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        Year 428 D.A.

      

      

      Galedar stood in the center of Meldakar. The wind blew furiously, tossing his long black hair behind him. A storm was approaching. The city was silent. All its occupants hid inside, afraid to come out. Galedar grinned. He touched his hand to his dragon, Noranda. They’d been persecuted for far too long. He wouldn’t run anymore. As far as he could tell, Noranda was now fully grown. And no one could stop them. But it wasn’t just that—it was the endless wars between the nations.

      Meldakar and Melodramar were at war with each other. And they had been for hundreds of years. Galedar hadn’t wanted to be sent to war, but he’d been required to. Instead of fighting, he’d fled the war and stolen a ship with his friend Brom to escape the endless wars. They’d landed on an island full of dragons. Now, Brom was dead. But Galedar remained, and he had his own dragon. He wondered if all the beasts could be trained, if they could all be tamed. With dragons, the endless wars could be over.

      Noranda raised her head and blew fire up into the sky. A silent chill went through the city. Curtains were closed at the sight of a dragon. Everyone was terrified. Galedar knew it wasn’t fear of him, or even his dragon. It was the fear of death that had everyone frightened, and it was because of the endless wars that that fear existed. He planned to end that.

      “King Jordaekar!” Galedar yelled. “I wish to speak with you!”

      The city remained silent. Galedar continued forward, his dragon by his side. They stopped when they stood before the castle, and he tried again.

      “King Jordaekar! I wish to speak with you. I promise no harm will come to you. All I ask is you listen to my proposition.”

      A man dressed in white appeared on the balcony of the castle. By his side, another man appeared, dressed in black, a sword at his hip.

      “Who are you?” King Jordaekar asked.

      “I am Galedar.”

      “The traitor?”

      Galedar clenched his teeth. He did not like the words that were being said about him throughout Kaeldroga, though it was the king himself who had given the order to capture Galedar. “I am no traitor.”

      “You are a deserter.”

      “I want no part of any war, nor have I ever. What I want is peace. Peace throughout all of Kaeldroga. We have warred with Melodramar for far too long. It is time we unite under one banner.”

      “And whose banner shall that be?”

      “Mine.”

      “Yours? So, you wish to rule all of Kaeldroga?”

      Galedar shook his head. “No. I wish to have peace through all of Kaeldroga, and it appears I’m alone in this, so I will do as I must.”

      “There will be no peace with those vermin!”

      “Do you see my dragon here?” Galedar asked.

      “Where did you find such a creature?”

      “I know where thousands of them are. There can be unlimited dragonriders, and with them, there can be peace. I need you to decide here and now, do you want peace? Or do you want an army of dragons to destroy your castle?”

      “You can get more dragons?”

      Galedar smiled. “I can get many more. But hear this, they will only answer to me. I will give dragons to both you and Melodramar, but you won’t control them. I will. And anyone who tries to resist will face me. Kaeldroga will no longer be a land of two nations. It will be a land of one nation, and anyone who resists will be destroyed.”

      “There will be no alliance between me and Melodramar. You will find no one to join you here.” King Jordaekar scowled.

      Galedar nodded.

      His dragon leapt into the air, flapping his wings three times to reach the balcony. His claws wrapped around the king. After one giant roar, the dragon leapt off the balcony and landed next to Galedar, letting go of the king.

      The king was visibly shaken, his body trembling. His long golden hair blew in the hard wind, and his hand went to the dagger at his waist. Galedar grabbed his wrist, stopping him from withdrawing his weapon.

      “People of Meldakar, come out of your homes!” Galedar called.

      After a few minutes, everyone nearby opened their doors. All of their faces were afraid, and many had tears falling down their faces.

      “People of Meldakar. Your king wishes you to keep fighting against Melodramar. Sending your sons and daughters to die in battle. Allowing the raids to happen in the villages. He has refused to create peace, and because of that, he had failed you as a king.”

      “Wait a—”

      Galedar punched the king in the throat, stopping his objection and making him fall to his knees, gagging.

