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Legend of the Aero Dragon

 


"I need you to do me a huge favor." Etzli pulled his
oldest brother Cualli into one of the many walk-in closets of their
castle home. Following them in was Etz's love, Zaniyah. She shut
the door behind them, and pressed her ear to listen. Because he was
a dragon, he had better hearing than she did, but he thought it was
cute that she wanted to play lookout.

Cualli stared between the two with a raised
eyebrow.

"Depends on what the favor is."

"I need you to marry us," Etz said bluntly.

"Now?"

"If possible."

"In a closet? Why the rush?" Cualli scratched at his
dark hair, obviously confused. His almond-shaped eyes narrowed in a
frown.

Etz rolled his. "If I told you, you might not do it."
He smirked a little. "It's better for us all if you know nothing.
Then you don't have to lie. I don't want you to be punished
severely."

"I'm not sure if I want to do this based on that
statement alone."

With one small hand gesture, a bright, white, flame
appeared in Etz's hand. He held the flame in front of his brother's
face, his face dark and determined as he showed the man the true
power of his magic.

"This is me threatening you," Etz stated. "We will be
wed. If not by you, then another. But not until after I make you
regret it."

Cualli swallowed hard. "Alright. Let us pray
then."

 


* * *

 


A few weeks earlier

The dragons of the wind, the Aero, have always been a
people who value honor. A promise is always to be kept, the humans
to always be respected, and the family to always be esteemed. These
three things had been beaten into Etzli's mind from the day he had
been born. His father, being the great dragon lord over the Aero
people, made sure of it.

Etz was the youngest of ten brothers. No sisters,
because dragon's were never female. Another thing his father made
sure to repeat to him plenty of times. Apparently, because the
dragons were only male, that meant he had some kind of duty to the
humans — especially the women.

All of the dragons had a human form, and so they
relied on the human women to reproduce. The humans didn't know
about this of course. If they did, there would be panic and chaos.
Only after a dragon married, could he tell his wife the truth. This
was the safe way to do things.

Etz would wed one of them, and she would bear him
sons, and together they would continue the cycle. This was how
things had been done for centuries.

A boring destiny, and not one he felt eager to
fulfill. He definitely didn't like that his bride had already been
chosen for him, or that his father had his entire life mapped out
without any input from him.

Now he was in his bedroom, preparing for a ball where
he would meet his future bride for the first time. She'd been
chosen for him by his father at the time of her birth, when he was
around fifteen years old. Dragons aged differently than the humans.
For every four years that passed on the Earth, the dragons grew one
year older. Now she was eighteen, and in his age range.

"What did you bring her?" His father, the honorable
Patlih, demanded of him. He made sure Etz's tie was straight, his
hair smooth, and his suit without wrinkle.

"Stuff." Etz rolled his eyes and suffered through his
father's inspection dutifully.

"What kind of stuff?" Patlih pressed.

"Personal stuff and it isn't your business."

"It is my business. You know you are to wed the girl
I've arranged for you. She comes from a good family. Don't screw
this up. If she doesn't take you, I do not think I could find you
another bride."

"Yes, I know. I don't plan on screwing it up." He
sighed "What happens if I don't like her?"

"You will."

"But what if I don't?" It was a good question. She
could reject him, he knew that one all too well, but could he
reject her? She could be disgusting or ugly or stupid or, worst of
all, boring.

"Do you trust me?" his father asked simply. He spun
Etz around so he could see himself in the mirror.

Etz stared at his reflection. It'd been a long time
since he last saw himself looking so sophisticated. His usual wild
hair was perfectly smoothed, and the suit made him look stuffy and
stiff. He hated it. He felt like he was five.

"I trust you with some things," he replied after a
minute or two of silence passed. He brought his hands up to his
hair and ruffled it up again, trying desperately to reclaim some of
his personality.

He watched his father's reflection wince in the
mirror, and readied himself in case the man tried to straighten it
again. The hair gel and the comb were put away, but Etz wouldn't
have put it past his father to use spit if necessary.

