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1. Sevignon

Evening had arrived in Sevignon, a small town near Draekkon's border. The Crimson Guard made camp in a field outside of town. As they enjoyed a temporary rest from their task, they basked in the comfort of a warming fire.

They dined on roasted rabbit and greens, drinking fresh water from a nearby stream. The night sky was beautiful and clear. A golden moon lit the indigo sky. The clarity of the constellations was perfect in Sevignon.

The scenic town had a population of creatives. The citizens of Sevignon were known for their intricate weaving. They crafted the most beautiful fabrics in Cintarzia. Sevignon’s gardeners cultivated acres of rare plants that yielded vivid fabric dyes.

The populace was composed of the weaving generation, many of them elderly. The younger inhabitants were interested in opportunities elsewhere. Most made the trip to Terra Oasis, where they could learn a more modern trade — and indulge in the city's extravagances.

Because the new generation wasn't interested in weaving, the fabric became rare and expensive. Despite the demand, the younger generation hadn't returned yet. Once drawn into Terra Oasis, they dug in their heels and refused to budge. The city's alluring nightlife seduced them.

The members of the Crimson Guard knew no one would disturb their encampment. The people of Sevignon preferred to mind their own affairs, spending the hours creating their unique fabrics.

No one asked them who they were, or why they chose a pastoral field to camp and replenish their energy. They willingly sold them goods. They didn't stare at Elyra when they saw her.

Elyra sat on the ground next to a tree, keeping her distance from the others. She stayed close to Paxtin, who was regarding her with a curious expression she tried to ignore. She could feel the bond between them growing.

After looking at Elven faces for centuries, there was something familiar in his glance. Yet, it was the humanity in his expression that drew her in. The way Paxtin looked at her, unabashedly seeking her glance, made her feel beautiful. They didn’t feel the chill in the air.

Garuth shared his memories of Sevigon with Cort as they warmed themselves by the fire.

“There was a time when I thought Symon would unite all of the kingdoms. Do you remember how determined he was? He shouldn’t have strayed on Gwendolyn. He drove her crazy, and that’s what started all of this," Garuth said.

“She was Draekkonian! Women like her don't understand their husbands desiring anyone else, even for a minute!” Cort replied.

“A queen like Gwendolyn was all any man would desire," Garuth said.

“Sounds like you should have kept her busy all those nights when her bed was empty. You could have been a distraction while Symon chased after Jannis," Cort joked.

“She would never agree to it," Garuth admitted.

“You actually tried! You are something else,'' Cort laughed.

“She was beautiful and strong. What other woman would start a war against her own husband out of jealousy? Think of the lengths she had to do to get his attention," Garuth said, picking up a branch in his hand and poking at the fire.

“Yes, but she took Burnleaf down with her," Cort said, his voice serious.

'`Yes, and now we have another Draekkonian princess to lead Cintarzians into war," Benjamin said. He was silent during the conversation, but he had to express the irony of expecting anything out of Draekkon that would save them from nobility gone mad. His face was filled with frustration.

Garuth tried to set Benjamin straight.

“We can’t stand around and do nothing while a madman takes over. Arrik was dreadful, but Vellaine? He wants to destroy Cintarzia," Garuth said.

The men nodded, seeing the wisdom in Garuth's view. Everyone agreed that Vellaine had overplayed his hand if he expected everyone to kneel to his monstrous creature.


2. Worth It

Elyra joined the conversation. She wanted them to know what they were doing was important for the survival of Cintarzia. She was ready to tell them everything.

“For centuries, Draekkon controlled dragons. After the cruelty of King Solazir, their existence was ended out of responsibility to the people of Cintarzia. Vellaine has shamed both his family and Draekkon. He will not stop, because his heart is dark. If left unchecked, he will conjure more. If his dragons increase in number, Cintarzia is lost," she told them.

Benjamin turned in her direction.

“You've been very quiet until now. Most of us are wondering where you came from. I've been all over, and I've never seen someone like you," he said, wanting her to feel uncomfortable enough to make a confession. He was shocked when his ploy worked.

“My name is Elyra, and I'm an elf,” she told everyone, “My people don't know I'm here, nor would they want me to tell you who I am," she said, and everyone within earshot was surprised.

As she explained further, she stood up for emphasis. She was joined by Paxtin.