      “I am asking for a better way. I want us to unite the lands together and stop anyone who gets in our way. Who here believes it is time for a new king?”

      The people around him were silent.

      “I said, who here believes it is time for a new king?” he repeated.

      The dragon growled.

      “I do,” someone said.

      “I do,” the rest of the people repeated.

      After a moment of silence, everyone began chanting, “New king. New king!”

      “Well, Noranda, you heard them. They want a new king.”

      Galedar stepped back, and Noranda opened her mouth. Flames blazed from the dragon’s throat, and the king’s cries shook the silent air. The screams lasted for less than a second, as the flesh and bones disintegrated, and all that remained was blackened chars on the ground.

      “It is time for a new king,” Galedar said.

      Everyone was silent once more, horrified at the sight they’d witnessed.

      “What about you?” Galedar asked. “Do you believe we should unite the land?”

      The man atop the balcony who had stood by the king twitched. His hand left the pommel of his sword, and his bulged eyes and his dropped jaw resettled on his face. He stood tall, his head straight and his chin up.

      “I do.”

      Galedar grinned. “Good. And what is your name?”

      “Ellisar.”

      Galedar nodded. “All hail King Ellisar.”

      “All hail King Ellisar,” the crowd chanted.
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        Year 511 D.A.

      

      

      Devarius stood in the center of Saefron. The red sun hung high in the air, while the orange sun was as small as one of the moons. Winter had just begun. Spring was arising. Each passing day, the orange sun would grow in size.

      Saefron was abandoned. The city lay in ruins. The empire had indeed come back to finish it off once they’d regrouped. Devarius made sure the resistance wasn’t there. He walked around all the shops, salvaging anything he could, but most was either destroyed or stolen.

      Ayla stepped by his side. Devarius smiled as he reached his hand out to touch her behind the ears. He scratched her favorite spot. A low rumbling came from her throat.

      “We begin a new chapter,” he whispered. He brushed his hands through his short hair.

      You can do this, Ayla said.

      “I’m not a leader,” Devarius said.

      You led all those people to the resistance. You led people into battle. With your leadership, the resistance defeated the empire twice.

      Devarius shook his head. “That was a fluke. Both of those were small battles. What can I possibly do against the entire empire?”

      It takes one step at a time. One battle at a time. But if anyone can do it, you can.

      Devarius took one last glance at the city before leaving. He knew they’d never be able to come back. At least, not so long as the Dragonia Empire ruled.

      Devarius left the city, unsure if he’d ever return. He wandered south until he came to an unmarked grave. Devarius knelt and said a prayer to the creator. He may not have agreed with everything Ellisar stood for, but he was a good man, a man who wanted what was best for the people. A simple unmarked stone marked his grave. It wasn’t extravagant, but Devarius knew it well. Perhaps when it was all over, he could come back to give him a proper gravestone, but it would have to wait. He didn’t want the empire to tarnish his gravesite. It would be best if no one knew where Ellisar lay. Devarius reached into his pocket and withdrew a blue scale. He pressed it into the ground in front of the rock.

      Heavy footsteps approached. Devarius paused, then looked behind him. Alora, Ellisar’s dragon, approached, sadness in her eyes as she looked at the grave.

      “I am sorry for your loss,” Devarius said. “We are all saddened by his passing.”

      Thank you, human.

      Devarius studied the beautiful dragon. For the longest time, Devarius had thought there were only red dragons, and that it was only wyverns who had many colors. But Ellisar had hidden much from him. And seeing Alora stand in all of her glory in the red sunlight was a magnificent sight to behold.

      Like Ayla, the dragon was a beautiful dark blue. Her blue scales glimmered as Devarius took all of her in. He found Ayla to be beautiful as well, but to see a blue dragon, all four legs, and the incredible size, there was no describing it. He wished he could find more dragons, dragons like Alora, who would fight against the empire instead of for it.

      “We will fight back. And one day, we will defeat the empire. You have my word,” Devarius said.

      Alora tilted her head and did what Devarius would consider a scoff. How do you plan to do so? It looks to me as if we barely survived that battle.