"Not everything apparently," Patlih commented. "It's
time. If you don't go now, you will be beyond fashionably late. It
will be considered disrespectful."

"All right, I'm going. I'll be back late. Don't wait
up for me."

"The party ends at nine."

"We might really hit it off." Etz winked and walked
out of the room before his father could say anything else.

 


* * *

 


Loud music had always been Zaniyah's style. She loved
to get lost in the melodies, and move with the rhythms. Tonight at
the ball however, she had to pretend to loathe music. Her twin
sister, Itotia, didn't like music much. She preferred the softer
notes, and the flowing sound of strings. Zani enjoyed those too,
but she had to be in a certain kind of mood to do so.

As much as she wanted to get up and dance with the
rest of the crowd, she was on a mission. She had to be her sister.
Her twin was supposed to be meeting her fiancé for the first time,
and instead of waiting for him out by the dance floor, she was
having a panic attack in the coat closet. He couldn't be
disrespected. The girls looked identical. Zaniyah could pretend
until her twin returned.

Finding him was proving to be difficult though. Most
of the couples at the party had met and paired off on the dance
floor. A few talked on the side. Her parents had told her she'd
know him when she saw him, which was more than a little
frustrating. Each young man was supposed to have a gift they would
be identified with.

Not Etzli, apparently. While most men carried around
roses or jewelry, he simply had a name tag on his suit jacket which
read: "Hi, my name is Itotia." She couldn't miss it. The letters
were bold and large in dark red marker. Another sign on his back
read: "Please pick me."

Cute… in more ways than one. He had a personality
that would be good for her sister. He was a good looking guy as
well. His hair was short and black and splayed in wild spikes. He
had dark eyes to match, nearly black, but there was a small hint of
gold outlining his pupils. As per usual in the Aero people, they
were slightly slanted in shape like almonds. He was tall for an
Aero and lean, but his shoulders were still broad. He was
definitely strong, another thing Itotia—Tia, for short—would
need.

Zaniyah gathered up the skirts of her pale pink gown,
and stumbled her way over toward him. She'd never been good at
walking in high heels. Anything more than an inch was too much for
her to handle. Currently her shoes gave her five inches of extra
height. Her dress did not help her much in terms of being able to
move.

The dress was beautiful and she loved how it looked
on her, but there was too much fabric for her to maneuver around.
The straps were thin and decorated in silver jewels, and the bust
decorated in matching jeweled flowers. It had an empire waistline,
and the skirt flowed freely and full of layers down to her ankles
with a slight train. She had to hold the fabric out and away from
her body in order to keep her balance.

She lost the fight and fell onto him, her face
planting into his back. He spun quickly, eyes wide with surprise
and the movement caused her to stumble further. She almost hit the
ground, but his arms caught her inches from the hard wooden
floor.

"Walk much?" he asked with a snort.

"Plenty, actually," she replied. She pulled away from
him as soon as she was upright again. She stared as his name tag.
"Itotia, that's a rather feminine name don't you think?"

"Nice to finally meet you," he said dryly.

"How did you know?"

"You should take them off if they're giving you so
many problems." He gestured at her shoes.

"That's an interesting pick up line." She raised an
eyebrow and bent down to unstrap her silver jeweled heels. She took
his statement as permission, and even if he minded, she didn't
care. Her feet needed the break. Her arches hurt in indescribable
ways.

He grabbed her by the arm and led her toward the side
where there were some chairs. She stumbled the whole way there with
her shoes half on and clinging to her feet. He sat down and waited
for her to do the same.

"It wasn't a pick up line. I'm trying to be nice and
offer you some logic. Come on, sit down. I'm not gonna do anything
to you unless you ask." He made another gesture for her to sit.
Zaniyah slowly did so and started to rub her ankles and the soles
of her feet.

"Are you assuming I don't have any logic?" she asked
quietly. A very unlike Tia thing of her to say, but she couldn't
help it. She could mask her slip up later, or she thought she
could, but then he laughed at her. He was challenging her, and she
couldn't say no to a challenge.

