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Blood Vultures

 


The seven Champions of Ranamaha’i crucified
the dragon and staked its still-living body to a tower of the east
gate. They did it to demonstrate the dominance of the Rana people
to all who came to their great city. They did it to show that the
dragons held no sway in the nation of Ranamaha’i. They did it
because they could. Who would stop them? The writhing dragon they
had nailed to the gate tower?

Its broken wings hung limp from great spikes
and shredded flesh flapped in the breeze like some threadbare robe
split to the seams. For the first weeks after the battle, the
dragon’s caterwaul had kept the Rana from sleeping, yet today, a
baleful wheezing was all that remained of the fae lord’s
strength.

Dragons were chief among the fae, those
beings of twilight that embodied the laws which governed the
natural world. The stars danced only to the tune that the Dragon of
Star and Song set; fire burned only as brightly as the Dragon of
Fire allowed. To harm the Dragon of Fire was to harm the very
how of fire itself. Man felling dragon was an affront to
nature no less strange or sinister than the sun refusing to rise or
the dead shirking their duty to advise their blood descendents.

It was a crime - that much was certain - but
its magnitude was so great that no one felt capable of condemning
it. The leaders of the city, the Qwei Jorat, stood unhumbled by
their own inadequacy to pass judgment. To them, doing so was
admitting that they had had no control over the Champions, those
seven who had captured the city’s imagination. Instead, they lied,
and claimed the Champions had acted on behalf of the Qwei Jorat.
Those elder women declared that it heralded the dawning of an Age
of Reason to replace the outgoing Age of Courage, and built the
Gepha for their philosophers to frolic in. They painted over their
pity for the creature with disdain and renamed it the “Dragon of
Man.” In mastering it, they claimed mastery over the fate of
mankind.

The dragon had been something greater before;
it was once the dragon of something. But to the cosmopolitan
port, such details were not worth knowing. What was important was
that they had defeated a dragon.

Knowledge is a burden, after all. Their
shallower questions relieved them of its weight while letting the
Rana continue the myth that they were intellectuals by nature: How
had the Champions done it? What boldness had it taken to challenge
such a being? Why hadn’t they done so sooner? What great days lay
ahead of them now? It was as though each Rana, in his heart,
believed that he had some measure of their Champions’ skill and
mettle, that he too shared in their victory. But not their crime.
Never their crime. Before long, the Rana had cloaked themselves in
pride for their achievement, if only to cover the shame of their
deed.

Yet, years after the battle, the barely
living Dragon of Man remained fixed to the tower. Its terrible
blood had been baked into the stone by Ranamaha’i’s unforgiving
sun, but a fresh trickle oozed from its wounds from time to time.
Where it fell, a crowd had gathered, arms outstretched and mouths
open, hoping to catch just one drop on their tongues.

Blood vultures.

The only people worse off than Maharta and
Risa. The only people the two urchins saw as more pathetic than
they. Maharta had no illusions about what he did to survive, but he
begged no man or god for salvation.
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