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The Crags of
Anunaltia

 Matt
Hansen

Blinking against the cool wind, Mersaurus
soared through the clear skies while the fire in his belly warmed
his outstretched limbs. Trees passed so far below they looked like
a single green blanket covering the lower slopes of the
mountains.

Mersaurus turned a wide bank around the
billowing white cloud that hung like an island in the blue sky. He
danced amongst the shifting currents of the air, allowing them to
pull him where they would.

Only the wind could command a dragon.

Laughing in the thralls of flight’s
passions, Mersaurus stoked the fire inside him into an inferno,
belching it forth so it roared into the sky with a blinding flash.
The flames, catastrophic to any puny mortal below, licked his
magenta scales like a mother bathing her young.

The trees gave way to the
golden human fields. Only a creature who couldn’t survive the wild
skies would care to tame the steady earth. But, Mersaurus had to
admit, the herds dotting those fields were better tended and fatter
than what he could find in the wilds.

Inverting so his stomach
was warmed by the sun, Mersaurus arched his neck and fell into a
screaming dive. He tucked in massive wings, extended his head out
like a needle, and whistled towards the ground. It approached with
a speed faster than any arrow fired by those weakling humans and
the tools they so desperately needed to survive. As he fell below
the heights of the mountain peaks surrounding the valley, Mersaurus
opened his wings to their fullest length. They billowed with air,
threatening to pull the joints from their sockets. Grunting against
the strain, he began slowing, until he was a mere two trees height
above one of the golden fields and a single plump morsel. Extending
his claws, Mersaurus beat his massive wings down against the air
rising from the warm earth and snatched a grown cow, brown and
mottled, before it even raised its head in alarm. With a twist of
his limbs, Mersaurus broke the beast’s neck. He hurled it forward
onto the ground where he could roast it well-done. Landing with a
thump that billowed a cloud of dust around him, Mersaurus opened
his mouth, igniting internal fires. Just as the flames wisped past
his tongue he saw the wide-eyed horror of a human standing a dozen
paces away. Fire exploded out of him in indifference, roasting the
cow and human alike. Mouth watering at the pungent sweetness,
Mersaurus sank his jaws into the cow’s meat. The human, a field
worker, would be too stringy and not even worth the effort of
digesting its bones. As he gorged himself he heard a rustle in the
trees. A second human, just as thin as the dead one, stared with
mouth agape at Mersaurus. The dragon blew a ring of smoke from his
nose, startling the man. The human scrambled away and once again
indifferent, Mersaurus turned back to his meal, for no human should
impede a dragon.

~*~

Alrock’s joints ached as
he ascended the last of the staircase’s steps. The path behind him
wound down the mountainside, each step more precarious than the
last. Wheezing at the thin altitude, Alrock pulled down his frozen
facewrap to get a deeper breath of the chilled air.

He looked up at the deep cave in the side of
the mountain’s peak. The patter of dripping water echoed out of its
black depths to mingle with the cacophony of the howling wind. A
rumble joined the discordance and in the yawning darkness a fire
lit behind the razor teeth of Golkiakhan.

“Alrock, old friend.” The
dragon’s voice burst from the cave, rattling Alrock further and
threatening to bring him to his knees. A sheet of scree, dislodged
by the concussion of sound, slid down the mountain toward the
forested slopes far below. “Come out of the wind and rest your
weary bones.”

“Golkiakhan,” Alrock said
inclining his head before moving deeper into the cave. Tremor after
tremor vibrated the ground with each of the beast’s footsteps, so
much so Alrock worried for the viability of his path home. The
walls exploded with light, as the sun, shining through the cave
mouth, reflected off Golkiakhan’s golden scales. “How are your
wings on this blustery autumn day?”

The dragon chuckled, the sound like the
crashing of an avalanche. “Always the statesman, wizard. Be done
with the false talk. What brings you to my mountain?”

Alrock sighed. “Mersaurus.”

The puddle of melted snow, heated from
proximity to the dragon, rippled as Golkiakhan shifted. “What has
the pup done?

Alrock hesitated. “He killed a village boy,
one of the farm hands bringing in the late crop. I—” Alrock
hesitated.

“Speak freely,
wizard.”

“I do not wish to presume
to judge the affairs of dragons, but how was he not gifted
Anunaltia’s hoard of wisdom?”

The giant, golden dragon stayed silent, his
deep chest rising and falling like a mighty bellows.

Continuing, Alrock said, “It’s been many
years since we’ve had a young dragon hatched. If Mersaurus—”

“Yes,” Golkiakhan said.
“It has been many years. And as a dying species, we forgot the
lessons needed teaching.” The dragon sighed, a sound like wind
whistling through a valley. “Anunaltia’s wisdom has become a hoard
in truth, as we fear to part with even a morsel of the secret
knowledge. Even to our own kind.”

“This isn’t the first
death caused by his carelessness,” Alrock said. “If Mersaurus does
not learn his place, I’ll be forced to face him in battle. Let our
first meeting be one of knowledge and growth, not death and
destruction. I cannot allow him to threaten my people, but neither
do I wish to see the young one perish.”

“I understand,” Golkiakhan
said. “So be it.”

