

[image: Cover]



Book Description
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Writing Out the Dragons

A Note from the Center about Sharing the Creative Fire and the Meaning of Tribe

We are all connected.

In 2012, I was asked by my friend Kevin J. Anderson to be a guest speaker at an annual seminar he had founded along with his wife, author Rebecca Moesta, and their writing peers David Farland, Eric Flint, and Brandon Sanderson. In contrast to the proliferation of seminars and workshops that exist to teach the craft of writing, the Superstars Writing Seminars had been created to teach writers the business of writing.

When the seminar was founded two years earlier, it was in part because Kevin and Company realized that when writers are starting out, we all share resources and encouragement with one another in the pursuit of our respective careers. But as best-selling authors, it becomes more difficult to commiserate and to find common ground and mutual support. So what began as a private support group soon expanded into the Superstars Writing Seminars, and during their third outing, which was held in Las Vegas, I was invited to share my own experiences and relative wisdom.

At that event, I made two contributions which have since expanded to become something more influential than any of us could have anticipated: my inspirational presentation Drawing Out the Dragons, which came to full maturity at the seminar and is now a core part of the annual experience, and an almost offhand comment about how, to truly become successful at anything, you simply have to focus on finding those who support you in the work you do and the choices you make. And I called that group of supporters your Tribe.

We are all connected.

In the years since, I was invited back first as a returning guest instructor and then as a partner, largely on the strength of the reception to and influence of Drawing Out the Dragons. But the concept of Tribe has also grown—something evident in the fact that a large percentage of the ever-growing Superstars attendance is alumni. It’s no great surprise that participants in the seminar would bond and maintain those connections, manifesting both personally and professionally in the form of friendships and collaborations. At minimum, there was now a shared set of experiences and a large group of peers who could offer support and encouragement to one another—again, not unexpected. But Superstars has become something different. Tribe became something deeper, and much more significant and meaningful.

New attendee Ryan Richoux wrote a heartfelt post in one of our online groups about how he had attended as A/V support for our resident Canadian audio tech Stone Sanchez but soon realized that he had been drawn into something greater: Superstars was not just a professional organization. It was a family. It was Tribe. Everyone who attends becomes part of that Tribe, no questions asked. Everyone is accepted, embraced, and supported as if they had always been there.

We are all connected.

One definition of Tribe, in the oldest and perhaps truest sense, is “many tinders, one fire.” Fuel is drawn from several sources, but everyone shares in and benefits from the flame. The same is true of the Creative Fire, and the drive we each feel to push our work, our lives, and our careers forward. A collection of experiences shared can become a seminar, but the level of support that is brought to bear by becoming Tribe is something that extends past the initial event. The Creative Fire that is brought to Superstars by each member of the Tribe is for the ongoing benefit of all.

There have been two previous anthologies as part of the Superstars Writing Seminar, both featuring unicorns, which were organized and published in order to offer scholarships to allow writers the additional resources they need to have the opportunity to attend. This year, we chose dragons as the subject, in part because the metaphor I use in my annual presentation is that dragons are the fears holding us back, and we need to draw them out and confront them in order to move forward with any decision we make in our lives.

In the midst of a both literal and figurative demonstration of this at the most recent seminar, I hesitated—and the silence was cracked by a voice from the back, a recent member of the Tribe, Emily Godhand, yelling, “You can do it, James!” That burst the dam, and the entire room shouted encouragement while I finished doing something I thought would be an Impossible Thing and which resulted in a standing ovation and a lot of joyful, inspired tears.

We are all capable of doing Impossible Things. The Superstars Writing Seminars are where we share our Creative Fire and teach one another to do them. This book is a representation of some of the best examples of writing out the dragons that our attendees can produce—and with it, another opportunity to offer the experience to more and more people. We are all connected. We are Tribe. And this is the best of what we do.

James A. Owen
Silvertown, Arizona


I Hate Dragons

Brandon Sanderson

My life has taken a turn toward my true love, writing epic fantasy, but I do miss the teaching experiences I once had. So I moonlight as a writing instructor and do my best to make time for being a professor.

