
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



    
        
          The Girl Who Walked Through Fire

        

        
        
          The Dragonwitch Chronicles, Volume 1

        

        
        
          Dana Gricken

        

        
          Published by Dana Gricken, 2021.

        

    



  
    
    
      While every precaution has been taken in the preparation of this book, the publisher assumes no responsibility for errors or omissions, or for damages resulting from the use of the information contained herein.

    
    

    
      THE GIRL WHO WALKED THROUGH FIRE

    

    
      First edition. September 13, 2021.

      Copyright © 2021 Dana Gricken.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 978-1386100331

    

    
    
      Written by Dana Gricken.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



  	
  	
			 

			
		
    For all the pets I've lost -- Buddy, Becky, Jack, and Chandler -- and my current kitty friends, Whitey and Timmy

      

    


[image: image]



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Prologue: Lord of The Fallen
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The people of Serenity never saw their deaths coming.

Serenity was a small village of huts made out of mud and grass, filled with poverty and sickness. Through the stench of garbage and sweltering heat of the summer, you’d find a semblance of life—people just trying to get by on what little they had.

These were The Wards—made-up of a cluster of two towns, Serenity and Haven—ignored by the rich and famous. It was quiet and relatively unknown, with few townspeople and even fewer visitors. The people there would be helpless—the perfect targets for The Fallen Ones.

The dying light of dusk turned into a crimson-colored red as the sky became darker and the air grew colder. The innocent people in town looked up, wide-eyed at the events unfolding in the sky. They saw hundreds of dragons and witches riding together—ready to unleash battle on the town below them.

A young, blonde girl with sunken grey eyes around the age of twelve—dressed in poor rags that were nearly falling off her—tugged on the hemline of her mother’s skirt. Her mother—dark-haired and ragged—was irritated and preoccupied, tending to the decaying crops in their garden.

“Penelope, I’m busy,” her mother said. “Go play in the backyard or something.”

“But Mom, there’s something you should see,” the girl encouraged her, trying to persuade her to look toward the dark clouds. “The sky is burning.”

The mother turned around with the intention of yelling at the young girl for wasting time until she saw what her daughter was so fixated on. Her eyes glossed over in fear as she grabbed the young girl by the shoulders, gripping her so tightly that it left a red mark behind.

“I need you to get somewhere far from here,” her mother said. “The forest is your best chance.”

The girl shook her head. “But the only forest here is the Beyondlands. Remember what you said about it? It’s too dangerous. You made me promise never to go in there.”

“I know what I told you, Penelope, but you have to trust me. Remember that I’ll always love you, and your father—bless his heart—will be watching over you from above. Be careful and watch yourself,” she instructed her, giving her one last hug. “Now—go! Run as fast as you can and never look back!”

The young girl did as she was told and ran as quickly as she could. She was small enough that they wouldn’t be able to see her. She made it safely into the lush green of the surrounding forest before The Fallen reached the town, and she stopped for a moment to catch her breath.

It seemed like such a blur. With the release of fireballs and magic spells, the town was destroyed in less than a few minutes. The confused screams, cries, and pleads of the townspeople were hushed by the burning fire and powerful winds. No one remained standing after they were finished—not even one hut.

Hidden behind the shrubs and tall trees, Penelope’s eyes welled with tears at the sight of her hometown’s death. She could see her mother’s body on the ground, lifeless and torn apart. With nothing left, she took off deep into the forest, not daring to look back. 

The Lord of The Fallen searched through the rubble to make sure no one was alive. After his inspection was complete and he was satisfied, he rallied his followers in front of him. They clung to his every word and looked giddy.

“We made a great stride today, Fallen Ones,” he told them, as the ash and dust burnt around him. “This brings us one step closer to the death of humanity. Soon, the Grey Order will be dealt with and defeated. We can’t stop now—not when we’re so close.”

“What will you ask us to do next?” a follower questioned him, their red scales gleaming through the flames.

He thought for a moment, distracted by the nearby burning embers. “There’s much work to be done and so little time. Rest assured, this is only the beginning—everything will fall into place. More human cities will die and the dragons and witches will rise with it.”

His followers cheered, brainwashed and ignorant.

He looked up at the sky and feared he’d been gone too long. “Go back to our tower before the Grey Knights hear of our accomplishment today. I need to return to my people before my clan suspects me.”

“What if the others don’t support us? What if your clan turns against you?” another follower asked—this one wearing witch garb and a staff.

“Trust me—we’ll make the other dragons and witches see the truth. We won’t give them a choice.”

The Fallen Ones did as they were asked, returning to their private hideaway. The sky changed its color back to its normal shade of blue, freeing itself from the taint of evil.

The Lord of The Fallen took one last look around at the poor village—which had become a scorched wasteland—and smiled to himself. He took off far into the sky, without a shred of remorse for the lives he’d taken.

This wasn’t over.