~*~

Gliding under a full moon,
Mersaurus dozed with a full belly as the coolness of the autumn
night rippled between the plates of his scales. The white light
outlined the smallest nocturnal animals, those too small for him to
even think about eating. Freedom coursed down his length to the tip
of his tail, extended out behind him for steadiness.

Then something changed.

Sniffing, Mersaurus
cringed at a sour taste befouling the wind. Sorcery, etched with
needles that pierced his brain, screamed at him from a great
distance. It slammed into him like a thunderclap and tugged like a
leash. In contrast to the night’s chill, a fire of rage grew in his
belly. “Who dares attempt to control me,” he screamed into the
star-strewn sky.

But he could not balk at the pain.

It dragged at him like a mother bringing her
kill back to the cave for the pups.

The insolence.

“How dare they,” Mersaurus
roared again through the pain as the magic grew in its insistence.
Banking in the direction the invisible yoke told him to travel,
Mersaurus pumped his wings. He climbed high above the earth and
slipped into the great sky river, where the air was thin and only
fought against him with the strength of a single pathetic sparrow.
Fast and faster he flew until his chest heaved like rolling waves
in a storm and the eastern horizon lightened with the first hints
of dawn. His nostrils bled smoke and his throat burned hot with
panting exhaustion when finally a range of mountains rose above the
plain like the jagged teeth of a giant.

The Crags of Anunaltia, where was born, from
the blood of the emerald goddess Anunaltia herself, magic and fire.
And where she was enslaved and diminished to a mewling pup, after a
thousand-year reign over the world, by the wizards of old.

Two figures stood at the highest peak.

In defiance of a similar fate, Mersaurus
writhed against the magical bonds snaking out from the cloaked man
standing next to Golkiakhan’s golden bulk. Golkiakhan, the
inspiration for the legends of great dragon treasure hoards,
sparkled in the rising sun. Despite having always been enamored by
the sunset purples and pinks of his own coloring, Mersaurus
couldn’t help but think himself dull and chalky next to such
magnificence.

Mersaurus spat a stream of fire at the human
sorcerer. It scorched the air with its intensity, searing the very
ground until the acrid smoke of the dried mountain grasses choked
him. As the air cleared, both human and golden dragon stood
unharmed in the center of a ring of charred earth.

Still the magic pulled, until Mersaurus was
forced to land, claws gouging the granite.

He looked at the human. “I am Mersaurus,
unchallenged ruler of the sky. You dare attempt to break me like a
plains mare?” He spat more fire in disgust. “I will not be brought
to heel.”

“Silence, pup,” Golkiakhan
growled.

Mersaurus smiled as the human covered his
ears against the noise. “At least your voice still holds backbone
enough to make this weakling flinch, relic.”

Growling again, Golkiakhan took a step
towards Mersaurus and the mountain quaked, rubble and ice tumbling
down the side. The tremor ran through Mersaurus’ feet and up to the
base of his skull. “You’ve yet to learn anything of the order of
things,” the golden dragon said. “You seek to be a god but have yet
to make wisdom your master.”

“Wisdom? What need have I
for that, when I can take what I want and go where I please? I am
as I was birthed: a god of wings and fire and made to look up at no
one.”

Faster than lightning, Mersaurus struck out
at the belligerent human, but his jaws snapped shut on only air.
Turning at the sound of a boot scuffing the stone behind him,
Mersaurus burned his belly fire and issued a jet of flames that
melted the rock at the man’s feet, yet parted around him like waves
about an island.

A wizard.

The man’s eyes, fathomless as a crevasse and
blue like old ice, bore into Mersaurus, and an invisible weight
flowed over him, bowing his head until his chin touched the ground.
He looked up at the human, contempt settling over the scene like a
red mist. Even as he struggled, the weight dragged him down until
his legs collapsed and he sprawled on the cold stone like a snake,
not even able to lift a wingtip.

Bellowing fire, he raged against the
pressure but it was unrelenting.

Those eyes continued to pierce his soul.

And still the wizard did not speak.

The sun was high overhead when Mersaurus’
spasms of defiance weakened him to the point where he could barely
lift an eyelid.

Exhaling a rasping breath, Mersaurus slumped
forward, the last of his strength spent.

The wizard finally spoke. “He is ready, old
friend.”

Golkiakhan stirred. “As you will, Alrock.
Let’s begin.”

Mersaurus flinched as the golden dragon
opened his maw and spewed forth a rainbow of fire, so hot Mersaurus
could feel it even through his armored scales.

The world flashed white and then bled to
gray before seeping into darkness. For the first time in his near
decade of life, at least since his mother had tossed him from the
cliff’s edge to fend for himself, Mersaurus felt powerless.

A point of light broke through. Followed by
another. And another, until a thousand thousand stars, more than
Mersaurus could count in a hundred lifetimes, sparkled in the void.
Titanic, swirling masses exploded into existence, and colors melded
like Golkiakhan’s fire. One such mass burst into life around
Mersaurus. He marveled at the beauty of it, trembled at the
unfathomable size, and quaked in the face of the void at its
center, a void so dark light itself seemed to fall into the
nothingness.