One of the things that I do to maintain my teaching skills is try out various writing exercises that I might, occasionally, assign to my students. You’re about to read one of those challenges to myself: to write a complete scene with multiple, distinct characters using nothing but dialogue with no tags. The idea was to get across motives, dialect and diction, and conflict, all without giving any context other than the words themselves.

It turned out very well, which is why you’re reading it here. Do keep in mind, however, that though this stands all right on its own, it isn’t intended to be a full story. Enjoy!

—Brandon

“Master Johnston?”

“Yes, Skip?”

“I was wondering if maybe we might review my employment situation.”

“What? Now? Lad, this isn’t the time.”

“Er, I’m sorry, sir. But I believe this is exactly the time. And, I apologize, but I don’t intend to move until I’ve had my say.”

“Fine. Fine. Be on with it then.”

“Well, Master Johnston, you know how we’re here to kill this dragon, sir?”

“Yes. That’s our job. Dragon hunters. It says so on your bloomin’ jacket, lad!”

“Well, sir, technically you and the other boys are the hunters.”

“You’re an important part, Skip. Without you, the dragon won’t never come!”

“I believe you mean ‘will never come,’ sir. And, well, this is about my part. I realize it’s important for you to have someone to draw the dragon.”

“You can’t catch nothing without bait.”

“‘Can’t catch anything,’ sir. And that is as you’ve said. However, I can’t help noticing one factor about my role in the hunt. I am, as you said, bait.”

“Yes?”

“And it seems to me that eventually, if you put bait out often enough …”

“Yes?”

“Well, sir, eventually that bait is going to end up getting eaten. Sir.”

“Ah.”

“You see my trouble.”

“You’ve been doing this for a year now, and you ain’t ever gotten ate.”

“That sentence was deplorable, sir.”

“What’s math have to do wi’ this?”

“You’re thinking ‘devisable,’ sir. Anyway, yes, I’ve survived a year. Only, I’ve started thinking.”

“A dangerous habit, that.”

“It’s chronic, I’m afraid. I’ve started thinking about the number of near misses we’ve had. I’ve started thinking that, eventually, you and the boys aren’t going to get to the dragon quickly enough. I’m thinking about how many reptilian bicuspids I’ve seen in recent months.”

“I’ve cussed more than twice myself.”

“So …”

“All right, lad. I can see where you’re going. Two percent, and nothing more.”

“A raise?”

“Sure. Two percent’s good money, son. Why, when I was your age, I’d have died to get a two-percent raise.”

“I’d rather not die because of it, sir.”

“Three percent, then.”

“You pay me in food, sir. I don’t get paid any money.”

“Ah. I forgot you was a smart one. All right. Four percent.”

“Sir, you could double it, and it would be meaningless.”

“Don’t get so uppity! Double? What, you think I’m maid of coins?”

“The word is ‘made,’ sir.”

“Huh? That’s what I said. How—”

“Never mind. Sir, this isn’t about money, you see.”

“You want more food?”

“No. You see, er …”

“Be on with it! That dragon ain’t going to kill himself!”

“Technically, dragons—being sentient beings—likely have a suicide rate similar to other intelligent creatures. So perhaps this one will kill himself. It’s statistically possible, anyway. That’s beside the point. You see, sir, I think I’d rather change my participation in the hunts.”

“In what way?”

“I’d like to be a hunter, sir. You know. Hold a harpoon? Fire a crossbow? I wouldn’t mind just reloading for the other hunters until I get the hang of it.”

“Don’t be silly. You couldn’t do that while out in the center of the field, being bait!”

“I wasn’t talking about doing that while being bait. I’d rather do it instead of being bait. Sir.”

“But nobody else has yer special gift, son.”

“I don’t think it’s all that great …”

“Why, sure it is! In all my years hunting dragons, I’ve never met someone who attracts them like you do. You’ve got a gift.”

“The gift of smelling delicious to dragons? Sir, I never asked for this.”

