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            DARK WAS THE MORNING

          

        

      

    

    
      My eyes were crusted shut. The cool, pale dawn was stirring, but I could not see it. I could see nothing but the black and red starbursts that flashed across the insides of my lids. My massive eyelids, and my massive eyes. What they had seen in this world. It would make fleshy men shiver. It would send out cries from the mouths of human mothers. It would terrify even my brethren.

      I knew I had to tear apart the bitter, yellow mucus that had hardened and sealed my eyelids, but the thought of the pain that came with such rending made me shiver a little. A cowardly old relic. That’s what I was. I stretched my oak-like legs over the tiny rings of gold, letting them chafe my scales and rub off the dead skin. I unfurled my tail. It ached, but it felt good to stretch the old thing and snap it back and forth, listening to the gentle tinkling of gold and gems and silver cups that made music as my appendage swept across them.

      Finally, I tore my eyes open. Bits of filmy crust fell into my open eyes, and my sight blurred for a moment as I tried to make sense of the waking daylight. The mouth of my cave yawned wide. It was a huge doorway that let me see the white-peaked mountains and towering pines that made up my realm. Winter was approaching soon; the paleness of the sun promised it. Soon I would dive deeper into the cave, into the waiting bowels of earth, to ride out the winter in peaceful slumber.

      But autumn was not over yet. A few more flights, a few more feasts awaited my old bones and sagging skin. The cool morning air would dispel the last bits of crust from my eyes. Then I could hunt, and perhaps find some satisfaction in this lonely existence.

      Oh, how old had I become! To wake merely for food and the tentative hope that something of interest might happen to me today. Alas, I knew better. Nothing ever happened to me anymore. One day soon, I am sure that I shall wake and the crust that covers my eyes will have spread to cover my whole self, entombed forever in the phlegm of old age. To rip such a cage open will be too excruciating to contemplate. Better to sleep forever and not suffer.

      But the morning had come, and the daylight. My stomach cramped with hunger. In the far distance, past the arrowed pines, storm clouds bubbled across the sky and promised cold autumn rain. Prey would scurry and hide from that rain if I did not take flight soon. With one last stretch of my tail, I heaved my legs from my mounds of gold, listened as the pieces cascaded like a waterfall, and soared into the merciless world.
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        * * *

      

      An old mare, that was all I could find in the far valley. She had wandered from the herd, and either through stubbornness or in folly, she realized too late that she could not outrun the beat of my wings. One of the wild breed that roamed these lands, she had once been a noble creature, but her flesh hung loose upon her frame, and her hair was brittle as dried grass. It had been a hard season for her, as hard as my own, perhaps. So I took her into my jaws and rescued her from the harsh winter to come, freeing her from the starvation that surely would have stolen her life. Taken thus, she was ennobled again, sustenance for my ravenous body.

      Still, such a paltry meal did not satiate my hunger. Few things ever did.

      I flew back to my cave, sobered by the creak in my old bones and the strain my wings had already taken from such a short morning flight. And yet, when I returned to the gaping maw of my home, I was further chastened to find it occupied by no less than a haggard dwarf polishing his battle axe while seated upon my hoard.

      I did not hesitate upon that threshold, but slid into my cave and raised my head to strike this fool who dared intrude upon my barrow.

      To his credit, he did not flinch, and it was that indifference or haughty courage which stayed my jaws and made me decide to parlay with him instead. For even as old as I was, my curiosity was like that of a young drake.

      “What meaning is this, coming to my cave as bold as brass?” I asked.

      The dwarf didn’t speak. The steady, grating sound of his whetstone was his answer.

      “You have been favored by good fortune,” I continued. “My first meal this morning was paltry and my stomach still yearns for fresh meat. Ready yourself as I open my jaws again, and you shall be the next morsel in the mouth of Azragzigal, the mighty. A glorious fate, indeed!”

      I was ready to bestow this honor when the dwarf surprised me again. He smiled.

      “Mighty?” He almost laughed. “Is that what you call that sack of bones you drag around on those flimsy wings?”

      The effrontery was most amusing. I had not parlayed with a foolhardy warrior in nearly five centuries. I allowed myself a melody of laughter in answer. It was like the sound of rocks crashing down the mountain.

