

    
        
          Lilly and the Last Terrible Dragon

        

        
        
          Dustin Gross

        

        
          Published by Dustin Gross, 2025.

        

    



  
    
    
      While every precaution has been taken in the preparation of this book, the publisher assumes no responsibility for errors or omissions, or for damages resulting from the use of the information contained herein.

    
    

    
      LILLY AND THE LAST TERRIBLE DRAGON

    

    
      First edition. August 13, 2025.

      Copyright © 2025 Dustin Gross.

    

    
    
      Written by Dustin Gross.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

PROLOGUE | THE FIRE IN THE SKY

CHAPTER ONE | THE GIRL WHO KEPT SECRETS

CHAPTER TWO | THE FOREST THAT BREATHED

CHAPTER THREE | MORBRAK THE TERRIBLE

CHAPTER FOUR | THE DRAGON’S BARGAIN

CHAPTER FIVE | CLAWS AND CONSEQUENCES

CHAPTER SIX | INTERROGATIONS AND OLD FOOLS

CHAPTER SEVEN | THE BROKEN OATH

CHAPTER EIGHT | THE SHADOW IN THE MIRROR

CHAPTER NINE | TRIAL BY FLAME

CHAPTER TEN | THE FIRST FLIGHT

CHAPTER ELEVEN | ASHES IN THE WIND

CHAPTER TWELVE | A KINGDOM BELOW

CHAPTER THIRTEEN | SCARS BENEATH THE SCALES

CHAPTER FOURTEEN | THE DEEPEST NAME

CHAPTER FIFTEEN | WHERE THE FIRE GOES

EPILOGUE | THE GIRL WHO REMEMBERED FIRE

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

PROLOGUE

THE FIRE IN THE SKY
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The sky was already bleeding when the first scream cracked through the valley, a raw sound that tore across rooftops and made even the dogs go quiet, ears pinned, tails tucked, breath held like the whole village had been dunked into ice. Old men dropped tools mid-hammer, children froze mid-laugh, and a boy with scraped knees and a pocket full of stolen fruit blinked toward the mountains and watched the clouds rip themselves apart. The sun should’ve been setting, soft and gold and tucked behind the western ridge like it did every peaceful evening, but instead it looked like fire was pouring from the heavens—like the sky had been stabbed and was dripping molten rage onto the world below. The birds fled first. The crows, the falcons, the hawks and herons—all of them screamed skyward and disappeared into the reddened distance like arrows launched from a divine bow, leaving behind only the hush of things that knew better than to breathe during a moment like this. Then came the sound. Not thunder. Not wind. Not anything the people of Eldhollow had ever heard in their entire quiet, small-town lives. It was the sound of wings that should not exist—vast and slow and aching with ancient gravity—beating against the fabric of the air as if the creature they carried was too heavy even for the sky itself. The children screamed next, mostly because the parents didn’t, and silence in adults is worse than shouting. Silence is what happens when something is real. When denial has failed and all that’s left is the primal terror of prey knowing it’s being hunted by something bigger, older, and no longer asleep. Flames streaked across the treeline in serpent shapes, curling like ribbons from a distant maw no one could see clearly through the smoke and the fear and the red-lit chaos. Ash began to fall, soft as snow but smelling of ruin, sticking to hair and skin and eyelashes like a terrible blessing. And through it all—through the fire and the fog and the hundred thundering heartbeats—one word echoed from cracked lips and trembling tongues, passed from child to mother to elder to fool: Dragon.

It had been a hundred years since the last one was seen. And that one was supposed to be dead.

The beast crested the mountain at last, enormous and horrible and beautiful, a silhouette of jagged wings and old scars etched into muscle that rippled like boulders stacked wrong. Its roar wasn’t a scream—it was a memory. A declaration. A refusal to go gently into whatever grave had been dug for its kind. Red fire poured from its maw not in rage, but in grief, as if something had been lost so permanently that the only answer left was to burn the sky that had allowed such a loss. It circled once above the village, not diving, not attacking—just... observing. And then it vanished into the clouds and mountains beyond, a smear of shadow and flame, leaving behind only silence. The villagers never spoke of it again. Not because they weren’t afraid. But because they were. They buried the story like a body. The next morning, they rebuilt the fences, repaired the roofs, planted more barley, and told their children that dragons were fairy tales, cautionary fables for the weak-minded and wild-hearted. And when those children asked about the burn marks scorched into the town square, or the twisted black skeleton of the old bell tower, or the streaks of ash still clinging to the cliff-face, their parents looked them in the eyes and said, firmly and without blinking, That was lightning. A storm. Nothing more.

Years passed. The scars faded. The lies hardened. History calcified into bedtime stories and then disappeared altogether, as history does when no one writes it down. And for a long, long while, the world forgot.

But not entirely.

