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            Chapter One

         

         Long, long ago, in a time when Magicians and Witches held sway across the land reducing the populace to fear and trembling, and Dragons and terrifying Beasts roamed wild; it was a time when Myths and Legends were born.

         
             

         

         Now it happened that one dark and stormy night, as thunderous clouds rumbled and crashed, and lightning flashed, and rain lashed, atop in a wonky teetering tower, amongst the ruins of the ancient Castle Llewellyn, that stood, high on a Welsh hillside there lay a large red egg. It lay, as it had lain for many a long year, quiet and still on a nest of twigs and sticks. As the tower creaked and groaned in the storm, the egg began to move. First it started to gently wobble but as it wobbled cracks began to appear in its shell. Then, through the cracks came a hole, followed by a claw, followed by a snout, followed by a head, and then, with a wriggle and a squirm, a pinch and a squeeze, out popped a fully formed, but very small, Welsh red Dragon. This hatchling Welsh Dragon’s name was Caradog, and in time he would, unusually for a Dragon in those tumultuous days, come to be known as,

         
            
        
          ‘Caradog y Ddraig Gymreig Gyfeillgar’
        
      

            
        
          Caradog the Friendly Welsh Dragon.
        
      

         

         But for now, amidst this raging storm, Caradog was simply trying to adjust to this new bewildering world he had just entered. Blinking and shivering, nervously he peeked out at this intimidating display. A sudden flash of lightening made him jump as he peered over the edges of his egg’s broken shell and out at the lashing storm. With awe he warily viewed the cold squalling rain and howling wind. His first impression of this new world wasn’t an enthusiastic one. This was not what he had expected; where were the warm, friendly greetings of welcome? Greetings he felt a newly hatched Dragon had every right to expect on arrival into this new world. Indeed, looking at what he was now seeing he was becoming decidedly dispirited and unhappy with his lot.
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         Caradog was wet and he was cold. Instinct however told him that if he breathed out hard warming flames would issue from his mouth and nose. He breathed out. The warming flames that he was sure should burst ferociously from his nostrils when he breathed out, simply ‘phussshed’, spluttered, faltered, and… died. No matter how hard he huffed, puffed and blew, the result was the same. Crestfallen, Caradog abandoned his efforts and sank down on the remnants of his egg’s shell. Dismayed and dejected he let out a long, deep sigh of frustration and sadness at his predicament. To his utter amazement and surprise, this time, as his sighing breath escaped, fiery flames shot out from his mouth and nostrils, illuminating and literally lighting up the room. Literally, as to his surprise, and even greater astonishment, his fiery breath had, in an instant, set fire to the sticks and twigs of the nest on which he and his egg were perched.

         “Duw!” Shrieked Caradog. “Aaw! Duw!”

         
            
        
          In Welsh ‘Duw’ is generally an expression meaning:
        
      

            
        
          ‘Well well!’ or ‘Goodness gracious!’
        
      

         

         His cry of “Aaw! Duw!” was now quickly followed by a shriek of “HELP!”

         “HELP!” exclaimed Caradog again, wildly hopping from foot to foot to foot to foot as frantically he stamped all four feet on the growing flames and furiously flapped his wings, beating the sticks and twigs, desperately trying to extinguish the growing blaze.
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         Eventually his furious efforts prevailed and the flames died away, slowly turning into barely glowing embers. Caradog, comforted and relieved by this, stopped flapping his wings and stamping his feet and breathed a sigh of relief. No sooner had he done this than he leapt back in consternation. His sigh of relief had reignited the glowing embers of the sticks and twigs, embers that now sparked and flared, crackled and spat, erupting afresh into flames, once more lighting up the room and sending flickering fingers of light and shadows around the walls. Alarmed and fearful, Caradog flapped his wings and stamped his feet even more vigorously than before as desperately he tried to smother the spreading blaze, but this time, despite his frantic efforts, the flames grew higher. Then higher still. Caradog stamped his feet harder and faster, flapped his wings faster and harder. Just as he feared he couldn’t stamp any faster or flap any harder, and he’d never be able to quench the rampant flames, a huge gust of icy rain burst through the crumbling glassless window of the tower and with a ‘shuussshzzz’ and a ‘phiiisssssh’. To Caradog’s surprise, and great relief, the flames, that had begun to engulf the nest were doused, and ‘shooushing’ were sulkily, extinguished.

         “Phew” muttered an exhausted Caradog to himself. “Duw, you were lucky there boy, this breathing out business looks like it’s going to be a tricky old affair if you’re not careful.”