      “The resistance has a long away to go, but we will get there. That I promise you.”

      Alora shook her head. You may have to do so without me.

      “Without you?” Devarius asked.

      I have spent the last hundred years with Ellisar. I helped him through it all, and I did it all in secret. We knew revealing me would only stir trouble. I was kept in the shadows, and I was all alone, except for Ellisar. But, he is gone now. And I can no longer hide in the shadows.

      “You don’t have to,” Devarius said. “There is no need for you to hide. You’re a part of us now, the resistance. I want you out there with the others, with the wyverns. There’s so much you can teach them.”

      Alora shook her head again. No, I don’t belong here. I am not a wyvern. I am a dragon. I need to be with other dragons.

      “Other dragons? All the other dragons are mindless beasts controlled by the emperor.”

      Not all of them. Some of them have fled this land to find another, away from Galedar. I will find them.

      “So, you’re going to abandon us?” Devarius asked.

      I’m sorry. I cannot stay here. I have stayed for a hundred years because of Ellisar. All of this time I wondered where my kin went. It is time I went to find them.

      Devarius closed his eyes and leaned his head back. “I’m frustrated with you, but I understand. I know it must be hard for you to be here all by yourself.”

      Thank you for understanding. Perhaps, one day, we will meet again.

      Devarius wanted to respond, but he didn’t really know how. After another moment though, it was too late. Alora spread her wings and jumped into the air. She flapped, and with each stroke of her large wings, the dragon elevated into the sky. Devarius watched her, his hands cupped over his eyes. He tilted his head as he saw her traveling east. There was nothing east of Saefron. At least, nothing known. It was only the vast sea.

      He sighed, then knelt at the gravestone again. Like Alora, he would miss Ellisar, but it wasn’t for the same reasons. He didn’t have the same bond Ellisar and Alora shared. Devarius’ longing to have Ellisar back was because Devarius didn’t want to lead the resistance. He didn’t want the responsibility. He wanted to defeat the empire, but he didn’t want to have to lead the entire resistance to do it. Gulping, he touched the top of the unmarked rock above Ellisar’s body.

      “Rest well, Ellisar,” Devarius whispered. “I will succeed. You can count on me.”
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      People wandered around the streets of the small city on Adeth Peak Isle. It was crowded now. Everyone from Saefron as well as several others who had joined in the last few months filled the streets. Devarius watched everyone. Now he understood the burden Ellisar had borne. He didn’t know who he could trust. There were so many new faces, and he feared a traitor. The resistance was too small to deal with a traitor. Devarius scratched his ear. The one good thing they had going for them was that the resistance was now based on an island. An island not easily left. If there was a traitor among them, Devarius could only hope they couldn’t get word out to the empire.

      Wyverns flew in the sky in a beautiful display of their colors. He watched as they practiced their abilities. Hundreds of saddles had been made, and no longer did anyone bleed from riding. It still took a bit to get used to, and new riders would always blister, but that could be said when first riding a horse as well.

      Ayla landed next to Devarius. He smiled as he reached to touch her nose.

      Little one.

      Devarius laughed. “I suppose I am little compared to you now. You’re nearly grown, Ayla.”

      Pride swelled through their bond.

      Aquila wishes to speak to you.

      Devarius flushed, his cheeks darkening. “Where?”

      By the Dragoman’s training.

      He frowned.

      I know you don’t agree with it, but it could be useful. It saved us last time.

      “I know,” Devarius muttered. “But the last thing I want is to be siphoning all of the wyverns for oil. It will only create a weakness inside of the resistance to depend on such a substance. We need to find a better way. I fear if we depend too much on this, and if our stock gets low, men will crave more, and in their greed, enslave wyverns for it.”

      That is a possible outcome. This is why it is so important for you to be involved with this. You need to keep them under control—you can’t let them lose control.

      Devarius nodded. “I’ll go see Aquila.”