“I'm only telling you this because our families are connected," she said.

Though shocked, Cort attempted to sound cavalier about her confession.

“We're not related to any elf we ever knew of, so what are you driving at?” Cort asked.

“We are related by the bonds of marriage and blood. Paxtin's father was Cyal, son of Queene Riane. Do you remember her? She lived with you for a time. In this world, she aged faster than she intended. When she chose this world, her immortality, a gift from our world, faded," Elyra said.

“Grandma Ree was an elf? Is that what you're telling us?” Benjamin asked her.

“Yes. I called her Ree sometimes," Elyra said.

“Wow!” Benjamin exclaimed, “Even though no one has seen an elf in over a hundred years, you're telling me the Proudbolts had one in the family. I always knew there was something special about her. She was always telling stories that I thought were made up! I'm not so sure now!” Benjamin laughed.

“She was your queen?” Cort asked, and Elyra nodded her head. He was puzzled.

“Why would she leave her people to live such a common existence? We never had a clue!" Cort said, shaking his head.

“The truth is, we didn't understand her mind. Perhaps she wanted to be with her grandson," Elyra said, looking at Paxtin.

“She gave up her mortality to stay with me. Such a sacrifice for one child," Paxtin said. Elyra closed her eyes.

“When I met you, I didn't understand why our queen would surrender herself to time. As I've come to know you, I feel differently," Elyra said, finally looking into his eyes.

She was ready to be honest. She found admiration and love in Paxtin’s eyes that reflected in her own. Cort noticed the way they looked at each other. He’d never seen Paxtin so smitten, but he understood why.


The elf woman is stunning, he thought.


He couldn’t resist a joke at his nephew’s expense.

“Now we really know why you’re here. Good on you, Elyra. After breaking so many hearts, the boy has finally met his match,” Cort said with a laugh that turned into a belch.

Paxtin ignored his uncle. He looked at Elyra, confused by what she meant. He couldn't understand why he was worth giving up a kingdom and eternal life for. He was about to ask her what made him so special when a horrible noise echoed around them. Everyone froze.


3. Thunder

Something was shrieking, its vocalizations high at first, and loud enough to cause everyone to wince and cover their ears. At first, Garuth thought he heard the sound of a thunderstorm.

Then, they heard leather-like wings rubbing together. It was horrific, and it electrified Elyra. She knew the sound. It had been a millennium since she last heard it, but it wasn’t any less familiar. Death was coming.

The horses bolted at the sound.

“It's a dragon! Run for cover!" she screamed. She grasped Paxtin's hand and pulled him towards the forest. They had to run for any stone structure they could find. They had the distinct advantage of speed, but Cort and Benjamin were able to keep them in their sight. They pulled anyone else they ran into along, including Garuth, Rowan and Hirthe.

They spotted a crumbling stone structure used as an emergency shelter during the days of dragon attacks. This one, like some of the others, was still standing. It was still in reasonably good shape. Elyra hoped it wasn’t futile to run for it, praying they would make it in time.

Despite the danger, Garuth couldn't help but stop and look for the source of the horrible screeching sound. The others didn’t realize he was missing.

He felt the heat coming from the infernal creature before he saw it appear in a cloud of rolling smoke. The chill in the air was driven away, replaced by a heat so intense his face felt sunburned.

Garuth saw its claws before he saw the rest of it. They emerged from the smoke to grasp one of the men fleeing from the monstrosity. The man's scream was the most horrific thing he had ever heard.

He couldn’t see his face, but he was like a small mouse. The dragon quickly dispatched him with his terrible gaping mouth, biting him in half. Swallowing part of him, the dragon tossed the rest of the man to the ground, entrails flying. The enormous dark reptile reeled back and was about to scorch everything.

Garuth was frozen in horror when he felt himself pulled up from the ground and tossed upon a horse. He was shocked to find himself quickly galloping away, pressed against a female Warae warrior. Other Warae arrived to help others flee the monster.

Garuth was in shock. He didn't know if he would make it. When the dragon roared, it sounded like a symphony held the gates of the hellfire deity's domain. The creature let loose an onslaught of fire, burning the defenseless men and women of Sevignon.

Garuth was racing further away, a captive of the Warae woman. Her twisted, knotted hair flowed behind her as if trying to break free. Her face was determined, her cheeks reddened from the heat in the air. Her forehead was beaded with sweat from the exertion of her efforts to save him.