“Just ’cause a gift is unexpected doesn’t mean it ain’t a gift.”

“A knife to the back can be unexpected. That doesn’t make it a gift either. Sir.”

“Look, son. You’re special. The scent of you … it drives them mad with hunger. It’d be a shame to waste that. Do what you were created to do. Reach for the stars.”

“Stars are giant balls of gas, burning far away.”

“They are?”

“Yes. Reaching for them, even if it were possible, would likely burn your hand. Sir.”

“Ain’t that something.”

“Isn’t that something.”

“That’s what I said. Either way, son, you need to explore your talents.”

“My talent is getting eaten by dragons, sir. It seems that’s less something to explore, and more something to experience. Once. In a grisly, painful, and abruptly-ending sort of way.”

“…”

“Well?”

“I see that yer a smart one, son.”

“Thank you.”

“Five percent.”

“I …”

“It’s here! It’s circlin’! Lad, we’ll have to talk about this later.”

“Okay. You know what, fine. Once more. But that’s it.”

“Good lad. Out there you go. You remember the script?”

“Of course I remember it. Ahem. I’m so very tired! Also, I hate sunlight. So I’m not going to look upward. I’m just going to stroll along across this … er … rocky place of rocks and find a place to lay down and take a nap.

“Gosh! I’m sad that I tripped and got dust in my eyes, so I couldn’t see anything for a few moments when that breeze passed me by. Just a breeze, and not the beating of nearby dragon wings. Not at all. Perhaps I will take my nap in this little dip in the ground. I hope no wild beasts are around to savage me.”

“PSSST. Skip. Bite! The script says BITE me!”

“I’m extrapolating!”

“What’s the dragon’s skin have to do with this?”

“That’s exfoliate, Master Johnston. Look, he’s coming back around. Hush. Ahem. Yes, I’ll just be nodding off to sleep now!”

“…”

“What’s the beast doing?”

“He landed up there. I think he’s suspicious. He’s craning his neck down and—”

“YOU’RE A TERRIBLE ACTOR.”

“Er. Really? I actually thought I was getting better. I’ve been practicing in front of the mirror, you see.”

“TERRIBLE. I’VE SEEN PIECES OF SOAP THAT WERE BETTER ACTORS THAN YOU. YOU HAVE AN ENTIRE FLEET OF DRAGON HUNTERS WAITING, I ASSUME.”

“Um. No?”

“NO, YOU DON’T HAVE THEM? OR NO I DON’T ASSUME IT? BECAUSE I REALLY DON’T THINK YOU’RE CAPABLE OF JUDGING WHAT I DO AND DON’T ASSUME. BY THE WAY, WHO WROTE THAT SCRIPT FOR YOU?”

“Master Johnston.”

“HE NEEDS AN EDITOR.”

“I’ve tried to explain that! Do you know how difficult it is to work with such awful lines?”

“THAT DOESN’T EXCUSE YOUR BAD ACTING.”

“It at least gives some context, though, doesn’t it?”

“NO.”

“So, um, if you saw through the ploy … why are you still here? Shouldn’t you have fled?”

“I … THERE’S SOMETHING ABOUT YOU, SMALL HUMAN. YES. SOMETHING … INTOXICATING. WHY DON’T YOU CLIMB UP HERE TO ME.”

“Excuse me?”

“CLIMB ON UP HERE.”

“You’ll eat me.”

“THAT’S THE IDEA.”

“Then I think I’ll decline.”

“OH, COME NOW. IT WON’T BE SO BAD AS YOU THINK. THEY’RE WILL BE HARDLY ANY PAIN AT ALL.”

“I don’t care if there’s pain or not. I’ll still be dead. And you used the wrong version of ‘they’re.’ You wanted ‘there’ instead.”

“I DID? HOW CAN YOU TELL? THEY’RE’S NO DIFFERENCE IN THE SOUNDS THEY MAKE.”

“Actually, I can hear apostrophes.”

“WHAT, REALLY?”

