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Chapter 1

The Red Dragon
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‘Pardon, Miss!’ 

Katira stepped back as a young pageboy rushed past and almost knocked her over. He did not even pause as he raced through the castle in search of the recipient of the scroll he held. 

‘Ohh...’ Her eyes opened wide as a sharp pain shot through her leg. The silver cup hidden under her dress had cut her skin. Her heart skipped a beat as she looked around the room to see if anyone had heard her. 

‘Nobody expected it. Did you?’ A tall thin woman, dressed in a heavy green silk dress and more ribbons than was attractive for her advanced years, spoke quietly to her companion. She seemed shocked and worried.

‘I hear they have sent word to the king himself! He will be sure to come at once.’

Katira couldn’t hear the rest of the conversation. Was it about her? No, these women were too busy thinking about themselves and how they looked to notice anyone else. 

She dared a quick look down at her own exquisite dress to see if the blood had soaked through it. Thankfully, it hadn’t and she stood tall and let a bored and annoyed expression settle on her features. It was the perfect courtier look and nobody would suspect of her of being the servant she really was.

Katira knew it was time to get moving and walked through the covered courtyard. Usually it was deserted but today it was teeming with people. Katira looked up at the glass roof. Was it snowing or raining? Normally the courtiers preferred to socialise outside on the cobbled area that extended to where the cliffs rose sharply.

No, there was no snow or rain, although it looked to have snowed recently.

‘I hear it’s been out there all night.’

‘I’m not going out until it leaves.’

The snatches of gossip were enough to pique Katira’s interest despite knowing that she should change and be gone while she had the chance. She strolled towards one of the large windows, pausing at several statues to hide her true destination. There were many young men standing near the windows and it would not be seemly for a high-born lady to walk directly to join them.

Several men looked at her with undisguised admiration and she immediately wished she had chosen something less conspicuous. She wanted to blend in, not stand out!

Her current borrowed-dress was a pale blue-green and was adorned with gold and pearl. She had worn all the matching accessories she could find and the look was the perfect over-the-top style preferred by the court hangers-on. 

It took an age to get in a position to see out but Katira had learnt patience a long time ago. When she finally saw what was causing all the fuss, she could not suppress a sudden intake of breath.

‘Oh!’ She spoke far too loudly, drawing the glances of several men standing nearby. She had no idea what she expected to see but even her well-practised impression of a noble could not mask her surprise.

A large red dragon sat perched on a ledge that overlooked the patio. It was facing the castle but sat motionless as if waiting for something. Katira knew she had never seen anything as beautiful as the huge dragon and she could not drag her attention from it. Clearly it had not moved in a long time as snow had gathered on its head and haunches and even on the long tail that curved around it. Its eyelids were drooped as if it were sleeping but she could see a touch of glittering yellow that told her it was indeed watching the castle.

‘Nobody has dared to go outside.’ A youth stepped slightly closer, but maintained a polite distance. His dark hair contrasted with his pale skin and soft green eyes held a hint of concern as he looked from her to the dragon.

‘But I need to go out,’ Katira said, more to herself than to the young man.

‘Out? Where to?’ the youth queried. ‘Is there somewhere fun to go near here?’

‘I just need to pick something up in town,’ she lied.

Her real reason was to sell the silver cup and buy food for her siblings but she could not tell him that. Being a thief did not sit well with her but she had run out of options. It wasn’t her fault that the tax collector had sent her to serve at the castle last year. All the king cared about was money and she was stuck here in unpaid service. She would be Princess Em’s personal servant until she worked off the debts her father left behind when he died. 

The small trinkets she had been sneaking out had brought little money so far. The jeweller in town suspected she stole them and gave her far less than their real value.

‘I’m sorry I really must go.’ She intended to circle back towards the storeroom and change into her old clothes.

‘I don’t believe we’ve been introduced. I’m Liam.’ He moved to block her way and smiled at her. When Katira did not introduce herself, he continued. ‘Surely you can send a servant? I hear there are some back steps they could take. Although I’ve been advised not to try them myself. Apparently there’s at least one serious injury every day on them. Very treacherous indeed, but that’s what servants are for, are they not?’

He glanced out at the snow, and then at the dragon and there was a twinge of annoyance in his voice. ‘I thought the dragons had abandoned this area many years ago.’

Katira knew she had to say something or it would seem odd. ‘I have never seen one before and I’ve lived here all my life.’ 

It wasn’t a lie as she had lived near the castle until recently. Now she lived here; a servant, a courtier and a thief. Her thieving had been made much easier when, several months ago, chests full of clothes and jewels arrived at the castle. 