      But still, my intruder did not blanche.

      “Now that I’ve come here, I’m not sure I want to do it[ Perhaps this doesn’t mean what we think it means… maybe the dwarf is talking about telling Azragzigal about his mother],” he continued. “What would be the point? I almost feel sorry for you.”

      “Am I really so pathetic?” I grinned, rows of teeth gleaming with my venomous saliva. “Shall you take pity upon Azragzigal?”

      “Pity? I don’t know about that. More like a lack of will. What’s the point?”

      “The point might be to evade death. Yours, I mean.”

      “Will you really? Somehow I doubt it.” He kept sharpening his blade.

      I, in turn, did not let my muscles relax. I may be slower now than in my younger days, but I have faced down many a fool who calls himself “dragon-slayer,”and I know all their feints and trickery. This business of lacking the will, of questioning one’s purpose. I had heard it before, and I’m sure I will hear it again. I wonder if it makes them feel better to pretend their task isn’t predicated on bloodlust, to imagine they are simply doing such unpleasantries because they have no other choice, because the poor folk who suffer under my wings are terrorized with fear.

      “And why do you doubt it? Are not my teeth sharp? And is not my sack of bones, as you call it, looking rather starved? I tell you, dragon-slayer, I am ravenous.”

      “I could use some breakfast myself.”

      Finally, he stopped sharpening his axe and set it down, the heavy iron head clanking against a dozen small silver coins. A fraction of my vast hoard, but still, it annoyed me to see him treat it thus. He sat upon the pile of coins and cups and gems from empires innumerable as if he sat upon a stool at the tavern.

      Admittedly, the lack of fear from this dwarf continued to rouse my curiosity. From his large leather sack, he pulled forth a wedge of cream-colored cheese and nibbled on the edge of it like a mouse.

      “You won’t eat me because you’re as lacking in will as I am.” When he talked, a few spittles of cheese dribbled from the corners of his gray-bearded mouth.

      “I ate a wild mare not one hour ago,” I returned.

      He shrugged. “That’s not what I mean, and you know it.”

      “Tell me what you mean, then. I am rather slow in my dotage. Enlighten an old wyrm.”

      “You said it. You’re old. And so am I. When’s the last time you really hunted? Not wild mares or roe deer, but whole villages, kingdoms even? When’s the last time you set forth your flame?”

      “I destroyed the people who settled this land. Long ago my flames licked their flesh from their bones.”

      The dwarf nodded, wiping a fleck of cheese from the corner of his broad lips. “Aye. You did. Long ago. And now what have you become?”

      I’d had enough. Lifting my neck with a stiff strain, I loosened my jaws. The links of his mail shirt would grind to gritty dust between my teeth, but at least his blood would run hot down my dry throat. I thought I saw him blanche as my mouth widened, his foolish confidence starting to crack.

      But when I tried to lunge forward, I found myself unable to move. Not by any physical impediment but by something else. A kind of heaviness that was not in my limbs or my neck but in the recesses of my heart. I was angry with him, yes, but I could not bring myself to act. I did not want to.

      My body settled back down into my hoard with a winded, sagging thud, and I closed my jaws and sighed. Steam as hot as molten rock rose from my nostrils and clouded the high ceiling of my cave. I could see the dwarf almost coughing from the smoke, but he held his composure.

      “They deserved it,” I said at last. “A wicked people. Greedy and cruel to one another. I did them a mercy by destroying them.”

      “Greedy, eh?” he said.

      “They wanted my treasure.”

      “Your treasure?” He raised an eyebrow.

      I should have roasted him right then and there, but I did not. Instead, I let more steam come clouding out of my snout. Let him choke on it and be poisoned by the air. I would still achieve my aim but with less exertion.

      “What do you call a hoard of gold and silver that has been with me for over a thousand years?” I asked. “Is it not mine?”

      “It’s in your possession, yes. But it wasn’t always.”

      “That is an impossible standard,” I growled, if such a wheezing, hacking sound could be called thus. I was growing more and more strained as the parlay went on. “No treasure stays in one creature’s possession always. Unless one is a jeweler or goldsmith, and even then, those makers must get their precious metals and gems from miners. And even the miners must carve the stuff from the rock of the earth.”