“Yes. I can hear spelling too, actually.”

“THAT’S … INTERESTING, CHILD. VERY INTERESTING. WELL, TIME TO GET THIS OVER WITH. NO USE IN DELAYING. COME ON UP AND BE EATEN.”

“You don’t make a very compelling argument.”

“I’M A VERY BUSY DRAGON.”

“Funny. I have lots of time. I could sit here all day, so long as it involves not being eaten.”

“OH, COME NOW. DON’T BE DIFFICULT. THIS IS WHAT YOU WERE CREATED TO DO.”

“What gives you that terrible idea?”

“IT’S THE CIRCLE OF LIFE, YOUNG HUMAN! THE BEAUTY OF NATURE! EACH CREATURE IN TURN IS CONSUMED BY A LARGER CREATURE, ROUND AND AROUND, UNTIL WE REACH THE APEX PREDATORS. UM … I’M ONE OF THOSE, BY THE WAY.”

“I’d noticed.”

“WELL, THE COWS EAT THE GRASS, THE WOLVES EAT THE COWS, THE MEN EAT THE WOLVES, THE DRAGONS EAT THE MEN. ALL VERY MAJESTIC IN ITS SIMPLICITY.”

“We don’t eat wolves, actually.”

“YOU DON’T?”

“No. Not unless we’re very hungry. Even then, they don’t taste very good, so I’m told. Too stringy.”

“YES, WELL, YOU’RE SUPPOSED TO. MEN NEVER DO AS THEY’RE TOLD. CASE AND POINT, THIS MOMENT, WHERE YOU HAVE THE STARTLING RUDENESS TO REFUSE BEING CONSUMED. HOW CAN I PERSUADE YOU?”

“Actually, you are persuading me.”

“REALLY? THIS IS WORKING? ER, I MEAN … OF COURSE I AM. I’M KNOWN AS BEING A VERY COMPELLING CONVERSATIONALIST, AMONG MY PEERS.”

“You didn’t need that comma, and you should probably have put ‘among my peers’ after ‘I’m known.’ That’s beside the point. You see, I said you were persuading me because the definition of the word implies the act of trying to get someone to do something, whether or not you are successful. You persuade someone, then you either fail or succeed. Most people use it incorrectly. The word you wanted was convince. You need to convince me, not persuade me.”

“YOU’RE NOT VERY MUCH FUN AT PARTIES, ARE YOU, SMALL HUMAN?”

“I … uh … don’t get invited to parties very often.”

“I CAN’T IMAGINE WHY. SO, ARE YOU GOING TO STOP WHINING AND COME GET EATEN LIKE A MAN?”

“No.”

“YOU’RE MAKING MOTHER NATURE CRY.”

“Good. We could use more rain. Why don’t you just go eat a cow?”

“WHY DON’T YOU GO EAT SOME GRASS?”

“Um … humans can’t digest grass.”

“AND DRAGONS CAN’T DIGEST COWS.”

“Really?”

“REALLY. HUMANS WERE DESIGNED AND BUILT TO BE EATEN BY DRAGONS. IT’S THE NATURE OF THINGS.”

“I find that rather unfair. Who eats you?”

“THE WORMS, ONCE WE’RE DEAD. IT’S ALL VERY METAPHYSICAL.”

“But you have to eat humans?”

“IF WE DON’T, WE DIE.”

“How are there any humans left?”

“WE DON’T NEED TO EAT VERY OFTEN, LITTLE HUMAN. ONCE EVERY FEW MONTHS. THERE’S A MORE THAN LARGE ENOUGH POPULATION OF YOU TO SUSTAIN US. YOU DON’T RUN OUT OF … WHAT IS IT YOU EAT, AGAIN?”

“Cows. Pigs. Carrots. Very few wolves.”

“YES, WELL, THIS IS MUCH LIKE YOU EATING THOSE THINGS.”

“Except for the part about me dying.”

“THINK OF THE GOOD YOU’LL BE DOING.”

“Good? By keeping a dragon alive to continue terrorizing?”

