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Doom of the Dragon




Diego Gaudin took in the sprawling view that was before him. It was breathtaking as the landscape opened onto a picturesque backdrop, one that was completed with a fast-flowing river settling between two mountain tops in the horizon. Life had not been all bad since departing from Malgawa and venturing out on his own. With the Cortez family unwilling to pay him and to help him fix his conundrum, Diego had been fixated on finding a cure. 

In the weeks that had followed his run-in with the Cerberus, his hand had only begun to deteriorate even more than it already had. Whilst it was not yet useless, Diego could feel control of the hand slipping away from him. There was less motor function as the days ticked by, and he was desperate to find someone willing to operate on it. The path to where he now sat overlooking the wilderness had been long and winding, yet he and Bede had stopped at every village they had come across. Whilst he did not need his hand for walking, he wanted it for everything else.

Diego and Bede had travelled north from Malgawa in the search for someone that had the expertise to restore Diego’s hand to its former glory. One by one, the reaction had all been the same. Every so-called healer with a downtrodden expression had all said the same thing when Diego peeled back his new glove to reveal his ailment. 

“It’s uncurable.” 

Many had recoiled at the grotesque sight, some not even wanting to touch it. Even with multiple prayers each day to Soresu, Diego was still feeling the pain as much as the day that he had received the burns off the three headed monster. Part of him wishes he’d killed it in revenge, but he had struck the first blow. It had only been defending itself and he could hold no ill will towards the creature.

Diego sat back beside the fire as it crackled beside him. Bede leaned forward and stoked the fire with a long stick that he had found at some point over their walk in the past two days. It was as long as a short staff and seemed to be just as sturdy. The flames reacted to Bede’s touch and rose higher. Diego was thankful for the warmth that they provided, and with the sun setting behind the mountains, it would be needed soon. 

With Bede by his side, he at least had someone to do the heavy lifting. For all his flaws, Bede could still cook and clean food, but he left the hunting of it to Diego. Diego sat with his bow across his legs, tending to the drawstring, ensuring that it would be ready for his next hunt. Today had seen him pluck a rabbit and a fowl for their dinner, catching both as the sun had just passed its apex in the sky. Bede was crafty with a knife and had managed to prepare both creatures for what Diego was sure would be a delightful feast.  It was an improvement. At least he now carried a weapon and could prove himself useful. Diego sighed listening to the crackling of the fire and soon, Bede started to shift from his seat.

“Ah, we’re almost ready.”

“Excellent.” 

Diego finished inspecting his bow, satisfied with the condition of it. The weapon had served him well for many years, and it looked like that trend was going to continue. His quiver lay on the ground beside him and was calling his name. There was time for one more test before he packed it away. Diego’s hand slipped over the nearest arrow to him, and he drew it into the bow. 

He took a moment to sight it as he drew it up to eye level, his target a tree that was only a dozen paces away from where he sat. Diego fired the bow on an almost horizontal axis and the arrow shot away from the bow. It pierced the tree, and whilst not at full power, it was more than enough to lodge itself in the bark. Diego nodded, now satisfied and laid the bow down. Rather than moving to retrieve the arrow from its new home, he pivoted where he sat, turning around to face Bede and the fire. 

Diego grimaced as he spun, the effects of firing the bow on his bad hand still prevalent. Whilst his accuracy was not yet affected, he wondered if it was only a matter of time before his hand was rendered completely useless. He could still feel it each day and every time he used it for a task, he suffered as a result. The sooner he could find a healer, the better. 

Their camping supplies were light, only what they could carry. Outside a light pack that carried the essentials which included a rucksack, Diego only carried a handful of snacks and a water skin that accompanied his weapons. Bede on the other hand had gone more heavy on the creature comforts that would keep him happier when they stopped for the night.

Without needing to ask for permission, Diego stood up and reached for the fire, grabbing at the skewers that the rabbit had been rotated on. Bede tried to swat his hand away, but Diego would not be denied. The rabbit was all he wanted. He’d killed the creature and had brought it to the table, so as far as he was concerned, he was entitled to it. The past few weeks had seen arguments erupt over the food situation, but Diego was now satisfied with their agreement, and Bede no longer argued.

With the rabbit in hand, Diego drew his rondel from his belt and stabbed the rabbit with the long knife. Now that it was held by two prongs, he knew that he could safely bite into it without it falling off. He watched on with amusement as Bede played around with the fowl, trying to work out the best way to eat the bird. The rabbit was simple, just how Diego preferred it. From his pack, he retrieved a handful of wild berries that he had gathered whilst on the hunt. They were the perfect side tray to his main course. 

The sun continued to set behind the mountains and as Diego continued to chow down on his rabbit and berries, there was a subtle change in the wind around them. Rather than a cool change coming through like he expected, the new air was warm and heavy. Diego turned his head to the sky but saw nothing, even though the sun was still shining overhead. He frowned and continued to eat his rabbit until a piercing; deafening bellow ripped across the sky. 