Suspended on an arm of
that swirling galaxy, a small star shone pale beside the others,
like a single field mouse on a vast prairie. As the spinning arm of
the galaxy swept over him, he found himself captivated by that
lonely star until he was caught in its orbit as surely as the
magical net thrown over him by the wizard. Passing a ringed titan
and an even more colossal sphere, upon which a red storm swirled,
Mersaurus floated through the void until he came across an
insignificant blue planet, a mere fraction of a fraction of the
size of the others, that floated like a single blueberry inside a
forest.

To his horror, he
recognized the shape of its coasts and oceans. He passed over the
shining stone cities of the humans, so impenetrable to their kind
but as nothing to a dragon. He saw the lands of his birth and the
mountains in which he’d made a home. Passing over them, along more
valleys, and across more seas, he found himself looking down upon
the Crags of Anunaltia. And there, a bright purple-pink speck, as
nothing beside the monstrosities he’d just witnessed, lay
Mersaurus. Paralyzed as he was by his insignificance compared to
the swirling vortexes of the galaxies that played host to countless
other worlds, fear wormed its way deep into his heart. Mersaurus
scoffed. He’d thought himself a god. He drifted towards his body
and was drawn back in until he peered at the wizard and the golden
dragon through squinting eyes.

“Why?” he
managed.

“To teach you our place,”
the wizard said.

“What place?” he asked,
tears turning to vapor on the heat of his cheeks. “I am
insignificant compared to the powers that govern this universe. I’m
no more than the smallest insect. No more than the meat picked from
my teeth.”

“There is more,”
Golkiakhan said, his voice gentle as a cooing mother. “Are you
ready for the deepest lore of our kind? The truest treasure in the
hoards of all dragons?”

Hanging his head, Mersaurus said nothing. He
wanted no more lessons, only to fly away and crawl into his cave,
never to soar again, for he found no purpose in a life of such
insignificance. Now he knew he was the same as the lesser
creatures: blinded by ignorance.

A hand lay on his snout. Mersaurus opened an
eye to see the deep blue ones of the wizard. The man whispered,
“The point of this is not insignificance. It is a lesson of purpose
and balance. Each atom in this universe has both. Observe once
more.”

Nothingness once again crashed in on
Mersaurus. This time, instead of stars, a flare of electricity
burst to life.

Another flashed in the distance, as fierce
and sudden as a lightning strike. Even more sparked until a
symphony of passion lit the sky. Here: a hope. There: a drive. A
hunger. A love. A purpose. The patterns were limitless and just as
vast as the swirling galaxies of the universe.

Mersaurus was drawn to these bursts of
power. One in particular was brighter than the others. Within it,
he felt pain and sorrow that eclipsed his mounting depression. It
weighed him down with shattered and discarded dreams.

He didn’t want it. As he had with the
exhausting weight of the wizard’s spells, Mersaurus railed against
the approaching misery, but it entombed him with all the
indifference of a grazing bison.

Squinting against the sunlight, Mersaurus
felt a deep ache in his back and arms. He tried to unfurl his wings
but realized, with shock, he didn’t have any. Instead, he gazed
down at his blistered brown fingers as they rested on a scythe in a
golden field of wheat. Cows grazed on the other side of the fence
and a light autumn’s wind felt like daggers upon the sweat coursing
down his brow.

Mersaurus was human.

He tried to drop the tool and scream, but
like a hatchling riding on his mother’s back to get used to the
wind coursing over and under his still-wet wings, he was but a
passenger in this vision. From the deep recesses of the human’s
mind, where a pillar of thought sparked to life, Mersaurus came up
with the name Dirk.

~*~

Dirk removed his hat and wiped the sweat
from his brow as the golden autumn sun beat down. His scythe,
almost twice as long as he was tall, lay discarded in a pile of cut
golden wheat. Back moaning as he arched it to relieve the stress of
the day’s labors, Dirk squinted up at the sun and the billowing
white clouds drifting across an otherwise blue sky.

A rustle of grass announced someone
approaching from behind.

Walking over with a cup of clear water from
the Mithlin Well, Jep said, “Take a look at my sheaves over
yonder.” He waved a hand toward his scythe line. “Not a bundle outa
place. And Margey thinks she can tie ‘em tighter than me? Ain’t no
way.” Jep shook his head as he handed Dirk the cup.

Smiling at Jep’s rambling, Dirk thought
about Margey and how her hair always smelled like wildflowers, even
in the darkest days of winter. And whether Jep admitted it or not,
Margey could beat down a tight bale.

“And just so’s you know,
Margey thinks the south fields hotter’n ours. Ain’t no
way.”

South field, west field, they made no
difference to Dirk. He’d scythe and pack stalks until he could
afford a sheep or two. Then he and Margey could leave the valley
for the highlands. They could graze a flock and raise children. He
smiled wider, looking up at the sun again. Soon.

Rolling sore shoulders, he turned to
Jep.

“You hear me, Dirk? I see
you goin’ all sloop-eyed and smilin’. You stop thinkin’ ‘bout that
Margey and let—”

A shadow spread over the ground, darker than
the Rotchild caves on a moonless night. Dirk didn’t hear whatever
it was Jep was still mumbling about Margey. Instead, he looked up,
squinting against the bright afternoon, and felt a chill pound
through the heat of his labors. A small figure flew across the sun,
banking around a cloud to pass again. It was high up. Too high up
to be a normal bird.