“NO, BY SACRIFICING YOURSELF FOR ANOTHER. IF I DON’T EAT YOU, I’LL JUST END UP GOING OFF AND FINDING SOMEONE ELSE. PROBABLY A FAIR YOUNG VIRGIN. POOR CHILD. IF YOU THINK ABOUT IT, GETTING EATEN RIGHT NOW WOULD BE A VERY BRAVE THING OF YOU. NOBLE, HEROIC.”

“Well, when you put it that way …”

“THAT’S IT, COME CLOSER.”

“… maybe I’ll come right up to the base of that ledge …”

“MY … THE SCENT OF YOU … I … WHY ARE YOU STOPPING …? COME CLOSER! I CAN’T … I CAN’T … RAAAAAWR!”

“Have at ’im, lads!”

“Aaah!”

“RAWR!”

“HURK!”

“My arm!”

“Keep stabbin’!”

“FOOLISH LITTLE MEN! GAR! GR … BLURK!”

“Is he down!”

“You know what I say, lads. There’s always room for more stabbin’! Keep at it. And you, you did well. Even if you did ruinate the script.”

“Ruinate? Really? Did you just say that?”

“Well, you’re always using those big words and all. So I thought …”

“Never mind. I’m going to go wash off this dragon blood. Can’t believe that I put up with this …”

“He doesn’t look happy, Master Johnston.”

“Oh, don’t worry about Skip. He’ll be fine.”

“I don’t know. He looks really mad this time.”

“Don’t worry. I’ve got a secret weapon.”

“Really?”

“Sure. Tonight, after we’re all fed and happy …”

“Yeah?”

“I’m going to give him a six-percent raise.”

*

Brandon Sanderson has published numerous novels with Tor—Elantris, the Mistborn books, Warbreaker, The Way of Kings, Words of Radiance, and the young adult fantasy The Rithmatist. Five books in the middle-grade Alcatraz Versus the Evil Librarians series are being released by Starscape. He was chosen to complete Robert Jordan’s Wheel of Time series; the final book, A Memory of Light, was released in 2013. His newest YA novel, Calamity, was released by Delacorte in February 2016. Currently living in Utah with his wife and children, Brandon teaches creative writing at Brigham Young University.


Muse

Jody Lynn Nye

The tattooed human female glared up at Ulm Drak and took her hands off the flat, silver machine in her lap.

“See here, Mr. Scalyface, you’ve been blabbing on since I got here, and you haven’t really said anything noteworthy yet. I’m being paid by the job, not the hour.”

The huge red dragon snaked his serpentine neck downward until his amethyst-purple eye was level with the young woman’s head. She did not look like any of the maidens in the fields or villages of old, with her cropped black-and-cobalt hair and the silver rings that pierced her nose, ears, and eyebrow. In the black leather trews and jerkin, she looked more like a blacksmith’s boy. The sharp ruby scales on the back of his neck stood on end in pure irritation.

“That is not my name! Show me respect, Jamie Blandisssssssh!”

“Earn it,” Jamie replied in a level tone, her eyes steady. “Show me why Castle Rise Books is clamoring for your autobiography. So far, all you’ve told me is you’ve slain many knights. What are the details? When was the last time? What were their names? Or can’t you remember?”

Ulm Drak recoiled, offended. This new world was strange to him. Encountering humans who did not fear him was unprecedented in his life. He had not ventured far from his green Welsh valley for a long time. Was this how things were now, outside the circle of his reduced hunting grounds?

“I … No one has ever asked for their names. They were my enemies. They tried to kill me.”

Jamie started tapping at the tiny squares again.

“I’ve been researching in online archives for multiple deaths in the surrounding parishes,” she said. “The most recent here in Wales seems to have been the year 1630. Does that sound right to you?”

Ulm Drak snorted, and a small gout of flame shot out of his nostrils.

“I do not keep track of your human calendars,” he said. He hesitated. “What year is it now?”