         Caradog’s relief at the fire being extinguished however was short lived. The huge gust of rain that had so successfully doused the flames had also soaked Caradog. He was drenched and the floor of the tower room was now flooded. His nest of sticks and twigs was floating, splishing and splashing from side to side on the stone floor. Gradually, and much to Caradog’s relief, the pool of water subsided and the nest came to rest once more in the centre of the room.

         “Phew!” muttered Caradog again, collapsing back onto his egg’s shell. “That, old son was too close for comfort. This Dragoning business is turning out to be a bit of a nightmare, thought Caradog, and he’d only just hatched. But, Welsh Dragons, even very small just hatched ones, are made of stern stuff, so very carefully and very gently, sniffing the still smokey air, and wary not to breath out too hard this time, Caradog relaxed. Satisfied the fire was now definitely out, Caradog, exhausted, pulled what was left of his shell over him and slept peacefully ’til morning.

         In the valley, far below the Castle, Watkin the Sheep, had been sheltering in the doorway of his tiny stone hut and peering out into the howling gale. Watkin wasn’t actually a Sheep, he was the shepherd who looked after the sheep but, because of this and the fact that he had a mass of long curly blonde hair that made him look a bit like a big woolly sheep, he was known as ‘Watkin the Sheep’ to all who lived in the village. Watkin wiped the rain from his eyes and pulled the hood of his jerkin further up over his curly hair. He peered harder out through the driving rain. As far as he could tell in the darkness, his sheep all appeared to be there, safely huddled together for warmth. Watkin murmured a grunt of satisfaction at this and pulled his hood and jerkin yet tighter about him.
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         At that moment however, something in the distance caught his eye. As he looked up toward the ruined Castle, through the pouring rain he could have sworn he saw a flash of light, possibly flames, coming from a window high in the distant wonky teetering tower of Castle Llewellyn. He rubbed his eyes. Yes, there it was again, a flash of light that could only be flames, then the flash disappeared. He rubbed his eyes once more, wiping away the rain, and frowned, not sure he could believe what he thought he had just seen; his eyes must be deceiving him, nobody lived in the Castle, it hadn’t been occupied for centuries. He considered what to do. Perhaps he should tell someone. But, what if he did, would anybody believe that he’d seen lights, possibly a fire, high in the wonky teetering tower?

         “Watkin the Sheep saw a fire up in the teetering Tower.” They’d cry and oh how they would laugh at him.

         “Well it was only Watkin,” they’d say and you know what he’s like, always letting his imagination run away with him.”

         Umm, thought Watkin, perhaps it’s best I don’t say anything to anyone.

         
             

         

         The following morning however, down in the small village of Pentref Llewellyn, it didn’t take long for Watkin to let slip just what he thought he had seen during the previous night’s storm. It took even less time for word of Watkin’s report of his previous night’s sightings to spread throughout the village and for it to be met with the laughter and derision he’d feared.

         “Oh duw, Watkin’s had too much of ‘Mrs Protheroe’s Unusually Peculiar Elixir’ again and has had another of his fantasies.” The villagers had chortled.

         “A fire in that rickety teetering tower,” roared Big Bryn the Blacksmith. “don’t be ridiculous boy, who’s going to be lighting fires up there, nobody’s lived there for centuries.”
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         “Aaw, Watkin man, don’t talk daft,” laughed Alwyn the Ale, “you’re getting as woolly-headed as your sheep.”

         Shaking their heads at Watkin’s foolishness Medwyn the Laundry, Maldwyn the Mill and Mrs Probert from the Bakery all laughed at Watkin’s tale; even Hopkin the Horrible who was normally the village misery, on account of his job being to move all the dung from around the village out to the village midden, grinned and sniggered. “Poor Watkin,” they’d chuckled, “he spends too much time away with his sheep; daydreaming he is, always daydreaming.”

         “And anyway,” added Ifor the Indolent, yawning widely, and with an effort, opening one eye, “why would anybody climb up that high on such a night, in such a rickety, wonky, teetering tower, just to light a fire. Poor old Watkin, he’s going soft in the head.”

         But Watkin was now more convinced than ever that what he had seen were flames, or certainly a light of some kind coming from an open window high in the Castle’s tower and he was determined to prove it. Quietly he slipped away from the mocking villagers and back to his little hut. Making sure his sheep were safe and grazing contentedly, Watkin filled his lunch pouch with half a loaf of bread, a large slice of cheese, an apple and a bottle of ‘Mrs Protheroe’s Unusually Peculiar Elixir’. Then, taking up his shepherd’s crook, Watkin set off, up the hill, toward Castle Llewellyn and the wonky teetering tower.
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