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  Prologue




  In a time when dragons ruled the skies and a sorcerer’s magic was prized above all things, the frail shaking hand of a woman on her death bed put quill and ink to parchment with solemn determination. After pausing from time to time to blot fallen tears from the letter with her handkerchief, or press the cloth to her mouth to muffle her sobs, she signed her name and gently placed the pen on her writing tray. She reached for some papers on the table beside her bed and placed them on top of the letter. After the woman folded the four corners of all the documents together, her maid heated red sealing wax on a candle flame and let it fall in warm, thick droplets onto the center of the letter where its corners met. The woman removed her ring and pressed its imprint of a rose into the softened wax.




  The maid took the tray and documents and set them on the other side of the woman’s bed and took the ring. She picked up the fireplace tongs and secured the ring, emblem side up, inside its grasp, and reached the ring inside the fireplace and held it to the flames until the ring was glowing red.




  The maid gave the tongs to the woman and then bent over a three-year-old boy and removed his shirt. She brought the boy to the woman, and held him tightly so he could not move. The woman pressed the red-hot ring against the tender pink flesh of the child’s shoulder and braced her heart against the boy’s screams of pain. She was sobbing loudly as she continued to hold the ring to the skin long enough to cause permanent scarring.




  When it was done, the woman gave the tongs to the maid so she could put the ring back into the flames to melt beyond recognition, and then she reached for her son. “I’m so sorry! I’m so sorry!” she said as she held him tightly to her tired, thin body, rocking him back and forth and kissing away his tears. When the boy finally stopped crying and relaxed in her arms, the woman brushed back his hair, which was soaked by tears and perspiration. She sang his favorite lullaby and rubbed his cheek with the back of her fingers until he finally fell asleep.




  The maid withdrew the ring from the fire again and smashed it with a fireplace iron, just to make certain it would be unrecognizable; then, she threw it back into the flames.




  The maid left the room and returned with a small blanket and wrapped it around the sleeping boy, being careful to leave his painful shoulder exposed to the cool, healing air. After one last kiss from his mother, the maid picked up the sleeping boy. The mother slipped the letter inside the maid’s cloak pocket and watched helplessly as the boy was taken from her.




  The slamming of the door emphasized the finality of the woman’s fate, and the beginning of her son’s destiny. There was nothing left in life that mattered to her now. She would welcome Death’s embrace.




  Chapter 1




  The flames of a huge bonfire flickered in the chilly October night, causing red light to dance with black shadows on the moist ground and forest’s edge, and upon the figures of men and women adding twigs and logs to the flames. It was All Souls Night.




  A fat man passed the robust bonfire, muttering to himself between labored breaths as he continued to push a wheelbarrow down the dirt road. The darkness partially masked the man’s shabby clothing and unkempt appearance, but he had the coarse look of a farmer who had battled too long against the soil, and whose compassion was lost in the slaughter of the animals he kept for food.




  The wheelbarrow carried a small boy of four or five, who was holding on tightly with one hand as he was being thrown about by the rough, jerky movements. The other hand held a lantern to brighten the road ahead. As the two passed the bonfire, the boy’s eyes sparkled as they reflected the flames, and grew wide with curiosity and excitement. He lowered the lantern and the road became dark.




  “Hold the lantern up!” the man shouted at the boy. “I can’t see where I’m going.”




  The boy lifted the lantern and rested it on the wooden rim of the wheelbarrow. They continued to travel in the darkness until they reached a fork in the road.




  The man stopped and lowered his end of the wheelbarrow and wiped his sweaty brow with the tail of his cloak. He removed his hat and fanned his warm, flushed cheeks with its wide brim while he caught his breath.




  “Give me that,” he shouted impatiently, as he yanked the lantern away from the boy and set it down on the road. He reached inside his cloak and located a vial of liquid. The loud “pop” of the cork being removed startled the boy. Grabbing the boy’s jaw, the man shouted, “Open your mouth!” The boy, who had lost too many emotional and physical conflicts with this man, opened his mouth obediently.




  The liquid was strong and sweet, and it fell smoothly down his throat and into his stomach. Once there, its comforting warmth radiated throughout the boy’s body. A pleasant sleepiness soon clouded his mind and he lay down in the cart and closed his eyes. It was not long before he was in a deep, deep sleep.




  After looking around, the fat man picked up the lantern and stomped impatiently down the road looking for whoever was supposed to meet him.




  Miles away, the sleek black figure of a dragon maneuvered effortlessly through the sky. The red glow of its eyes reflected off its body and illuminated the clouds it traveled through, causing them to glow red from within.




  It was incredible that something almost as large as a house could possess so much speed and grace, and the silence of its flight bore witness to its deadly stealth. Spade-like fins running from head to tail gave the dragon stability in the air. The wings provided power and direction.




  This was a creature born to dominate the skies as well as the seas.