      “So all this belongs to the earth, I think,” said the dwarf, gesturing to my hoard.

      “Perhaps,” I smiled, “which is why I house it in a cave. To keep it close to its roots. But what would man or dwarf do with such riches? Give them away as payment or bribery, store them up in strange vaults in castles or keeps? At least I let them sit upon the earth and be content. I deal not in base trading nor commerce.”

      “Commerce keeps some men fed.”

      “That is not my concern. I am older than grasping merchants and covetous kings.”

      “You killed children,” the dwarf said, his voice as even and unmoved as before. He said it as if he were telling the time of day. “And mothers and the feeble and old. Were they wicked, I wonder? Greedy and cruel?”

      “Children grow up, and mothers can most definitely be cruel. The feeble and old were once young and haughty. Age does not wipe away their infamous deeds.”

      The dwarf sighed and took another bite of his cheese. “Who made you their judge and executioner?”

      “Who made you mine?” I countered, licking my lips just for show. “Your people, your clans are called ‘dragon-slayers.’ What is that but judge and executioner?”

      “We’re at a philosophical impasse, I see.”

      The air of the cave was noxious with my billowing smoke, and yet the dwarf only coughed once or twice, seeming to weather the gaseous cloud with little discomfort. He must have caught my look because he grinned mischievously.

      “I’ve breathed the smoke of a hundred dragons,” he said. “My lungs are as spotted and black as your heart, I’m afraid. A little more smoke won’t kill me.” His grin was interrupted by another cough, and then I understood.

      “You are dying,” I said. “Your work has slowly poisoned you.”

      “One might say the dragons slowly poisoned me, but yes, I take your meaning. Dangerous work, mine is. In more ways than one.”

      I wanted to laugh. The irony of it was delicious to my tongue. “Why not retire?” I asked. “Live out the paltry remainder of your days in peace.”

      He shook his grizzled head. “I do not know that word. Like you, I only know how to cleave and rend and snuff out life.”

      “Are you saying we’re the same? Do not dare to presume. I am nothing like you, dragon-slayer. Imply it again and you will know neither peace nor war, only oblivion.” My words were a warning, but my tired voice did not have much bite behind it. Slumber was encroaching on my eyelids, heavy with their old scales, and speaking became an effort.

      “Shall I tell you a bedtime story, then?” the dwarf said. “I can see you want sleep.”

      “I do want it. My bones ache with it, but the time is not yet ripe. The sun has barely risen to noon.”

      “A little nap won’t hurt.”

      “And let you bury your axe in my throat while I snore?”

      “I promise I won’t.”

      I laughed and it was thunder inside the cave’s walls. “Your jest has enlivened me!” I widened my old eyes and shook the sleep from my lids.

      “Well,” said the dwarf, setting down his cheese and rubbing his fat fingers together, “let me tell you a story anyway. I have a few good ones in my hoard to share.”

      “Do you? And are they all about the death and destruction of my brethren?”

      The dwarf looked sidelong and I could see my aim was true.

      “Tell it then,” I said. “Let me hear of your prowess. Let me know what master slayer now sits in my home and breathes my air as if it were his own. I want to hear of carnage, of the death your axe has wrought on the lords of the sky. Tell me. Tell me all your glories. You deserve to boast at your own wake. Tell me.”

      “It’s not a boast,” he said. “It’s grim work, and I don’t relish it. But in those days, I thought it necessary. For your brethren, as you call them, were killers. Lords of the sky? More like demons. So I was called to the wastelands to try and save the people who clung to life on those barren, smoking rocks.”

      I was barely listening now. Such tales were all the same. These common folk live hard lives, and we dragons only make them harder. If the dragon-slayer was looking for pity or absolution, he would not find it in my cave.

      “I did not know the dragon’s name at first,” he continued. “Your folk guard those names like choicest treasure.”

      “We do,” I said. “Most tongues are not fit to speak our names.”

      “And yet you told me yours.”

      “Have you spoken it yet?” I let a wreath of smoke trail from my nostril toward his head.

      He coughed and batted it away uselessly. “Give me time. The dragon I tell of now was called Xirila. I learned her name from the charred grass that surrounded her nest atop a ruined keep.”