      Devarius wandered to the west side of the island, behind one of the mountains, where the land opened up into a meadow. He saw the men and women training there. Their magic resembled every color the wyverns were: green, gold, silver, red, and blue. Devarius admitted the abilities they could perform while using the wyvern oil were spectacular. It was like they were walking dragons. The only one he’d forbidden completely was blood. He’d not allow them to drink dragon blood or wyvern blood like the empire did. Devarius needed to draw the line somewhere.

      The problem with them ingesting the wyvern oil was it didn’t last. It gave them wyvern-like abilities for a full thirty-six-hour cycle, but after a full day, it rendered them useless. Not only useless, but it sent them into a coma state for a full thirty-six hours. If they ingested the wyvern oil at the wrong time, it could do more harm than good. Instead of fighting the battle, they could be sleeping during it if they drank the oil too soon.

      And, they were addicted to it. Devarius had seen many drugs ruin the lives of men and women in poor villages. People mixed different herbs together to make them feel different, disconnected, and strange. Some of these herbs gave the user a high. Well, wyvern oil was just like that … except amplified. Devarius refused to try any of it, but when he questioned each user individually, he was able to gain that information. Wyvern oil seemed worse than any other drug. It was more than a craving. It almost became a necessity. Devarius worried what would happen if he forbade one of them from using it.

      Aquila sat in the grass on the hill in front of him, her knees toward her chest and her arms wrapped around them. Her long black hair fell against her back and the shimmering of sunlight against it brought warmth to Devarius’ soul. She turned to face him and smiled. Her bright white teeth sparkled and her brown complexion glowed as she gazed back to him.

      Devarius sat next to her. He wrapped his arm around her. She smiled as she leaned into him. Her touch soothed his mind. It didn’t matter how many burdens he faced, how many trials, as long as she was with him, he knew everything would be all right. A part of him wondered why he’d waited so long to accept her affection, but deep down he knew. He didn’t deserve her. She deserved someone so much better.

      “Why here?” he asked.

      “I know you’re against this, Devarius. But we need to talk about it.”

      “What is there to say on the subject?”

      “This could turn the tide of the war. With these abilities, we could defeat the empire.”

      Devarius shook his head. “No, even this won’t be enough.”

      “It will be a start,” Aquila said.

      “The risk is too great.”

      “What risk? The comas? They always come back.”

      Devarius continued to shake his head. “Not just the comas. The withdrawals. Have you seen how they act when it’s been more than two days since they’ve used the oil?”

      “A little,” she admitted. “They get agitated.”

      “It’s more than that. Watch their eyes. I really wonder how far they would go to get more if we keep them from the oil longer than two days.”

      “You really are worried, aren’t you?” she asked.

      “Yes, I am.”

      “Do it.”

      “What?”

      “Find three of them to isolate. Don’t let them have the wyvern oil for a week. Let’s see what happens.”

      “It could be dangerous,” Devarius admitted.

      “It could be more dangerous once the war starts. What if we can’t keep up the supply of wyvern oil when we’re at war? If you’re truly worried, we should know what it’ll be like for them now, while we’re safe.”

      “You’re right, Aquila … as you always are.”

      He kissed her.

      “Don’t you forget it,” Aquila said with a smile when they parted.
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      Zaviana approached the small field where Naveen and Fraeyn were practicing their magic. She watched with curiosity. Somehow they were able to use the dragon or wyvern scales to focus on the energy inside the air around them. But it was more than that. The scales themselves seemed to have magic imbedded inside of them. Zaviana could reach out and grab all the elements after she’d touched the dragon stone, but these women were able to use the scales to focus on a single element. The color of the scale seemed to be important. Much like blue wyverns could breathe ice breath, the blue scales allowed the wielder to focus on cold and form ice from the atmosphere.

      They were developing the knowledge and skill of everyone who could use it, which turned out to be over a hundred people. Naveen and Fraeyn were training the others how to access and use their powers.

      When the Dragonia Empire attacked them at Saefron, they’d hoped to outfit all the defenders with the scales of one of the fallen dragons, but as it turned out, the only people who were able to use the scales to create magic were those who already had an extra sensory skill. As far as Zaviana could tell, the sensory skill had been present from childhood for most of the people.

