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      “I'm sorry about this, girl. We're just following orders,” the hulking guard to my left of me says.

      “Yeah, you heard what the oracle said,” the other one chimes in from my right. Yeah, I heard what the oracle said, and I’d like to rip the bitch’s eyes and hair out.

      I'm sandwiched in between the huge men, each of them holding onto one of my arms like they're afraid I’m going to make a run for it. They don’t need to worry about that, though. I understand my responsibility to the village, and I wouldn't try to shirk my duty that way.

      I took my fate with dignity. I didn't break down and cry and make a commotion when the oracle announced that I was the virgin who was going to be sacrificed to the dragon up on Fire Mountain.

      Yeah, not only is it bad enough that I’m the unlucky girl who gets to be sacrificed to the fearsome, fire-breathing dragon, but that oracle just outed me in front of the whole town for being a virgin. That's not really something I wanted the entire village to know, but I guess it won't matter whenever I become dragon food.

      I don't exactly know what’s going to happen up on the mountain, but that's what I assume it’s going to be anyway.

      Legend has it that no virgin has ever come down from the mountain after being taken up. Of course, that can't really be confirmed since one is only sent up every one hundred years.

      Lucky me that I would be alive on the centennial that a new one is chosen. And with my shitty luck, I would be the one chosen.

      I’d be lying if I said I wasn't a little scared, but what concerns me the most isn’t my own fate. If I’m going to be eaten by a dragon, no amount of moping and whining about it is going to change it. No, what worries me the most is who's going to take care of my little sister now that I’m gone?

      I just turned eighteen, but my sister is only fourteen. Both of our parents died of the fever a couple of years ago, so it's just the two of us. I can't stand the thought of some old pervert getting his hands on her, but I know that with me out of the picture, marrying early is going to be about the only thing that will save her.

      The irony of the situation isn't lost on me. I'm wearing a gorgeous dress of light, peachy pink that flows all the way down to my ankles. It’s strapless and held up by my petite bosom. My honey-colored hair was brushed until it shone and left to cascade freely down my shoulders.

      It’s like the townsfolk wanted to make sure I looked really pretty for my funeral. Maybe dragons only want to eat pretty things. I don’t know.

      I look up at the fiery mountain top. I can't help but think that Fire Mountain is aptly named. The closer we get to the top of the mountain, the hotter it gets, which is just the opposite of how it usually is. It's usually colder on mountaintops, but not up here on Fire Mountain. I guess it's the dragon. He must generate so much heat that it keeps it warmer up here.

      I don't know which death would be more preferable—combusting to death from the heat or being eaten alive by an enormous dragon.

      I guess I'll find out soon enough because we're almost at the top.

      When we reach the mouth of the cave, I can feel the two men trembling from where they each grip my arms. I have to suppress a wry grin. Shouldn’t I be the one trembling? What are they so scared for? They get to go back home to their families. I’m the one being left up here with the dragon.

      They deposit me at the mouth of the cave and then shuffle their feet like the cowards they are, casting me pitying, sorrowful glances. “We’re real sorry about this, girl,” they tell me. To their credit, they truly do seem to mean their words.

      “Macy,” I tell them.

      They blink and look at me questioningly.

      “My name is Macy,” I elaborate. “I figure it would be kind of sad for the last people I see to not even know my name, so there it is.”

      The men stare at me in horror, and neither offers to tell me his name. I guess they figure what’s the point.

      Oh well.

      I take pity on them and don't make it too hard on them. I know they're just following orders and that it would have been their necks too if they hadn't agreed to drag me up here. Not that they'd had to drag me. I came readily enough, but still.

      I wave my hand at them cheerily, “Oh, perk up boys. Don't worry about me. I'll be fine.”

      They cast dubious glances at one another. “Are you sure you’re alright, girl?” one of them asks me, obviously thinking that I've already gone mad. I notice he doesn’t speak my name, but that’s okay.

      My smile only widens. “Of course. Why wouldn’t I be? I’m happy to be sacrificed for my village!” I make my voice bright and cheery.

      The two befuddled men share another glance with one another. They obviously don’t feel good about leaving me in this state, which is ironic because would they feel better if I were in hysterics, sobbing and kicking and screaming? Something tells me they would, that my positive attitude is worse for them than the alternative. I guess because it's not predictable, and men don't like a woman who's not predictable or who doesn't fit their mold.

      On second thought, it's probably for the best that I'm the one being sacrificed to a dragon because I never would have fit the mold of the perfect housewife that would have been expected of me had I stayed in the village. I suppose, all things considered, this does work out the way it should. I still want to strangle that oracle, though.

      I smile before I clap my hands together in excitement. “Now where's this fire-breathing dragon I'm supposed to meet?”

      “Right here,” a booming voice thunders.
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      I can't help the startled jump I give at the unexpected voice. I see both of the guards’ eyes go wide before they scramble down the mountain without another word to me. So much for feeling sorry about leaving me up here.

      I smile dryly as I turn around and cross my arms at the humongous beast in front of me. My head cranes up at the way he towers over me. He’s covered in red scales. My eyes trail over his widespread wings all the way down to his clawed feet. I gulp as I stare at him. My god, he’s magnificent. He’s easily the most beautiful creature I've ever seen. I’m so in awe of him I forget my fear.

      Part of what amazes me most is the way his wings become so dark a red where they extend from his back that they almost look to be a deep purple. He steps out of the mouth of the cave into the sunlight, and his scales twinkle and glimmer like they're studied with a thousand tiny diamonds. It’s the most mesmerizing sight I've ever seen.

      His amber eyes meet mine. They're so bright, they seem to glow with a fire on their own. The intensity with which they stare at me should scare me, but it sends a tingle racing down my spine.

      The dragon frowns before he notes, “You're not scared of me?”

      I shake my head. “No. Well,” I backtrack, “I mean, yes, you are quite fearsome, but I was momentarily so blinded by your beauty that I couldn't focus on my fear.”

      The dragon blinks and looks taken aback.

      “Of course, I'm also shocked that you can talk because in all the legends I've ever heard of virgins being sacrificed to the dragon on the mountain, no one ever told me you could talk. They certainly never mentioned it in preparation today.”

      “Preparation?” He raises a questioning eyebrow at me.

      “Oh yes.” I nod my head. “They groomed me and put me in this silly little dress and told me the importance of doing my duty after the oracle picked me to be the unlucky one to be sacrificed to you. No offense.”

      He regards me curiously, as if he doesn't know what to make of me. I guess I can't really blame him there. I don't know what to make of myself. Maybe I have gone into a form of temporary insanity because he's right. I should exhibit fear, yet instead I'm just intrigued.

      Dragons can talk! That knowledge is thrilling, and I suddenly have a million questions I want to ask him. Plus, I remind myself, if I can keep him entertained and keep him talking, then maybe that'll give him a reason not to eat me—at least not right away.

      “You are a…” he speaks slowly, as if he’s searching for the right work before he ends with, “a curious creature.”

      “Funny, I was

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  


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


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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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


OEBPS/images/charming-the-dragon-final-full-size-2700x1800px.jpg
DR@@N

i KENZIE SKYE







