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"HOW DARE THEY?" GRAVUR stared at his horde in disbelief but his eyes did not deceive him: some of his treasure was missing. He knew the villagers could get desperate in lean times but never so much so that they would risk a dragon's wrath.

Graver walked out of his cave and stretched his wings, ready to fly to the nearest village, the one most likely to contain the thieves. Once he was in the air, his shadow gliding along the landscape as he soared served as a warning to those below him that the local dragon was on the prowl. When he landed at the village outskirts, he changed into his human form; copper-skinned and a head taller than anyone around him. He came across a small farm and the children playing outside ran away when he met their wide-eyed stares.

"Papa, there's a naked man outside!"

Despite his anger over the theft, Gravur cracked a grin. He so rarely appeared in human form, he often forgot their hang-ups around clothing.

"Is it that drunkard Kelly again?! I told that bastard if he pissed near my crops again I'd punch him so hard, his face would be too swollen for another sip!" Heavy footsteps could be heard clearly before the front door slammed open and a haggard-looking man with a beard stormed out. When he set eyes on Gravur, he paled, barely moving when his children clung to him. "My apologies, dragon lord. I didn't realize who you were. "

"No need to grovel, human." Gravur made no effort to hide his nakedness from the adult but did turn to the side for the sake of the children. "I just need to borrow a tunic so I may inquire about some missing items in my horde in the village proper."

The man looked horrified but before he could blubber out any excuse, Gravur held up a hand to stop him. "I don't suspect you, I just need clothing to enter the village. Nothing more."

"Of course, lord. I shall fetch my finest-"

"Your most convenient and clean will do, farmer. Feel free to keep your Sunday best for yourself."

As the farmer scurried off, Gravur hoped the human would listen. He was not here to curry favor or demand pomp and circumstance. He only wished to take back what was his.

What was presented to him was a linen tunic with a fancy leather belt that he refused in favor of a simple rope Gravur managed to sneak away from the stables as the farmer was frantically scurrying about. It was all he needed and he left a suitable overpayment before moving on and leaving the widowed farmer and his children a fantastical story to tell.

Gravur walked right into the center of the village market, heedless of every human openly gawking and whispering. It was only a matter of time before the local magistrate trotted up to him. "Dragon lord, what brings you to our humble village?"

"Someone helped themselves to my horde while I was hunting." Gravur looked at the faces around them, hoping the guilty party would expose themselves in a panic. "The scent of the thief leads here and I would like my property returned immediately."

The magistrate began to shake with fear. "I-i can assure you there is no one in the village who would dare-"

A series of cheers rang out from the other side of the market. "What is all that?"

"Oh, nothing you need to concern yourself with, great one! Just a troublemaker that will be dealt with shortly."

Taking a deep breath, Gravur picked up a whiff of the scent from his cave coming from the direction of the commotion. He ignored the stuttering protestations of the magistrate and walked with quick steps, leaving the shorter man behind. When he was closer, he could see a dirty, bruised woman hissing and screaming at the men who tried to hold her. The scent matched; she was the thief.

"Has she stolen from you as well?" They all froze in their tracks when they heard Gravur speak.

"No, dragon lord," They stammered as much as the magistrate but at least the woman was also stunned enough to stop struggling. "This heathen refuses to stay in her territory and we're just reminding her of her place."

Snorting, Gravur waved them away. "I care not for your inane borders and petty reasons for roughing up women half your size. The woman has my property and I want it back."

"They have my sister!" The woman snarled. "These pig fuckers took her and I was going to use your gold to get her back! She's just a child and doesn't deserve to slave away in your fields because you're lazy!"

Tilting his head, Gravur looked at the magistrate. "Do you capture children to do your labor for you? How distasteful. Bring the child to me."

One stern look from Gravur's orange eyes sent the men holding the woman running off to do his bidding, leaving her to fall into the dust. "Don't run." He said to her. "You know you can't escape a dragon."

"As long as my sister is safe, you may do with me what you will." The woman met his fiery gaze with no hesitation, the gold flecks in her brown eyes flashing like lightning. "And you can keep your treasure."

"Agreed," Gravur smirked down at her, wondering if she would smack his hand away if he offered it to help her up. He decided it would be best if he kept his hands to himself unless asked.

"Elia!" A raspy voice came from the market place and they looked over to see a little girl running toward them.

"Via?" Elia felt tears well up in her eyes and before she could get to her feet, little Via fell into her older sister's arms. "Are you alright? Did they hurt you?"

"They hit me but nothing else." The little girl finally looked up at Gravur and her little arms tightened around her sister's waist. Fear filled her slim face and she began to cry in earnest. "A dragon?" She whimpered.

"I took some of his gold to try and buy your freedom." Elia wiped her sister's messy face. "Don't cry. He just wants it back."

"And restitution for your theft." The sisters eyed him warily but Gravur's neutral expression didn't change. "Did you think you wouldn't have to pay for trespassing? I will return you little sister to your home and you will come with me to repay your debt." When the little girl started to cry, he sighed. "She will return to you unharmed, little one. Tears are unnecessary."

Elia scowled at him before turning back to her sister to pat her on the head. "Have these thugs give me my bag back and you can have your gold."

When Gravur's eyes set upon the men who were dragging her around, they were overly cooperative in returning the leather satchel. Once it was in his hands, Gravur motioned for the pair to follow him out of the city center. If he shifted and took off here, he was sure the gusts from the wind would knock over stands and throw people off their feet. "Come along now. No time to waste."

Once in a clear space, Gravur tossed the tunic aside and shifted into his dragon form and stretched his wings before kneeling. "Climb on." He had to whisper in this form to keep from deafening the humans but he could tell he was heard loud and clear when the little girl whimpered. Elia comforted her and helped her to climb up Gravur's paw and onto his back before climbing up behind her and holding her close. "Don't worry, I won't let you fall."

"Where is your home?"

Elia looked around and saw some of the villagers and farmers gawking at them. "I'll direct you once we're in the air."

"Fair enough." He didn't begrudge her caution. They already kidnapped her sister and beat her up for trying to save her. No doubt Elia thought they would try to follow her direction and try to take more of her people. Gravur flexed his wings and launched into the sky. Within no time, the squeals of fear changed to excitement and Via was exclaiming how much fun flying was.

With his fantastic hearing, Gragur was able to understand Elia's directions over the roar of the wind and they reached her village in no time. He let the sisters take their time saying their goodbyes while he was stared at once again by the few people who came to greet them.

"I trust him at his word, Via," Elia wiped tears and snot from the little girl's face. "He won't harm me."

"But when will you come home?"

Elia looked at Gravur who only looked impatient with so many eyes on him. "I won't be indebted to him forever. I'll work hard to come







[image: ]






























d2d_images/cover.jpg
CASSANDRA VAYNE






d2d_images/scene_break.png