Far away from that forgotten truth, on the edge of the same mountain range that had once burned like the wrath of old gods, a girl sat cross-legged on a moss-covered boulder, sketching something that didn’t exist anymore—or so she was told. Her boots were muddy, her jacket was too big, and her coppery hair was tangled like a bird’s nest someone had lost a fight with. In one hand she held a pencil, the tip worn to a stubborn stub, and in the other a leather-bound sketchbook with the corners chewed by something that had either been a goat or her nerves. Page after page was filled with eyes—reptilian, slitted, staring. Wings, too. Folded, spread, torn, mended. Teeth that gleamed and curled, tails like whips, claws like curved knives. But most of all, she drew fire. Not just flames, but the suggestion of fire, the memory of it, the way it danced behind the eyes of something ancient and furious and alive. Her name was Lilly Westwood, and she didn’t know why she drew them. Only that she had been doing it since she could hold a crayon, and no one—no one—had ever taught her what a dragon looked like. She just... knew.

The forest behind her rustled, low and steady, breathing like something alive. Birds chirped warnings. Wind sighed secrets. Somewhere a fox barked once, sharply, as if to remind the world that it still had teeth. Lilly ignored all of it. Her crow had landed nearby, black feathers gleaming like oil, one eye milky-white with age or mystery—she wasn’t sure which, and he wasn’t telling. He tilted his head as she sketched, cawed once, and watched her with the judgmental air of a silent art critic. She rolled her eyes. “I know it’s not perfect,” she muttered, adjusting the jawline of the dragon’s profile she was working on. “But maybe if you had opposable thumbs, you could do better.”

The crow blinked slowly. Mocking her, obviously.

The wind picked up, just slightly. Not enough to raise alarms, just enough to feel... off. Lilly looked up. The clouds above twisted faintly, just for a moment, like something had passed behind them. A shadow. A flicker. Nothing. She squinted at the sky, half expecting it to bleed again. It didn’t. But the hair on her arms stood up anyway, as if something remembered. She glanced back at her sketch, suddenly aware that the image on the page was... different. She hadn’t drawn it like that. The teeth were too sharp. The eyes too sad. The flames looked less like anger now, and more like sorrow. She didn’t recall changing it. Her fingers ached. Her pencil had snapped. She didn’t remember that either.

The crow cawed again, sharper this time, wings twitching. He turned, hopped once, and launched himself into the air, heading straight for the woods that bordered the edge of the cliff. Lilly cursed under her breath, shoved her sketchbook into her bag, and followed.

She always followed.

That was the problem.

Everyone else in the village of New Eldhollow had learned how to forget. How to pretend. How to look away from the claw marks in the rocks, the burn circles that never quite faded from the earth, the smell in the air some mornings that reminded you of war. But Lilly—Lilly remembered things she had never been told. She remembered the taste of smoke, the sound of wings, the shape of a shadow too large for any known bird. Her mother said she had too much imagination. Her teachers said she needed more discipline. The village librarian said nothing, but always marked the dragon books as “checked out” even when they weren’t, just to avoid her questions. Lilly didn’t care. She had the crow. She had her sketches. She had something inside her chest that burned when she got too close to the trees or stood on the cliff’s edge or heard the name “Morbrak” whispered in dreams she could never quite recall upon waking.

She didn’t know what it meant.

Not yet.

But she would.

Because fire always remembers.

And dragons—terrible, broken, old dragons—never stay dead for long.

They just wait.

Until someone foolish and stubborn and full of questions finds them.

Until a girl with ash in her blood and crows in her heart wanders too far into a forest that breathes.

Until history stops pretending to be myth.

And the last terrible dragon opens one eye, snorts smoke, and says:

“What took you so long?”
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CHAPTER ONE

THE GIRL WHO KEPT SECRETS
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By the time Lilly Westwood trudged back into the village, her boots were caked in half-dried mud, her socks had committed mutiny halfway down her ankles, and a pine needle had somehow wedged itself between her shoulder blades like a very smug dagger of nature. Her backpack thumped against her spine with every step, stuffed to bursting with crumpled sketches, two library books she was technically not allowed to borrow anymore, and a broken pocketknife she kept forgetting to fix. The sky had sobered to a lazy gray, clouds stretching like sleepy cats over the rooftops of New Eldhollow, where the buildings sat clustered together as if afraid the forest might decide to lurch closer if they weren’t all huddled. Smoke curled politely from a few chimneys, and the air smelled like someone had burned a pie and tried to cover it with lavender. Normal. Boring. Tame. Everything Lilly despised in a village and, inconveniently, everything her mother loved. She passed Mrs. Blimstone sweeping her front step for the fourth time that day, though the porch was already spotless. The woman gave Lilly a look that suggested sweeping her off the street would be more productive. Lilly grinned and waved with fingers still smudged in graphite. Mrs. Blimstone sniffed like she’d inhaled a personal insult. Across the way, the butcher’s son, Gareth, sat on an overturned bucket picking his teeth with a chicken bone and pretending he wasn’t terrified of girls who climbed cliffs and talked
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