      “Charred grass? Is this a jest?”

      “No. I have a way of listening. Since my birth, I’ve had such ways. Can’t explain it. Just part of who I am.”

      “Intriguing.” Though in truth, my lids were heavier than ever. Sleep was coming for me as surely as death.

      “She was old. Older than you, I think.”

      “Is that so?” My lids were closing. I could feel the slick mucus of my eyes squeezing from the corners of my lids as they shut, and the sound of the dwarf’s voice was muted in my ears. Only intermittently did I discern the words he spoke, such was my sleep coming upon me.

      “Yes, she was old. So old, in fact, that the grass and rocks spoke of her as the mother of all dragons.”

      “There is no such mother,” I mumbled, my tired jaws aching. “Those first primordial dragons were born from fire. From the very depths of the earth.”

      “Nevertheless, she was a mother.”

      He was silent for a moment, and my mind drifted through clouds of ancient smoke, through reeking fields of ash. My memory was long, but even I could not remember the moment of my birth. A dragon breaks out of his egg alone. There is no mother to comfort him, no mother to feed him his first taste of flesh. We must fly from our broken shells and find our own sustenance. Thus it was for me, for though I do not remember breaking forth from my shell, I remember that first taste of the air when I flew and the warmth of the hot, burning fields around the crag where I was born. That is all I remember. The air and the heat. And that first bite into the soft, juicy flesh of a boy shepherd, tending his flock on the far side of a distant mountain.

      “And even though I knew she was a mother, I slew her,” said the dwarf. “My axe smoked with the heat of her blood. She lay dying amongst the stones of the old keep, and in her death rattle, she spoke to me. Never had that happened before. Most dragons writhe around and bellow at the clouds, but they don’t bother to speak to the bastard that carved up their bellies. This one spoke to me, and I think she was in some kind of stupor because what she said astounded me.”

      He paused again, I can only assume for dramatic effect. But his words mixed with my own faint dreams, for I was now as near to sleep as one can be without succumbing to full slumber. What I heard may have come from within my own head.

      Take care of him, she said. My son.

      “And did you?” I asked, barely awake. Sleep was my master now.

      “No. It never crossed my mind.”

      That was a lie. I could hear it in the slight inhale of his breath. There’s often an intake of breath when one speaks falsely, as if the lungs cannot bear to let too much air escape with the lies.

      I was tumbling into a deep, dreamless slumber. I couldn’t help it, but here I was, exposing myself to a dragon-slayer’s axe. Careless in my old age.

      He was spinning lies like a blanket to drowse me. No dragon mother cares for her son. No such words were spoken. But why, then, did he speak them? What net was he casting about?

      I wanted to ask him, to catch him in his lies, but the words would not slip through my tired lips. I was too far gone. My eyes were shut, my breathing slowed to a wheezing hiss.

      I was asleep. At his mercy. My day was finally spent.
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        * * *

      

      The crust was even thicker upon my eyes when I awoke again.

      “You did not kill me,” I said, a mouth dry with old age and thirst.

      “Aye, I did not.” He was still close to me. I could hear the nearness of his voice.

      “But you could have.”

      “Could I, now? Not so sure. You have a thick neck. Stiff and thick.”

      “Another insult.”

      “Just an observation.”

      I tried to open my eyes, but my lids did not have the strength. Sealed shut by the thick, yellow-gray mucus, harder than stones, which had leaked from my eyes in slumber, my eyes stayed locked in darkness. I could still smell the dragon-slayer, though, and his flesh made my mouth water.

      “Hungry?” he said. “I’m right here for the picking.”

      “Indeed. But the plump fruit of your flesh carries with it a thorn.”

      The dwarf chuckled. “My axe is sharp, yes. But what’s a small axe to your mighty jaws?”

      “You want to die? Are you eager to be a dragon’s meal?”

      There was a long silence, and in that space, I tried again to open my eyes. The crust would not break.

      “Not eager,” he said at last, and nothing more.

      He could surely see that my eyes were shut, but I didn’t dare tell him that I could not open them. What time it was or how long I had slept, I did not know. I was at his mercy still, and still, he granted it to me.

      “If not a dragon’s meal, then why not a dragon’s slayer?” I asked, putting the question to him.