***
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MASTER KNIGHT DAVID Caballero burst into King Angus Remington’s office, interrupting his busy schedule. The King needed to know about the attack, even if he were just as helpless as the others to stop it.

“My Lord,” David began, and the King stood up to hear his petition, “we’ve just gotten intel from our sources that a small village was destroyed by The Fallen. It was Serenity.”

The King shook his head. “Serenity? I’m not surprised they’d begin in the Wards. Helpless, they are. Are you entirely certain it was The Fallen?”

“Yes, your Majesty. I’ve phoned their mayor but no one’s returned my calls. I’ve heard the village was completely destroyed. The pictures we were sent were...disturbing. I’m afraid nothing remains.”

The King balled his fists. “Inform the other Knights immediately that we’re going to Serenity. I want to see the massacre for myself.”

“Are you sure that’s a smart idea? They may return—”

But the King was a man who didn’t take no for an answer. “Just do as I’ve asked, David. I don’t fear The Fallen.”

David moved quickly, nearly running out of King Angus’ office to gather the other Knights. He assembled several vehicles ready to escort the King and his Order to the city that remained no longer.

It had only taken an hour to reach Serenity. Both the King and the Knights prepared themselves for what they would see when they reached the dead city. No pictures compared to what it really looked like in person.

The King smoothed his cape down as he stepped out of the tinted car, taking a long look at his surroundings. Through the thick rain and lingering fog, the destruction could still be seen. The city was a barren field, littered with charred homes and dead bodies. A fire lit up in the King’s eyes—one of both anger and sadness. 

A nearby Knight looked around for any survivors. “I’m sorry, your Majesty. Everyone’s dead.”

The King was silent for a moment. In the blink of an eye, he quickly released his sword from its holster and angrily bashed it on the nearby ruins. The Knights stood back, letting the King vent his frustration.

Once he had finished, he panted and huffed before putting his sword away. David approached carefully, not wanting to anger the King any more.

“Are you all right, my Lord?” David asked, and the King looked at him for a moment.

“Am I all right?” the King asked, repeating his question in a scornful tone. “No, I’m not, David. The Fallen continue to attack and kill my kingdom. Innocents are suffering. They’re making a mockery out of us! Inform the other kingdoms about this attack. I want everyone to know.”

“Of course, my Lord,” David replied, pausing to think about the situation. “What else are we supposed to do? How can we stop this before more of our people die?”

As he panted, an idea came to the King. “It’s time to initiate Project Skull.”

David hesitated. “What are you talking about, my Lord?”

“I’ve thought about this for a while, and Project Skull is what I’m calling it. Just outside of Orana, there’s an old, abandoned temple. The Knights will use this temple as a jail cell, bringing dragons and witches from all over the country to be kept under surveillance. They can’t hurt us any longer that way.”

David shook his head. “You want us to capture all the dragons and witches? Even the children? It doesn’t seem fair. They can’t all be evil, can they?”

The King scoffed. “How can we tell, Sir David? We have no way of knowing who’s a Fallen One. Besides, dragons and witches are unpredictable. They could unleash war against us at any time, and we’d be helpless—just like Serenity was today. It’ll be safer for everyone if they’re locked away.”

“Are you sure this will work?”

The King walked back over to his car, lifting his cape as he sat down. “Don’t question me, Sir David. I’m only trying to look out for humanity. No one else is stepping up to make these decisions.”

David nodded. “You’re right about that, but...what if it doesn’t work out the way you hope?”

The King sighed. “I believe no matter what we choose, our people will die. But if humanity goes down in flames, I’m bringing the dragons and witches with us—even if it kills me.”
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Chapter One: Hero of the Blaze
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It was early in the morning when the fire started.

It began as just a quick flash of sparks before everything erupted in flames. Elara Everly wouldn’t have known until the petrified scream outside startled her awake. Her father, Merek Everly, remained still in his bed, snoring soundly as if nothing was wrong.

She wasn’t surprised—he could sleep through an earthquake. She flung the covers off and rose to her feet. She caught a glimpse of herself in the mirror, trying to smooth down her disheveled red hair.

Peering out her window, she could see the black fog in the distance. It lingered above a small townhome across the darkened street where a cluster of people had gathered. Elara was half-asleep, terrified, and yet, her legs were pulling her forward somehow. She waded through the dirt and mud toward the commotion of people, and that was when she saw it.

The fire spread around the small hut, nearly engulfing it entirely. Its flames boarded the windows, and the front door was too singed to escape. The people huddled near it—stricken by fear and panic. The crackle of flames quieted for a moment, and if she strained, she could hear the cries of a child inside.

“My son! Curtis is still in the home!” a nearby woman cried out, her body heaving from how strongly she was sobbing. Elara recognized the woman as Susanne Thompson, a middle-aged mother who had been her neighbor since she was a little girl. She had bright red hair, wrinkles, and wore baggy clothing. “I got out, but I think he’s stuck inside. I was cooking some food on the stove for tomorrow when I lost control. Please—someone help!”

