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She knew as soon as she looked up. There was no sign of rain, so the fire was going to continue devouring the forest. Khione would have to choose between letting her mother die or dying with her. They’d managed to escape the massacre in Hibernia together. The fire had burned the Highlands’ capital to ashes, and after several days, the fire was still raging. Khione was rushing ahead, hoping to reach the lake. She could barely continue to carry such weight, and she was losing her strength. Grâanna fell behind. Hopefully, he could still lift off despite his broken wing. Dragons are survivors by nature, and Grâanna, had proven that on many occasions. Upon seeing the flames advancing, he surely tried to get to safety… or so she wanted to think. Khione wouldn’t be able to live without her dragon. 

The most important thing now was her injured mother. She was losing a lot of blood, and her leg didn’t look good at all. She needed rest, which was the only thing Khione couldn’t offer since the flames were spreading fast. They wouldn’t reach the lake if they didn’t pick up the pace. Black Lake was their only hope. Judging by the crackling of the fire, Khione knew that the flames were near.

	Either I leave Mum behind, or I keep walking and risk the fire catching up on us…

If she’d both hands free, she would be able to hold on to her mother tightly, but in her right hand, she was carrying the Penates, the little statues of the household gods. The hope of building a new home lay within them.

‘Don’t look back, Khione. Don’t look back…’ her mother repeated in a faint voice. What she was really telling her daughter was to leave her there and go on without her. But how can a daughter leave her mother abandoned in the forest? For days they’d endured a fire that was sweeping through Hibernia. There were hardly any signs of life left, only the screams of people fleeing the infernal blaze. All Khione had left was her mother, but not for long. She was losing a lot of blood and the wound in her leg was proving fatal, but if they stopped, it would be the end of everything. The flames would reach them, just as they’d reached her father. All the effort would’ve been for nothing. Who would look after the dragon tree if Khione didn’t make it to the Black Lake? If she died with her mother, it would be the end of the Simorgh bloodline. Hibernia would fade from memory, the thousand-year-old dragon tree would face destruction, and evil king Taurion would convert Astyrion into the sole kingdom.

	

A groan pierced the air. Was her mother trying to tell her something? There was no time to find out. Holding her by the arm with the little strength she had left, Khione quickened her pace, staring straight ahead. Don’t look back…

An unmistakable smell told her that the lake was close by. She had to get to it. Her mother’s weight was becoming unbearable, and she could hardly breathe from the heat of the flames that were only a few metres away. She felt them getting closer and closer. She heard the same groan, but this time she knew it wasn’t her mother who was trying to tell her something. It was Grâanna! He was there with them. He looked miserable and seemed to be badly wounded, but he was alive. The little dragon had escaped the flames. They were safe.

Khione helped her mother to lie down on the grass. There was nothing to fear now that they were near the lake. Not even fire or arrows could pierce the Silver Circle. Behind them lay the completely burned forest and their home in the Hibernian Highlands.

‘You’re alive!’ Khione stroked the little dragon, who was trying to keep one eye open because the other one was…

Khione felt the warmth of a tear sliding down her cheek. Now wasn’t the time to cry, she had to think about what to do next. She brushed the tear away and covered her mother’s shivering body with her tunic. The blood had spread all over her leg, and her breathing was very weak. She glanced up to the heavens, longing for a ray of sunshine. However, the sky was turning grey, giving no indication that the sun would appear.

	Suddenly, lightning struck the ground and Khione shuddered. It was the signal of the gods. Very carefully, she held her mother’s head, knowing that this was the last time they would be together. Looking into each other’s eyes, both mother and daughter said their final goodbyes.

	Surrounded by clouds, the mother disappeared into the vastness of the Black Lake. Beside Khione, little Grâanna had fallen asleep.

	Goodbye, Mum…
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Khione knew she wasn’t alone, someone close by was watching her. She could barely see anything, only the shimmering of the leaves coming from the Drago. She felt safe in the Silver Circle, and all she wanted right now was to regain her strength and for Grâanna to recover from the injury in his left eye.

	Taurion’s damn soldiers… They’ve no respect…

	As soon as she felt strong enough and Grâanna could take flight with his broken wing, they would have to leave before the soldiers discovered her. Although no one could break through the Circle, Khione didn’t trust those savages who destroyed the forest out of pure greed. She noticed something moving and thought she heard the neigh of a horse. Without a doubt, it was Taurion’s men. They knew Khione was alive. She wasn’t worried about being taken prisoner, but she wouldn’t allow them to harm Grâanna. He was possibly the last dragon alive. The sale of scales on the black market had cost the lives of thousands of dragons.