Jamie laughed. “Nearly four hundred years later. Let’s explore current events, then. If the calendar is a bust, what else was going on then? A plague? A fire? An invasion? Cold winters?”

“Cold,” Ulm Drak said, recalling scale-rattling winds that blew into the mouth of his cavern. How glad he had been to find warmer environs. “Deep snow. The wild creatures had gone to ground. I needed food. The villagers thought to deny me their sheep and cattle.”

“Huh,” Jamie grunted. She bent her head over the device. Under her fingertips, it emitted soft thudding noises like the footfalls of a rabbit. “What kind of cattle?”

The dragon settled back on his clanking hoard and emitted a sigh of pleasure. His long purple tongue snaked out of his mouth and licked his chops.

“Tasty ones.”

“You’re not one for details, are you? Horned cattle? Black pelts? Long pelts?”

Ulm Drak remembered spitting out mouthfuls of red fur. “Hairy.”

She lifted the machine from her lap and turned the small glass square toward him so he could see.

“Like these?”

He peered at the box. Small cattle with long horns and stringy mops of hair moved upon its surface.

“Yes, those,” he said. “Very flavorful. I see few of those in the fields now. Now they are all the same hue as castle stone or black and white. What a marvel your small box is! Almost as if I am watching through a window!”

“It’s a computer. Um, a scribe in a box,” Jamie said. “This is the screen.”

“Truly a wonder,” Ulm Drak said, curling his long body in a different direction so he could see the screen change from one picture to another. When it turned into a white square with black lines on it, he lost interest. “How have you come to master this piece of magic?”

“It’s not magic. It’s technology. It’s always been in my home and my school,” Jamie said, offhandedly. “I started when I was little, and I think I’ve become rather good. I’ve taken tutorials to learn how to operate the programs.”

“What do you do with these programs?” Ulm Drak tasted the word.

“Well, I study things I want to know,” Jamie said with a loud exhalation of breath. “I’m into traditional gardening, like my grandda, so I’ve been looking up plants that would have grown in our cottage garden centuries back, like when you were marauding over the country. I read up on school topics. I completely got into Shakespeare. Brilliant writer. He absolutely inspires me. I think of him as my muse.”

“And you learned to manipulate this computer so well,” Ulm Drak said with admiration. “You are a wizard, and this is your scrying mirror. Why are you here, instead of elsewhere working wonders?”

She put her leather-clad elbow down on the rack of buttons with a wry glare. “I’m here, instead of being back at home in my sad little flat in London writing books on my pet topics, because I need enough money to fix my motorbike. So tell me stories about you. What’s it like being a dragon?”

“What is it like to be human?” Ulm Drak countered, shrugging his mighty wings. Despite having accepted the contract, he felt awkward discussing himself. “I suppose it feels the same to you.”

“Focus!” Jamie commanded him as fiercely as his own mother would have. She aimed a tiny finger adorned with a sharp silver claw toward his nose. “No riddles! We’re not talking about me; we’re talking about you. Isn’t it amazing and splendid to be a dragon?”

The dragon hesitated, peering toward the stone ceiling of his cavern.

“I never thought about it. I just was. Am.”

“What about flying? Doesn’t that feel amazing?”

“Yes,” Ulm Drak admitted. It was so much a part of him that he couldn’t think of it as something separate to be admired or analyzed. “I like flying.” He stretched his wings. Before they were fully extended, the tips touched the stone walls. He retracted them in irritation. “I don’t often leave here. It frightens the humans in the building above. Tourisssssts,” he added with scorn. “They call the noisy knights in blue jerkins. They try to enter my stronghold, but I do not permit it.”

“Don’t you want to?” Jamie asked, wrinkling her brow with an incredulous expression. “Flying on actual, real wings seems to be a lot like zooming out on the road on my Harley. If I were a dragon, I would be flying all the time!”

Ulm Drak settled down on his hoard, nudging the piles of gold this way and that to make a more comfortable nest. Jamie winced at the loud, seductive clattering of coins and objets d’art as they tumbled into one another. This female was indeed different than any he had met before. Apart from exclaiming “Brilliant!” at the sight when she had arrived, she showed little to no interest in his treasure.