"You're the one who's in pain, rubbing your feet, and
wearing shoes you can't even walk in. If that's not illogical, I
don't know what is." He paused a moment and bit on his lip, as if
he regretted being so blunt for a moment. "Just saying."

Was that his way of apologizing? She couldn't tell.
Scowling, she fully removed her shoes and placed them on the empty
chair next to her. "Better?"

"I made the suggestion for your wellbeing, not mine.
So you tell me, better?"

"For the record, it was my parents' idea for me to
wear them. For some reason they think you wouldn't find me
attractive without shoes." She shrugged with an innocent and coy
smile.



His eyes met hers then, and his lips twitched into a
confident smirk. "Most guys don't make it that far down."

Zaniyah suddenly became very aware of her bust then.
She wished she had a wrap to cover her bare shoulders with, but
then she noticed he never once examined her body. His eyes remained
focused on her face outside of the brief moment they were focused
on her feet.

"You're telling me that men don't check out a lady's
feet? I feel like my whole world has been shattered." She spoke
quickly, playfully, to fill the gap before he figured out just how
uncomfortable he was making her. Uncomfortable in a good way.

She noticed her face growing warm, and she prayed
silently he wouldn't pay enough to her attention to see it. He had
an ego; she could tell with the confident way he held his body. He
slouched coolly in his chair as if he owned the ballroom. When his
eyes darted away so he could examine their surroundings, she almost
pouted, already missing his attention.

He didn't say anything for a while. Finally, his eyes
returned to hers.

"I'm sorry. I'll pay for your therapy."

Her breath caught in her throat as she stared into
those eyes. They were so focused and intense, and all of it
directed at her. She'd never met a guy like this before.

"Thank you, I appreciate it," she said quietly. She
didn't have to think about channeling her sister then. In fact,
she'd completely forgotten about it — again.

"So you're Itotia," he commented, completely
switching gears.

No, I'm her twin. "You're Etzli."

"Etz, please. I like to keep things easy."

"Tia." She offered him her hand, wanting to make an
effort at a proper introduction with him. First impressions were
everything after all. She'd screwed this meeting up badly, but
maybe she could make up for it. Though she didn't think he cared
much. He didn't seem bothered at least.

"I don't suppose I could get you to dance with me? I
know your feet hurt and all, but—"

"I'm not much of a dancer," she said quickly. She
wanted to dance with him, but she needed to focus on playing the
part of Tia. This guy wasn't hers to claim. He belonged to her
sister.

He frowned a little. "Oh."

The frown didn't help her feel secure in the
slightest "Perhaps I could be persuaded later once I have some
recovery time?"

When his eyes lit up, she couldn't help but melt a
little on the inside.

"Deal," he said. "I'll get you something to
drink."

"Thank you." She didn't want to see him go, even if
it would only be for a few minutes. However, Zaniyah did need the
beverage and a minute so she could send her sister an update.
Quickly, she pulled out her cell phone and texted two words.

'He's wonderful.'

 


* * *

 


Etz walked back home quickly. The night air was
perfect, the sky clear so he could gaze up at the crescent moon and
stars, and he couldn't imagine a more amazing evening. He felt like
he was on some kind of a cloud. The emotional high he was riding
reminded him of flying through the mountains near his home and
bursting through the moist white tufts in the sky: light and
free.

Never in his wildest dreams had he imagined this
night going so well. He'd always thought of his arranged marriage
as a curse, something binding him to someone he'd never love. Tia
proved him wrong.

He practically ran through the castle gates. Looking
up at the massive, grey stone building, he had a newfound
admiration for his home. For so long he'd questioned everything
he'd been taught, but his father hadn't let him down. Maybe he
could start trusting the man a little more. Maybe his old-fashioned
ways did have a purpose.

Patlih waited near the front door for him. His mouth
hung open, looking a mixture of shocked and confused as he watched
his son walk so brightly. Etz grinned, pleased by this reaction. He
always liked being unpredictable.

"You're back earlier than I anticipated. Did you not
hit it off well?"

Etz shook his head. "We got along fine."

"You did?" his father stammered. Etz was pleased at
just how much he succeeded at shocking the man.