A distant cousin of the princess was visiting for the summer and her luggage was sent on ahead. The luggage had come by sea but it seemed the young noble lady who owned all two dozen trunks of belongings did not like boats. Instead, she was coming by carriage, a trip that would take almost the entire winter!

So it was, that an exquisite wardrobe of clothes and accessories was at Katira’s fingertips and nobody would even know she had used them. They gave her access to rooms and trinkets that she wouldn’t normally get near. Only items the owners had forgotten found their way into her pockets. They would not even know the jewel was gone. 

It was almost as if she had two lives. Katira had been dressing as a royal courtier so often that people had started nodding at her in the hallways. They assumed she was supposed to be there, and it was becoming difficult to avoid joining in the impromptu gatherings in the courtyard without seeming rude. Even the princess had seen her at a distance and not recognised her. 

‘I’ve come to spend the summer here with my sister, Cassa. My carriage was a day ahead of hers so she’ll be here soon. Perhaps you know her? You do look somehow familiar.’

Katira swallowed suddenly and blinked as she pulled her attention away from the snow-covered red dragon. She pasted the calmest smile on her face that she could as she dipped her head to avoid any direct eye contact. 

Liam’s sister owned the dress she was wearing and she would be here any moment! His opinion of servants was also clear and she doubted he would approve of her reasons for ‘borrowing’ the clothing. She backed away several paces, then flicked her gaze at the dragon as if she feared it. In reality it intrigued her. She wondered if it was possible to get any closer for a good look.

‘I really must take a rest. This is all too much,’ she lied.

Liam looked mildly surprised and a little disappointed at her claim of being exhausted by the sight of the dragon but nodded politely and let her go without another word.

She slipped towards the back of the crowd and worked her way to the day-rooms where the nobles took frequent rests from their strenuous socialising. How was she supposed to get out now? She felt the silver cup rub against her leg and slowed her pace again. One room’s door was ajar and she slipped in, knowing that an open door meant there was nobody resting inside. She shut the door and stood in the darkness with her mind racing. The back steps were as dangerous as Liam had suggested and with the frost last night they would be iced-over as well!

She had to get to town and sell the cup then take food to her brother and sister. It had been days since she had been out to see them and she was worried at having left them alone so long. What if some no-good neighbour had finally noticed there was no adults living in the small house or that only children were tending the small vegetable patch? Luckily it wasn’t uncommon for small children to do such tasks and Katira had taught her brother and sister to call back to the house whenever anyone looked to be close enough to hear, as if they were yelling to a parent.

It had been six months now and Katira wasn’t sure how much longer she’d be able to leave them alone. Her brother, Natal, was almost nine and soon would be old enough to work in the mines, but Peg was only six. A frown creased her forehead and she relaxed it back to a smooth, courtier blankness as she cracked open the door and peered out. The crowd had moved closer to look at the dragon and she could see a clear path out towards the front of the castle.

Her only choice was to leave right now before the people lost interest in the great beast. A courtier’s attention span was limited, even when the attraction was a huge dragon. She reached the main corridor without incident but several servants stood by the large front doors to the castle. 

‘Begging your pardon, Miss. You do know there’s a dragon outside?’ one of them queried as she slowed her pace to a sedate stroll as if she was just going out for some air.

‘It might attack you, Miss,’ the second servant added.

Katira kept her gaze low. She knew these youths, but they weren’t likely to recognise her easily dressed in finery and with her hair long and plaited instead of tucked under a scarf.

‘Oh, I’ll be fine...’ she muttered, thinking as fast as she could. The youths had made no attempt to open the door yet and appeared to think it their duty to protect her from the dragon outside. 

She touched at the delicate golden headpiece that had been packed with the dress and matched it so beautifully. Nobody had ever seen jewellery like it in the entire kingdom. She could hear voices in the corridor behind her and she took a deep breath and said the first thing that came to mind. ‘This headband will protect me. It is made from gold and gems that make me invisible to the dragon. Open the doors.’

The youths stared in amazement, trying to see the headband that she kept partially covered by her blonde hair then they hurried to do as they were bid. She slipped out through the doors as soon as they were open far enough and almost ran down the wide stone steps at the front of the castle. She forced herself to slow down as she heard the huge doors bang shut again and took a deep breath to calm her nerves.

Now that she was outside she wondered if she was brave or just stupid. She was alone, outside, with a dragon only a hundred paces away and old tales said it wasn’t unheard of for dragons to scorch unwary travellers with their flames. 

The only path down the small mountain led directly past the dragon where steps were cut into the rock face. She wondered at the king’s decision to build his new castle so close to the abandoned nesting place of the dragons. Rumour told that he wanted a view of their nests from his drawing room window. 