The neighing of a horse indicated that some soldiers were lurking nearby, waiting for the order to attack. Under whose orders this time? Without a doubt, they followed the captain’s instructions word for word. It was about to get dark. Would they wait until dawn to attack, or would they risk a misfire? In the darkness, none of them could be completely sure that the young woman they were following was Khione. So far, no one had seen her face.

After a while, the footsteps faded away, confirming that the attack would be at dawn. They would then take her to the palace of Astyrion as a prisoner and force her to reveal the secret of the ancient Drago. Taurion wished to dominate the Seven Kingdoms. With the violence of an army trained for years, he defeated the kingdoms that formed the League of the Highlands one by one. He had one more left to conquer: Hibernia. Since he couldn’t succeed with weapons, he resorted to the most devastating fire in the last hundred years.

[image: 1__Ilustracio_n.jpg]Khione wondered who King Taurion had sent this time to lead the army. On previous occasions, the soldiers had shown haste to bring down the Drago, without realising that a three-thousand-year-old tree was in no hurry to be taken down… Taurion’s men already paid a heavy price when the Drago, feeling threatened, swallowed a hundred of them whole. In Hibernia, strength isn’t always a guarantee of victory.

I hope they’ve learned this time… Khione thought as she heard the soldiers moving away. Who will be the brave captain who dares to face the Drago…?

 

Captain Dasheth had heard many stories about the ancient tree. Incredible stories, all of them terrifying. When he was a little boy, he had nightmares. He dreamt a dragon-shaped tree guarding the forest of Hibernia devoured him. Was the tree a dragon? Dasheth would wonder when he woke up. In his dreams, a giant tree with silver leaves tapped on his windowpanes on stormy nights.

His grandfather told him stories that he listened to with his eyes tightly closed. He didn’t dare open them. The fear he felt, and yet the excitement of imagining dragons with silver scales, was overwhelming. When the story came to an end, he would ask his grandfather to tell it again. Dasheth grew up listening to these stories every night but never thought there would come a day when he would see the Drago up close. On the wall of his room hung a shield that belonged to his ancestors. Made of dragon scales, the shield was the first thing he saw every morning when he woke up.

‘Someday, you’ll carry that shield,’ his grandfather would say. ‘But first, you must learn many things. Anyone can carry a shield, but a drakust… Only a hero can carry it properly. Don’t be in a hurry, everything will come in its own time.’

The grandfather gazed at his grandson intently, hoping to see in his eyes the sparkle that every descendant of Taurion’s kingdom should possess. However, in his grandson’s eyes, he didn’t see such a sparkle. What had happened for that light to fade?

Now that Dasheth had become the youngest captain in Astyrion’s army, it was his turn to lead the expedition towards that cursed tree. Yes, it was cursed because it had swallowed many soldiers on previous expeditions. He never believed the story of the Drago to be true. He thought they were tales his grandfather told him when there was no other form of entertainment. As a child, he didn’t care if the Drago was just a tree or if it was actually a dragon. Now, however, as he went on, he felt the fear increase and prayed to the gods that the trunk of that tree wouldn’t swallow him or any of his men.

Dasheth was leading the expedition with a very clear mission. The king had sent him, and no one else. Despite his youth, Dasheth possessed a special talent for earning respect among the soldiers. This was demonstrated in the first invasion when, as a teenager, he accompanied the army, by order of the king, and to everyone’s surprise, he gave the order to retreat at the moment when victory seemed certain. Just as they had the Drago cornered, for some reason that only Dasheth knew, he ordered the attack to be aborted. This event impressed King Taurion, who was leading the expedition at the time. With astonishment, the king watched as the entire army obeyed the order to retreat without a word, which, despite his young age, had been given firmly by Dasheth. What surprised the king most was that, after returning to Astyrion, he didn’t ask Dasheth why he’d acted that way. Nor did Dasheth show any sign of wanting to talk about it. What was the captain hiding? This question tormented the king, for deep down he feared he knew the answer.

In this new attack on Hibernia, Taurion didn’t hesitate to put Dasheth in command of the army, who was already eighteen years old and respected by everyone in the palace for his loyalty to the kingdom of Astyrion. However, Dasheth’s youth could be a risk at the same time. This was already the third attack on Hibernia. The number of soldiers who’d lost their lives in the previous two was extremely high. Was the king risking losing his captain? This could be a sign of how desperate the King of Astyrion was.

Dasheth couldn’t fail. As much as his heart shrank at the thought of the tree once again opening up and devouring them, they hadn’t ridden day and night to flee like cowards. They hadn’t endured hunger and cold for their fear to make them turn back without completing their duty. They’d crossed the forest with one goal: to take the young Khione, no matter what they had to do to achieve it.