      They had hundreds of red dragon scales, but to be more effective, they would need to gather many other scales as well. It would be hard to battle fire with fire.

      Zaviana approached Naveen. “How is everyone doing?”

      Naveen ran her hand through her hair. “Frustrated. Some are getting it, but others have yet to fully comprehend how to access the elements. They do it more by mistake than actual focus.”

      “I see,” Zaviana said. “It’s going to take a while to fully be able to access the power. It took me years to master it. Most of the time, I had to hide what I knew. If I’d learned too fast, the emperor would have made it even worse on me.”

      “You can access all the elements, can’t you?”

      “Yes,” Zaviana admitted. “When I touched the dragon stone, all the elements were opened to me.”

      “That’s what we need,” Naveen muttered.

      “What’s that?” Zaviana asked.

      “The dragon stone.”

      “It’s heavily guarded. It’s not something we can just walk in and grab.”

      “I know,” Naveen said. “I’m just frustrated. No matter what we discover to make us stronger, we’re still far behind the empire.”

      “Last I checked, the empire hasn’t been using the dragon stone to give anyone power.”

      “What are they using it for?” Naveen asked.

      “To take power away from the dragons. The emperor doesn’t want intelligent dragons, he wants mindless animals who follow his every command. That’s probably why he hasn’t let anyone touch the dragon stone. Who can he trust to not betray him?”

      “But he has it at his beck and call. What if we start winning more battles? He will have no choice but to have people use the dragon stone. The only way we can safely prevent that is to steal it.”

      “Stealing the dragon stone.” Zaviana laughed.

      “Wait … you said the power is actually that of a dragon? Like, the dragon stone steals the power from a dragon, then it goes into whoever touches it?”

      “I believe so,” Zaviana said.

      “So, you have the power of a dragon inside of you?”

      “Several dragons, I assume.”

      “Several?” Naveen asked.

      “Well, most of the dragons are red, or fire dragons. I can control more than just fire.”

      “I thought the empire only had red dragons.”

      “They do,” Zaviana said. “But there were a lot more. However, once Galedar began betraying the dragons with the dragon stone … once he began stealing their power, most of the other dragons fled Dragonia.”

      “I wonder where they went,” Naveen whispered.

      “I do as well.”

      “If the dragons have magic inside of them, can they share that magic with their rider?”

      Zaviana raised an eyebrow. “I don’t know. We haven’t experienced anything like that yet.”

      “It sure would be handy.” Naveen sighed. “Zaviana, can you help with training?”

      “I can try. I’ve been watching all of you for a while now, trying to comprehend how you’re using the scales. I have my own scale necklace, but I barely used it before touching the dragon stone.”

      Zaviana walked to the center of the field where everyone trained.

      “Good afternoon, everyone. Most of you know who I am. For those of you who don’t, I am Zaviana. I can use magic like you … except much more. I don’t need dragon scales to reach my power.”

      “Can we learn to do it without the dragon scales?” someone in the crowd asked.

      Zaviana shook her head. “No. Something was done to me that changed me. It is the reason I do not need scales. We do not have what is required to replicate that. However, I understand the elements. What I do, I believe, is a little different than using the dragon scales. I can sense the energy all around us. It’s invisible … but it’s there in the atmosphere. I can move heat and cold to create ice or fire, and I can remove moisture from the air to create water. The scales work a little differently, as far as I can tell. There is magic inside of them. I do not know if there is a limit—if they’ll run out—but there is magic inside of them. I can sense it, much like I can sense the elements in the air. What I believe happens, is when you focus on the dragon scale, and the elements around you, they combine to create an element specific to that dragon scale. So if, like most of you, you have a red dragon scale, it gives you the ability to sense heat elements in the atmosphere. It allows you to focus on them, then use its power through them to create fire.”

      “How do we control it?” another person from the crowd asked.