No one made an effort to move. Elara balled her fists at their cowardice, but what could they do? The fog was too thick and the flames were too hot. It was dangerous. The child was trapped, and he would die in a few minutes if he didn’t get out. It usually rained in Haven, but where was it when you needed it, Elara wondered?

Elara muttered an “excuse me” as she pushed through the people, taking a deep breath. This was it—she couldn’t just stand by and do nothing. She said a silent prayer, hoping she would save the boy and get to see her father again.

She rammed the door with all her might, and it went colliding forward. The smoke was thick and it burned her lungs, but still, she pushed through the home in search of the young boy. 

“Hello?” she called out, shielding her face with her pajama sleeve. “Is anyone in here?”

After a few seconds of searching, she finally found the boy—who couldn’t have been older than four—huddled underneath the dining room table, shaking in fear. The boy was crying and screaming for his mother. The flames were creeping closer to him, almost like snakes nipping at his ankles.

She walked over to him, extending her hand for him to take. He shied away from her, curling himself into a ball.

“It’s all right,” she said, gently. “I’ll keep you safe.”

The boy seemed to calm down when he realized she was there to help. She scooped the boy into her arms and swaddled him closely into her chest, hoping he wouldn’t breathe in any more of the smoke. He held on as she stepped over the burning wood and fallen debris, inching closer to the front door.

But before she could escape, a large piece of wood fell from the ceiling and blocked their only exit. The boy cried loudly again, making Elara freeze in fear. The only other way out was the window—and it was enveloped in flames. She sighed, realizing there was no other choice.

She took a few steps backward before she sprinted toward the opening, diving through the fire. Just as they reached the safety of the ground outside, the house collapsed behind them in fiery pieces. She let the boy go and he ran to his mother who embraced him tightly. Miraculously, he was unscathed.

“Thank you! Thank you!” Susanne repeated as she fell to Elara’s feet in gratitude.

“You’re welcome,” Elara replied, taking in large mouthfuls of air. “I’m just glad your son’s all right.”

“Look at that!” someone in the crowd cried, and everyone swarmed around Elara in astonishment.

It took her a few seconds to realize she was still burning—her red hair matching the flames on her skin. She hadn’t even felt it. She lifted her hand in amazement, watching as the fire twisted and contorted with the simple movement of her fingers. They were perfectly in sync as if the fire was made just for her.

The crowd began to clap and cheer, shouting that she was a hero. She was still frozen in shock, mesmerized by the fire. She could hear their whispers and murmurs, questioning who she was, and more importantly—what she could do.

“Who is that girl?” someone whispered.

“I think that’s Elara Everly, the farmer’s daughter,” another replied. “They live across the street.”

“Can you believe that? Immune to fire! Wasn’t there a rumor long ago...”

“Shh! You’ll frighten the children!”

Her father pushed through the crowd—he had finally awoken—just as Elara patted the fire away. She had charred clothes but not a single scrape or burn. His eyes widened in disbelief at her before they grew angry and fearful. He helped her to her feet, standing in front of her to shield her from the prying eyes of the crowd.

“Hooray to the girl who walked through fire!” the crowd cheered, and Elara smiled at the nickname. She didn’t know why, but it felt right—natural, even.

“All right—the show’s over,” Merek said, coldly. “I want everyone to listen closely. No one will breathe a word of this to anyone outside the city, understood? King Angus can’t know.”

The energy of the crowd died down and they nodded, quickly disbanding. Susanne and her son, Curtis, left with a few townspeople who were kind enough to offer their homes in the meantime.

“What was that for?” Elara demanded. “You didn’t have to be so mean to them.”

He ignored her question. “What were you thinking? Running into a burning home?”

“I’m sorry, Dad, but—”

“No buts—you could’ve been killed!”

“I saved someone’s life in case you hadn’t noticed!” Elara spat. “That’s always worth the risk!”

He gently reached for her arm, unraveling her sleeve. It revealed the birthmark on her left bicep. It looked like a small, intertwined dragon and pentacle mark. She shook her head. It always came back to a lecture on that strange symbol.

“Nothing is worth the risk of someone realizing what you have! If the King found out—”

She pulled her arm away harshly, covering the mark. “Dad, everything worked out! No one knows about the silly mark. But guess what? You can’t protect me from it forever!”

He was quiet for a moment—as if reflecting on something. “You’re right. You’re eighteen now, Elara. I can’t stop you from living your life. But if you remember anything, remember this—I lost your mother. I’m not going to lose you, too.”

She sighed. “You’re not going to lose me, Dad...but I’d like to know what it means. You know, don’t you?”

He opened his mouth to speak before closing it again. “I can’t. It’s too dangerous. You’re better off not knowing—trust me.”

Before she could protest, the blare of sirens filled the air. As the car roared closer, they realized it was an official vehicle of the Grey Order. They both shuddered in fear. 