The castle had only been finished for six months, right when Katira had been pressed into service. A stroke of luck had her meet the princess on her first day and the bored young woman had decided that she wanted Katira to keep her company. So she had become the one who put up with Em’s rants and tempers when she wasn’t happy.

Belatedly, Katira also realised that she would be in full view of the watching gentry! It was too late to turn back now, and she stiffened her back and set her gaze straight ahead as if the headband did indeed make her invisible. She could hear echoes of shouts and cries of dismay as the courtiers saw her walking directly under the dragon’s perch.

The cries were drowned out by her own heartbeat and she didn’t even feel the cold bite of the wind as she walked sedately past the dragon. She could feel the heat of its breath and knew that it was following her progress. A shiver ran through her that had nothing to do with the cold as she forced herself to keep walking. As she rounded the corner, the courtyard and inner courtyard beyond were out of sight. So was the dragon, and she walked several more paces before her knees went weak and she leaned against the cliff wall. There was no sound of the huge beast following her and she began to relax.

Then, suddenly, the air was full of the sound of wings, and snow flurried around her. She froze to the spot, dreading what was to come, and closed her eyes tightly. She should have waited, the food she had left for Natal and Peg would have lasted another day at least.

Several seconds passed and she realised that the snow was settling around her. She looked up out of one barely open eye and saw the dragon flying off towards the nearest nest. A sense of relief ran through her so quickly that she sank to the stone steps in front of her and put her head in her hands. How could she have been so foolish to draw such attention to herself? She would have to buy another dress in town and return by the back steps. She hoped she would get enough from the sale of the silver cup she had hidden under her dress as she doubted she would be able to use the clothes again.

Katira touched the golden headpiece and wondered if she dare sell that as well. There were also the half dozen bracelets and a necklace. Sitting here certainly would not help though. Curious people would be out-of-doors now that the dragon had gone. She stood up, dusted off the snow and hurried down the rest of the wide steps that led down towards the town. There was a road that led up to the castle but that was much longer as it wound slowly up the mountain. Her only option was these steps.

She was out of breath by the time she reached flat ground and she could hear voices far back up around the bend. Someone was definitely following her down. She slipped into the bushes and headed for the other track that led from the back of the castle. The high-born would not know how to find it as none of them ever went that way.

The path led around the base of the dragons’ nesting grounds but that was so far up that even if there was one up there she would not likely see it. She glanced up as her thoughts went to the red dragon and frowned at the large cloud that blocked the sun. She gulped as she realised that it was not a cloud. It was the dragon, and it was descending towards her at an alarming rate! She looked around desperately but did not move. Where could she run to that the dragon could not follow, if she could run at all? Her feet were glued to the ground as she awaited the creature’s arrival.

Katira didn’t bother to cower or look away as she knew it would not change the outcome. Her last thought as the huge red dragon blocked her entire vision was that of her brother and sister. Who would care for them now?

She heard the crunch of several trees as they were knocked flat and her eyes shut involuntarily for a few seconds as a blast of hot air hit her. The expected flames did not sear her skin and several heartbeats later she opened her eyes. They opened even wider as she realised she was staring straight into the glittering yellow eyes of the dragon. 

He, she had no idea why she thought of the dragon as male, sat in front of her with his wings extended and his head was only an arm’s length from her own.

‘Are you simple-minded?’

Katira blinked. The dragon had spoken to her. She racked her brain for any memories of stories about dragons talking. Nothing. Nobody even knew they could talk! She stared back, stunned into silence.

The dragon drew back and looked annoyed. 

‘Hummmph. Simple-minded.’

Katira frowned. ‘I am not,’ she responded in a sharp tone.

The dragon’s head moved closer and his eyes narrowed. ‘So you came out here on a foolish bet. A dare?’

‘I have an errand to run,’ Katira said. Her nerves were settling as the great beast had not scorched her and did not seem likely to.

‘So you’re a fool then. To pass by a dragon without a care.’ It was a statement, not a question. The dragon tensed its wings a little and moved back as if ready to leave. ‘Do I not look dangerous?’

‘In truth, I was terrified,’ Katira replied with a sigh. ‘But my need is greater than my fear. Perhaps I am a fool for I was willing to risk passing you to get aid to my family. If you had scorched me, they would starve.’

‘Starve? Surely with all your wealth your family could not need for anything.’ The dragon looked at her with a hint of distaste.

‘Appearances can be deceiving,’ Katira said simply. 

‘Ah, a thief then,’ the dragon’s eyes narrowed a little and Katira was sure she saw a hint of humour in them. ‘Perfect.’