      “That is the hard part. You need to know what the element is. Just look at the wyverns’ abilities to know what color does what. Then close off your mind to everything but the scale. Let the scale guide you. It will reveal to you the elements in the atmosphere it needs. Now, imagine them going through the dragon scale. It needs the elements for power. Concentrate on moving them inside of your mind into the scale, then open your hands to direct the magic outward. Imagine a small opening in the center of the scale, releasing the energy in a concentrated beam from your hand. Practice this until you can accomplish it with your eyes open. For now, it will probably be easier to leave your eyes closed so you can focus on it more.”

      Everyone absorbed what she said, then began practicing. Zaviana noticed an immediate difference after her speech. She smiled. They still weren’t masters yet, but at least now they had some direction.

      Devarius approached her from behind. “Zaviana?”

      “Yes?”

      “How are they doing?”

      “They still have much to learn, but they’re improving.”

      “Will they be ready?” Devarius asked.

      “Eventually.”

      Devarius nodded.

      “We need to find more scales,” Zaviana said.

      Devarius frowned at her.

      “Most of what we have are red dragon scales. There are a couple with purple and a couple with blue, but we need more diversity if we hope to use them effectively.”

      Devarius nodded. “It would also be helpful if anyone could use the scales, instead of only a select few.”

      “It would,” Zaviana admitted.

      “Where are we going to get more scales?”

      “Well, I would assume either a dragon scale or a wyvern scale would work.”

      “I’m not going to be carving scales off our wyverns.”

      Zaviana shook her head. “No. I would never suggest that. I just think we should explore this island a little more. Perhaps we can find some scales scattered somewhere, or buried somewhere.”

      Devarius raised his brows.

      “I know it’s a long shot, but if we could find some more scales ...”

      Devarius nodded. “All right, all right. I hear you. I’ll let you be in charge of putting together an expedition team.”

      Zaviana gleamed. “It would be my pleasure.”
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      Devarius stood next to Paedyn at the top of the hill observing the dragomen. They continued to train, with the exception of three whom Devarius selected to refrain from using the wyvern oil. He’d selected the five at random, or mostly random—he did choose Cederic, the shoemaker, who’d been the first to use it. It was more at Naveen’s request though than his own idea. She’d admitted to Cederic being more irritable and quicker to anger since first beginning his use of the wyvern oil. Devarius wondered if Cederic’s anger was a side effect of using the oil itself, or if something else was the cause. He decided to speak to close family and friends of the others who used the oil to see if they reported similar claims.

      Cederic was at the practice field, speaking with the lead trainer. He didn’t look happy, as spit came from his yelling mouth. Cederic glanced up and noticed Devarius on top of the hill, watching him. He turned away from the trainer and stomped his feet as he approached Devarius.

      “Be ready,” Devarius whispered.

      “You don’t expect him to attack you, do you?” Paedyn asked.

      “I don’t know what to expect.”

      “Why am I restricted from wyvern oil?” Cederic demanded.

      “We need to do further tests to make sure the oil is safe,” Devarius said.

      “Then why is everyone else still allowed to use it? Why am I being refused? It is because of me we’re using it at all. It is because of me that we defeated the empire at Saefron.”

      “You aren’t the only one. We’ve restricted it from a few people to determine whether it’s safe.”

      “So, what? I’m your lab rat? How dare you? Who do you think you are to determine whether or not I am able to use wyvern oil?”

      “I—”

      Cederic’s fist slammed into Devarius’s jaw. Devarius slumped to the ground. Paedyn jumped in front of the shoemaker, holding his wrists in his hands.

      “Whoa, whoa, Cederic. You need to calm down. We are testing the safety of this oil, and you’re proving the point that it’s dangerous.”

      “There is no danger,” Cederic growled through clenched teeth. “I have been just fine using it.”

      Devarius stood, rubbing his jaw. “What about when you’re not using it? It seems to me you’re addicted to it.”

      “I am not,” Cederic snarled.

      “Then, why is there a problem? If you’re not addicted, why are you fighting this?”

      “Because it’s not fair. I am the one who began this, and you’re taking this away from me. You haven’t taken it away from anyone else.”

      “Yes, we have,” Paedyn said. “There have been several, and it seems they’re just as upset as you.”