      “There’s no rush. Let’s hear another tale. This time from your mouth.”

      “You never finished yours,” I said.

      “Didn’t I?”

      “No.”

      “What is there to tell? She died, the mother dragon. Cursing me with her request.”

      “Cursing you?”

      “Aye. I had trouble after that.”

      I pressed him. “What sort of trouble?”

      “Trouble.”

      I could hear him sharpening his axe. My old bones felt like lead as I tried to move my neck and stretch. My jaws creaked like rickety wheels when I widened my mouth. The sharpening stopped.

      “I never killed another dragon after that,” he said. “Not for lack of trying, mind you. But something had changed. Her words were like a spell.”

      “I thought they never crossed your mind.”

      “They didn’t. I’d forgotten them. But after many years, and many failures, I started thinking of them again. They sprang into my mind like a match struck in the darkness, and I started putting two and two together.”

      “And what did they equal?”

      “That I had been cursed with a request I could never fulfill. I am a dragon-slayer. I swore a solemn oath to wipe out the scourge of your kind. How could I take care of a dragon-mother’s son?”

      “Scourge, am I? All dragons, then? I suppose the desire to slay us has nothing to do with our gold?”

      The dwarf chuckled. A bitter sound. “Aye, the many villagers and townsfolk I’ve helped through the years were mighty glad to get hold of dragon gold. I was paid handsomely.”

      “I thought as much.”

      “But that’s not why I took up my axe to hew the thick necks of wyrms.”

      “No?”

      “The fire that burns hotter than a blacksmith’s furnace is a scourge, gold or no gold. It’s worth snuffing that deadly flame out no matter what payment is given.”

      “I am no forge. I am a living, breathing creature, same as you. I could say the same about your kind. Scourges all. Taking the mountains and the land from us, creeping into our caves and stealing our treasures. Bringing slayers to strike us dead because we should need food for our empty bellies.”

      “Is that your story? You’ve been wronged? All those poor folk down there who were burned by your flames deserved it?” He scoffed.

      I made myself ready in case he did strike. My eyes could not see, but my other senses were alert. The dwarf was not the only one with a talent for listening. I could hear his heartbeat quicken, and the rising pitch of his voice. He was being roused.

      “The last dragon I faced had done the same as you. Burnt every house and every villager. I watched from on high as he did it, weeping at the carnage and swearing an oath to exact justice.”

      “Vengeance.”

      “Justice. Flesh for flesh.”

      I didn’t bother to correct him. Those villagers, whomever they were, were not innocent. I was sure of it. Corrupt, heartless, thieves, and worse. All humans and their related kin are such. After all, they swarmed the land eons ago and took it from its rightful masters. Us. The proto-wyrms and draconic overlords, my ancestors.

      “You did not, however,” I said, unable to keep the delicious smile from my lips, “exact your justice.”

      “No. I struck him while he slept, but my axe failed. The shaft broke as the iron hit the hard scales, and that first strike wasn’t enough to fell him. He was roused. I barely escaped. Shame covered me like a cloak as I ran from those crags. I was as broken as my axe.”

      “But not so broken that you didn’t find a new blade.”

      The dwarf chuckled as he nodded. “Aye. I’m not stupid. Anyone who parlays with a dragon had better come prepared.”

      “You came just to parlay, eh? To tell stories about the old days?”

      “Not just stories.”

      “What then? To attempt a theft from my hoard? To strike me dead? That cannot be your aim, for you would have done it already.”

      “True. Can you not guess? I could have killed you while you slept. But I didn’t. I could kill you now, with your eyes crusted shut. But I won’t. What could be my purpose? What madness could have driven me here to talk with a dragon?”

      “She was not my mother,” I said.

      The dwarf slid down from his perch upon my gold. I could hear the cascade of coins and precious metals clink as he descended. I could not see him, but I could hear his footsteps as they strode forward, right to my waiting jaws. I could snap him up in an instant, if I wanted.

      But I didn’t, and ever after, I wondered why.

      “Would you like to see her grave?” he asked, and I could hear the sly smile behind the words.

      If I had said nay, would the torture of never-knowing have eaten me up like rust consuming an ancient blade? I shall never know, because I did not reject his offer. Instead, I held my breath and thought of what it would be like to see the last remains of such a dragon, a draconic queen whom this dwarf claimed was older than I, a mother of dragons.

