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The storm was not a heavy one. Rain fell in a thin mist, soft and constant, veiling the land in gray. The clouds hung low and unbroken, their dark folds stretching from horizon to horizon. Only here and there did the weary sun force a pale gleam through the gloom. The air along the road carried a faint dusty scent, stirred up by the wet, and the trees whispered as the wind passed through them, their branches brushing together with gentle, rhythmic creaks. 


Only two travelers braved the road in such weather. The first was a young man wrapped in a gray riding coat, its collar turned high against the chill. His thick brown hair, tied into a short ponytail, clung damply to his neck and temples. Beside him trotted a curious companion—a three-foot-tall rat in a red vest, the hilt of a miniature rapier tapping softly at his side, and a blue beret tugged low to shield his snout from the drizzle.


"I don't like being wet," Rattuk Mulchberry muttered, tugging the beret lower still.


"I thought Rodenchans liked water?" Jassik Creed asked with a laugh.


"In the river, where you can dry off after you’re through."


Jassik grinned and patted his small friend on the head. "Don’t worry. We’re out of the Ilysia, and the Royal Sheriff can’t follow."


"Assuming he hasn’t gotten permission to proceed."


"We’re in the Five Kingdoms, Rattuk. You know how long it’ll take to get permission from them all? You’re being a pessimist."


"I’m wet, tired, and smell like wet fur. Of course I’m pessimistic."


"Krytil is only an hour, maybe two, away. We’ve got peace and quiet until then."


But as they rounded a bend in the road, that promise proved short-lived. Ahead, a handful of rough-looking men knelt over a younger one lying motionless on the ground.


"You were saying?" Rattuk murmured, paw resting on the hilt of his rapier.


"Hey!" Jassik roared, charging forward and drawing his sabre.


The brigands turned, startled.


"Be gone!" one bellowed. "This is no business of yours."


"It is if you’re waylaying innocent travelers," Rattuk said, blade sliding free with a metallic whisper.


"Then your blood is on your own heads. Kill them, lads!" their leader shouted, raising his battle axe.


The outlaws charged. Jassik lunged, and with practiced motion, he scooped up Rattuk and flung him forward. The first brigand dove aside at the sight of the flying rat, but the second wasn’t so lucky. The impact—and the solid crack of a rapier hilt against his skull—sent him sprawling. Rattuk rolled through the mud, landing lightly in a fighting stance, blade ready.


Meanwhile, Jassik caught the swing of his attacker’s sword, ducked beneath it, and drove a boot into the man’s back. The brigand yelped and crashed face-first into the dirt.


"Let’s get out of here!" cried the thief, scrambling to his feet. The rest followed, stumbling into the trees, one clipping his shoulder against a trunk as he fled.


Jassik and Rattuk sheathed their weapons and knelt beside the fallen man.


He was young, dressed in a fine coat with neat, cropped hair. His features were smooth, untouched by the labor of common men. A brown cloak was thrown over gray trousers and a linen shirt. Jassik lifted a medallion hanging from the man’s neck and turned it toward the light.


"Seal of the Rikard House," Rattuk observed.


"What’s royalty from Lynavia doing in Duretha?" Jassik muttered.


"When he wakes up, we can ask," Rattuk said, gently propping up the stranger’s head.


"If," Jassik replied, noticing the dark stain spreading across the man’s shirt.


He shook his waterskin, frowning at the hollow slosh. "I’m all out."


The mist thickened, wrapping the forest in damp silence. The two looked around helplessly.


"Water! This way!" a small voice called from the trees.


Both froze.


"Trouble?" Rattuk asked warily.


"We’re helpful faeries!" another voice chirped, followed by faint giggling.


"Jassik?" Rattuk said, tone edged with warning.


"We’ve got to take the chance," Jassik replied, lifting the wounded man. "If we can’t treat this, he’s going to die."


They pushed into the woods, moving carefully through sodden leaves that clung to their boots. The forest closed in, dark and thick, until they stumbled upon a small clearing. A lake shimmered at its center, still and gray. Around its banks stood dozens of statues—soldiers, merchants, and travelers—frozen mid-motion in flawless stone.


"Water!" the unseen voices cried.