  As the dragon burst through a cloud, its eyes began to scan the ground. The dragon was searching for something in the direction of the bonfire; and, when it located its target, the monster’s head lowered and the great wings folded back as its huge body fell quickly toward the earth.




  The men and women were holding hands around the bonfire and reciting prayers as a red glow appeared in the sky. They looked up to see the dragon soaring toward them. High-pitched screams of the women penetrated the night while the men gasped in fear and helplessness. To everyone’s relief, the dragon glided over them, accompanied by a rush of air. The dark body of the most feared of all monsters soon disappeared behind the treetops.




  The glow of dragon eyes illuminated the dark road being traveled by the fat man carrying his lantern. The red light exploded when it met the dust stirred up by the man’s feet, almost as if the ground had caught on fire.




  The man stopped and stood motionless in terror. The bonfire was too far away; it could only be one thing.... He forced himself to look toward the skies and felt his body stiffen as the huge dragon flew toward him. He closed his eyes and felt the air whish by him. A wave of relief washed over the man when he realized he would not be a victim of the dragon after all. He turned around in time to see the dragon land beside the wheelbarrow. Then it slowly turned its head and fixed its crimson gaze upon the man.




  The man shuddered and his mind screamed: Take the boy, not me! Take the boy, not me! It seemed an eternity before the dragon reached into the wheelbarrow and wrapped its claw around the unconscious child. Its wings first spread wide, then upward. The glow of dragon eyes caused the translucency of the serpent-like outer layer of skin on its dark body to glisten bright red in places, like embers on a hot coal. The wings pulled the air toward the ground as they flapped and reached toward the sky. The dragon tightened its hold on the child and drew him toward its body. With one powerful push against the earth from its back legs, the monster leapt into flight.




  The man watched in silence as the dragon flew away with the boy, its form eventually disappearing into the clouds. As the gravity of the event jarred the man out of his shock, his hysterical screams pierced the silence, accompanied only by the sound of shattering glass as the lantern fell on the ground.




  The man was left alone to be consumed by the darkness and the heavy weight of his cowardice...and the knowledge that he had unwittingly delivered the boy to the dragon.




  Chapter 2




  The Forest’s Edge Inn, owned by Breanne and her father, Martin, was a two-story structure with a thatched roof, worn roughly by weather and time. It was situated on the road that wound its way from Waldram Castle and along a thick, seldom-traveled forest.




  The inn’s stable sat on the other side of a path that led down a gentle slope to a shallow stream. Except for the road, the stream and the inn’s little acre of land, there was nothing but trees for miles around. A small town and farmers’ market was more than two miles away. Its customers were mainly townsfolk or travelers on their way to other villages that bordered the forest.




  Breanne was a tall, slender girl of fourteen years with delicate features. She moved with easy grace going about her duties, as her fine, honey-blond waist-length hair trailed behind her. Her manner was quiet almost to the point of solemnity.




  Few people witnessed Breanne’s shy smile, but those who did would swear her face had been illuminated by some inner light.




  Breanne had a refined bearing uncommon for a girl of her age and situation and she seemed out of place at an inn frequented mostly by farmers and dusty travelers. However, Breanne was content to stay with her father at the inn. She knew she was all that was left of the wife he had loved—all that was precious to him.




  “It’s getting a bit loud in there,” Breanne said to her father, pointing to the drinking area.




  Her father laughed. “Just a little disagreement. Call me if they start fighting.”




  Martin was a big, burly man with strong, wide shoulders, thick beard and ruddy complexion, who towered over Breanne and most of the people she knew. As frightening as his presence seemed, he was a jovial man with loud booming voice and easy laughter.




  The inn’s customers were mostly farmers who required an inordinate amount of endurance to survive on so few resources and to gamble their efforts and livelihoods on something as capricious as the weather. The determination that was required of them to merely stay alive made some of them strong and the others downright mean. Getting drunk and arguing about everything under the sun—the louder the better–had become their main source of recreation.




  In their world, they had elevated the argument past a mere form of conversation to a sort of verbal game of chess. It was something they thoroughly enjoyed, and they never lost an occasion to indulge in their favorite pastime.




  They also loved to complain. To hear them grumble, you knew nothing suited them. They collected opinions and grievances the way other people collected knick-knacks or trophies, and their complaints were brought out and displayed to each other at every opportunity.




  It was incredible how little information was required on which these men formed their opinions, and they loved to engage each other in an argument by using an outlandish remark as bait.




  Their differences seldom turned to fistfights. Martin’s loud, gruff voice struck fear into the heart of many an unruly customer, and his large, strong hands could easily break a man’s bones. Anyone who took the time to know Martin, however, found him to be a kind and honorable man.