      I breathed out, my ashen smoke filling the cave and choking the dragon-slayer. “Yes. Yes, I would like to see.”

      “Fly us there. I’ll tell you the way.”

      But, of course, I could not see. My eyes were crusted shut. “And would you pick the yellowed mucus from my lids? Come close enough to tear the casing from my eyes?”

      I heard him slide closer. I could not see, but I could feel the heat of his body and the disturbance in the air as he reached up with his hands.

      Yes. Yes, he would reach up and remove my blindness. I had not thought it possible, but he was doing it. Peeling the crust from my eyes. The hardened mucus was stuck fast, and when he dug his fingers into to and ripped if off, it tore at my scales and stung with sharp pain. Of course, I did not cry out—no such satisfaction for him, if I could help it—but I’m sure my head shivered. And still he tore at the crust and flaked it away.

      My lids were sensitive and sore, but when they were freed from their casing, I lifted them slowly so that blurry and reddened eyes could look upon the dragon-slayer again.

      He stood close to my dry lips. He was staring up at me. Waiting.

      “Climb upon my back and tell me the way to go,” I said, disbelieving my own intentions. Were we really going to fly together, dragon and dragon-slayer? His axe was in his hand. Had he put it down to open my eyes? And had he now taken it up again? What fool was I! And yet I did not change course.

      He pulled himself up onto my neck and fixed his position between the shoulder blades where my two wings sprouted. Perhaps he would lose his balance and plummet to certain death. I did not know, but I found myself hoping otherwise. At least until we found the grave. I told myself to fly steady, to keep him safe.

      I crept to the cave’s opening and took flight, my wings spreading like the mighty sails of human ships. Watery and blurred, my eyes could not tell what time of day it was. The sun was cold against my scales as I followed the directions the dragon-slayer gave me. He screamed them over the sound of the wind and my beating wings, and we traveled for a long time, even by dragon standards, across the valley and over the ring of mountains and even over the churning, dark sea that I knew bordered these lands.

      As we traveled, I took to wondering. Would I find the bones of this old wyrm still intact beneath the earth? Should I even dare to look? A dragon’s grave is not sacred, for we dragons have no true gods.

      But it is private. Dragons are meant to die alone. We are all of us solitary creatures. That is why the dragon-slayer’s blade is doubly cursed in our eyes. It does what it should not, and it sees what it should never see.

      Would I be committing the same evil by looking upon the mound of this long-dead mother?

      I flew on and pressed the doubts from my mind. I kept waiting for the dwarf to point out the spot, but he hardly spoke except to say, “Carry on,” and so I did. For leagues, I flew. Across the known world. For such a distance and for so long that my wings began to tire, and every muscle in my old body ached. I said nothing to my cargo, but surely he could detect the quaver in my wings.

      “It’s not far,” he said, in answer to my wordless struggles.

      The old worries came back to me, that this was all a ruse, a feint to lull me into weakness so as to strike. But what could I do? I had made the foolish journey, and now I would find out the truth. I felt the unseen axe weigh upon me.

      “This is the place,” said the dragon-slayer.

      “Yes,” I said, almost against my will. “I feel it, a thing I cannot put into words.”

      “Look.”

      Below us, a little ways in the distance, there was a peak of blackened rock, plateaued into a flat plane, and upon that plane lay a pattern of white bones in the shape of dragon.

      My mother.

      No, not my mother. A dragon’s mother does not care for her young. It was simply a dragon. A long-dead female of my kin.

      “What’s that?” said the dwarf, evident surprise in his voice.

      I looked again. What had I missed? Were my eyes still too weak to see in this dim half-light of what might be day? The dwarf said he could hear things, but my ears could hear nothing.

      The light from the clouded sky brightened for an instant, and I saw it. A thing, moving. A creature. A scavenger.

      “Desecrator.” The word hissed from my mouth.

      The scavenger was moving over the white bones and picking at them, disturbing the perfect pattern of their form. A dragon’s bones have power in them even after death. This thief was no doubt looking to steal such magic for itself, to harvest the greatness of this queen for its own paltry ends. It was always thus. These lesser beings tried to steal from their betters.

