Tom. 
 
   After a few minutes Tom walked up to them and one man told him the new member was here. The young man stepped out from the group and Tom smiled as he recognized Tyler, the young man he had trained with in Blangto. 
 
   “Welcome to the Anvil, Tyler.” Tom said then began rearranging the troop to fit Tyler. He moved a man from the second line up to Tom’s old spot and put Tyler in the man’s spot. 
 
   “I would just put in my old spot, but you haven’t had training in this fighting style yet.” Tom told Tyler, who nodded and saw the reasoning behind it. Tom had the three lines separate into three different groups, then put each group in a five by five formation. 
 
   He had the first two groups get ready, having one group in the usual Anvil formation, with Tom behind them, and the other in a normal formation. The third sat on the side of the battlespace and watched the training exercise. 
 
   Soon the groups rotated, Tom stayed where he was as the third group came onto the field and took up the Anvil formation, the first group went to the other side and the other group went to the side. 
 
   Tom stayed each time the groups rotated and ordered the group as they trained. After a few times with each group had them all sit while he told them the maneuvers again and then had them practice each one. 
 
   First he had the first line go to the back then the other two lines move forward. The whole thing took a bit longer than Tom wanted, but it was still only about fifteen seconds before the second line closed up. They could work on it, Tom thought, then he had them practice more maneuvers for about an hour. 
 
   Then he asked another troop to practice with them and this time they lasted alot longer, each time a little longer, and finally, in the last fight, they won. After the victory Tom told them to relax and rest the remainder of the day. 
 
   Tom and Tyler talked as they walked back to camp, Tom explaining what was happening with the Anvil, how they had been formed, what fighting style they were training with, what special equipment they would have and why Tom was leading it. 
 
   The two  boys went to check on the shields, which were almost done, then went to dinner. After dinner they sat around a fire with their friends, as usual. 
 
   As Tom sat back against a log after finishing a song he thought how peaceful this was, especially when they were in a war. The next day the Anvil got their new shields and they progressed so quickly, they soon won almost every fight. 
 
   Two weeks after the Anvil started, only one battle had occurred, but the Anvil was stuck in the back, as they hadn’t been training very long. Now Tom was training with the Anvil, keeping an overall command of the group as they moved forward against the other troop they were training with. 
 
   Tom was amazed that only two weeks ago, these men knew nothing of this new fighting style. Now each one supported and trusted the men next to him, each man was equipped with a sword, shield, spear and javelin. 
 
   They would wait until the enemy came into javelin range, the second and third rows would throw theirs, the first row would switch with the second and throw theirs, then they either waited or approached the enemy, the first row using the swords to stab between the gaps in the shield wall, stabbing at whatever came into view as their visibility was very limited, while the second and third used the spears. 
 
   Tom commanded and helped where he was needed, flying or walking along the line. Tom leaned to the second and third row leaders, each row had one, and whispered “Swing it closed.” 
 
   Then half the third row went to one side while half the second went the other way, forming one long line. And on a signal from Tom they swung inward, squeezing the other troop between them and the first line. 
 
   The other commander threw a white cloth into the air, the signal for the end of the training exercise. The Anvil let the other troop out and allowed their shields to rest on the ground. 
 
   The other commander approached Tom “That was brilliant. How do you come up with all those ideas?” he said, and Tom replied “Thank you, I don’t know where I come up with these ideas. But your troop was amazing, most never can break through the first line at all and your men did it in the first few minutes.” Tom wasn’t lying, most didn’t get passed the first line, but these men had briefly before the second line pushed them out. 
 
   Tom allowed his men to rest while he talked with the three line leaders, Tyler, Joseph and a young woman named Susan, who also practiced battle magic and archery. 
 
   Each had earned their position and Tom was happy with his decision, they discussed a new strategy, with each one putting in ideas and pointing out flaws. 
 
   After a few minutes they finished and began teaching the Anvil the new strategy, a simple but effective way to trap enemy rams, as rams were one way an an enemy could break their line. 
 
   They would open long enough for the ram to enter then reform, trapping the ram and the men using it behind the first line to be defeated by the second and third. After an hour they had it down, so Tom allowed them to take the rest of the day off. 
 
