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The shadow of a dragon lay across the village of Auvillan, far to the east of the Dragonprince’s stronghold. This dragon was no ordinary raider, but an Elder Legend large as a mountain. And it had a human rider. High above the town, heedless of the danger, Daven leaped away from his perch on the dragon’s enormous back and tumbled like a shooting star toward the earth below. 

This was the Dragonprince. The hero of the dragonswarm was not a mighty giant, not a royal wizard, not even a prince in anything but name. And he was not yet twenty. He rode to battle in homespun cotton with a simple linen band around his brow for a crown.

The only things extraordinary about him—in appearance, at least—were the scars along his arms. And, of course, there was his extraordinary mount. The ancient monster Pazyarev filled the sky above Daven like some crimson thundercloud. 

But Daven paid the beast no mind. He turned his attention to the earth below. Taking on his wizard’s sight, he touched the gossamer threads of air between him and the town. He bent them by the chaos power in his blood, shaped the air around him, and exerted gentle pressure until the strands of air caught at him, cradled him, and kept him from harm.

Daven Dragonprince fell a mile from the sky, yet he hit the grass of Auvillan’s village green with no more violence than a king’s cavalier dismounting.

He looked around, but despite his dramatic arrival, no one came to greet him. He’d heard rumors that this region needed him. Late afternoon less than a week after the end of harvest season, the green should have been bustling. Instead, it was empty beneath the thick gray clouds. Had he come too late?

Daven took a long step forward, searching left and right. “Hello?” he called to the empty air. “I am a friend. I bring you aid.”

No one answered, but Daven caught a feeble whimper on the breeze. Someone hurt or frightened in a nearby home. He turned that way and saw the furtive dance of shadows on drawn curtains. Was it someone hiding from him?

Wary, he took on his wizard’s sight and peered beyond the fragile walls, the bolted door. Within the home he saw the writhing fire of human blood—the signature of living will—and in that one small home he found a dozen people hiding.

He raised his hands, both empty, and called toward the house. “I’ve come to help you. What has happened here?”

No answer still. He took one step in that direction and heard another frightened gasp.

It was a woman’s gasp. A man’s voice, harsh and low, answered her. “Be still! Or do you want to die?”

Daven hesitated. He looked upon the room again and traced the silver glow of crafted metal. Weapons. Half of those inside were armed, and heavily armed at that. The other half were huddled together in a corner, pale and weak.

Had he misunderstood the danger here? Isabelle had reported rumors of a darkness in the east, of cruel tragedies among the little nameless villages so far from civilization. He had expected dragons. The whole world trembled beneath the rage of waking dragons. But something was different in the east. None of the refugees Isabelle spoke with could explain it, but all among them had trembled and hinted. “Not just dragons. Something worse than dragons.”

Now Daven stood outside this pathetic hovel where well-armed men stood guard over the helpless villagers. But were they friend or foe? Were they protectors or hostage-takers? A bitter fire burned in Daven’s heart at the mere suspicion. Men could be worse than dragons, but he could kill one kind of monster as easily as the other.

No matter their intentions, these men had made themselves an obstacle to Daven’s goal. He had come to save the people of the eastern plains, and six men with sharp-edged swords were not enough to stop him. He nodded to the door, and ancient oak writhed beneath his will. It uncurled, shrinking back from the crafted iron bolt, then of its own accord the door swung wide.

A monster of a man blocked the open doorway. He wore a soldier’s chain and tabard and carried a huge two-handed sword. He fixed his eyes on Daven. Without a trace of fear or hesitation, the sentry slung his sword in a vicious arc aimed straight at Daven’s collarbone.

But Daven didn’t flinch. He caught a gust of wind out of the sky. He bundled up a thousand little threads of air within his will and stabbed them past his left shoulder and down into the house. Focused, living wind caught the sentry like a battering ram. It hurled him back and crumpled him upon the floor.

Then, for the first time, Daven had a chance to see within the room. He could not tell at a glance the whole situation, but he saw within the house what he’d expected: one wide open room, a knot of women and children on the far wall, and six strong men arrayed against him.