“What now?” Merek muttered. “Those damn Knights are always sticking their noses where they don’t belong. They can’t see your mark, Elara—they just can’t.”

“Should I run inside?” Elara whispered. “They might not see me.”

“And if they do? No, it’ll only look suspicious. Stay quiet—I’ll handle this.”

Three armored men exited the car, taking a long look at the poor city. Two of them shook their heads in disgust, but the third Knight seemed to have pity for what he saw. He stayed silent while the others complained and groaned.

“I hate the Wards,” one Knight said, scoffing. “It always smells. Why can’t we just let The Fallen burn it down?”

“Do you think I like being here? Just shut up already,” the other Knight snarled. “Remember what we’re here for.”

They noticed Elara and Merek almost immediately—the only people out at such an early hour. With nowhere to hide, they were forced to confront the Knights.

“You there! Come here. We want to speak with you,” one Knight demanded, curling his finger toward them.

“Hey—look at her clothes,” another Knight called out, shining his flashlight on Elara’s burnt nightshirt.

“What’s going on here?” the first Knight asked as he approached.

Merek shifted uncomfortably, clearing his throat. “A fire broke out. Nothing we couldn’t handle.”

“A fire? Was it The Fallen?”

“No—our neighbor, actually. It was just an accident. Everyone’s fine,” Merek replied, quickly. “We made it out before the home collapsed.”

“Do you mind if we ask you a few questions?” The third Knight asked, stepping forward. “The King’s ordered us to investigate the area. Were you aware Serenity was destroyed by The Fallen a few hours ago? Since you’re connected by the Wards, we need to know if you saw anything that might help.”

I can walk through fire, Elara thought. Nothing too unusual.  

“Serenity was destroyed?” Elara asked. “I can’t believe it. All those people...murdered. How could they do that?”

“That’s what dragons and witches do,” the other Knight snarled. “That’s all they’re good for. We’ll get them all, sooner or later—don’t you worry.”

“I’m afraid we can’t help you, gentlemen,” Merek said, desperate to get rid of the Knights. “We didn’t see or hear anything.”

“Figures,” the first Knight scoffed. “What are your names? We need to know for our report.”

Merek hesitated. “Merek and Elara Everly.”

The first Knight paused. “Why does that sound familiar? Merek Everly...”

The other Knight’s eyes lit up. “Merek Everly! He owes the King taxes. Isn’t that right, Merek? I guess coming all this way won’t be for nothing.”

Merek gulped. He couldn’t tell them he was poor and didn’t have their money. He doubted they cared, anyway—no one did about the Wards. But he didn’t have an excuse and they were still staring at him for an answer.

“I’m afraid I don’t have your money, gentlemen. Drought has hit our farm pretty hard, and blackwings have eaten most of our crops. If you could just give me a few more weeks, maybe I could take out a loan and—”

“We’re not looking for excuses, Merek. Give us what you owe or we’ll take something of yours,” the Knight replied, nodding at Elara. “Like her, for example.”

“No! I swear to you, I’ll have your money soon. Take me if you need to, but leave my daughter out of this. It isn’t her fault.”

The Knight laughed. “What could we want from you? Get out of the way.”

As they approached Elara, the third Knight stepped in front of her. “We didn’t come here to find servants. The Fallen are more important. Stay focused, Knights. He’ll have the money soon. Won’t you, Merek?”

“I will,” Merek replied quickly, nodding.

The other two Knights contemplated what he said for a few seconds, turning away from Elara. They waved their arms in dismissal as they walked back to their vehicle.

“Fine. You’re the Master Knight—we won’t question you. But we won’t be the ones who tell the King Merek’s taxes are late. He’s angry enough as it is,” the other Knight grumbled. “Now, come on. It’s almost morning and we still have other places to investigate.”

Elara caught the third Knight’s eyes, and the two of them shared a moment before he walked away. Only when the car sped off into the distance did Merek sigh in relief. He embraced his daughter in a quick hug, cursing himself for putting her in danger.

“I’m sorry you had to witness that. I hate these Knights. You know what I wish for at night? I hope the dragons and witches kill all of them—especially King Angus! If they really wanted to make a difference, they’d start with that tyrant.”

“Dad? Focus. We have to find the money you owe somehow. Who knows what will happen if we don’t have it again. Do you really want them to come back?”

“Well, I can’t go back to the bank. They’re still after me from last time. You don’t want to know how much money I owe them,” he muttered, shaking his head. “It’s a long shot, but I guess the only one who could help us is a cousin of your mother’s who lives in Orana. Her name is Lilian. I met her once when she was younger. I heard she married into a rich family there—the Belmont’s.”

“Why me?” Elara asked, crossing her arms.

“You can be very charismatic, you know—and you’re a young woman. I hope she’ll take pity on you. It won’t hurt to ask. Besides, the farm needs me here—especially after that fire.”