   Tom went to his tent and put away his training weapons and picked up his guitar. He sat outside his tent playing and singing softly for a minute then put the guitar back inside and decided to go flying. He walked back out of his tent, spread his wings and started following the Pontal River. 
 
    
 
   

Chapter 25
 
   After a few minutes he noticed some men walking across a crossing, curious he landed in some nearby trees and watched as the men, who wore Ilemite armour and crests, pushed their way across. Tom realized they were going to attack the Arstanian army from the side. 
 
   He jumped back into the air, heard yelling behind and flew as fast as possible to the Arstanian camp. An arrow flew passed his head and he flinched but kept flying. After about two minutes he landed in the castle courtyard, exhausted. Some guards came over, but stopped as Tom pulled out the bronze dragon claw, symbol of a Dragon Guardian apprentice. 
 
   He took a moment to catch his breath then started running to the Command Room. The guards outside stopped him, he showed them the claw and they let him in. He came in and everyone looked at him, surprised at his sudden appearance. 
 
   “TheIlemitearesendingaforcetotake” Tom started, talking too fast for anyone to understand. The king lifted his hand for him to stop, cutting off his words. “Tell us what is happening, slowly.” King Frederick said and Tom took a breath. 
 
   “The Ilemite are sending a force across the river to take us in the side. I was out flying and saw them.” Tom explained, seeing the look on everyone’s faces. 
 
   Everyone in there knew how bad it would be if a force of enemy soldiers suddenly took them in the side. Alex was the first to recover 
 
   “We need to send a troop of cavalry, they could take out the enemy soldiers quickly. Tom, you can lead them to the crossing, I will come too.” and everyone nodded. 
 
   Within minutes they were leading two troops of cavalry and one unit of cavalry archers to the crossing. Alex was the first to spot the enemy soldiers and told everyone to be quiet. If they could surprise the enemy the fight would be easier. 
 
   After a few seconds the rest of the Arstanians spotted them and Alex had them wait a second longer. He raised his sword above his head and started running towards the enemy yelling. 
 
   The cavalry archers shot at them as the rest started towards them. Tom followed Alex and soon was fighting along with him.
 
   Tom swung his axe at the first Ilemite soldier within his reach and crushed his helmet. Tom jumped at at an enemy rider and knocked him off his horse. Tom grabbed the reins and swung into the saddle.
 
   He silently thanked the times Alex had him practice horseback fighting as he rode through the enemy.
 
   Tom swung back and once he was behind Arstanian lines hung his shield on the saddle. He turned the horse around and charged back. He ducked as a spear was thrust at him and quickly swung his axe at the enemy’s head. 
 
   Tom’s horse reared as a man on foot swung his sword at Tom. One of the horse’s hooves hit the man on the head and Tom winced as the man fell. Two more infantry men ran towards Tom and he killed one with a stone spike he magically made hit him in the head.
 
   The other man got to Tom and tried to get behind him. Tom turned the horse and swung at the man, who blocked the blow with his shield. The man swung his sword at Tom, who dodged it. 
 
   After exchanging a few more blows Tom realized he couldn’t defeat this man on horseback and that he didn’t have time to dismount.
 
   So Tom decided to surprise the man. He swung his axe again and leaned down. “Bah!” Tom shouted and the man hesitated  only a moment, but the short time he hesitated was enough for Tom to deliver two quick, powerful strikes, the second getting passed the man’s defense and hitting his neck. 
 
   Tom looked up and saw the rest of the enemy soldiers backed up against the river. He dismounted, got his shield and gave the horse to a cavalry man whose horse had been killed. 
 
   Tom ran towards the last of the men and glided over them, landing in the river. He hit the first man before he could turn around in the water. Tom found good footing in the shallow river and hit his shield with his axe. “Fight me if you dare you cowards!” Tom yelled at the Ilemites. 
 
   He kept insulting them until two in the back turned and began heading towards him. They reached him and he dispatched the first with one blow and blocked the second’s spear. He retaliated and rammed the man with his shield, making him stumble. He lunged forward and killed the man, but hit his foot on a rock.
 
   Three more Ilemites began making their way towards him, one was killed by an arrow but the other two made it to Tom, who quickly killed them. 
 