  Breanne was almost a woman now; therefore, a total mystery to Martin. He was unable to use his limited vocabulary to express to Breanne how much she meant to him, and he had no idea what he needed to do or say to make her happy. He could only offer her a strong shoulder to cry on or a hug of encouragement, and he could give her the protection and comfort of his arms and surround her completely with his love.




  Martin wished Breanne’s mother were still alive. She would know how to treat Breanne...what to say to her...how to make her happy—as proud and happy as Breanne and her mother made him.




  In a pocket of his well-worn trousers, Martin kept a locket that held a drawing one of the travelers had made of his wife. The locket was molded of fine silver—one of his few extravagant purchases—with a heart engraved on the front. It had been his gift to his wife, who in life had never removed it from her neck.




  He was forced to give his wife back to the Earth when she died, but he could not bury her likeness with her as well.




  No one was watching now, so he took the locket out of his pocket, opened it up and let his gaze fall upon the face of the woman he loved. He could almost hear her gentle laughter and feel her soft hand upon his cheek.




  Martin’s memories were interrupted by the rhythmic pounding of horse’s hoofs on the dirt road outside the inn. He quickly closed the locket and put it back into his trouser pocket, then rushed to the front window and drew back the curtains.




  “There’s another knight, Breanne. Someday one of these fine lads will make you his wife, and take you away from me,” he teased.




  Breanne sighed and replied with a wry smile, “The knights who stop here generally don’t return, Father. And since my only other choice would be to become some local farmer’s wife, it looks like you’re stuck with me forever.”




  Breanne was awed by the knights who stopped at the inn. They were well dressed and courteous, and some were so handsome, they took her breath away.




  The knight reined his mount to a stop in front of the inn and Martin hurried out the door to greet the knight and take charge of his tired, hungry horse. Breanne studied the knight through the window. Although it was getting dark, she could tell he was a young man, not much older than nineteen years. The foreboding that was common to all knights on their way to the dragon’s lair was evidenced in the slump of his shoulders and a slight hesitancy of movement.




  Breanne continued to peer through the curtains and watched her father lead the knight’s horse toward the stable. She could see no squire. The summer days were warm and humid, and the knight’s armor, sword and shield were attached to his saddle.




  The knight seemed preoccupied as he slowly walked toward the inn, his head slightly bowed. He lifted his head when he came to the doorway, and Breanne could see he was a handsome auburn-haired man, with green eyes that sparkled with intelligence and were framed by a thick mantle of dark lashes.




  Breanne walked to the front door.




  “Welcome, Sir.” Breanne curtseyed as she greeted the knight and motioned for him to follow her into the dining area.




  The young man seemed tired, distracted, and afraid. Breanne seated him at their best table and brought him a plate of beef, bread, and potatoes, and a mug of foaming ale.




  “Is there anything else you require?”




  “No. Thank you.” His voice sounded strong and bore the detached courtesy of one who was used to being waited upon. It did not betray the fear that was so apparent in his eyes.




  After the knight gave Breanne a mere hint of a smile, she nodded her head and busied herself lighting the inn’s candles. Upon her return, she found a local drunkard leaning against the knight’s table.




  “Off to kill yourself a dragon, I suppose,” he slurred. “That’s what the last knight thought. When he came back, he just kept pointing in the direction of Dragon’s Lair and screaming something no one could understand.




  “Everyone knows you’re on a fool’s errand!”




  It seemed the man did not have the wisdom to keep his argument amongst his peers in the other room.




  “This is a knight, Thomas!” Breanne said in as simple of terms as possible, so the drunkard would understand. “The knight has a sword! Dead men can’t argue!”




  The knight was trying to eat, but gave up, pushed his plate aside and started to stand.




  The drunkard was just standing and staring at Breanne, as if trying to attach her words to some semblance of logic in his liquor-soaked brain. Breanne grabbed the man’s arm and pulled him toward the door.




  “Isn’t it time you went home to your family? There’s a good man. I’ll see you outside.”




  The man was staring at Breanne in drunken confusion as she dragged him toward the door. At times it looked as if he were going to speak, but then quickly forgot what he was going to say.




  Breanne opened the door, gave the man a firm shove outside, and closed the door soundly behind him.




  She quickly walked back to the knight. “I must apologize, Sir. The ale was making him say things he shouldn’t have.”




  Breanne was relieved when the knight nodded sadly and was very surprised when he motioned for her to join him.




  “Thank you for saving me from the drunkard, Fair Maiden. I wish you could save me from the dragon as well.




  “Do you think I am on a fool’s errand?”




  Breanne sat down at the knight’s table and studied his face before deciding the man wished and deserved an honest reply.




  “I don’t understand why anyone would choose such an impossible quest. The dragon is indestructible.”




  The knight hesitated a moment then began, “King Lowthar is quite determined to retrieve a great treasure the Sorcerer of Dragon’s Lair has stolen from him. And the king has persuaded many a knight to challenge the dragon who guards it.”
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