      A few others began to approach them, all people who were forbidden to use the oil.

      “Devarius …” Paedyn whispered.

      “Look,” Devarius called. “You’ve all been selected to cease using the wyvern oil temporarily so we can decide how dangerous it is to keep using it.”

      “This is bull—” Cederic began.

      “And as you’re all proving, this substance is addictive when you stop using it. It’s leading to rage. Tell me, please, what other side effects are you noticing?”

      “Give us access to the wyvern oil,” one of the men said.

      “Not until we understand the consequences of this wyvern oil,” Devarius said.

      “You have no right!” Cederic shouted.

      The five men jumped at Devarius and Paedyn. Punches flew. Two men tackled Devarius to the ground, while a third began throwing punches into his jaw.

      Cederic and another tackled Paedyn, beating their fists into his forehead. He was caught by surprise at first and couldn’t get out of their grip. Paedyn rolled on the ground, trying to move his head out of their reach. After several attempts, he twisted himself to where he could slam his elbow into the first opponent. With a little extra room, he twisted and slipped out of Cederic’s grasp. Paedyn crouched, then swept his leg into Cederic’s feet. Cederic collapsed to the ground. Paedyn unsheathed his rapier and slammed the hilt against Cederic’s forehead, then he did the same to his other opponent.

      When Paedyn stood, he saw Devarius still on the ground—being held down by two opponents, while a third continued to pound a fist into his nose. Blood smeared his entire face, and even though he struggled against the two men, his strength was failing.

      “You no-good dirt-colored—” the man punching Devarius snarled.

      Paedyn slammed the side of his rapier against the side of the man’s temple. The man collapsed to the ground, a welt forming across his forehead. The two holding Devarius down staggered to their feet. Paedyn didn’t give them time to gather their focus. He slammed the hilt of his rapier into the skull of the one on his left, spun, then stabbed his rapier through the stomach of the second one. He hadn’t wanted to damage either of the men, but he ran out of time to save Devarius. Both men collapsed onto the ground. He rushed forward, smacking the hilt of his weapon against both of their temples several times until they were rendered unconscious.

      When Paedyn got back to his feet, he noticed the practice field of dragomen had stopped practicing and all rushed toward him. He hoped they weren’t there to attack him as well. Paedyn dropped his rapier and backed away a few steps.

      “What happened?” the trainer asked.

      “These dragomen were upset they were prevented from using the wyvern oil while we determine if there are any side effects to being off of the substance. I believe, if I’m not mistaken, they were wrong. I believe they are being affected with withdrawals since they decided to try and murder us with their fists.”

      “Bind them,” the trainer said.

      “Who?” one of the dragomen said.

      “The dragomen who dared attack the leader of the resistance.”

      The dragomen retrieved rope and tied up the five rogue dragomen with their hands behind their back.

      “Take them to isolation, a jail, cages, whatever we have to restrain them,” Paedyn said.

      “What is to become of them?” the trainer asked.

      “When Devarius recovers, he can decide,” Paedyn said.

      The trainer nodded, then he motioned for his trainees to follow him.

      Paedyn knelt by Devarius’ side as the dragomen departed. He ripped the front of his shirt off to clean off Devarius’ bloody face. Bruises were already beginning to form on both of his eyes and his cheeks. Cuts covered his forehead, cheeks, and his lips.

      “Devarius, are you all right?” Paedyn asked.

      Devarius panted heavily. “I’ve actually had better days.”

      “Come on, let’s get you an ale. It’s on me.” Paedyn helped Devarius to his feet, put his arm around his neck, and led him toward the center of the village.
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      Zaviana stepped into the open field. She was alone, as she wanted to be. Her sash held several vials of wyvern oil in small pockets. She’d had the pockets added for this experiment. Zaviana wanted to know what she could do with the oil to aid her in battle. She closed her eyes as she sat on the ground with her legs crossed.