"Yes, we did. She's great. I'm going to say goodnight
to mom and then head to bed," he said calmly. He gave his father a
bow, something he hadn't done in months, before heading up the
stairs to the master bedroom. If Patlih had more to say to him, it
would have to wait until tomorrow.

The castle was large, and he climbed three flights of
stairs before he reached the floor where his parents slept. Etz's
room was at the other end of the hall. While he didn't get along
with his father, he adored his mother, so he wanted to be close to
her. He stepped into the master room quietly, not wanting to
disturb her. His mother was sensitive to sound. Slowly, his feet
glided across the plush, white carpet. He sat by the bed, gently
putting a hand on her sleeping form.

Izel was a beautiful woman in her mid-fifties. Her
long black hair, streaked grey, was currently pulled into a
ponytail which lay beside her as she rested. At his touch, her pale
eyes slowly opened for a moment to meet his. Gently, he touched her
forehead with a hand. She'd been like this ever since he was born.
His magic had been too strong for her body to handle. She still
needed to recover from carrying him in her womb — even after
nineteen years had passed.

"Hi Mom," he said softly. He did his best to tone
down his energy so he didn't overwhelm her.

"Hi Etzli," she said with a small smile. Her body
shifted slightly to acknowledge he was in fact there, but beyond
that she remained motionless. He didn't want her to move anyway.
She needed the rest. Her talking to him was more than enough
effort.

"Tonight was the princess ball." He stroked her hair.
"I finally got to meet my fiancée. I think you'd like her a lot.
You'd approve. She's beautiful, smart, and fun."

"Describe please?"

"Of course." He couldn't help but smile at the memory
of Tia's beauty. "She's maybe seven inches shorter than me. Her
hair is longer than yours, black, and silky. It had a nice shine
under the lights. She's petite. A cute little thing, you know what
I mean? And she has these eyes! They're soft and brown, but so
deep. Can you see her?"

"Yes." Her smile widened.

"We could talk a lot. She didn't get mad at me for
being myself. I think this is the first time that's happened. I
mean, besides you."

"I'm—"

"Happy, I can tell. It's okay, you can sleep now. I
didn't want to keep you awake for long." He kissed her forehead
gently, and nuzzled his cheek against her warm skin. Sometimes, if
he touched her for long enough, he could feel the magic inside of
him flow into her body. He'd do anything to help her be well again.
It wouldn't happen tonight though.

"I love you, Mom," he added before moving away to
leave the room. He didn't want her to feel obligated to say it
back. Every word she spoke was a huge effort for her.

He made his way down the hallway to his room, now
ready to sleep himself. The night took more out of him than he
originally thought. Definitely worth it though. He closed his eyes,
imagining the sight of Tia once more.

 


* * *

 


"He sounds like a dream," Itotia whispered. "I caught
a glimpse of him. He was so handsome."

Zaniyah watched as her identical twin ran her fingers
over the small glass flower she'd been given by Etz. She wanted it
for herself, but it wasn't meant for her. It belonged to her
sister, just like he did.

The two lay in their beds in the room they shared.
While their father was a respected man in Aero city, they were not
necessarily wealthy. Her parents had fought hard for Itotia to be
chosen to wed the prince of the nation. So much so in fact, that
Zaniyah did not have a husband chosen for her.

Not like she minded though. Now she had the freedom
to choose whomever she wanted for her spouse. Most didn't have that
kind of freedom. Finding the right husband was essential for the
survival of the family. The husband was the one who took care of,
not only his wife, but her parents as well when they were old.
Marrying into the right family also improved social standing.
Zaniyah didn't want all of the pressure on her shoulders.

Tia, despite her social anxiety issues, was a much
better candidate. She knew how to be classy and polite. She never
said the wrong thing, nor laughed out of place. Tia fit the bill,
once she calmed down at least. She was also the older of the two by
a handful of minutes, and much more mature.

Tia would be happy with him. Zani could see all of
the ways Etz could make her happy. He'd know how to break her from
her shell. He'd push her in all of the right ways.