Well, five now. 

Still standing on the threshold, Daven flexed his right hand—borrowing power from the monster high above—and summoned up a sword of living stone. Grains of elemental earth almost too small to see swirled up in an inverted whirlwind, gathering first in his palm, taking the shape of a sword’s hilt, and then rapidly coalescing into the shape of a blade. The sword looked something like a rapier, but it shone the perfect black of obsidian and gleamed along an edge as sharp as starlight.

In the same breath, Daven summoned wild fire into a ball around his left hand, the power of a blacksmith’s forge contained, constrained, but anxious to explode. It glowed the angry red and dull black of a smoldering coal and cast long, flickering shadows into the crowded room.

From his place on the floor, the fallen giant groaned out, “Don’t just stand there. Kill him!” 

To Daven’s great surprise, the men complied. They surged forward as one. Daven shook his head and went to meet them.

A heavy axe slashed toward his head. Daven met the blow with the obsidian sword. Delicate though the blade looked, Daven fixed his will upon its Chaos structure, and the rapier turned aside the axe. Daven ducked under a swinging maul, parried a kitchen cleaver, then dived away from the attackers toward the outer wall.

Before they could pursue him, Daven spread the fingers of his left hand gloved in fire, and five long tongues of flame uncurled. He nodded to the ruffians, and the tongues of fire struck like vipers, roaring hot and loud within a hand’s breadth of each man’s face. 

The warriors dropped their makeshift weapons and shrank away, cowering in fear. Daven sent the living flame to keep them at bay, but otherwise he paid them no more mind. He turned his attention instead to the cowering women and children.

Right away, he knew who among them had cried out. She was on her feet now, tall and terribly thin, with dirty blonde hair and wide, bloodshot eyes. Her shoulders shook, her chin trembled, and tears damped her cheeks, but she stared across the unnatural fire and met her rescuer’s gaze.

Daven nodded, reassuring. “You’re safe n—“

She curled her lip in sharp disgust and shouted, “Go away! West wind take you! Go away!”

Daven took a step toward her, but she cried, “Monster! You stole my man and stole my boy and what...what is left to take? Leave me! Leave me be!”

In answer to her screams, the children wailed. Daven shook his head and raised his voice above the noise. “I am not who you think I am. I’m here to help.”

The widow spat at him. She turned in a frenzy, searching, and snatched up a horsehair brush. She flung it at Daven. The other woman held her back, but the widow found a cheap tin cup to throw. A candlestick. A tiny wooden box. Everything in reach she made a weapon.

Daven stared, dumbfounded. In all the towns he’d visited, he had never found a reception such as this. He dropped his sword, and it dissolved into a puff of dust before it even hit the floor. He lowered his voice and tried again. “I mean no harm to you or yours. I’ve certainly done you none. I have come to fight the monsters. Just tell me—“

“Nothing!” she screamed, hysterical, and the children’s cries took on a keening edge. “I will tell you nothing more. I’ll die before I help you. Haven’s name, I wish that you were dead.”

The other woman pressed her back, trying fruitlessly to soothe her. That one had her eyes fixed on Daven, too, and they were full of accusation. Daven shook his head slowly, his mouth working without a sound, but at last he retreated. One step took him back to the threshold, but it did nothing to calm the frantic woman. If this town held any answers for him, he would not find them in this house.

He closed his hand and doused the flames. He turned to go.

And found the town outside the door.

They were not an impressive mob—a couple hundred men, most armed with hooks or hammers, some with axes, but it seemed the best the town could offer were the ones he had already faced. The rest were frail or broken, some lame and some half-starved.

Unimpressive though they were, they stood united here against him. He sighed. “I am not here to threaten you. I’m here to help.”

The crowd gave him no answer, but they withdrew. To left and right they broke apart, opening a path toward the village green. That path revealed one man, tall and graying at the temples, with coal-black eyes protruding like a toad’s. Was this the mayor? A village elder? He must have been important, as the townsfolk turned his way with expectation in their eyes.

Daven went to meet him, cooperating any way he could. Perhaps this man, at least, would show some reason. Daven went six
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