      Her extra sense opened up and she could feel the atmosphere around her. Particles floated in the air. She could feel them all around her. Hot, cold, wind, and static electricity. She could control them; she could manipulate them. Zaviana redirected her focus to the vials in her sash. Compared to the atmosphere around her, the vials were beyond impressive. There was more heat in a single drop of the fire oil than hundreds of feet around her in the atmosphere. Perhaps it explained why dragons and wyverns were so powerful. Was it really the oil mixing with their breath, or was it magic they were using with the oil? Perhaps it was both.

      Zaviana tried to focus on the oil, but it exercised a different part of her mind than she was used to. It took a lot of concentration, but after a while, she was able to tap into it. The trick would be to use the oil to manipulate her magical energy rather than the atmosphere around her, which was very draining on her power. However, she wondered if it could be done, and if it could, could it be done without keeping the vial open? She wanted to displace the energy from inside the vial into the atmosphere, then use it. It would be too dangerous to keep the vials open as they battled. If they spilled one drop, it could be deadly.

      Zaviana felt the oil inside of the vial, and in her mind, she separated a single drop to use, but she couldn’t figure out how to get the drop outside of the vial. No matter what she tried, the glass itself protected the oil from escaping outside.

      She opened her eyes, growing frustrated, and some of her internal energy drained. Zaviana held up the vial, closely inspecting it in front of her. The vial was small, as large as her index finger, with a small cork top. Out of all the things they discovered to not be affected by wyvern oil, they found glass and cork. Zaviana found that odd.

      She felt the glass holding the oil. It was perfect. Not a single flaw existed on the outside of the vial. Their glassmaker was extraordinary. Frowning, she looked closer at the cork. When she tipped the vial upside down, the liquid didn’t drop from the vial. They found the corks weren’t completely resistant, and if given enough time, the oil could eat through the substance.

      Zaviana felt the cork with her fingertip. She wondered if she could move the oil through the cork, or around the edges of the cork to bring it outside. It would deteriorate the corks after a while, but if she could accomplish it, it would be a risk worth taking.

      She held the vial out in front of her and concentrated on separating a drop of the liquid. A single drop separated from the rest of the liquid inside of the vial. It floated above the rest of the oil, but still inside of the glass. Zaviana used her concentration to push it through the cork. The drop flattened as it pressed against the bottom of the cork, turning it a light orange hue. She focused harder, trying to will it through, imagining the cork as a sponge and the liquid traveling through it. After what felt like an hour, it finally happened. A single drop of oil floated in the air outside of the vial. Zaviana nearly dropped the vial in surprise.

      She closed her eyes again and concentrated on the small drop of oil. The amount of heat inside of it was staggering. She condensed the energy, brought it to her palm, and then released it in front of her.

      When her eyes opened, she saw a flame as big around as an oak tree trunk blaze from her fingertips. Her hands flinched, and instead of it traveling horizontal with the ground, it began spewing all over the ground and the sky. She released the energy and stepped back. The remaining oil she hadn’t used dropped to the ground, and the ground at her feet burst into a massive flame. Zaviana stumbled backward, slamming the fire oil vial back into its pouch. She immediately grabbed the ice vial, concentrated on it, and was able to displace a single ice drop with more speed than she thought she would be able to. She used the drop of ice oil the same as she had the fire, except this time, she aimed the power at the blazing fires. In a matter of seconds, the fires were out, and then she concentrated to return the remainder of the drop of ice oil back into the vial.

      Her eyes bulged as she looked at the damage around her.

      Trees had caught aflame, as had several bushes. The winter didn’t usually have fires, and yet, charred trees and bushes were all around her. Somehow, even some of the bushes and trees behind her had caught aflame. She was horrified at what she had done. At least the ice oil had worked in taming the fire.

      Zaviana contemplated what she had done. Her suspicions were correct. Summoning the energy from the wyvern vials took a lot less energy, and it created a lot more power than she could have imagined. She wondered if the people who used wyvern scales could use oil of the same element for power instead of the atmosphere. And if so, how much more effective could they be? How much longer could they last in battle than if they used all their own energy to cast the magic? Zaviana was still unsure about many things, but one thing she knew was she needed to find out.
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