Jumping as a roar sounded and a fire lit the
sky, loud enough for the standing wheat to shudder, Dirk said,
“It’s Mersaurus. Run.” He grabbed Jep and pulled him along.

They ran without looking
backward. Blood pounded in Dirk’s head as he moved as fast as he
could. But he’d never been much of a runner. Releasing Dirk’s hand,
Jep pulled ahead, making it to the trees. A loud thump struck the
ground close to Dirk. He turned and tripped over the uneven soil.
Chest heaving, he stared in horror at the bloodied cow, still
crying out its pain, neck turned at a too-sharp angle and legs
slumped uselessly on the ground. Standing above the cow, making it
seem like a small pup next to a full-grown wolf, stood the magenta
terror that was Mersaurus.

The dragon’s yellowed teeth opened in a
grin. A blazing cascade of golden flames issued from the dragon’s
maw and Dirk’s throat tore at the violence of his own scream.

The whole world ignited and a searing pain
coursed through every part of his being.

~*~

Mersaurus roared in pain, writhing and
fighting against the magical bonds that still held him tight to the
ground.

The pain faded.

He stopped.

The wizard’s face sat like stone and with a
wave of the man’s hand Mersaurus once more was transported into the
dark void. The synapses fired again, but in a simpler rhythm, a
more primal one. And he was a sheep, grazing in the grass,
oblivious to the whims of the world around him. But he still felt
the need to feed and mate and run free. Until Dirk’s knife crossed
his throat and he once more was tossed back into reality.

Blinking against the continued rush of
tears, Mersaurus begged, “No more.”

But the wizard’s hard stare didn’t flinch
and he was thrown back into a new vision. A blade of grass stood
tall, soaking in the warm rays of the sunlight until a sheep’s
teeth snapped him in two.

And then a photon of light burst forth from
the giant star, moving at a speed that warped reality until he was
brought to a stop by a tiny blade of grass.

An electron jumped into an orbit and was
halved by the release of a photon.

And the electron itself, not created but
birthed from the colossal forces of the beginning of the universe,
trembled with unrealized potential energy. Enough to destroy
worlds.

He lived more lives than there were galaxies
in the void. He lived more deaths. And each of them held something
to learn of existence.

~*~

Mersaurus awoke to silence on the Crags of
Anunaltia.

Only the wind sounded until, after a while,
the wizard whispered, “All have their place. All have their
purpose.”

“We’ve forgotten how to
share our knowledge,” came the soft rumble of Golkiakhan’s voice.
“It is time we right this wrong.”

As a response, Mersaurus
spewed forth a jet of fire into the air. It showed blue as it
burned his sorrow; for he finally understood the truth of the
dragons’ treasure.

~*~ * ~

Matt Hansen
is a California beach bum turned fantasy
aficionado, blending a love for surfing with a knack for spinning
tales that’ll make you laugh, cry, and maybe even believe in
dragons. If he’s not riding waves or hiking mountains, you can bet
he’s lost in a world where the only limit is Matt’s
imagination.


Dragon Tears

 Jennifer M Roberts

I used to tell myself I
could not be lonely if I was surrounded by books. The stacks of
volumes that filled the library of my castle were my refuge, my
shield from the world. They were the reason I didn’t go bat-shit
crazy in the silence. When my home felt empty or I missed the
subtle sounds that indicate someone else is present, like the soft
whiff of breath or the whisper of footsteps, I could flip through
the pages of black and white print and hear the voices of old
friends come alive in my head. I could be in places filled with
life and energy, the opposite of the abandoned and crumbling castle
I called home. I had moved in long after the humans left. They had
taken all of the gold and valuables, but they left the library
behind and I had added to the collection over the years.

My favorite spot was in the sunbeam that
covered the entire west wing in the afternoon. The glass had fallen
out of the giant windows years ago, and the sun made the stones a
warm and comfortable bed. I liked to lie with my eyes, half-closed,
skimming lazily over the words on the page. My scales practically
glowed in the sun, the stony gray color absorbing the light and
converting it to the energy that fueled the warm flames that lived
in my belly.

It is a dangerous thing to be a dragon who
loves books. One wrong breath, and I could destroy my entire
collection. As a mother, I had had to be particularly careful when
my daughter was young and learning to control her fire. Thankfully,
we hadn’t lost a single page.

As I turned the page, the sound of footsteps
echoed down from the main hall. Drat. A perfect afternoon, ruined.
Who was it going to be this time? A well-trained knight with
polished armor and a steel sword, here to collect a pile of gold
when he handed my head over to his king? A farm boy with a
pitchfork and a stubborn determination to win the bet, or impress
the girl, or fulfill whatever other stupid scheme had sent him up
the mountain?

It didn’t matter. Knight or peasant, young
or old, well-trained or stupid, they were all the same. Tiny humans
half my size who didn’t stand a chance against my claws, teeth, and
fire. Sometimes, I managed to scare them away. Sometimes, I left
their unconscious bodies at the bottom of the mountain. On the
worst days, I had to kill them.