With the volume of the roar, and the fact that there was no culprit within sight, Diego was surprised that the mountains on either side of them were not shaking, causing avalanches. If something was nearby and wanting to attack them, he’d have known about it, but outside Bede there was not another living organism within sight.

“That sounded like a dragon.”

Bede’s face was as white as snow, all colour having drained from it as his bottom lip quivered. “Dragons don’t exist, Mr. Gaudin. Everyone knows that.”

Diego wrinkled his eyebrows at Bede, a smirk forming over his lips. “Then what was that roar? There’s nothing else out in these mountains.”

“It could have been anything. Anything!”

“It sounds to me like you’re trying to justify the stories that you’ve told yourself. Dragons are very much real, Bede. Come on, you’ll see. We’re in the wilds now.”

“We’ve been in the wilds for weeks! I have not had a hot bath since we left Malgawa.”

“A true travesty. You were more than welcome to stay in the employment of the Cortez family, but I doubt you would have lasted long without me.”

Bede was chipper despite his reservations about the situation that they found themselves in. “Everyone needs a bard!”

“I can’t say I’ve had the pleasure of needing a bard.”

“Yet I’m still here.”

“Do you want to find out what that was or not?”

Bede shook his head with a deft, sharp motion. “Not particularly!”

“Would you rather stay here then?”

Bede glanced around at their meagre campsite. It offered no protection from anything bigger than an insect crawling into their rucksacks in the middle of the night, and it was not even good at that. If a dragon was to make its presence known, Bede’s best chance of survival was with Diego, and he knew it. 

“On seconds thoughts…”

Diego grinned full well knowing just exactly what was going through Bede’s mind. He snatched his bow off the ground, along with his quiver and had a noticeable pep in his step. Now that something had happened and the mediocrity of the past few days was fading, Diego was once again excited. 

It might have been stupid to some leaving camp so late in the day, but if there was a magical creature somewhere nearby, Diego wanted to investigate. He had no doubt in his mind he was too inconsequential for most dragons to take a vested interest in, but they did possess some magical powers of their own. At least that’s what the stories had told him. Perhaps one could heal him. If a dragon decided to eat him, at least then he would not have to put up with his suffering any longer. 

He passed Bede who turned on his heel after him, creating a small cloud of dust behind him. There was another roar, and Diego knew that he was headed in the right direction. With the dying sun at his back, the path ahead of him was lit as he made his way deeper into the forest. All that filled his ears was the sound of Bede’s boots scurrying on the dead foliage behind him. The only heading that he had was the direction where it had come from. A third roar erupted from straight ahead of them, and Diego headed towards it. 

Then out of the forest ahead of him there was a rustling that reverberated up the entirety of the trees. It was where the roar had come from. Then there was a blinding flash of fire that erupted from somewhere ahead of him. Diego dove backwards, doing whatever he could to protect himself. The flame came nowhere near him, but he could still feel the heat of it on his skin. The fire died down almost as quickly as it had flared up, and Diego wiped his eyes, ensuring that they were not deceiving him. If only the heat had been an illusion. 

The explosion had still knocked him down, and Diego clambered up, eager to regain his feet. He cast a glance over his shoulder and saw Bede also struggling. Somehow the bard had always fared worse with any physical altercation that they had come across, and this was no different. He grimaced at Diego, trying to milk every ounce of pain that he was feeling and to extract any sympathy he could. Diego shook his head with annoyance.

“You know, if you swallowed some mortar and let it settle in your stomach, you might harden up a little bit.”

“I don’t see how that is intuitive to what we’re trying to achieve here.”

Diego rolled his eyes again. “Figure of speech. Come on, there’s something big over there.”

Bede groaned as he pulled his lute back over his shoulder and sent an exaggerated wince in Diego’s direction. Diego was already focused on where the fire had come from. Without waiting for Bede to recover fully Diego set off, pushing through the gaps in the forest towards where the fire had erupted from. He did not get far, as only meters away, as he approached it, Diego saw there was a ledge with a sharp drop off. He stopped, only for Bede to almost run into him and push him to his doom. 

“Can you watch where you’re going?”

“Apologies, Mr. Gaudin! It won’t happen again.”

Diego focused on the forest before him, examining the ledge for any sign of an angle that he could climb down. It was clear that this was where the fire had originated from, a patch of scorched earth evident just outside the line of trees that stopped Diego from seeing beyond it. He moved along the ledge with Bede only a few steps behind him. If he was any closer, he would have been clinging off Diego’s back. The ledge was turning into a gradual slope, and Diego moved down it and slipped between the last of the trees. 

As the forest parted, he saw more of the surrounding world that opened before him. They were in the shadow of more mountains, and as the sunset reflected off their unmoving form, Diego spotted a lone figure kneeling in the open, beside a lone tree that remained standing. The tree was stripped bare of any foliage and looked ready to topple over at the slightest breeze. All of the others that stood around it were as equally chargrilled and had toppled over, many of them split in half and rather than trees had the appearance of trodden on undergrowth. 