If they relied on their weapons, it wasn’t only because they were well-equipped; on this occasion, Dasheth carried his dragon-scaled shield that had belonged to his ancestors. The elite corps also accompanied him. For the first time, the king had allowed the royal guard to leave the palace. Dasheth knew how much was at stake. Taurion had sent them off with stern words: 

Return with the shield, or upon it. The palace gates won’t open for the defeated.

Dasheth rode in silence, recalling these words that echoed in his mind. ‘Who is this Khione girl…’ the captain murmured, keeping his back straight and not wanting to hear his own voice of fear… ‘What can this wild young girl have that’s so valuable to mobilise an army?’

Of all the questions swirling around in his head, the one that truly mattered was: Will the drakust break through the Silver Circle?
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The king firmly believed that a curse hung over the forest of Hibernia. And he wanted to make sure that this time he would not leave any tree standing. What Taurion didn’t know was that the Drago wasn’t just a simple tree that would disappear in the flames. If anyone not born in Hibernia dared to touch it, the ink it spat out would poison them to death while emitting a devilish laughter. While this was happening, its trunk would open like the jaws of a lion and swallow a hundred men at once without giving them time to react.

	What madman would dare to take such a great risk? Not Captain Dasheth. However, he would have to do it, as he didn’t fancy being hanged from the palace tower for fleeing like a coward. He knew his king well. Too well. When the king said, ‘Do not return empty-handed,’ he made his message clear. Taurion refused to give up. He was willing to risk the lives of his entire personal guard. He already ruled the Seven Kingdoms, or…almost. He was just short of Hibernia, but he was on the verge of it. He’d learned that the hardest thing wasn’t to become king but to stay in power. He wasn’t going to stop at a damn ink-spitting tree! So far, he’d sent his army twice and had failed. The few who returned alive were terrified by what they’d seen. But this time the king sent his best soldiers. They wouldn’t fail him.

	 Captain Dasheth knew that the hardest thing wouldn’t be to keep his distance from the Drago but to capture the young woman. Khione was a priestess, so she was untouchable. So far, no one had approached her or seen her face. So, it wasn’t the tree that he should focus on, but the young priestess. He had to take her as a prisoner. How could he do it without getting close to her?

‘I’m counting on your help…’ Dasheth murmured, stroking the shield he’d inherited from his grandfather, which covered his chest for the first time today. In it lay his salvation, he now understood. Khione… Khione… He repeated the name as he approached the place, followed by his men who were as frightened as he was. Suddenly, it dawned on him that he knew nothing of this young woman he’d come to capture. What does she look like? How tall is she? How will I know it’s her? Khione means winter, that’s all I know…

It started to snow. If they didn’t hurry, the snow could complicate the mission. While the captain continued to wonder who this Khione girl was, for whom the king was willing to put the royal guard in danger, he would give his men one last piece of advice. At a signal from the captain, they all stopped. Dasheth removed his helmet, which he held in one hand as he stroked the horse to calm it down. The horse seemed to know that danger was approaching. The men imitated their captain and removed their helmets, ready to listen to what he had to say. Dasheth wasn’t much of a talker. He spoke just enough, not a word more. He believed that in crucial moments, words weren’t always necessary. In reality, everything had already been said. At the start of the expedition, he’d delivered a very Spartan-style speech. Now, he simply repeated the words of King Taurion:

‘Return with the shield, or upon it. There is no place for cowards in the palace.’

[image: 2__Ilustracio_n.jpg]There was silence, broken only by the neighing of the horses; they seemed uneasy. The captain turned his gaze towards the forest. The forest had completely burnt down. A layer of snow was rapidly covering the ground. There was no time to lose. He looked at his men with his head held high. He looked at them one by one, very slowly. What he had to say, he’d already said. But knowing that this might be the last time he would see them alive, he added,

‘At the slightest slip, the tree will swallow you in a breath. Keep your eyes wide open.’

All the soldiers put their helmets back on without uttering a word. They looked up at the sky and in the darkness, they could see snowflakes falling over the burnt forest. A few metres away they spotted their target. Even without knowing what Khione looked like, they didn’t doubt that it was the young woman kneeling at the Drago’s feet. They couldn’t see her face, only her feet protruding from her long tunic.