She wanted to be happy for her sister. He truly was
one of a kind. Rebellious, sure, but he knew how to be good too.
The glass flower showed as much. He had a sweet side. Because of
those things, Zani selfishly wanted him for herself You can't
have him. He'll forget all about you when he meets her.

"Yes, he's outspoken and interesting. Try not to let
it make you uncomfortable," Zaniyah said, cutting through the
silence.

"I tried so hard to keep it together tonight."

"I know."

"I'll be better next time. There won't be so many
people."

"I'm sure you will." Zani paused. "I'm proud of you
for trying. I know simply walking into the building was hard."

"Do you think he'll take me to the lunch?"

"I don't see why not."

The lunch would be the next step in the progression
of their relationship. Like the ball, it was a group event for the
couples to sit in a safe atmosphere and get to know one another on
a deeper level.

Not everyone from the party made it to this next
step. Most would, but on occasion if a couple didn't get along, the
arrangement would be canceled. In fact, that was the most nerve
wracking part of the process. The marriage could be called off by
either side.

Granted this was a rare occurrence, but it was why
first impressions were incredibly important. If he couldn't stand
to be near her, how could they be married? She didn't worry about
Tia liking him. Tia was easy to please. Etz didn't give off the
same impression.

"Now I'm more nervous," Tia mumbled.

"You'll be fine," Zaniyah insisted. "Be yourself and
make sure you're relaxed." She stressed the point. "He doesn't beat
around the bush. He doesn't make nice small talk, and he isn't
polite. He isn't going to pay attention to whether you have proper
etiquette or not."

"Stop, you're overwhelming me!"

Zani was glad it was dark, so her sister couldn't see
her annoyed eye-roll. "All right, goodnight."

 


* * *

 


Eager to continue with this courtship, Etz told his
father to make the call inviting Tia to lunch. It'd been a week
since he'd seen her at the party, and he couldn't get her off his
mind. If he wasn't thinking about how beautiful she was, he thought
about how much he missed her. There was so much he wanted to share
with her, and so much he wanted to know about her. Now he finally
had the chance.

The lunch took place at a small, high-end, restaurant
in Aero City. While he wasn't a fan of fancy food, he did like good
company. Unfortunately for him, he didn't even get to have that. He
sat across from her in the middle of a beautiful courtyard. Trees
shaded them from the sun. He stared at her, and couldn't help but
frown in disappointment. She was just as beautiful as when he last
saw her, but something wasn't right. Her eyes were so dead and
expressionless. All of the excitement he'd experienced about seeing
her again was now gone.

He found himself more interested in watching the
other young couples there than in talking to her. Then again, she'd
actually have to say something interesting for him to want to pay
attention. In fact, she had to say something period. She'd hardly
spoken a word. At first he believed it was just nerves, but over an
hour had passed. The longest hour of his life, no doubt. The other
couples present sat awkwardly at their tables, but they were at
least engaged in a conversation.

"The flower was beautiful, thank you," Itotia said
again. In fact, she said it often. Every time more than five
minutes of silence passed, she brought it up again. Almost as if
she thought that starting over with the same topic would count as a
do-over. Etz wished it was so simple.

He nodded at her slowly and gave her a weak smile.
"Yes, I know."

She faltered, her mouth dropping open slightly. "I
mean, um..."

"You mean, um?" he asked, leaning in toward her a
little. He stared into her eyes hopefully, desperate to ignite the
fire inside of her. She had been so quick and witty at the party.
What was different now? He didn't understand what was going on.

"I don't know."

He sighed and leaned back in his chair. Not the
response he had been hoping for. How could she not know? "I
see."

She stared down at her hands in her lap with a deep
frown. "Did I say something wrong?"

"You're barely saying anything, so no, I don't think
you're saying anything wrong." He rolled his eyes.

"I didn't know. I wanted to be sure."

"Do you know anything?" he asked her at last. He
tried his hardest to not sound annoyed. At the same time, he
was annoyed, and maybe she needed to know it. "I only ask
because you say it a lot, so I was wondering if you had any kind of
independent thought inside your head."
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