   As Tom killed the second of the attackers the twenty remaining Ilemites surrendered and the Arstanians began tying them up.
 
    Alex told Tom to fly back to Command and tell them they had won. He landed in the courtyard again and walked up to Command. 
 
   He finished telling them as they heard a horn blast, signalling the Ilemite army was attacking. Tom flew to the bridge, where the Anvil was told to meet. 
 
   He waited a moment as his troop arrived and got in their lines. He led them to the bridge. They stopped as they got onto the bridge, each man pulled out their javelin, prepared to throw and waited for Tom’s command. 
 
   He waited a moment then said the command to throw. Seventy five javelins soared through the air towards the advancing enemy. All along the line men went down, some never moved again, some crying out in pain and some simply had to advance with the javelins in their shields weighting them down. 
 
   The Anvil started advancing again and stopped one fourth the way across the bridge. The went into what Tom called the tortoise, the second and third lines putting their shields over their heads while the first continued to hold their shields in front of them, a simple but effective way to protect against archers and other ranged units. 
 
   The enemy archers began firing, the arrows bouncing off or sticking in their shields. Tom leveled his crossbow and aimed through a hole between two shields, he saw a man, obviously high ranking, leading the enemy troops. 
 
   He took a moment to make sure he wouldn’t miss. He took one last breath and pulled the trigger. His bolt traveled through the hole and hit the enemy officer in the neck, causing him to fall from his horse. Tom lowered his crossbow and put it across his back. The enemy paused a moment but continued advancing towards the wall of shields known as the Anvil. 
 
   The enemy began to hit the shields, but were not confronted by another soldier but by shields, stabbing swords and spears. Tom saw a Arstanian cavalry unit behind the Anvil and flew over the the commander. 
 
   He told him that the Anvil would separate for a moment to let them through. He flew back to the Anvil and waited to give the order as the cavalry began charging forward. 
 
   He yelled “Open the wall center!” to his troops, who opened a hole in the center of the shield wall. The cavalry charge through the hole a moment later and once they were through, the Anvil closed again. 
 
   After a few minutes the cavalry began falling back, until they turned and galloped back towards the Anvil. Tom gave the open command again as the cavalry galloped closer, a moment later the cavalry galloped passed him. Soon more cavalry units joined the first and they began charging through holes in the wall that disappeared almost as soon as they passed. 
 
   Although the cavalry helped, many Ilemite men got to the Anvil, but were quickly killed or wounded by the group. Tom walked behind the three lines, often quickly flying over them and attacking the Ilemites for a moment then flying back over. 
 
   Over half an hour later the battle was finished, the Anvil had held the bridge the entire time. Tom stayed after the rest of the men left to count the dead in his group. Each man was easily recognizable from the large shield on their arm. He searched and found only two men had been killed, one more was wounded and unable to walk on his own and before the rest had left he had counted only thirteen wounded. 
 
   He flew back to the command room in the castle, went in and found the leaders of the war arguing. “War is full of risks! We can’t hold out against the Ilemites forever here, they will simply get more reinforcements. We don’t have the men to hold the border for any extended period of time.” one man was saying. 
 
   “But this is too large of a risk. We can’t spare the men to do this.” another said, then the first started talking again. “If we don’t take a risk we will never win. But if we sent some troops across this crossing to take the Ilemites from the side, we will have a much better chance of winning.” he indicated where the troops would go. 
 
   Tom thought a moment “Well, if we send men across and they are not found they could take out the siege weapons and archers.” suddenly everyone looked at him, he paused and one shook his head 
 
   “Any force we could spare wouldn’t have time to take out the archers and siege weapons before the army gets to them.” Tom smiled “Most wouldn’t, but if we send, say three cavalry units, four infantry units and my group, the cavalry could take out the siege weapons, all they would need to do is cut some ropes and kill some engineers, the regular infantry could take out the archers while my group holds back the army.” 
 
   Another man begins to laugh “I know you think you group is good, but holding an army back? No single group of seventy five men could do that.” Tom looks right at him “Where were you during the battle?” the man replies “I was defending the banks of the river. Why?” Tom nodded and told him.
 