Elara nodded, sighing. “I hope you’re right. I’ll be back soon, then. Try not to get into any more trouble with the Knights, all right?”

He snorted. “Real funny. I should be the one telling you that.”

As she turned to walk away, her father gently grabbed her arm and placed a locket in her palm. It was cold to the touch.

“I wanted to give you this locket. It belonged to your mother, and she always said it brought her good luck. I hope it’ll do the same for you.”

Elara inspected the locket in her hand. It was silver with cherry blossoms carved into the front. It looked like it had been hand-made, worn, and handled for a long time. The inside held an inscription, reading: FOR THE DRAGONWITCH—WHO WILL ONE DAY BRING PEACE, PROSPERITY, AND HOPE TO ALL KINDS.

Elara was tempted to ask what the inscription meant—or where her mother had bought the locket—but she kept silent. She knew her father would only answer her questions with more questions. It was what he always did when she brought up her mother or the strange symbol on her arm. Instead, she tucked the heirloom away in her pocket for safekeeping.

“You should get going now, Elara. It’ll take you a few hours to make it to the city,” Merek continued. “And change your clothes, will you? You look like a burnt turkey.”
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Chapter Two: The Girl with the Violet Eyes
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The journey from Haven to Orana—the city of King Angus’ power—was long.

The harsh, gravel roads strained Elara’s feet as she carried forward. Cars drove by quickly, spraying up dust and rock into the air. If she hadn’t been wearing boots, she was sure her feet would’ve been blistered and red by now. The hot sun beat down in the early morning of a clear summer’s day, causing little beads of sweat to form on her forehead. As she stopped to take a break, she looked up and sighed in relief, grateful she had reached her destination. The tall, golden gate in the distance couldn’t be missed.

As she peered over the gate, the city was like something out of a fairytale. Sparkling white sidewalks lined the streets, and tall apartments that seemed to go up for miles were made out of gold. Beautiful murals were etched on the sides of the buildings, and lush, green grass with supple crops was ready to be harvested. Tall billboards flickered between pictures of dragons and witches, making them look evil and twisted.

King Angus wouldn’t want anyone to forget the enemy.

The city was bursting with life—the crowded streets busy with its well-dressed citizens in their expensive vehicles. Children from the Wards could only dream of living in a city as glamorous as Orana. A somber guard stood tall in front of the gate, restricting access.

Various homeless people gathered outside with whatever little property they had, hoping generous passers would spare a few dollars. They tried to ask Elara for money, but she emptied her pockets, proving she had none. They grew disappointed and left her alone. As Elara approached the gate, the guard held out his arm to stop her. 

“Sorry—we don’t allow bums in The Diamond City,” the guard said, coldly. “I’m afraid I can’t let you in.”

Elara shook her head. “I’m not a bum. I have business with a cousin of mine in Orana. Her name is Lilian—”

The guard drew his sword and placed it in front of her face, making Elara gasp. “Maybe you didn’t hear me the first time. No bums allowed. Get lost.”

A familiar face appeared on the opposite side of the gate, shaking his head. “I think I gave you that sword too early, Squire Joel. Let the lady pass.”   

The guard quickly placed his sword back into the holster, looking afraid of the man. Elara recognized him as the third Knight from Haven who had stopped the other men from taking her as payment. And now, it looked he had saved her again.

“Sir David! I didn’t see you there. Forgive me,” the guard replied, quickly opening the gate. “Here you go.”

The guard motioned for Elara to enter. She walked through, nodding politely. That’ll teach him, she thought.

“We meet again,” the Knight quipped. “Your name was...Elara Everly, right?”

Elara smiled. “You remembered. And you?”

“My name is David Caballero—and it’s nice to meet you. Again.”

He was in his late twenties if Elara had to guess. His brown eyes held a glimmer of hazel, his gaze softer than the other knights. His thick, dark brown hair was styled neatly except for a small strand that hung loosely against his forehead. He had a chiseled jawline with a full beard that swept across his face. Despite the armor he wore, Elara could tell he was nothing like the other Knights.

“If you’re here to discuss your father’s debt,” he began, regretfully, “I’m afraid there isn’t much else I can do. He owes a lot of money.”

“I’m just here to visit a cousin of mine, but I never got the chance to say thank you. I really appreciate what you did for me.”

“Of course. It was the right thing to do.”

“So, why did you become a Grey Knight?” Elara asked as the two of them began walking side by side.

“To defend and protect. I wanted to help others.”

“I wouldn’t expect a Grey Knight to say that.”

“For me, it’s the truth. My parents were both Knights. They were thrilled when they learned I’d joined the Order. In just a few years, the King promoted me to Master Knight. That’s the highest rank you can get. I guess he was impressed.”

“You know, you’re not like the other Knights around here,” Elara said as she stopped walking. “You seem like you actually have a soul.”

