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Dragon’s quest

The sky was grey and menacing, a churning expanse of slate and charcoal that stretched from horizon to horizon without mercy or respite. Thick with heavy clouds that seemed to roll on one another, locked in an epic power struggle for dominance of the heavens. They tumbled and wrestled, these great vaporous titans, building alliances and fighting battles to the death before letting rip their rage and sorrow down below in torrents that would soon drench the land down below.

Hills rolled beneath this suspended theatre, gentle undulations of earth that spread across this little basin enclosed by dominating mountain ranges that stood like ancient guardians of the realm. These colossal sentinels forced the clouds to yield in multiple streams when they cut across their jagged peaks, splitting the heavenly armies into smaller battalions that reconvened in the valley.

Vast forests stretched on the mountainsides, dense carpets of pine and fir that covered the slopes like a living tapestry. The trees swayed and bent, bowing to the wind like a respectful court acknowledging their sovereign’s presence. Their branches waved in synchronised movements, creating a hushed symphony of rustling needles and creaking wood that echoed through the valley. Occasional clearings punctuated the emerald blanket, like islands in a verdant sea, where wildflowers stubbornly persisted despite the threatening weather above.

Carving out the heavens, a thick golden silhouette was contrasting against this dim backdrop, almost glittering in the rain. The majestic creature shimmered despite the absence of sunlight, as if generating its own ethereal luminescence that defied the gloom surrounding it. Circling high up in the sky, its extended wings so massive they looked like they would engulf the whole heavens in each stroke, spanning what must have been twenty meters or more of scaled magnificence. The creature’s mighty pinions cut through the tumultuous air currents with graceful authority, barely affected by the violent gusts that tormented the forests below.

Each beat of those tremendous wings seemed to momentarily part the churning clouds, creating brief windows of clarity in the otherwise chaotic heavens. Rain droplets scattered off its gleaming form, creating a sparkling halo that trailed behind the airborne behemoth as it executed a lazy, confident spiral. From this distance, details of scale or feature remained obscure. Yet, there was no mistaking the regal bearing of this aerial sovereign as it surveyed its tempestuous domain with apparent indifference to the elemental drama unfolding around it.

“I’ve got you now,” crouched in the bushes and leaning against a dead trunk and the edge of the forest, the knight waited patiently. The journey had been long, searching for such a beast for more than a year now, following each movement of the dragon with a focus that rivalled with excitement and fascination.

The semi-rhythmic tapping of the first few drops of rain made a satisfying sound as they came plopping down on the leather armour wrapped around the knight’s shoulder. Each cool droplet struck the treated hide with a gentle percussion, creating a subtle melody that gradually intensified as the heavens opened further. The pitter-patter formed an almost hypnotic cadence against the weathered surface, darkening the material in expanding circles where the moisture seeped into the worn creases and battle-scarred indentations.

Water began tracing delicate rivulets down the curved contours of the pauldron, occasionally finding its way beneath the protective layers to kiss the skin underneath with an invigorating chill that kept the knight alert despite the long hours of patient observation. The sensation was oddly comforting amidst the tension of the hunt—a familiar, grounding experience in the face of the extraordinary task that lay ahead.

Soon, a confrontation with the beast will need to occur. The knight had come prepared, despite being relatively young— For our knight was not technically a knight yet. More like a squire. And at the end of this current quest laid the coveted Graal: Full knighthood, for life.

Even locating the approximate whereabouts of the creature had been arduous. A dragon was, after all, both sought-after by every aspiring knight and very hard to come by. Enquiries had been made in all four corners of the realm. Talking to old masters of ancient fields about the mythology of the creature, keeping track of every answer in a bit of folio kept rolled and crumpled together in the safety of the leather’s inner pocket.

Missives had been dispatched, enquiring about possible sightings—a couple at first, to the most likely places. When no answers came back, dozens in the first handful of weeks had finally grown to hundreds by the end of the first three months. Knight and Quill both utterly depleted, souls worn threadbare by the merciless quest, while the true ordeal, the blood-curdling confrontation, had not even cast its first shadow upon their harrowing path.

Dim memories, as now, the goal in sight again. But first, to infiltrate the lair.

The dragon had disappeared behind the snowy top of a mountain, and so that’s where the weary squire now headed, trudging across rocky terrain with determination born of desperation. The journey upward was fraught with peril—loose stones threatening to send the aspiring knight tumbling backwards with each careful step, thin air making lungs burn with effort. As the squire climbed higher, the temperature dropped dramatically, forcing gloved hands to be tucked beneath armpits during brief rests against jagged outcroppings.

The path, if one could call it that, twisted cruelly around the mountain’s base like a serpent coiled to strike. What scant tracks remained from previous travellers had long since been erased by wind and weather. Several times, our would-be knight was forced to backtrack upon reaching impassable cliffs or crevasses too wide to leap across.

By midday, the squire’s breatbih came in visible puffs against the increasingly frigid air. Snowmelt soaked through boots, and fingers grew numb despite woollen wrappings. Before finally reaching an enormous desolate plateau nested deep between two mountains, every muscle aching and burning with a terrible fire unhindered by the bite of the cold air.

There lay a giant opening in the rock face, a gaping maw of darkness that seemed to breathe cold air outward like the exhalation of some colossal beast. Flanked by two monstrous figures carved from the same granite as the peak it guarded, these weathered sentinels stood in eternal vigilance, their features worn by centuries of wind and snow yet still unmistakably fearsome.