Jassik approached the shore, lowering his waterskin, but a sharp cry split the air.


A flash of green struck his hand, knocking the skin aside.


"Don’t!" the little voice shrieked, trembling. "The water is tainted!"


Screams erupted all around them—high, cruel laughter and hissing words.


"Sprites!" Rattuk snarled, drawing his sword and slashing at the shadows. "Be gone!"


"You ruined our fun, you evil little faerie!" they howled as they fled back into the trees. "You’ll pay! You’ll pay!"


When the forest fell silent again, Jassik knelt and found a tiny figure trembling in the grass—a faerie no taller than his hand, clad in a plain green dress.


"Are you okay?" he asked softly.


"I... I... I’m sorry!" she stammered. "I didn’t mean to play a cruel trick. Those sprites are such mean things."


"There, there," Jassik said awkwardly, trying to calm her.


Suddenly she gasped, wings fluttering to life. "Your friend! He’s wounded! You need fresh water!"


She pointed toward a pile of stones near the northern edge of the lake. "There’s a small spring there. It’s clean—I drink from it often. The Rae’nir hasn’t poisoned it."


"That explains the statues," Rattuk murmured, rapping a knuckle against one of the stone figures.


"You know of the stuff?" the faerie asked, flitting through the grass to gather leaves.


"Yes. No one knows what it truly is. When it touches things, bad things happen. I’ve seen it turn beasts to stone, or twist plants into monsters. No one knows what it’s made of."


"Bluethorn!" she said brightly, holding up the leaves she’d collected. "Mix it with the spring water like tea—it will numb the wound and slow the bleeding."


"Healer?" Jassik asked as he returned with the water.


"No," she admitted shyly. "I never finished my training. But I know some wood medicine."


"Well, thank you very much for your help. We’d all be dead right now if it wasn’t for you."


"In spite of you," Rattuk muttered as he knelt beside the stranger to administer the bluethorn water.


Jassik frowned briefly but said nothing. The faerie hovered nearby, her wings glinting faintly in the mist.


"I’m Tinina," she said. "Long short ‘i’ and then a long ‘i’—faerie pronunciation. A little strange."


"Jassik Creed and Rattuk Mulchberry," Jassik introduced. "We don’t know who our wounded friend is."


"Then let me treat him," Tinina said matter-of-factly. "And we’ll see if we can’t bring him around."




      [image: ]The sun was halfway down the horizon when their guest’s eyes finally fluttered open. The rain had grown heavier, drumming steadily on the canopy above. Tinina had tucked herself into the warmth of Jassik’s shirt pocket beneath his riding coat, her tiny glow barely visible through the fabric. The broad leaves of the oak they sheltered under offered some protection from the downpour, though the damp still clung to them like a second skin.


“Easy,” Jassik said, helping the man sit up against the tree trunk. “You’ve taken a beating.”


“Thanks,” the stranger murmured, blinking rapidly as he tried to focus. “I feel like a stable full of horses ran me over. I take it you two rescued me? I can’t remember much.”


“Yep!” Tinina piped up, popping her head out of Jassik’s pocket. Rattuk gave her a sharp glare, and she immediately ducked back in with a squeak.


After brief introductions, the man smiled faintly.
 “Tinina is a pretty name,” he said.


“Second ‘i’ is long. Faerie pronunciation is strange,” came her muffled reply from the pocket, unwilling to peek out again.


“I’m Edard Rikard, and you have my thanks for that timely rescue. If I hadn’t been fool enough to fall for that trick, I’d be in Krytil already.”


“What brings a prince of Lynavia to the Kingdom of Duretha?” Jassik asked.


Edard chuckled weakly, wincing from the movement. “You could say a quest. How far is Krytil?”


“An hour, maybe,” Jassik replied.


“Mind if we start? I’d rather reach a dry roof before nightfall,” Edard said, pushing himself up with effort.


The two helped their new companion to his feet, and before long they found the road again. Despite his wound, Edard proved hardier than expected. Though sore and limping at first, he soon steadied his stride and leaned less on his rescuers as they went. Their conversation came and went in fragments—weather, roads, and idle remarks—until at last the lights of Krytil appeared through the curtain of rain.