He chuckled, nodding. “The Grey Knights have had a bad reputation for too long. They’ve become too power-hungry. I want to change that as Master Knight. Many of them are good people deep down—just misguided.”

“Does misguided give the Knights the right to harass and intimidate the dragons and witches?” Elara asked, warily. “I’ve heard rumors.”

“I’m not condoning violence,” David began. “I don’t agree with harming dragons or witches, but they are unpredictable, and most often dangerous. You didn’t see what happened to Serenity in person.”

“But couldn’t the same be said of humans?” Elara challenged. “How many humans have been murderers, thieves, and liars in history?”

David was silent for a moment. Before he had the chance to respond, a young guard who looked about sixteen approached the two of them.

“Sir, King Angus wants to speak with you inside,” the guard said. “He told me to tell you it’s urgent.”

David nodded. “Thank you, Matias. I’ll be there in a moment.”

The guard hesitated for a moment, his eyes wavering between Elara and David before quickly scurrying away. The fact that Elara was an outsider made people nervous.

“I’m afraid you’ll have to excuse me,” David began, “but if you’d like to come back to Orana, you’re always welcome. Somehow, I don’t think the guard at the gate will be a problem for you anymore.”

“Me, either. I think you scared him enough for two lifetimes.”

David laughed. “It was nice seeing you again, Elara.”

“You, too.”

He gave her a little nod before heading toward the castle, and Elara hoped that a good man like David wouldn’t be corrupted by the cold and calculating King.

***
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DAVID CABALLERO HAD served the King long enough to know he was a very demanding man—the kind you didn’t make wait too long.

He walked quickly through the castle, rushing to hear what was so important. He nodded at the guard who stood outside the King’s office and entered. He found the monarch near the crackling fireplace, gazing wistfully at the burning wood. A half-empty bottle of whiskey sat on his desk behind him.

“You called for me, my Lord?” David asked.

The King nodded, not bothering to turn around. “I heard you returned from your patrol. Have you learned anything? Do we have any new information about The Fallen?”

David shook his head. “I’m afraid not, your Majesty. The people in the Wards swore they haven’t seen anything. Haven was surprised to hear of the attack next door.”

“The Fallen are desperate, you know. Attacking a city in The Wards was a political statement. No one is safe from these brutes. It’s time to face the truth—we’re on the verge of war—and frankly, I’m tired of waiting for their onslaught.”

“What are you suggesting?”

“Increasing security would be a smart move. Sending Knights to patrol the Mystic Veil and the Chamber of Fire will discourage the dragons and witches from leaving their cities. We’ll match their force,” the King replied, and the tone of his voice sounded defeated. “You’re our Master Knight—the Order’s leader. I’m sure you’ll think of other pre-emptive measures.”

“What about Project Skull?”

“It’s already begun. These are its earliest steps. The first thing to do is show the dragons and witches that we’re serious—that we won’t sit idly by while our cities burn.”

“Forgive me if I’m intruding, but are you all right, my Lord?” David asked, stepping closer.

The King sighed and finally turned around. His bloodshot eyes were glossed over in shame and regret.

“I fear for the safety of humanity,” the King replied, his face flushed with anger. “The dragons and witches will not kill my kingdom as they once killed my wife.”

***
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ELARA AIMLESSLY WALKED around the city of Orana, trying not to notice the disapproving looks of people she passed.

They dressed elegantly in expensive silks and furs, sneering at her outfit. She spotted one man who was dressed like her in ragged clothing, and she decided to ask him for directions. He was fiddling with the nearby garden, trimming the various bushes and plucking the weeds. He was barely five feet tall and quite older—Elara guessed in his fifties—and had a few missing teeth and disgruntled hair.

“Excuse me,” she said. “I’m looking for a woman named Lilian Belmont. Do you know where I can find her?”

“Oi, you startled me!” the man replied in a strong Irish accent. “You’re in luck, lassie. I’m Alby, her servant—or prisoner, depending on who you ask.”

Before Elara could reply, the large doors to the golden mansion in front of her opened. She glanced at the woman—dressed lavishly in a pink gown—who opened them. She would be the spitting image of Elara if it weren’t for her brown hair and green eyes.

“What’s all this commotion? I heard voices,” the woman said to the older man before her eyes landed on Elara. “Can I help you?”

The older man scurried away, continuing his gardening work.

“Are you Lilian Belmont?” Elara asked.

“If you must know—yes,” the woman replied, slightly annoyed. “Who are you?”

“My name is Elara Everly. I live in Haven. You know, the city in the Wards? I think you once knew my mother, Reya. You were cousins?”

She paused to think. “Knew is a bit of an exaggeration. I think I met her once, years ago. Nice woman—if I can even remember her correctly. What of her?”

“Well, I hate to ask, but my dad and I have fallen on hard times with our farm—”

Elara was interrupted by the woman’s sneer. “You came all this way to ask a woman you’ve never met for money?”