In a way, he was hurt by her indifference. Did he not possess the riches of not one but seven Spanish treasure ships? Did he not have the crowns of nine kings for a pillow? She was refreshingly free of avarice—or was too subtle to show her interest. He intended to keep an eye on her all the same. The most innocent of visitors had tried to rob him in the past. Their bones were long ago digested, and the gold that they had sought had lain undisturbed long enough to acquire a honeyed patina.

“Why don’t you crave my treasure, Jamie Blandisssh?” he asked. “Why aren’t you afraid of me? You are a mere mortal. I am fearsome and powerful! I could eat you in a bite. I could burn you to a cinder.”

She glared at him, her lip curled up to show a gap where one square front tooth was missing. “That’s not my job. You should have hired a Damsel in Distress. I’m a Damsel Who Causes Distress. Don’t try to fit me into a mold, Scaly. No one messes with me. My gang at the King’s Head pub know better than to cross me.”

“Gang?”

“We ride out together. We’re all gearheads, and we like the freedom of the open road.”

Gearheads was another strange term, but gang sounded like knights of old who had lived during his youth. “And you lead them?”

“I’ve got what you call a ‘take-charge’ personality. My girlfriend and my boyfriend both know I’m the leader of our household.”

“Ah,” Ulm Drak said, pensively crossing one foreleg over the other. “I had a mate once. Just the one.”

“What happened to her? Him? It? Did you have a fight to the death?” Jamie’s eyes widened avidly.

“Her,” Ulm Drak said, slightly taken aback at her reaction. “No. We simply grew apart. Each of us wanted our own hoards. What do you fear, if not dragons?”

She waved the question away. “I was never really afraid of them. Until you turned up, dragons were only theoretical dangers. There are things all around that will really mess you up.”

“Like what?”

She raised one thin black eyebrow high on her forehead. “If you tell me stories, then I’ll tell you stories. Fair’s fair, eh? You first. How did you end up here in the mountains?”

Ulm Drak sighed, expelling a long plume of steam. “It all seems so long in the past.”

“Talk!” Jamie shrieked, battering the computer’s keyboard. “And why aren’t you living in a cave a thousand kilometers from everyone else? You’re practically in the middle of a major population center. And why are you living under a pensioners’ residence when you could still be kicking ass and taking treasure?”

“It is not a pensioner’s residence,” Ulm Drak protested, hissing all his S’s peevishly. “It is the castle of Prince Gwydr—a mighty warrior, but no match for me. I took it from him as spoils of war. I burned the village. The people I didn’t kill ran away. This town grew up around me. I did not live here among humans on purpose. I could have moved, but I might have lost some of my treasure. I allowed the old ones above to take shelter during the war a few years ago because they showed me respect. Some of the people remember me in my heyday—well, no. Those have died. But the castle is good protection for my hoard. I don’t really feel like moving it all. I don’t have to justify my actions to you!” He wrapped himself in a tight ball and flicked his tongue at her. She made him so uncomfortable!

Jamie shook her head in scorn. “You got rich too soon. You have these amazing wings. If I had those, I’d be soaring through the clouds every day, scaring jet pilots.”

“The NATC clearance troubles are not worth my time,” Ulm Drak grumbled. He wished she would go away and leave him to count his coins. “Free flight brings the ones in blue. Sometimes they pelt me with small stones and little bursts of flame that sting. It is a nuisance.”

“Why do you care what they say or do? You’re a dragon! You could eat them. I’d walk tall with my dragon pride and kick out whenever I felt like it. You’ve become too civilized, Mr. Scalyface. You’re hardly real any more. It’s going to be difficult to write your memoirs when you sound about as dangerous as my granny.”

Ulm Drak glared. “How dare you! Set down my story as I have told it to you!”