Garuth was taken by her fearlessness and humbled by her willingness to save him. The horse they rode on was one of the fabled horses of their tribe. Warae horses were known for their speed and refusal to scatter, even amidst a dragon's roar. He saw the fires set by the dragon reflected on the horse’s jet-black coat.


Garuth thought to himself, if death has come, there are far less dignified ways to die than in the company of a courageous Warae warrior and her fearless horse.


The heat became intense, but the Warae and their captives met the rest of the survivors at their destination, a derelict brick shelter that would allow them to withstand the attack. Looking for a way inside, they began to panic.

The Warae jumped off their horses, withdrew their bows, and readied their battle weapons. The archers let loose a flurry of arrows, determined to sting the dragon. If they could slow it, they could get inside.

He readied his sword, prepared to defend the others gathered there. One of the Warae found an entrance, an old wooden door with gaps. With a good shove, he busted it in. The group pushed their way inside, fearful of the dragon’s volcanic force.

Garuth waited until everyone was inside, thankful so many had been saved by the brave actions of the Warae. Yet, their struggle was far from over. Elyra knew this, and she readied herself, with some idea about how they could drive away their foe. She could tell this dragon couldn’t see well, and this one had been made in haste.

Elyra had moments to study its face as it scanned the countryside for victims. Made with sloppy iron magic, its head was misshapen. Its eyes were lopsided, its wings crude and unbalanced.

She shook her head in disgust as Paxtin clasped her hand. He watched her, fearful she was about to take a risk.

Inexperience and haste never boded well for things created in the name of iron magic. This was a dreadful dragon unburdened by intelligence. Yet, it knew how to kill for its master.


Its maker will lose control of his pet, she thought.


Elyra's eyes widened when she saw the dragon rider. It was the evil man himself, Vellaine Draekkon. His black cloak drifted around him. She could see the expression on his face.


The suffering he causes gives him pleasure, Elyra thought.


The fact that he would witness the deeds of his horrific, unnatural dragon spoke volumes. She was sickened that he wanted a vantage point to watch the tragedy unfold. She would do all she could to stop him, and if she survived, she would convince her people to join the war.


4. King of Chaos

In his opinion, Vellaine had the best view of his creature's desolation when seated on its back. He relished the scent of a town on fire. The violent attack on the Crimson Guard at Sevignon, a small village populated by farmers, would debase the kingdoms of Cintarzia to the point they would meet his requests.

As he watched the destruction, he went over his plans. Eastmane and Burnleaf were already his. Draekkon would be his next target. He was working to destabilize Silverhawke.

Once Silverhawke fell, he pictured the wealthy kingdom of Aquatreya falling in line. Like King Solanzir before him, he would be a dragon king, defeating his brother’s weak line forever. He would rule Cintarzia with iron magic.

The hidden realm of the elves would fall, pompous as they were, thinking they had isolated themselves from man. He would pierce their veil of magic and show them hellfire. Next, his army would raid the lands of the druids, and then take Blackstone from Datura.

Vellaine hadn’t forgotten her slight in Eastmane. He would force the petulant witch to pay a heavy price for her betrayal. He would force her to reveal her secrets, making her serve him as she had the first dragon king.

Enslaving Ghylantia was also on his list. He would need their warriors to complete his most difficult tasks. The Warae would also bow down to him, they would serve his cause or be executed.

Vellaine smiled when he thought about how his dragon would make Cintarzia his. One dragon got him this far, but more dragons ensured his rise. Draekkon would be the jewel in his crown, the designated home of the dragon king. He would steal the secrets his brother hoarded from him, forcing him to watch his line fail.

He warned the Queen of Silverhawke she would suffer if she didn’t cooperate, and Sevignon served as proof. The fires his dragon created could be seen for miles. Jannis would learn of his attack on Sevignon, and his brother would know death was near.

Confident in his tactics, Vellaine and his dragon zeroed in on the scurrying Crimson Guard. Suddenly, he felt an arrow zing past his head. He ducked to avoid being hit.

More arrows struck the beast and it howled. Flames erupted from its throat, and its skin grew as hot as an ember. If it wasn’t for the dragon scale saddle, he’d stolen from Draekkon, he couldn't have withstood the heat from the injured dragon.