I folded my wings across my back in order to
fit through the narrow doorway to the great hall, then unfurled
them to soar to the ceiling where I curled my tail around the old
chandelier. The room was bare, no tapestries on the walls, no
furniture, only lumps of gold and piles of books scattered across
the floor. Sometimes, the humans who came would see the gold, take
as much as they could carry, and leave.

Would today’s intruder be that easy to get
rid of?

Clinging to the stone
ceiling, I waited. The soft echo of footsteps moved slowly, and I
didn’t hear the clanking of metal armor or the whispered, giggling
tones of boys pumping themselves up to follow through on a dare.
The great hall doors creaked slowly open, and a woman entered. She
wore a simple dress instead of armor. A canvas sack hung over one
shoulder, but she carried no weapons. Her eyes widened to take in
the room, and a soft exclamation of wonder escaped her mouth. She
traced a pattern on the mosaic floor, touched the carved flowers
that decorated the columns supporting the vaulted ceiling. Not a
single glance at the gold. Instead, she reached straight for one of
my books.

I unfurled my wings with a snap. “What do
you think you are doing?”

The woman choked on a scream, stepping
backwards as she looked up, up, up.

“Oh shit, there really is
a dragon here.”

“Yes. This is a dragon’s
lair, and you just entered uninvited, without knocking.” I smiled,
a wide, slow smile that showed all of my teeth. Sometimes, it was
enough to send the less stubborn ones running.

The woman swallowed hard and gripped the
strap that ran across her shoulder, but she didn’t reach into the
bag for a weapon. “If you want people to knock, you shouldn’t let
the place look abandoned.”

For a moment, we stared at each other in
silence. I had no answer for her, too stunned by the fact she had
answered me instead of charging with a pointed object.

“If you didn’t know there
was a dragon here, then why did you come?”

She gestured at the stacks that filled the
room. “These. The books. This collection here is—”

“Mine.” I cut her off with
one sharp syllable and released my grip on the ceiling to land
between her and my collection. The woman skittered backwards. “Did
you come all this way to steal from me?” I hissed.

“No. No!”

Liar. She wasn’t here for the gold, and
there wasn’t anything else in this castle worth taking. A jealous
fire burned inside me. Flames tickle the back of my throat, begging
to be let out.

“I just need one.
Please—”

“You will not touch my
books.”

I charged forward, hot smoke spilling from
my mouth, but one stray spark could be the end of my books. I
reached out and wrapped my talons around her waist. The woman
screamed and wriggled, making it difficult not to drop her. I
marched her to the door and set her down on the path that led to
the bottom of the mountain.

“Don’t come back.” I
breathed a pillar of orange flame into the sky, a warning. When I
looked down, the woman was gone.

~ * ~

I tried to go back to my book, but now
everything about that golden afternoon had turned sour. The sun had
moved and the stones were losing their comfortable warmth. Around
me, the castle suddenly felt emptier than usual. I glared out the
window at the stony mountain peaks, the sparse covering of grass
the only hint it was summer, and pondered the idea of a human who
had come here for books instead of a dragon’s head.

Bang! Bang! Bang!
Irritation crawled across my spine at the sound
of knocking. She had come back. I looked at my wall of books, my
only defense against the silent insanity that threatened to take
hold of my mind every day of this solitary existence. She would not
take a single one away from me. I had lost enough to humans
already.

I slithered out a back door, winding my way
around the castle to find the woman on the front step, pounding
away at the door.

“Hello! Dragon, you have a
visitor!” Her voice sounded friendly in a forced way I didn’t
trust.

“What are you
doing?”

The woman jumped, turned, and squared her
shoulders. “I’m knocking. You said—and I agree—it was very rude of
me to walk into your home unannounced. I’m sorry. I thought we
could start over. I’m Vera.”

She held out her hand as if she wanted me to
shake it. What kind of human climbs a mountain to look at books and
then offers to shake hands with a dragon?

“Go away. I’m busy, and
you can’t have my books.” I turned my back on her and whipped my
tail around sharply in a way I knew she would have to move quickly
to dodge.

She didn’t get the message, and came
tromping through the weeds after me. “I won’t get in your way, I
promise. You don’t have to do anything at all. I just want—”

“I just want to read my
books and be left in peace!” I spun around, baring my teeth. “What
are you still doing here? Do you want to get eaten?”

I’ve never eaten a human. Most dragons
don’t, but humans believe otherwise.

Vera crossed her arms and stood her ground.
“I don’t think you’re going to eat me. If you wanted to, you would
have done it by now.”

“Hmph.”

“I didn’t know dragons
like books.”

“There is a lot humans
don’t know about dragons. If you didn’t come to be my dinner, then
why are you here?”

“The Journal of St. Iver. You have the
last existing copy.”

She was right about that. It was a rare
volume, filled with recipes for healing. I thought the humans had
forgotten it existed. “Why would I let you have it?”

“I don’t want to take it.
I just need to see one page.” The woman’s voice grew softer as she
spoke, as if she was holding back tears. This book was important to
her, so important she was willing to stand up to a
dragon.

“One page?” I repeated.
“Why would I let you near it?”