   “Well, on the bridge my group held the bridge for the entire battle. Only help was from some cavalry that would strike by my group opening a moment then closing behind them. Which brings me to the reason I came here.” he looks at the king 
 
   “I need three more men. Two died in the battle and one was seriously wounded.” King Frederick nodded “Done. And I think Tom’s plan is coming to something. But the enemy could come from all around you during this battle you are suggesting.” Tom shakes his head 
 
   “Their archers and siege weapons are inside their fort. If we could get into that my group would only need to block the entrance, which would be simple. Then without the support of archers and siege weapons the Ilemite army would fall quickly. If we take a unit or two of archers we could even attack from their own fort.” all the others in the room thought for a moment and soon they were arguing about details. 
 
   After awhile they decided Alex would lead the troops, five units of cavalry and infantry, three units of archers and, of course, Tom’s unit, they would attack in a week. 
 
   The next day the new men arrived at the training ground and began training with them. Tom pushed the men hard, but didn’t tell them why. The war council had decided to keep the attack as unknown as possible. 
 
   Within a few days the Anvil was one of the best units in the entire army, almost no one could break their shield wall, cavalry broke against them, infantry got pushed back and archers were ineffective.
 
   After a few days Tom began having the Anvil train against multiple units in many combinations, he even had some ‘archers’ some people throwing padded rocks. 
 
   Tom watched as a cavalry unit charged towards the shield wall along with another unit of infantry while others threw the padded rocks. He wanted to test a new maneuver and gave the order as the cavalry approached. 
 
   The men made a hole that the cavalry rode through, unable to stop and stay in the lines they continued through and turned. The third line had turned and suddenly the cavalry and infantry were separated, while the Anvil only lost the support of the third line. 
 
   Tom dove into the infantry lines and began fighting. Then the other unit commander saw him and started towards him, sword raised. Tom saw him coming and smiled, he quickly dropped his axe and pulled a smaller practice throwing axe from his belt. 
 
   He drew it back and threw it at the other commander, hitting him in chest. Tom dropped, grabbed his axe and jumped out of the infantry unit and looked at his group. He hovered just above the enemy infantry, dodging the padded rocks. 
 
   Within a few more minutes the other commanders both threw white flags in the air. Tom smiled to himself, the Anvil had beaten three units, one cavalry, infantry and archer. 
 
   After a brief talk with the other commanders he let his men have the rest of the day off. Tom realized it was almost dinner time, so he made his way along with his men to the kitchen area. He ate with his men and his friends and later sat around a fire singing and playing music. 
 
   The next few days were about the same, but on the two days before the battle Tom had his group practice defending a gap. Before he dismissed them on the day before the attack he told them to meet two hours before dawn and not to mention it to anyone. 
 
   As he walked to the kitchen area he was stopped by Alex, which wasn’t very rare as he often trained him before dinner. Alex had him follow and they flew a mile away from camp. 
 
   Tom wondered what he was doing and began to ask, but Alex cut him off. “Before the battle I want to teach you one more thing that will help. I will teach you how to get most the weapons a dragon uses. Claws, fangs and a tail. We will add a new enchanted part to your armour to protect your tail and add to its strength as a weapon.” 
 
   Tom smiled as Alex taught him the spells, then showed him the new piece of armour. 
 
   The armour was made from overlapping plates of steel but near the end large spikes of steel stuck out. Tom swung his tail experimentally and smiled, the steel plates still allowed the tail to move freely. 
 
   After Alex taught him how to fight with the claws and tail, the fangs wouldn’t do much until he was able to become a full dragon, Tom flew back to the camp and ate dinner.  
 
   The next morning he met his unit and led them to the meeting point for the entire party. Within a few minutes the others arrived and they began their trip to the enemy camp. A few hours later they got into their positions. Tom saw a man on the other side of the river see them and run to report to the king. 
 
   After a minute the Arstanian army was moving towards the Ilemite camp. The Ilemites, as expected, gathered and moved to meet the army. The party Alex was leading waited for a few more minutes, then when almost the entire army was away from the camp and fort, they all charged for the fort. 
 
   Tom’s group stayed to the back, along with four men who had a ram who were staying with them, because their tortoise formation would protect them from arrows. 
 
   They almost got to the fort before someone noticed them. The Anvil ran all the way up to the gate and held up their shields as the ram started smashing the door. After a few more hits the lock broke and the door swung inwards. 
 
