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The village square was a pitiful sight, Lysa thought, as she leaned against a weathered post, her scarred armor clinking softly with each shift of her weight. The late afternoon sun cast long shadows over the muddy ground, where villagers scurried like frightened rabbits, clutching baskets of bread or herding squawking children into their hovels. The air reeked of damp straw and unwashed bodies, a far cry from the crisp iron tang of a battlefield. Her notched sword rested against her hip, its hilt worn smooth by years of use, and her dented armor bore the marks of countless fights—each scar a badge of her trade, a mercenary dragon hunter who lived for the clash of steel and scale. These villagers, with their soft hands and softer spines, could never understand the thrill of it. They were content to cower, to beg for protection, while she sought glory in the jaws of death.

The elder, a stooped man with a beard like tangled wool, shuffled toward her, flanked by two nervous farmers clutching pitchforks as if they were talismans. “Mistress Lysa,” he began, his voice quavering, “we’ve gathered what coin we could. It’s not much, but we pray it’s enough to rid us of the dragon.” He held out a small sack, its contents clinking weakly, barely enough to buy a decent blade, let alone her services. Lysa’s lip twitched, a sneer she quickly masked with a tight smile. Customers, she reminded herself. They paid, however poorly, and she’d play the part of their savior—for now.

“Enough or not, I’ll take it,” she said, her tone clipped but polite, snatching the sack and tucking it into her belt. “Tell me of this beast. Where does it roost? When does it strike?” Her green eyes, sharp as flint, fixed on the elder, ignoring the farmers who flinched under her gaze. She had no patience for their timidity, their lives spent tilling dirt instead of wielding steel. A warrior’s life was the only one worth living—battle was her pulse, her purpose, and dragons were the ultimate test. Their fire, their claws, their ancient cunning pushed her to her limits, and each kill etched her name deeper into the annals of glory.

The elder cleared his throat, his hands trembling as he gestured toward the mountains looming in the distance, their peaks shrouded in fog. “The dragon, Varketh, lairs in the highest cavern, where the storms never cease. He’s ancient, they say, with scales black as night and eyes like molten gold. He’s taken three women already, vanished into the dark. We hear his roars at night, see his fire in the clouds. He’s no ordinary beast, mistress. He’s a terror beyond reckoning.”

Lysa’s smile widened, though it held no warmth. “Good,” she said, her voice low, almost hungry. “Ordinary beasts bore me.” The elder blinked, confused, but she ignored him, turning to scan the crowd. Villagers whispered, their eyes darting to her, then away, as if her presence were as unsettling as the dragon’s. She didn’t care. They were sheep, content to graze while she hunted wolves. Dragons were her true kin, creatures of power and fury, worthy of her blade. She’d slain five already—lesser beasts, their hides now trophies in her pack—but Varketh sounded different. Ancient. Formidable. A match, perhaps, for her skill.

One of the farmers, a broad man with dirt-streaked hands, dared to speak. “You’ll kill it, won’t you? You’ll save us?” His voice was pleading, his eyes wide with hope. Lysa’s jaw tightened, her disdain bubbling up, but she forced a nod, her smile thin as a blade. “I’ll do what you pay me for,” she said, her tone polite but edged with ice. Save them? She cared nothing for their safety. She fought for the rush, the glory, the chance to prove herself against a creature that could match her fire. The village was just coin, a means to her next battle.

She stepped away from the post, her armor clanking as she moved to the edge of the square, her eyes drawn to the mountains. The villagers’ whispers faded, their presence irrelevant as she gazed at the jagged peaks, the storm clouds swirling like a crown around the highest summit. Varketh’s lair. Her pulse quickened, a familiar heat coiling in her chest, the same thrill she felt before every hunt. Rumors called him a monster of legend, his scales unyielding, his fire hotter than a forge. She’d heard tales of his cunning, his size, his hunger for more than gold—women, power, dominion. A true adversary. Her fingers brushed her sword’s hilt, her body itching for the fight. Was he her match? She hoped so. The thought of facing a dragon who could test her, push her to the edge, made her blood sing.

Lysa stood there, the wind tugging at her braid, her eyes locked on the mountain. The villagers could keep their quiet lives, their fields and fears. She lived for this—for the clash, the danger, the chance to etch her name in blood and fire. Varketh awaited, and she was ready to meet him, blade in hand, glory in her heart.
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Varketh’s wings cleaved through the storm clouds, the wind howling in his ears as he descended toward the village nestled in the mountain’s shadow. The air reeked of pine and human fear, a scent that stirred his ancient blood. His obsidian scales drank in the twilight, rendering him a wraith against the bruised sky, save for the molten amber of his eyes, which burned like twin furnaces. The village below was a pathetic cluster of thatched roofs and flickering torches, its people scurrying like ants beneath the weight of his legend. For weeks, they’d whispered of him, the dragon who stole women into the night, never to return. Their terror was a sweet elixir, and tonight, he would drink deeply.

His claws flexed, each one longer than a man’s arm, as he circled high above, unseen in the fog. The storm was his ally, its thunder masking the leathery snap of his wings, its lightning glinting off his ridged spines. He’d watched this village for days, drawn not by their paltry wealth but by a singular prize: the warrior woman they called Lysa. Her name had reached his cavern, carried by the wind and the fearful murmurs of traders. A dragon-slayer, they said, her armor scarred from battles with lesser beasts, her sword notched from their bones. Varketh’s lips curled back, baring fangs that could crush stone. Lesser beasts. The arrogance of humans amused him, but this one intrigued him. She was no trembling maiden, no soft thing to break beneath his will. She was fire and steel, a challenge worthy of his hoard—and his bed.

He tilted his wings, diving lower, the air screaming past his scales. The village came into sharp focus: men clutching pitchforks, women herding children into hovels, and there, at the outskirts, a lone figure in dented armor, her sword gleaming in the torchlight. Lysa. Varketh’s heart, a furnace of molten fury, quickened. Her stance was defiant, her braid of dark hair whipping in the wind as she scanned the sky. She knew he was coming. Good. Let her feel the dread coil in her gut, let her pulse race with the certainty of her doom. He would savor her struggle, the moment her courage cracked beneath his claws.
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