The town was small, its streets slick with water and the scent of wet stone hanging in the air. They entered the first inn they came across, a low timbered place with smoke curling from its chimney and warmth spilling out the door.


Within half an hour, they were seated at a wooden table near the fire, trenchers of thick stew steaming before them and cups of something hot to chase away the chill. They ate in companionable silence until Edard leaned back with a sigh, pushing his bowl away.


“That was delicious,” he said, sounding content for the first time since waking. “And you, my new friends, have been both helpful and patient. My story is a simple one. I am the crown prince of Lynavia, and if you didn’t know, Lynavia is a land bound by honor and tradition. My father, King Broderac, was a great warrior in his day, and the people expect his son to follow in those same footsteps.”


He paused, gaze distant in the firelight. “But there hasn’t been a true war among the Five Kingdoms in many years. Peace has made my name... empty. To earn my people’s respect, I need honors won in battle—something worthy of song.”


“So,” Jassik said, half smiling, “you’ve been looking for something to hunt, or a battle to fight?”


“Something like that,” Edard replied. “I heard a courtier speak of something in my father’s hall—something that caught my attention. I decided it would be my great victory, the deed that would satisfy my people. So I set out for Krytil.”


“Why Krytil?” Tinina asked, lounging on Jassik’s shoulder now, her tiny wings flickering faintly as she listened, enthralled.


Edard’s grin widened, and he leaned closer, the fire casting golden light across his face.


“I’m hunting a dragon.”
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By the time Jassik crawled from bed, the sun was already streaming through the window, casting golden light across the wooden floorboards. He threw the window wide open, letting a brisk, invigorating breeze sweep through the room. 


“Close the window. It’s cold,” muttered Rattuk, curled up in the blankets at the foot of the bed, his ears flattened against the chill.


Little Tinina was stretching from her makeshift bed on the dresser, a tiny saucer lined with scraps of fabric. She yawned and flexed her wings, the sunlight glinting off them like green glass.


“Get up, lazy,” Jassik said, nudging the blankets. “We’ve got a dragon to hunt.”


Throwing a cloth over his shoulder, he stepped out into the side yard of the inn. The pump stood there, rusty and well-used. Jassik grasped the handle and began to work it; after a few creaks and groans, ice-cold water gushed into the trough. He dunked his head beneath the rushing stream, letting the cold sting wake him fully, then shook it out and dried his hair.


Returning inside, he found Edard and Rattuk already seated at the table, Tinina flitting about above them, her tiny voice bubbling with excitement. The innkeeper’s wife had set out steaming bowls of porridge, the warm aroma mingling with the crisp morning air.


“So, where do we start?” Jassik asked, pausing between spoonfuls, the hot grains comforting after the cold morning.


“I was going to start at the city library,” Edard said, wiping his mouth on a rag that served as a napkin. “But I don’t expect you to help. You’ve done enough already.”


“It’s no problem,” Jassik said with a grin. “We’re just wandering through and would love to help.”


“Then we need to head to the library and learn about this dragon!” Edard said, his eyes alight with anticipation, while Tinina twirled in the sunlight above the table, buzzing with excitement.




      [image: ]Downtown Krytil thrummed with life as the sun shone brightly over the town. Canopies of vivid colors stretched above the streets, shading the bustling crowd below. Vendors called out their wares, shouting and waving to persuade the passing customers, their voices mingling in a chorus of commerce and cheer.


The library was not in the center of town. It sat down a main road that led away from the great church dominating the square. The building appeared older than the church; its stones smoothed and darkened by years of wind and rain. A large oak door, newer and sturdy, framed the entrance with strong brown timbers, and at this hour it was propped open, inviting anyone in.


Jassik found the architecture oddly strange. Circles melded into one another—the four main circular halls formed the bulk of the library, while smaller circles above created nooks and crannies where books were piled high. He could easily imagine getting lost in such a building.


The three of them, plus the faerie, strode inside. Dust motes danced in the sunlight streaming through the glass ceiling, so thick that each sparkled like tiny stars as it shifted in the air. A little sneeze came from Jassik’s pocket, followed by a tiny, polite, “Excuse me.”