“So I will go away and
stop bothering you. You said you just want to be left in peace, but
I won’t stop coming back until I get what I came for. It will only
take ten minutes to get the information I need.” Vera smiled, as if
showing her teeth was a way to get me to agree with her.

“You will never touch my
books.” I lifted myself into the sky, my wings pushing a gust of
wind down strong enough to knock her off her feet. I circled, then
dived. The woman yelped and ran away down the mountain. I watched
her from the air until she reached the village tucked into the
bottom of the hill.

~ * ~

I kept a close watch that night, because I
expected Vera to return and try to sneak the book out of my
library. By the time the morning sun pierced the clouds around the
mountain, no one had come. I launched myself into the sky, letting
the clear, cold air calm the nervous fire in my belly. I thought
she was gone for good. Then I spotted her climbing the path toward
my castle again.

How could I make this woman stop and leave
me in peace? She claimed if I gave her what she wanted, she would
leave me alone. But I knew better than to trust humans. There was
an old scar on my back leg that still throbbed on cold nights from
a peasant’s pitchfork. There was a hole through my favorite volume
from a knight’s spear.

There were dragon heads, horns, and claws in
every king’s castle, next to piles of dragon gold. It didn’t matter
what this woman wanted. She would not get it. Not from me.

When she reached the top
of the mountain, I landed between her and my front door. Wings
outstretched, I reared back on my hind legs and sucked the fire up
from my belly, savoring the raw power of the heat before I shot an
orange flame over her head.

“You are not welcome here!
Leave!”

The woman dropped to the ground, covering
her head with her hands.

“Oh, great dragon, I have
brought you a gift to demonstrate my goodwill.” Vera pulled a lumpy
purse out of her rucksack and poured the gold coin out on the
ground in front of me. It wasn’t much, but it was more than a
peasant should have, and I wondered what she had done to get
it.

“Please, dragon, accept
this gift and hear my petition.”

For a moment, I was tempted. Gold isn’t my
thing, but she was so different from the other humans who had come
here. I wanted to know why, but I knew better than to ask.

“I don’t care about gold.
Go away, human. Leave me in peace.”

Vera stared down at the gold for a moment,
her expression stiff. I thought she was finally going to pack up
and leave, but instead she looked up at me again and said, “I can
bind books.”

I had many books that
needed tending to, but with my claws, I could not do the delicate
work. She must have seen my hesitation, because she smiled.
“Consider it a trade. Let me look at the Journal of St Iver, and I will
repair any book you want.”

“No.” I left her on the
step, slamming the door behind me. I sat in the entryway and stared
at the stacks of books there. What if the human was honest? What if
she could really help me bind them?

No. It was a trick. It had to be.

A sound came from the other side of the
door. My ears swiveled, listening. It was a series of ragged gasps;
sobbing.

I turned and opened the door. Vera lay in
the dirt, her knees drawn up to her chest, crying so hard the dust
around her face had turned to mud. She sucked in a deep breath when
she heard me approach, and rolled up to her knees.

“Please. Please.” She
clasped her hands together, as if she were praying. “I am not here
to steal from you. I only need to see one page.”

One page?

“Why?”

“My mother is dying. She
has a plague. The symptoms are the same as the plague that nearly
destroyed Cofetia nine hundred years ago. They say St. Iver
discovered a cure, but because the plague never returned, no one
remembered it. If I can find it in his journal—”

“Your mother sent you to a
dragon’s lair?” She was a selfish mother, if she had.

“No! We didn’t know you
were here.”

“Would you have come if
you had known?”

“Of course I would! Gemma
is the best person in the world. She adopted me when I was six and
nobody else wanted me, even though the entire village told her she
was crazy. She is the only family I have. I only need to look at
St. Iver’s journal and make a copy of the cure. Please, dragon. It
won’t cost you anything to let me look.”

A mother with a daughter who would do
anything for her. Even face a dragon. It touched me in a spot I
thought I had shut down long ago, and the tear escaped my eye
before I could stop it. The liquid gold pooled to form a fat, round
drop that dried as it fell.

Vera stared at the solid lump of gold that
was my tear. It rolled across the floor to a stop in the corner
with several others just like it. Now she knew the secret of dragon
gold. We don’t steal it.

“Please, come in,” I said.
“I know exactly where St. Iver’s journal is. You may copy any
information you want.”

Vera nodded; her lips
pressed together as if she had a thousand questions but was too
scared to ask any of them. Mutely, she followed me
inside.

~ * ~

I let her in, but that
didn’t mean I trusted her. I hovered over her shoulder while she
looked through St. Iver’s journal, smoke curling out of my
nostrils. Vera ignored me completely. She focused all her attention
on the pages, touching the book with careful reverence, as if she
respected the written word as much as I did. She read in silence,
flipping through pages as quickly as their brittle state
allowed.

I knew the moment she found what she was
looking for. Vera let out a long breath and her head bent lower,
her eyes eating up the words on the page. She pulled ink and paper
from her bag and started copying. She worked in silence, but the
silence was not the empty, aching kind I had come to know. It was
full of small sounds; soft breathing, the scratch of pen on
paper.