The statues loomed nearly fifty meters tall. Depicting scaled creatures with unfurled wings and bared fangs, their clawed hands extended as if to seize any who dared approach uninvited. Ancient runes, barely visible beneath a thin crust of ice, spiralled around the shoulders of each guardian, telling stories in a language long forgotten by all but the most dedicated scholars. More miniature figures were perched there, as if reading through them with intent focus.

The squire gazed in awe. This represented everything— every sacrifice, having to brave the dangers of the road every very early morning, every night sacrificed on the altar of knowledge, burning in the very same crucible, midnight oil and sweat to melt what would become the very metal of the knight. Every test and evaluation deemed required for knighthood and conducted by the old masters of every field.

To the edge of the rock face was a side entrance. Unfathomably less grandiloquent than its menacing counterpart. It was through there that the knight would first enter these sacred grounds, undetected.

The halls were old but not worn out, their ancient stonework maintaining a timeless dignity despite the countless centuries that had passed since their creation. Currently empty in these early hours, the polished floors and smooth walls echoed with an expectant silence, but they were definitely not abandoned. Evidence of recent care was everywhere—freshly lit sconces casting dancing shadows along the corridors, meticulously dusted alcoves housing mysterious artefacts, and the faint lingering scent of herbs and incense.

This hallowed ground had been trodden on countless times before, perhaps by the very same people who had painstakingly carved each intricate pattern and symbol into the stone aeons ago, trading for each shape in time. Their chisels had etched not just decoration but meaning into every surface, creating a space that transcended mere architecture to become something sacred. At any rate, the knight could almost sense their presence—ghostly whispers of ancient masters whose vigilant spirits seemed to evaluate each new visitor from just beyond the veil of perception, their watchful essence as much a part of these halls as the granite itself.

Step by step, the adventurer progressed deeper into the complex, careful footfalls creating soft echoes that rippled through the ancient air. Occasional openings in the walls of the granite corridors revealed the breathtaking enormity of the place—vast chambers stretching beyond sight, their dimensions defying conventional understanding. Through these apertures, glimpses of soaring vaulted ceilings disappeared into shadow-shrouded heights, while distant passageways branched off like the veins of some colossal stone organism.

The further ventured, the more the true scale of this architectural marvel became apparent. Corridors that seemed modest at first glance would suddenly open into cavernous halls large enough to house entire villages, their purposes so complex looking that no one but the most studied experts could venture a guess.

Each new vista humbled the adventurer, reinforcing the overwhelming sense of being nothing but a momentary visitor in a place designed for beings of far greater significance. The craftsmanship spoke of civilisations with knowledge and capabilities that, if left to their own devices, might one day defy the gods themselves.

The dragon was the guardian of this place. Hoarding the most precious currency known to the natural world. And this complex was filled to the brim with such riches. This particular chamber showcased one impressive collection gathered from every corner of the world and from every corner of time itself.

Far from the usual pile of gold and stones half-hazardly stacked in small hills, randomness had had no hand in the orderly display of this treasure. Each gem grouped with peers of the same nature in neat rows, on display for anyone to appreciate. Each a faithful frozen in time recording of all the processes that contributed to shaping them, how tempting to crack one open to reveal and study its secrets.

The squire ducked behind a towering bookshelf as footsteps approached—not the heavy tread of a dragon, but something lighter. Peering through a gap between ancient tomes, the young adventurer spotted a white-haired woman in flowing robes, carefully dusting a crystal sphere that contained what appeared to be a miniature storm.

“I know you’re there,” she called without turning. “The security enchantments alerted us the moment you entered through the service door.”

The squire stepped out, hands raised non-threateningly. “I seek audience with the Great Golden One.”

The woman’s eyebrow arched. “Another knight come to slay our curator? How tediously predictable.”

“No! I’m not—I mean—” The squire fumbled with the leather satchel, producing a carefully folded parchment. “My application. For the research assistant position.”

The woman blinked. “Your… application?”

“Yes. I’ve been tracking the dragon for over a year, trying to secure an interview.” The squire gestured at the massive library around them. “This is the Great Repository of Arcane Knowledge. Every scholar dreams of studying here.”

A thunderous sound echoed through the chamber as the massive golden dragon landed on a balcony overlooking the main hall, its scales gleaming despite the absence of direct sunlight.

“You mean to tell me,” the dragon’s voice rumbled, sending vibrations through the floor, “that you weren’t planning to challenge me to mortal combat?”

“Gods, no!” The squire looked horrified. “I have three degrees in comparative magical theory and a minor in draconic literature. Do you know how competitive academic positions are these days? I’ve sent hundreds of letters!”

The dragon settled onto its haunches, adjusting a pair of spectacles perched incongruously on its snout. “Letters? Oh! Were you using the mountain courier service? They’ve been terribly unreliable since the griffin strike last winter.”

The squire’s face fell. “A year of tracking… I could have just applied through the proper channels?”

“Well,” the dragon said, examining the parchment the woman handed up to him, “your persistence is certainly impressive. And your thesis on transmutative properties in gemstones is quite insightful.”

The squire brightened. “Then I have the position?”

“We’ll still need to conduct a formal interview,” the dragon said, removing its spectacles. “But I appreciate anyone dedicated enough to mistake a job hunt for a heroic quest. Academia needs that kind of determination.”
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