The dragon’s wings snapped back to fold against his body and his head drew back to a less aggressive posture. He stared at her with his bright yellow eyes for several seconds, then a barely noticeable nod of his head showed he had made a decision.

‘I have a task for you.’
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Chapter 2

Don't be Late
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Katira wasn’t sure how to respond to the dragon’s statement. Was she being given a choice to take this task? Would he scorch her if she refused?

Men’s voices could be heard through the trees, far away on the main path from the castle to the town, but their words drifted clear enough.

‘Dragon...’

‘...must have killed her...’

‘...saw it land...’

‘This way...’

Flames licked from the dragon’s nostrils as his head turned towards the approaching men. A rumble started deep in the dragon’s throat and Katira had to admit that the dragon looked terrifying now.

‘Meet me at my nest at high-sun,’ he snapped, then flicked a glance at Katira that said more than his words could have. She would not refuse or she would regret it.

The dragon’s wings extended out and beat down in a single motion that lifted the dragon into the air. The force of it blew her off her feet and she landed hard on the ground. A second later he was gone.

‘... going north! Follow him!...’

The voices in the trees were veering away from her now and she realised she was shaking. She remained on the ground and waited for the shock of the last few minutes to subside. 

Logic told her that there was nothing to worry about. She had met and spoken with a dragon and lived to tell the tale. It was no small miracle. A few minutes later the coldness of the ground seeped through her fine dress and she began to shiver. 

It was barely mid-morning and high-sun was several hours away. Her mind skipped through her options. She could sell the cup and jewellery, collect her brother and sister, and be gone from town on the coach. They would be so far north by evening that the dragon wouldn’t know where to find her. Or would he? Katira had no idea what dragons were capable of and what he would do if he found her? How long would he wait before he hunted her down?

No, it wasn’t worth the risk. She would meet the dragon as instructed and she had to admit she was a little intrigued to find out what this task might be. What could a dragon want from a human? 

But for now, she had to find her way up to the dragon’s nest. She walked a little until she could see the peak between the trees. It was high up and the ascent was steep and since nobody went up the mountain, there was no path. It would take several hours to climb to the top and if she didn’t start soon she would be late for her high-sun meeting with the dragon.

Katira looked at the delicate gown and knew it would shred before she was even a few steps up the rocky slopes. There was no way she could go back to the castle to change. There would be too many questions, too much attention and the owner of the dress may well have arrived!

She freed the cup from under her dress and set off at a light jog. There was only one place to go. She headed straight for her family home on the outskirts of town.

Luckily she met nobody on the trip, mostly because she went in a direct line through the trees. She risked ripping the dress as the alternatives either took too long or would have her pass other people.

Her small family cottage came into sight and Katira stopped and hid at the edge of the trees. There were several cottages in sight and hers was the closest. She watched for several minutes as her breathing slowly returned to normal. 

Nobody appeared to be home at any of the cottages. Her brother and sister were no doubt at school as they should be. She made a dash across the open ground hoping that the shimmering blue-green dress didn’t sparkle too much in the sun. 

She made it to the door with no apparent alarm raised. Seeing someone running wasn’t unusual, but a high-born lady, and in this part of town, well, that would prompt any local to investigate even if she wasn’t running.

It was dark and cold inside the cottage. The fire didn’t look to have been used in days and she touched the ashes. Cold. She frowned at the thought of her brother and sister sleeping in the freezing cottage. 

She quickly changed clothes and shoved the jewellery and the silver cup into a plain carrysack. Katira hid the dress under a bed and she hurried to the woodshed to get logs to stack the fire. If she lit it now the cottage would be warm by the time Natal and Peg got home.

It took longer than she wanted to haul in all the wood then light the fire and stack it to last the rest of the day. She put smaller logs in the basket so the children could add more as it burned down. As she was about to leave, she took one of the bracelets out of the sack and put it on the table. If the dragon killed her, they could sell it and buy food. If not, then she could return with food before they came home. She peered out to see if anyone was watching then took the carrysack and left.

A quick glance at the sun showed that she had indeed spent far too much time at the cottage. At least now she was dressed for running and climbing. Her clothes may be old but they were made to survive the cold winters and her shoes would ensure a safe trip up the mountain.

She jogged at an easy pace to conserve the energy needed to climb to the dragon’s nest. It wasn’t strictly true that there were no paths up to the nest. Every child in the area had tried to climb the mountain at some stage and there were small trails here and there that all petered out as the mountain grew steeper. She didn’t know of any child who had made it all the way up and by the time they grew older they had more important things to do.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