I knew it would not last, but I savored the
sense of companionship and wished Vera had come here for a
different reason. I would love to have a friend to talk to about my
books.

A few minutes later, the silence changed.
Vera drew in a sharp breath and her pen stilled. Tears dripped onto
the page, threatening to ruin the paper. I pulled the book away,
and Vera didn’t stop me.

“What is it?”

It took a moment and
several deep breaths before she answered. “It’s too late. St. Iver
insists the cure is useless after two weeks. I traveled five days
to get here, and Gemma had already been sick for a week. By the
time I get back to her, it will be too late.”

Seven days of illness, five days of travel,
and a day spent trying to persuade me. I didn’t need to count my
claws to do the math. Gemma would be beyond help by tomorrow
morning.

“Do you know where to get
the herbs you need?” I asked.

Vera nodded. “They are all common items. We
already have them, we just don’t normally use them together.”

“Then we should leave.
Your feet aren’t fast enough, but my wings are.”

Vera stared at me for a moment, as if
uncertain she heard correctly. Then, with a gasp and a smile, she
wrapped her arms around my claw in a grateful hug. We exited the
castle and, tucking her copy of the recipe into her pocket, she
settled herself in my paws. Her grip tightened as my wings pumped
the air and we launched into the sky. Our trip was quiet except for
one short exchange.

“I don’t think I ever got
your name.”

“Dima.”

She was the first human who had ever
asked.

~ * ~

I should have left her there. I should have
set Vera down at the edge of her village and soared back into the
sky.

Vera’s village sat tucked
in the foothills, tiny cottages huddled together between mountains
and plains. I landed behind the cover of the hill so no one would
see me. As soon as we got close enough to ground, she jumped off my
paw and took off running. I imagined her arrival. There would be an
old woman in the bed who smiled at the sight of her. Vera would hug
her tightly and set to work preparing St. Iver’s recipe. Then she
would wait, and after a while, the woman would be able to get out
of her bed again, healed.

Would Vera come back to
let me know St. Iver’s cure had worked? If she did, I would invite
her to visit my library again. Maybe, she would be willing to bind
more books. I had enough gold to pay her.

Maybe, she would forget about me as soon as
her mother was better.

If I did not wait, I would never know. I
curled myself into a ball, tucking my tail and snout in like a cat.
My stony scales made me look like a boulder to anyone who passed
by, as long as they didn’t come too close.

Two hours later, I looked up at the sound of
approaching footsteps. Vera smiled through the tears pouring down
her face.

“She’s getting better.”
Vera hugged my snout, pressing her face against mine. “Thank you.
Thank you, Dima. You saved her. You saved the entire village.
Everyone is going to get better.”

“Everyone?” I repeated.
Humans had done so much to me and my kind. I didn’t want to help
all of them, just the one.

“We have so much work to
do!” Vera vibrated with excitement. “The plague came from the coast
and is spreading North. It would take days to share the cure on
horseback, but with you helping us—”

I stood up, pulling my wings tight to my
sides. I had just walked into a trap made of words instead of
metal.

“Did you trick me here so
I would help you?”

Smoke curled around my nostrils and Vera
stepped backwards. For the first time, she looked afraid.

“Trick you? No! Dima, you
gave me back my mother. I want to thank you.”

“Liar,” I growled. “You
said you want more from me.”

Vera shook her head. “I didn’t lie to you. I
didn’t know the plague had spread so much. There are people out
there who need the information we have. Dima, you could save
hundreds of lives and it will only take a few days.” She touched my
leg with her soft, warm hand, and smiled with hopeful eyes. “Then,
I can come and look at your books. I will fix them all, if you want
me to.”

“No. I don’t need your
help, and I don’t want your book binding. Go away and leave me
alone.” I lifted my wings to leave, but she still had a hold of my
claw.

“Dima, I know you want
help with your books, but we have to help the other villages
first.” She pulled on my claw, as if she could direct me like a
horse.

“No.” I shook my claw free
of her grip.

“No?”

“No, I will not help you
save anyone.”

“You helped me save my
mother.”

I snorted. “What does that have to do with
anything?”

“But they’ll die without
you.” Vera’s forehead furrowed, confused.

“Yes.” I knew exactly what
would happen to them. I had been alive during the last
plague.

“How can you let them die?
I don’t understand. You’re a good person.”

I reached out and picked
Vera up. Vera screamed as I launched, but I didn’t let go until we
returned home. I landed in the garden near seven mounds of dirt
covered in vines.

Vera stumbled away from me, tripping and
landing on one of the mounds. She looked down, taking in the size
and shape of the formation, and then stepped carefully back.

“They’re graves.” Her
voice sounded small.

“Yes. Seven humans who
tried to kill me and failed.” I looked across the garden, across
the broken fountain and empty reflecting pool, to the eighth mound.
Twice as big as the others, it was covered in golden
teardrops

“Who is there?” Vera
asked, her voice a hushed whisper. She walked toward the grave
slowly, and knelt beside it, placing a hand on a golden teardrop.
“This person was important to you.”

I closed my eyes, and another golden tear
rolled down my cheek to join the rest.

“She was my daughter.
There were three of them that day, and she was only half-grown. I
didn’t hear them coming in time.”