At first, they didn’t hide their fear. However, as much as they were afraid of the man-devouring tree, they were unwilling to retreat. They crept closer, and the captain urged caution. It was still early; the sun hadn’t yet risen. They waited a few minutes until the light of dawn allowed them to see clearly what they were facing. Patience is key, Dasheth thought. He was at the head of the expedition and wouldn’t allow any missteps. While: Positioned in a horn-like formation to control both sides, he silently watched each of his men. He prayed to the gods that the horses wouldn’t neigh or make any noise. If they did, they would have to abort the operation.

 Captain Dasheth felt his heart pounding in his chest. He looked at his men, upright on their horses, knowing that they were taking part in the most important venture of their lives. And perhaps the last. Dasheth had his blue-scaled shield strapped tightly to his chest. As he ran his hand over it to ensure he would use it, if necessary, he remembered the stories his grandfather used to tell him. He could hardly believe that he was now wearing the shield that hung on the wall of his room when he was a child.
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The young priestess of Hibernia was about to begin the ritual to welcome the winter. Embracing the Drago, she prepared herself to recite the sacred formula. It was only a few minutes before dawn. The snow was falling heavily, but the king’s army didn’t fear the low temperatures. The cold wouldn’t be a reason for them to turn back and give up on what they’d come to find.

Hugging the tree and with her eyes closed, Khione whispered in a strange language. With the hood of the purple cloak that had been draped over her mother’s body the night before covering her face, Khione whispered in a strange language. Underneath, she wore a long tunic that reached her feet. Her hair wasn’t visible… and it was precisely her hair that could give her away to the others, confirming they weren’t mistaken. In Hibernia, there were many beautiful young women. But only one was the guardian of the treasure: Khione of Hibernia, Princess of the Highlands. Only she could’ve made it to the Black Lake and survived the brutal fire.

Upon seeing her so majestic in her purple cloak, the soldiers lowered their weapons. They stood still a few metres away without taking their eyes off the cursed trunk. Its scale-like bark and silvery leaves offered a magical display; they’d never seen anything like it. Reflected in the Black Lake, its trunk seemed to come to life. The soldiers had the feeling that it was sending them some kind of warning. They’d heard many stories about the Drago but had never seen it in the flesh. They knew of its power. And they also knew better than to get too close.

Dawn cast the first rays of sunlight, which struck the silver leaves and sent a glow throughout the partially darkened forest. The trees turned into charred remains, leaving nothing but ash and the smell of death. The silence was absolute, broken only by the whisper of an angelic voice. They couldn’t see the strange creature’s face. Why was it shrouded in some kind of cloud?

The soldiers waited in silence and watched cautiously. Each one stroked his horse, fearing that at any moment one of them might neigh out of fear or impatience. At a signal from the captain, two soldiers approached the young woman. Very slowly, they pulled back her hood to see her face. And what they saw astonished them: ghostly pale skin, silver scales around her eyes, and blue hair. Blue! Not purple, which was what the captain had hoped to see. Did that mean they’d made a mistake?

The two soldiers immediately stepped back, while the young woman continued to whisper in a voice that seemed to come from beyond the grave. Beneath the cloak, they could see she was barefoot. Her toes also had scales, as if they were roots blending into the tree. Altogether, it formed a most unsettling image. It was undoubtedly her, Khione of Hibernia. Only a priestess could embrace the Drago. Wouldn’t it be dangerous to capture her while she was in the middle of a ritual?

Captain Dasheth approached with caution, while his men kept their hands on their swords in case they needed to intervene. Dasheth watched the young woman closely, and at that moment, the scales changed from silver to green. It was as if they sensed someone approaching. The captain interpreted this as a warning sign. He carefully pulled her hood back over her head, fearing that the scales might cast a curse. Up close, they looked horrible: dragon-like scales, ending in points like sharp teeth.

Unaware of the presence of strangers invading her space, the young woman continued with what seemed to be a prayer to some god. Wrapped in a cloud that was already disappearing, Khione uttered words that the soldiers didn’t understand. Panic seized them as they suddenly saw scales spreading across the entire tree, and it emitted a deafening roar.

Horrified, the soldiers looked at the captain and begged for the order to retreat. But they hadn’t come all this way to flee like cowards! Their mission was to capture Khione, and that’s what they were going to do. Checking if there was a purple strand in her blue hair would have to wait until they reached the palace, the captain decided.

With a gesture, he ordered them to separate her from the trunk she was clinging to. Without touching the tree or the young woman! Meanwhile, he kept watch in case anything unexpected happened. Between them, they restrained her with chains without her offering any resistance. She seemed to be in a trance, there was no need to use force. As they separated her from the trunk, the captain saw some stones around the tree. They bore an inscription engraved in an unknown alphabet. Could they be the hunger stones…?
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