Elara realized how awful it sounded, but she still nodded. “It would only be a loan—just until we can get back on our feet.”

“As much as I would just love to help a complete stranger,” the woman began, sarcastically, “I’m afraid you’ll have to ask my husband, Richmond. He handles the family’s finances.”

“Is he here now?”

“No. He’s out right now—working. That’s what some people do to earn their money.” The woman rolled her eyes. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have young children to look after.”

Before Elara could add another word, the door closed in her face with a loud bang. The man—who was busy gardening and pretending not to eavesdrop—shook his head.

“Rich people,” he muttered, too low for Elara to hear. “No compassion in their hearts. Witches would never turn away their own...”

Elara turned back, heading toward the path she came from. She couldn’t bear to see the look on her father’s face when he learned that they had no one else to turn to. That would hurt her more than anything.

***
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HALFWAY ON THE JOURNEY home, thunder crackled and rain began to pour. The sun disappeared, and Elara had only the grey clouds to guide her home. To make matters worse, the cars driving by splashed her with each puddle they struck, drenching her clothes. She fell to the dirt road—defeated and angry—and began to sob. She couldn’t tell where her tears began and where the rain ended.

This was it, Elara realized. They were even too poor for the Wards.

As she wiped her tears away and stood up, shivering from the rain, she heard a faint yell in the distance. She paused, thinking she was only hearing things. But then another yell came—even more desperate than before. She followed the sound, unable to resist her curiosity, and it led her down an off-road trail, near a large, hidden forest. She crept behind a nearby bush, peering around the edge to see the commotion.

Elara had never seen anything like it. An aura of bright purple, green, and blue covered the opening of the forest like an aurora borealis. It was nearly blinding, and Elara had to squint to make it out. It swept over the tall trees like a fog, untouched by the rain. It seemed to serve as a portal into the forest. She noticed a girl in front of it, around Elara’s age. A group of eight Grey Knights stood in front of her—with one inches away from her face.

The girl was unusual, and Elara was sure she hadn’t seen anyone like her in the Wards. She had jet black hair with thick bangs that covered the top of her violet eyes. Her dark lipstick matched her hair color. The hooded robe she wore did its best to hide her clothing, but Elara could still see her spiked boots and a purple crystal around her neck. She clutched a long wooden staff in her right hand which held an orb at the top. It was the same color as the crystal she wore—and looked magical.

“Look what we have here, gentlemen. A trespasser,” the Knight closest to the girl said, shaking his head in disapproval.

“Why don’t you bother someone else for a change?” the girl asked, and Elara knew it was her who had yelled before.

“Not so fast. I’m Senior Knight Adam Cormac. My Knights and I have been given official orders from the King to stop your kind from entering our world,” he spat. “Now, why have you left the Mystic Veil?”

“It’s none of your business,” the girl snarled as she tried to dart around the Knight, but he grabbed her arm.

“I’m making it my business, witch,” the Senior Knight said, tightening his grip on her.

“Hands off the goods, you Voth’il!” the girl bellowed, using the foulest insult she could think of.

“We know what that means, you curse bringer,” the Senior Knight spat, refusing to let go.

“I’m warning you!” the girl shrieked, struggling to release herself from the Knight’s grip.

“Or what? You have no power here, witch. No one will be coming to save you in the real world.” His words only taunted her, causing more fury to appear in her eyes. “Admit that you’re beaten.”          

As the other Knights approached her, the girl raised her right arm which held her staff and thrust it into the ground. With a mighty roar from the Earth and a flash of kaleidoscope-colored dust, the eight Knights quickly went flying backward, thudding loudly onto the ground. Elara had never seen such a powerful use of magic. It was almost mesmerizing. 

Before the girl had a chance to run, the Senior Knight quickly recovered and reached for her staff. He violently grabbed it from the clutches of her hand and chucked it to the ground. Drawing his sword, he held it at her throat. The other Knights groaned and struggled to stand, still dazed from the fall.  

Fear glossed over the girl’s eyes, as she glanced from the sword to the Knight and back again. 

“Please...” she croaked out, and it was barely a whisper in the loud drum of the rain. “Don’t kill me.”

“A foul witch begging for her life? Your kind doesn’t know the meaning of mercy,” the Knight replied, chuckling. “You should’ve thought about that before you attacked my Knights. I’ll enjoy ridding your evil from our world.”

Before the Knight could slit her throat, Elara burst out from the bush she was hidden behind. So much for staying on their good side, she thought.

“Stop!” Elara wailed, causing the Senior Knight in front of the girl to cock his head back.

The girl saw the opportunity and wasted no time. She quickly picked up her staff and disappeared beyond the magical fog. The Knight turned back to realize the girl had fled and pointed his sword at Elara, his face scrunched in anger. He was much older than Elara—in his mid-thirties with a scruffy beard and dark features—and he certainly wasn’t as friendly as David.