   The cavalry and infantry surged passed them and attacked the few defenders. Tom had his men close the door again and try to reinforce it. Tom flew over to a ballista and created his tail as he drew his axe. 
 
   He swung his axe at a man and smashed his tail into the ballista. Soon the weapon was totally destroyed and he moved started to move on. He stopped as he heard Tyler yell “Tom! They are almost here!” Tom ran back over and saw it was some cavalry that were approaching. 
 
   He had one line follow him and they climbed the wall, Tom had noticed rock baskets on the wall and they started dropping and throwing the rocks into the enemy ranks below them. The Ilemite siege weapons and archers had stopped firing and suddenly arrows began flying again from the fort, this time shooting the Ilemite forces. 
 
   Tom heard cracking below him and knew the Ilemites were almost through the door. He had his men go back down and glided down also. The Arstanian infantry and cavalry were still attacking the archers and large weapons, so it was just the Anvil who would be holding back the enemy forces, along with some archers firing at the Ilemites. 
 
   Tom told his men to get back as the final bracing post broke and the door swung open once more. 
 
   Then his men stepped forward and filled the gap. Tom hovered behind and cast spells over the Anvil members’ heads. Alex ran passed him and jumped over the Anvil and began fighting the Ilemite cavalry. 
 
   After a while the cavalry was defeated but the infantry was almost to them. Tom went in front of his men and started casting spells at the approaching infantry. Soon the enemy got to them and Tom went back behind his men, knowing he would only put himself in danger and get in the way. 
 
   Alex stayed up front but was slowly getting pushed back. Suddenly an enemy infantry man slashed Alex from the side, opening a long cut in his armour and side. Alex stumbled passed the Anvil and fell, clutching his side. 
 
   Tom looked up as he heard a deep roar, he saw Gontal on his massive brown dragon, his flail swinging slowly at his side. Tom quickly looked to Alex and realized he would have to fight alone. The Anvil could handle themselves, along with the other men who attacked the fort. 
 
   Tom turned as much dragon as he knew how and launched into the air. A griffin rider broke away from the Arstanian line and attacked the General, but with a wave of his hand Gontal sent a wall of fire at him and next thing Tom knew the rider and griffin were tumbling down, blackened. 
 
   Tom realized how crazy this was but kept going. The General sent another wall of fire at Tom, who blocked the attack. They closed the distance between them and the dragon spit fire at Tom, but missed. Tom wheeled around and landed on the dragon’s back. Gontal tried to turn, but was fastened to the saddle. 
 
   As Tom raised his axe the dragon flew upwards suddenly and Tom stumbled. Tom struck the dragon in the back and the axe held. As the dragon leveled out once again Tom unstuck his axe and jumped off. 
 
   He flew away from the dragon a moment then turned again, now flying at the dragon head on. Alex lay on the ground looking through a red haze, he saw Tom fighting the dragon and Gontal. He smiled and was proud of his apprentice, then his head sunk. 
 
   Tom thought a moment put his axe in his belt and flexed his clawed hands. He barely dodged the dragon’s mouth and dug his claws into the head of the dragon, using his momentum to swing his tail and hit the large frontal bone in the dragon’s wing. 
 
   The beast roared in pain and tried to snap at Tom, who was already out of reach. Gontal helped his dragon descend and smiled smugly as Tom landed in front of him. 
 
   This boy would be defeated easy, he thought. Little did he know that is was Werin thought or that Tamil had dismissed him without a second thought. The dragon suddenly lunged forward and Tom began running towards it. 
 
   He had no idea what he was going to do and realized only some other giant beast could hope to defeat a dragon. 
 
   Suddenly he felt his arms growing heavy and himself changing. He looked down and didn’t see his legs, but the legs of a giant Stone Lion. He was a shapeshifter.
 
   

Chapter 26
 
   Tom looked back up and saw the sudden doubt in the General’s eyes. He smiled and leaped forward just as the dragon did. The two met in mid air, tumbling down with Gontal almost getting crushed. 
 
   Tom swiped his paw at the dragon, creating deep gashes in its side. He changed into a Ronto, a breed of giant wolves. He clamped his teeth on the dragon’s neck. He struggled to keep the dragon down, slowly twisting its neck. 
 