Vera placed her hand on my shoulder. “I am
sorry.”

“Do not tell me I have to
help humans, Vera. They took everything from me.”

She walked away without
saying a word. When the sound of her footsteps faded I returned to
the library, ready to curl up on my favorite stack of books and
lose myself in sleep. Instead, I found Vera there, legs crossed,
inspecting a cracked spine on an old leather -bound
volume.

“What are you still doing
here?” I asked. “Don’t you need to find a way to spread your
miracle cure?”

Vera looked up at me, her expression
serious. “I made you a promise, and I intend to honor it. I told
you I will bind a book for you. Any book you want.”

“What about the cure?
Don’t you need to leave and spread the word?” I gestured out the
window to the mountains beyond.

“I already gave the cure
to the village. The people there will be able to pass it out just
as quickly without my help. They don’t need me for that.” Vera
looked down at the book in her hands and added, “But I will need
some supplies.”

She said it in an offhand way, as if it was
an afterthought, but I could see a scheme in her words.

“Let me guess. Your
shopping list will require items from many different places. All of
them far away. All of them filled with plague. You will deliver St.
Iver’s recipe while you do your shopping, and I will help you save
your world even though I don’t want to. It is a clever plan, but I
won’t let you trick me. I’ve done enough for you. Let me
be.”

I tucked my head under my wing and waited
for the sound of her footsteps leaving, but she didn’t move. For a
moment, we sat in silence. What would she try next?

“I can see where you might
think that,” Vera said slowly. She came around to my side and put
her hand on my neck. Her words were soft and gentle in my ear. “I
have never lied to you, Dima, and I won’t trick you. All I need is
some supplies from my home. You’re right, you don’t owe us
anything, but I do owe you. So let me repay my debt.”

I lifted my head out of my wing and turned
to look at her, a tiny human standing in the middle of my library.
Was she really offering me a free gift?

“Thank you, Vera,” I said,
using her name for the first time.

~ * ~

I flew her back to her village to collect
supplies and explain to her mother. Then I brought Vera back to my
library, and she immediately started work. I handed over my
favorite collection of poems; half the pages were falling out and
the cover held on by two threads. I sat in the sun, watching
anxiously as her tiny hands carefully pulled the pages apart,
applied glue, and put them back together again.

There was no knocking when they arrived,
only the scrape of the door, the clanking of armor, and the
pounding of feet as they ran through the halls. I growled and
reared up on my hind legs, throwing my wings wide in a fighting
stance as they smashed through the library door. Vera scrambled to
her feet, clutching a book in one hand, spilling glue as she
stumbled backwards.

“What’s
happening?”

Three dozen men in armor with spears,
swords, and crossbows circled the room, surrounding me with sharp
points from all sides.

“You’re safe now, ma’am.
Come with me.” A soldier held out his hand to Vera and pulled her
behind the line of humans.

“Safe? No, no, I’ve always
been safe.” Vera pushed the soldier away. “This dragon is my
friend. She helped me, she helped all of us! We have a cure for the
plague because of her.”

“Yes. I know.” Another man
came to the library door, dressed in armor flecked with gold that
was more for show than function. He wore a crown on his head and a
determined look on his face. He smiled at Vera. “Everyone is
talking about the girl who flew a dragon home with a miracle cure
from an ancient library. There is important information in these
books, and we are here to take it.”

“You have what you need!”
Vera glared at the king with the same stubborn look she had used on
me. “You have St. Iver’s formula, you can cure the plague. Go away
and leave us in peace.”

The king shook his head and gestured at the
books around him. “Yes, we have the cure, and it came from this
library. What other important knowledge is hiding in this room that
we don’t know about? It’s time to find out.”

“Then why didn’t you knock
and ask politely if you could borrow the books?” Vera crossed her
arms as if scolding a child. The king laughed.

“Ask? These books don’t
belong to the animal. They belong to me and the
kingdom.”

Smoke curled around my
snout and flames danced over my tongue. The fire in my belly burned
hot, fueled by rage, and I could not contain it for
long.

“No, human, they belong to
me,” I growled as I reared back on my hind legs. Several soldiers
stepped backwards. “Vera, you should leave now.”

“No!” Vera cried, but it
was too late. She could not save them.

I opened my mouth and took
aim, not at a soldier, but at the nearest pile of books. Flames
poured over my library and the books began to smoke and crackle.
Flames danced on the covers and devoured the pages, filling the
room with smoke and ash. The soldiers screamed and ran back the way
they had come, scrambling to get out of the door and get their king
to safety. They took Vera with them. I made sure she was out before
I launched myself out the window and into the sky. The king shouted
at his soldiers to get their arrows ready, but I was too fast for
them. I climbed above the clouds, where they couldn’t reach
me.

~ * ~

The sky has always been a dragon’s only
refuge from humans, but I could not fly forever. I had to come to
ground again. It would be smart to go to another mountain. To leave
the ashes of the burned castle and everything it had contained
behind. To let the bones of my daughter rest alone in peace.

But I could not say good-bye to my home and
my collection so easily. I waited until the soldiers and their king
left the mountain, and landed softly among the ash. Vera waited in
the library, this time surrounded by the burned husks of my books
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