Vellaine didn't know how many arrows the dragon could handle, so he cut the attack short. His desire to create a show of force was satisfied, so he decided it was time to turn back. The dragon, agitated and in pain, wasn’t as cooperative as usual.

• —– ٠ ♕ ٠ —– •

After some of her arrows hit the dragon, Elyra watched as Vellaine and the dragon turned in the opposite direction. If some of the arrows were not successful, it would have meant their lives. When it took Vellaine some effort to get his injured beast to obey, she knew they didn't have long to kill it.

It wouldn't be long before the primitive creature turned on its creator. Once that happened, the dragon’s only objective would be to inflict pain. As the dragon flew away, Paxtin pulled Elyra into the structure, thankful it hadn’t killed her.

• —– ٠ ♕ ٠ —– •

Therra was surprised by her own actions. The Warae warrior, named for the goddess of the storm, had snatched a stranger from his death. The man carried a strange sword, a weapon he wielded with some discomfort.

Her perception was that the man was not yet in sync with the sword, an ancient weapon she sensed was given to him by a man he respected. She felt his inheritance had more to do with fear rather than generosity.

Therra knew a few things about swords made with iron magic. Those who were in tune to them could sense them in the vicinity. This one shined like a beacon.

The purpose of the sword would remain unknown until the right time. She hoped that when the time came for truth, the magic behind it would be on the right side.

She found it interesting that despite his uneasiness with the sword, he wielded it well. He would be unmatched if he ever united with the sword. When the dragon left, he thanked her. He told her his name was Garuth.

The way he stared at her revealed he hadn’t reached any semblance of magical knowledge. His attention made her uneasy, but she was accustomed to admiring glances. To his credit, she sensed his appreciation wasn’t entirely due to her physical appearance.


This man has never been saved by anyone before, Therra thought.



5.  Aftermath

Therra studied Garuth’s appearance, unconcerned if he noticed. He had the look of a wanderer, a man far from his home. He was disheveled from their unexpected ride through dust and smoke.

When his dark eyes met hers, he smiled briefly. He told her more about himself as she continued to examine him. He cleared his throat, uncertain what to say.

“I owe you a debt of gratitude. I would have been toast if it wasn’t for you and your horse,” he told her.

Therra didn’t respond right away, he said, “You are curious about me, aren’t you?” he asked.

As a Warae warrior, she was taught that silence was better than revealing too much. This didn’t mean she wouldn’t communicate in other ways. He circled him, taking him in. She thought he was interesting.

Garuth knew the Warae talked when they chose to, but Therra was expressive in other ways.

He shrugged, and remarked, “You’re not shy at all are you?”

“Shy? No. I’m not afraid to look at a man. Especially one I just saved," she replied after a few seconds. It seemed like an eternity to Garuth.

“I meant no disrespect," he replied, hoping he hadn’t offended her.

Considering the chaotic scene, Garuth thought it was odd how accustomed Therra was to disaster. As if in response, they heard cries of pain coming from the ash filled air behind them.

Seconds later, two young men who joined the Crimson Guard in Burnleaf emerged from the billowing smoke where the trees were on fire. One was clutching his arm and the other was limping.

“We lost our friends, Garuth,” one of them shouted.

“How many?” Garuth asked.

“Some were burned to death. There was nothing we could do! The flames were so hot!” one of them said, tears of pain and frustration running down his soot covered face.

Garuth began to rush towards the smoke. He could hear the sounds of suffering beginning to subside. Those caught in the flames were dying. Their cries echoed in his mind, and he momentarily lost control.

“There’s nothing you can do, Garuth. There is nothing but death in the dragon’s wake. It wasn’t an ordinary dragon," Therra told him.

Garuth leaned over, bracing his hands on his knees. He admitted to himself that Thera’s words were true. The only thing keeping him calm was the fact she’d spoken more than a few words to him.

• —– ٠ ♕ ٠ —– •

By the end of the day, the survivors estimated they had lost seventeen of their number. The Warae helped them bury the dead. Some of the bodies were charred beyond recognition, while others they found beneath tree trunks and other large missiles the dragon hurled at them.

Others were torn apart by the dragon’s claws. Garuth collected himself but felt little relief when their task was done. At the end of it, they took shelter in a stone silo where they talked into the night.
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