   Suddenly he heard a loud crack and the dragon was still. Gontal jumped at him, flail swinging at Tom’s head. Tom quickly dodged the attack and thought what to change into. 
 
   Suddenly he had a thought. He changed himself into a full dragon. His black scales glistening in the sunlight, he blew a column of fire at the General, but was blocked. He changed slightly and became a wyvern, he spit acid all around the General and tried to hit him, but again was blocked. 
 
   Gontal ran at him and swung his flail at Tom tried to step back but was unused to the wyvern’s four legs and couldn’t get totally out of the way of Gontal’s swing. The spiked head hit the tip of Tom’s snout. 
 
   Tom swung his head back at Gontal and sent him flying into a rock. Tom spit acid at the dazed general and hit his left leg slightly.
 
   Gontal stood again and threw an axe at Tom, who flapped his wings and began flying to dodge it. Tom flew over to Gontal and slashed at him with his claws, but Gontal dodged and Tom got a handful of dirt.
 
   Tom stayed in the air as he battle Gontal. Each time Tom flapped Gontal was buffeted slightly by the wind. Tom swung his tail at Gontal who tried to step to the side, but was still hit in the side. 
 
   Gontal swung his flail at Tom as Tom swiped at him with a back claw. The two strikes hit each other and Tom felt the bones in the leg break. He roared in pain and bit at Gontal, but missed. 
 
   He spat acid and flew backwards. He changed into a cranto and slithered quickly at Gontal. He bit at the general again then wrapped around him and began squeezing. For a few moments Tom thought he might defeat him then but Gontal sent him flying with a burst of air magic. 
 
   He became human again and smiled. He took a throwing axe from his belt threw it at Gontal. The General deflected the axe easily with his flail handle. But in the moment the General was distracted Tom changed once more. 
 
   He became a hummingbird and flew towards the General, who was looking around suspiciously. Tom landed on the flail handle and looked at the General, who, too late, noticed him. Tom turned into a human and just as he did he swung his axe into the General’s head. 
 
   Gontal’s flail was knocked from his hands as Tom suddenly grew, so he couldn't block it. The General, out of a spirit of defiance and hate, slid his dagger from its sheath and stabbed Tom once in the shoulder. 
 
   Both fell, the General was dead as he hit the ground. After the Ilemite troops saw their General and his dragon dead, began to run. Leaderless and confused they began to flee, slowly at first but soon the enemy troops flooded away. 
 
   Later, as a Arstanian man from the Anvil searched for survivors he came upon the acid covered ground. He carefully walked through the acid and found Tom, laying with the dagger still in his shoulder barely breathing. 
 
   The man took the dagger out, bandaged the wound and carried him to the medical tent. Tom woke suddenly and began to get up, putting some weight on his arm. Instantly pain shot through his body from his shoulder. 
 
   I have got to stop hurting myself he thought and began looking at his surroundings. It was a normal medical tent, with lines of beds against the walls. He looked to his left and saw Alex laying asleep in his bed, a long bloody bandage on his side. 
 
   He looked right and saw Joseph, a line leader from the Anvil. Tom looked around and swung his legs off the bed and tried to stand up. He regretted it as his head swam, a flash of pain shot through his broken leg and he collapsed back on his bed. 
 
   Two healers rushed over and made sure he was fine. He woke a few hours later and this time simply called for a healer, instead of trying to get up himself. They told him he had been found in the middle of puddles of acid and scorch marks, along with Gontal and his dragon’s bodies. 
 
   The memory came back to him and just to make sure he lifts his arm as the healer turns away. He closed his eyes and focused, when he opened them he saw the arm of a wolf. 
 
   He quickly changed his arm back as the healer turned back around. He asks how long he would have to stay, but the healer said he could go whenever. Tom swung his legs over the bed and tried to stand again with some crutches. He sat back down for a moment then slowly rose. 
 
   He walked over to Alex who was waking up slightly. “I guess I am not the only one who gets hurt now.” Tom says with a weak grin. 
 
   Alex smiled back “No, I guess that is one thing I forgot to teach you.” and with that Alex went back to sleep. Tom walked out of the tent and went back to his. 
 