      A fire burned in me hotter than I could contain.

      “Careful,” said the dwarf, “I think it’s a lich.”

      “Even a lich may die by fire.”

      I opened my mouth, ready to unleash my red-hot wrath, but the dragon-slayer spoke again. “You’ll destroy the bones,” he said. “And what then?”

      Yes, the bones. This grave of an ancient dragon-mother. It took all my effort, but I quenched the flame in my belly.

      “Let us use claw and blade,” I said in return.

      “Careful.”

      I was not careful. I dove towards the scavenger, my teeth bared, my claws ready to strike. I did not see its knife, no doubt tipped in necrotic poison, nor did I bother to hear its hissing curse, but I felt the smoking blade scratch my scales as I swiped my claws across its billowing, ragged cloak. I caught nothing but cloak and air, but the lich caught my flesh, a small cut but the hot poison worked its way into my blood nonetheless. I roared, then felt my load lighten. The dwarf had jumped from my back and landed on the plateau beside the intruder. His axe was swinging, the lich cowering before it.

      A spark of lightning flashed from the tussle between them, some spell no doubt, and the dwarf stumbled back. I saw the lich’s face appear from beneath its hood, a pale, stricken face of death, and I lunged once more. This time my claws caught flesh, though it felt hollow beneath the skin when I dug my nails inside it. I lifted its skewered body toward my eyes so I could curse it, but the creature still contained some measure of power, and its eyes glowed red when I looked upon it, and I felt a spell usher from its mind, and the wound it gave me was deep. My heavy lids closed tight, but too late. I could feel my eyes burn beneath their sheaths.

      I flung the lich into the gray sky. I did not care what happened to it, nor where it should go, I only wanted it away from this place, away from these sacred bones. My defense of them was absolute. I found myself ready to die for them. Something I had not expected.

      When I pushed open my eyes again, I was exhausted. My body landed on the flat rock beside the dwarf. He was on his back, unmoving, the axe beside him, his hands empty. My weak vision couldn’t be sure, but it seemed the dwarf’s ruddy skin was burnt by unnatural fire. The lich’s dark sorcery. He lay atop the bones of the dragon mother, and I could see now that the bones had sunken into the rock, becoming one with the mountain. The dwarf’s body was like a scar running across that smooth flesh.

      I nudged him with my snout, like a timid dog. He did not stir. My eyes ached, and I felt the fire within me turn to sludge. I listened for the dwarf’s breath, but my ears were weak, and I heard nothing. I could not see whether his chest rose or fell. Tired, I lay down beside him on the bones of the mother dragon. I took cold comfort in the fact that the thief had taken nothing of her remains.

      Did I believe what the dwarf had said? Was this my mother? There was no frisson in my own bones, no affinity. I could sense the underlying power of these ancient bones, but nothing in the way of relation. Would I die here, so far from my own cave and all my treasures? Was this the dwarf’s last revenge?

      My innards felt like hardened stone. The blood was drying up within me. Both of us would die here, it seemed.

      “Is the creature gone?” The dwarf’s voice was weak. I confess, I thought he’d expired, but my eyes dimly caught his body shift and stand. He reached down and picked up his axe.

      “Do not waste your strength,” I wheezed. “I am dying.”

      “I can see that. But at least you’re here. A fitting end, to die upon your mother’s grave.”

      “I shall not die upon these bones. Power is in them, yes, but I feel no closeness to their marrow. We dragons do not know our mothers.”

      The dwarf turned away and looked into the blackening clouds. “I thought, perhaps…”

      “I told you.”

      “Yes, but I thought, well, we all have mothers. She had told me…”

      “Dragons lie.”

      “Did she think I would spare her?” His voice was labored, each word a cracked breath.

      “There is nothing for us here,” I answered.

      He was silent for a long time. My eyes were burning and weak; I could barely make out his shape in the gloom.

      “Can you fly?” he said.

      “If you guide me.” I wanted to lie down in my cave, to feel the chink of gold pieces on my smooth belly again.

      The dwarf nodded, but I saw his body twitch and his face wince. He was not much better than I.