From the shadowed corner of the library, a wizened old man emerged. His brown robe bore the faded crest of an eagle clutching a quill and scroll, the stitching worn from decades of use. He squinted, unaccustomed to the sudden sunlight and the floating motes of dust.


“Hello? Hello?” his voice croaked, brittle and uncertain. “Who’s there?”


“Hi,” Edard called, approaching. “We’re here looking for information.”


“This is a library, young man,” the librarian cackled, hefting a bundle of books as he made his way to a desk buried beneath more volumes.


“Yes, but we’re looking for something specific,” Edard said patiently.


“Oh? And what might that be? The pillars of Sashtow, the quaking mountains of Blodimore, or perhaps the courtship habits of pygmy shrimp?”


“None of those. We want to know about—” Rattuk began.


“I do have some books on the haunted mine of Abilosh, up in the third story—or was it the second…” the old man said, peering around as if his failing eyesight could spot the right shelf from a distance.


“We want to know about dragons!” Tinina’s tiny voice piped up from Jassik’s shirt pocket. The librarian’s eyes widened as he turned to peer at the small, determined face poking out.


“My, my… a faerie,” he said with a crooked smile.


“Yes,” Rattuk said, irritated. “We know.”


The librarian was silent for a moment, shaking his head as he studied them. “You hardy adventurers are interested in taking on the great Dragon of Havenmyr, aren’t you?”


“Yes,” Edard said eagerly, leaning forward.


The old man’s eyes narrowed. “The dragon will eat you for sure.”


Ahead of them, a narrow passageway gaped open, ancient and crumbling. Jassik peered down it cautiously, noting the way it bent and sank deeper into the earth.


“No one has ever gone down there?” Jassik asked, glancing back at the librarian.


“Not that I know of, since I began working here in my twenties. I discovered it only a few years ago, but no one wanted to venture down,” the librarian replied.


“Probably with good reason,” Rattuk snorted. “One thing I’ve learned—never trust ancient structures. They tend to have nasty surprises that want to eat you.”


“And you’re sure the key to that sword case is somewhere down in those… catacombs?” Edard asked, hesitant.


The old man shrugged. “As sure as I can be. Odds are these are war catacombs from the invasion of the Dark Ones in the third epoch. Our ancestors used them to hide from the ravaging armies.”


“Another reason we shouldn’t go down, Jas,” Rattuk muttered.


Jassik smiled, bracing himself. He dropped into the hole, landing on the sandy dirt below. Crouching, he scanned the narrow passage ahead, the tunnel stretching into inky blackness. “Pass me a torch, buddy.”


Rattuk heaved an exaggerated sigh, taking a torch from the wall where Edard had handed it to him. Passing it to Jassik in the hole, he muttered, “This is why we get in so much trouble. Mr. Let’s-Explore-Everything can’t resist a hole in the ground or ancient structure.”


“I heard that, Rattuk,” Jassik called up.


“You were supposed to,” came the reply.


Jassik left the torch on the ground for a moment, then pulled himself up agilely, brushing the dirt from his coat. “It’s definitely man-made, and it was used once. I think we should take a look. That sword would be useful if we’re going to face a dragon.”


The old man chuckled, rubbing his hands together with delight. “And remember our deal—you must bring me some of the volumes rumored to be in the catacombs.”


“I don’t break my promises, sir,” Jassik said indignantly.


The librarian escorted them to the door, eager for the treasures they might recover. Just as he was about to close it, he paused.


“If you’re still serious about killing the dragon, I have one piece of advice I haven’t given to any of the others who tried.”


“Yes?” Edard asked, leaning closer.


“Dragons are easily distracted by shiny objects, especially precious metals. If you can get hold of any of their treasure, it may give you a moment’s advantage. Who knows what you might accomplish with the right item?”


With that, the door slammed shut behind them, sending a cloud of ancient dust rolling down the steps and covering the trio.


“That was… interesting,” Jassik muttered, brushing the dust from his gray overcoat. “Still want to go after the dragon?”


Edard held up the sword, resolve shining in his eyes. “The sword is remarkable, even if it wasn’t what was advertised. If this dragon is harassing and killing villagers, I am duty-bound to stop it.”
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