   Two days later Alex is able to walk around and King Frederick calls an assembly. Tom and Alex walk together down to the parade ground with the rest of the army. 
 
   The king walks to the raised platform and begins speaking, thanking the men for their service. He finishes thanking the army as a whole and calls units and individuals to come forward and get awards. “Now, for probably the greatest unit, the Anvil.” Alex nudges Tom to walk up with the rest of the Anvil, who were standing behind him. 
 
   They walked to the platform and were thanked and given awards. Tom began walking down with his men when the king motioned for him to stop and come back. “Finally, the mastermind, leader and trainer of the Anvil, Thomas Welton. Not only did he train the Anvil, but he somehow managed to kill Gontal and his dragon single handedly, only getting stabbed in the shoulder by a cheap shot and a broken leg. For Thomas, I award the Gold Flame, the highest award of bravery and strength.” Tom stood, stunned, as the king himself handed him the amulet. 
 
   The king shook his hand and thanked him again, then let him join his men. The general assembly soon came to an end, but King Frederick asked Tom and a few others to stay after. 
 
   The king approached Tom “I have decided to give you a choice. You can continue to train as a Dragon Guardian or you can continue training and commanding the Anvil. You, along with the Anvil, would be part of the Castle Arstan guard. You would not be able to continue both. I’m sorry, but you need to choose.” King Frederick waited as Tom thought a moment. 
 
   Being a commander he would enjoy many privileges and skip years of training, but he thought of the peace of flying, the happiness of when he got one of Alex’s training exercises correct, the thump of a bolt or axe hitting a target or learning new magic. 
 
   Tom looks at the king and takes a breath “I’m honored, but I would like to continue my training as a Dragon Guardian. I feel I am better suited for that. Although I think Tyler, a young man in the Anvil, would be a good leader.” Tom saluts and walks away. 
 
   He walked through camp, amazed that only two years ago he was planning to become a common blacksmith somewhere.
 
    Now he had been offered a position to help guard the royal castle, met the king, helped to kill or killed the three Ilemite Supreme Generals and their dragons, been in a war, had commanded a unit of 75 men, was friends with Dragon Guardians, an Immortal, wyverns and their riders, his brother was a Master Smith apprentice and werewolf. 
 
   He knew how to use many weapons, had seen golems, werewolves, vampires, dragons and countless other figures of legend and finally found out he was a natural shapeshifter. 
 
   Eventually he found Alex and asked about shapeshifters “Well, natural shapeshifters are either very rare or they don’t even exist, we are not sure. They can change into any form of animal, although the wounds they receive in one form transfer to the other forms. Unlike Dragon Guardians, they do not need a spell to change. We know very little about them. Why do you ask?” Alex explained, then Tom thought a moment how to tell him. 
 
   “Well, when I was fighting Gontal I knew I wouldn’t be able to defeat him and his dragon in the body I have now, I thought I could beat him as a stone lion. Then I became one. I am a shapeshifter.” Alex was obviously shocked. He then looked doubtful, until Tom changed himself into a dog. 
 
   When Tom returned to normal form he said “Please don’t tell anyone you don’t need to. I want to keep this as quiet as possible. And I have another question. When will we return to Blangto?” Alex thought a moment 
 
   “First I will give you a week off, I think you earned it. Then we will return to Blangto. And as for your little secret I will only tell the Guardian commander and the king. They both have the right to know they have a shapeshifter under their command. Now go get packed.” and with that Alex turned and walked away, leaving Tom to pack his belongings.
 
    An hour later Tom, Alex, Zack, Dejoni, John, Mastifi, Madison and Bryn. They all began walking towards Pine Grove and Hilltop Lake. The two girl’s masters were allowing them a week's break as well. As they got far enough away from camp, Tom stopped and turned into a full dragon. 
 
   Everyone besides Alex gasped in amazement. Tom changed back into a human for a moment “Oh yeah, I forgot to tell you all, I am a shapeshifter.” then he changed to a wyvern and after a moment decided a dragon was bigger and changed into a dragon. 
 
   He had Madison and Bryn climb onto his back and the group flew off. The setting sun shining behind them as they flew away from the Ilemite war and towards home. 
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