      Our flight felt longer on the return journey. My wings were heavier than lead, and my eyesight grew worse in the darkness. Without the dwarf’s help, I would not have made it home. My body would have crashed into some cliffside or kept sailing into oblivion, my wings giving out their strength, all of me crashing to the depths of the earth.

      Instead, we found my cave and the familiar gleam of my treasures. I was nearly spent.

      “You have come to kill me,” I said with labored breaths. “I was foolish to think otherwise.”

      The dwarf was silent for a long time. I wondered if he had fallen asleep, or if the lich’s wound had stymied him.

      “In the morning,” I continued. “Give me one last night to prepare.”

      All was silent after that. I could not even be sure if he dismounted from my back. My slumber was so deep that I thought my body had sunk below the piles of gold and jewels and fell into the very depths of the rock itself, bone and mountain melded into one.

      When I awoke, my eyes would not open. But I knew it was morning. I smelled the morning air, and the dew. I smelled dead flesh too.

      The dwarf had fallen off my back. His body lay beside my own, but while mine still throbbed with some measure of life, his was now deep in the hallways of death.

      “That was not my mother,” I muttered to myself in the dark. “Why did he bring me there?”

      In the silence of my cave, I could find no answers. I remembered what he’d said. What the dragon mother had said.

      Take care of him.

      But she was false. And so was this dwarf. I was not taken care of. No dragon ever is. We are born alone and die alone, unless a dragon-slayer should kill us.

      I could feel my innards growing cold with every haggard breath. I could no longer see the sun. The crust on my eyes was too thick, and there was no one left to clean them. What can a blind dragon hunt? What can a dragon do without its fire?

      I shifted my body slightly and brushed up against the corpse of the dwarf. He must have died just before the dawn, for his body was still fleshy and not yet hardened by death. I knew what I must do, but the thought made me sicken, and I cursed myself for such cravenness. Perhaps it was good that my fire had died. The lich’s curse had made manifest the already-spreading cancer of my weakness.

      I sniffed the body, and though death was apparent, there was still his familiar smell. Why did I hesitate? Why did I resist? Hunting was now an impossible feat. The only thing which could satiate the last of my hungers was evident, but still, I could not do it. The ease of opportunity did not overcome my revulsion.

      What a revenge he has had upon me! His body and mine should die together, our flesh rotting and our bones intermingling with my treasures. The thought sickened me. My jaws ached, my stomach gnawed at me, and yet I could not bring myself to devour my enemy.

      Movement at the opening of my cave made me stiffen. Because I was cold rock now, it was easy to play dead. I waited and listened.

      A thief. Scavenger.

      I thought of the lich, but this was not that sorcerous undead. This was a human being: living, breathing, greedy. The human slinked into my abode, careful not to disturb my jewels and coins, but I could sense its covetousness, its desire. I had once felt such desires, but now I was too tired. I was ravenous with hunger, but would this human walk openly into my jaws?

      He stepped over my gold and knelt before the body of the dwarf. What game was he playing at? I heard him pry something from the dwarf’s grip. The axe.

      All these treasures, and what he wanted was a piece of sharp iron? I almost laughed at the absurdity of it. Was he going to kill me, then? I knew from the moment he arrived, and I could smell his stench, that this human was no dragon-slayer. And yet would he do what the dwarf had not? It was too much. An insult. Something inside me roused to old anger. The hinges of my jaws loosened, and without warning, I struck. He dropped the axe when my teeth bit.

      His flesh was stale in my mouth, his bones weak. As I crunched and swallowed, I knew the taste. Famine. Encroaching death. Perhaps starvation was sweeping the land.

      The paltry meal was not enough, and now that my belly had been given a morsel, it wanted more. The dwarf was not so dead that he was rotting, and even so, I had eaten rotten meat before.

      And yet.

      Words rang in my ears, the dying words of a mother. And they were a curse.

      My eyes would not open. The darkness of the world was complete. And the fire which burns hotter than the smith’s furnace had grown cold.

      Soon there would be two dead things in the cave of the dragon. A scourge and slayer. A dragon and a dwarf. And who would remember us but the dust and the gold?

    



This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/phoenix-and-fox-emporium.jpg
am





OEBPS/images/dark-was_ebook.jpg






OEBPS/images/break-rule-screen.png