“Who are you?” the Senior Knight demanded as the other Knights grabbed Elara’s arms.

“I’m Elara Everly. I live in Haven,” she replied, quickly.

The Knight came closer and scoffed. “Haven? That dirty city in the trash pile we call the Wards? That’s awfully far. Tell me this—what’s a poor farm girl such as yourself doing out here?”

Elara kept silent.

“Are you one of those no-good witch lovers we’ve heard so much about?” he asked. “Or do you prefer those fire-sucking dragons? There’s a special place in Hell for those who help the wicked.”

There sure is, Elara thought. And you’ll be one of the first to find out.

Still, Elara didn’t answer. She didn’t know what to say and feared it would only make things worse.

“Answer me!” 

The sudden yell of the Knight caused Elara’s body to lurch in fear. She jerked her body around, aching to break free. It caused one of the Knights to accidentally rip the left sleeve off Elara’s shirt, exposing the birthmark on her arm. The group of Knights gasped around her. Elara swore she even saw some of their faces turn completely white.

“Is that...?” one of the Knights began to ask, stopping midsentence. It was almost as if he was too afraid to know the answer.

The Senior Knight in front of her scoffed and shook his head. “Her? No—it can’t be.”

He reached into her pockets, searching for any weapons or clues. He retrieved the locket her dad had given her earlier for protection. Thanks a lot for that, Dad, she thought. The Knight examined the front of the locket for a moment before opening it and reading the engraving.

“It is her!” the Knight hollered as he placed his sword back at her throat.

Elara winced as the sword’s sharp metal touched her skin, her heartbeat thudding. Fear had paralyzed her vocal cords. She knew that even if she could speak, she couldn’t reason with the Knights to let her go. Murmurs broke out among the knights behind her.

“May the Creator have mercy!” a Knight exclaimed, clasping his hands together in a silent prayer.

“What will we do with her?” one of the Knights asked.

“I say we kill her right here and let the Creator deal with her!” another Knight said.

The Senior Knight in front of her remained still and calm among the panic, his sword still pressed to Elara’s throat. He contemplated their suggestions for a moment before shaking his head.

“No,” he replied, lowering his sword. “I won’t kill her.”

Elara sucked in a breath of relief. 

“The King will want to see the Dragonwitch for himself.”

There must be a mistake. I’m not the Dragonwitch! Elara wanted to say, but her voice wouldn’t budge.

Before Elara could utter a word, she felt a painful blow to her head as the Knight hit her with the handle of his sword. She stumbled to the ground and felt herself being dragged away before the darkness of sleep engulfed her.
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Chapter Three: The Trial
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Elara woke up with a painful thumping in her head, sprawled out on the stone floor of a small cell.

Sunlight shone through a small, nearby window, indicating it was now daytime. As she moved her arms, she noticed the metallic chains around them, tied to the floor. Luckily, there was still enough space between the chains and the floor for her to move around.

“Well, I’ve seen better mornings,” she muttered to herself. “Where am I?”

Rubbing her temples, she sat up and groaned. She took in her surroundings, wincing at what she saw. The room was cold, grey, and murky, with black steel bars preventing her escape—confirming that she was a prisoner. There wasn’t even a bed to rest on. Worst of all, the cell had a pungent smell she couldn’t put her finger on. Garbage? Blackwings? Death? Maybe it was all of the above. 

Everything that had happened came flooding back to her like crashing waves, causing her mind to wander. What happened to the witch girl she had seen? And what did the Knights want from her? Who or what is the Dragonwitch? Why was it on her mother’s locket? Was her dad worrying about her?

That answer was easy. Of course he was—he had to be. The sun had set and rose again since she was last in Haven. He had to have wondered where she was. She hoped he’d find her in time before matters got worse. If their treatment of witches and dragons were any indication, Elara’s confrontation with the Knights wasn’t going to be any better.

Off in the distance, she heard faint voices. Standing up, she leaned on the wall to hear as best as she could.

“Is it really her?” a voice asked, unseen.

“I think so,” she heard another voice reply.

There was silence for a few moments. Elara could sense their fear.

“What do you think they’ll do to her?”

“I have no idea. The Grey Knights have waited for this for a long time—”

They immediately hushed as Elara heard loud footsteps approaching.

“King Angus!” one of the voices from before said, and Elara could hear their nervousness.

“Where is she?” the King’s voice demanded, stern and gruff.

“In a cell, sir—at the end of the hall,” another shaky voice replied.

The clunk of the boots continued, this time approaching closer and closer with each step. Appearing from the darkness into the light, King Angus Remington’s menacing brown eyes met Elara’s soft ones.

The King had dirty blond hair and a thick beard, wearing a golden crown of jewels. He must’ve been in his forties, Elara thought, based on the wrinkles near his eyes and thin mouth. He wore a black jacket made of silk with matching trousers. A red, flowing cape was draped loosely around his neck, and he wore brown leather boots with silver straps.
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