“I’ll try to write this up,” Jamie said, shaking her head. “But you’d best not go on the talk shows. Your story’s such a yawn, the audience will laugh. It’s a shame. People ought to realize that they live among miracles. I know a family of ghosts who haunt an amusement park outside of Chester. I wrote a magazine article about them. People get a scare; the ghosts get company. Everybody’s happy.”

Ulm Drak considered the flitting spirits that sometimes coursed through his stone halls. Humans craved being frightened by those pathetic visions? He sat up on his nest of treasure, his head nearly reaching to the ceiling. Why, he could terrify people into running so far away that they would never come back to the isle! His wings opened on his back and stretched outward, until they hit the stone walls and retracted again. He settled back, clutching piles of coins to his red-scaled chest.

“I am glad for them,” he said, feeling the soothing coolness of gold sliding through his talons. He lifted fistfuls and let them drop, studying each one. He recalled the source of every coin, every amulet, every piece of jewelry. “It’s too much trouble to cow humans, particularly for their amusement. I fought for my life. I strove to earn my place, and I hold it. I hunt to eat. I crave gold, so I protect it from those who attempt to steal from me. That is enough. No. That is why I want my book out, so people know how I was back then, when thousands feared me.”

“You could still be fierce,” Jamie said, sitting up with dawning delight on her face. “I saw it in your eyes, just for a moment. It was exciting!”

Ulm Drak had felt the moment too, but it was past. “No, no, I can’t. Those days are over.”

The delight turned to disgust. “You’re complacent. Ooh, what a waste! You’re not a dragon anymore, you’re a newt!”

Again, the easy courage of the young human aroused Ulm Drak’s curiosity. She felt free to insult him, never fearing the flames that were a breath away from burning her to death.

“What does frighten you?” he asked. “If not ghosts or dragons, what haunts your nightmares?”

Her eyes grew dark, and she sank back into the small wooden chair.

“There are humans who don’t care about anyone’s life, not even their own,” she said. “They commit cruelties for fun. I’ve seen them torture animals and beat up anyone who tried to stop them. If they’d been rabid dogs instead of rabid people, they’d have been put down for the good of the state. The King’s Head has been invaded by them. We welcomed them at first, but they started shit. The punters are terrified of them. We’re terrified of them. You don’t know what they’re going to do, if they’re going to go mental on you. They take anything they take a fancy to and cut you if you try to take it back.”

Humans who preyed on their own kind. He nodded. He had seen many like them over the centuries. Thieving cowards who stole and picked on the populace and tried to rob him.

“But I steal treasure from humans,” Ulm Drak said. “How are these different from me?”

Jamie tilted her head to one side. “I’d call you lawful evil, like in Dungeons and Dragons.”

“There are dragons? Other dragons?”

“Only on paper—like you were, up until recently. These bangers are chaotic evil.”

“And that frightens you,” Ulm Drak said, summing her up with a thoughtful gaze. “I’m glad to see that you fear something. What do you intend to do about it, Damsel Who Causes Distress?”

“Nothing I can do. Enough about me,” Jamie said impatiently. “It makes me mental to think about them. I have to deal with them too often.” She contemplated the gold sifting through his claw and gave him a curious look. “So, what’s your favorite piece of treasure? People like that kind of thing. It gives interesting detail to your biography.”

He chuckled and snaked his head around the cascades of glinting metal in pleased anticipation. Those were memories he liked to recall. The spikes of a golden circlet, bronzed by time, caught his eye. He plucked it out of the sifting mass with a careful claw.

“Let me see. The crown of Queen Myfanwy? No, it’s just a handsome piece with many rubies. No special tale there.” He picked through a pile of armor, seeking the brilliant silver sheen he had enjoyed contemplating on many a long, cold winter’s night. It had never lost its glow. “This breastplate was worn by a young Welsh princeling. I never knew his name, and I regret that. How brave he was, facing me, but it was all for naught. The armor’s breastplate did not save him. It was only fireproof, not immune to a fall. I dropped him from a cliff. The breastplate, as you see, is unscathed. I have his sword, too. Spoils of war.”

Jamie made a face. “A little too grim for the book blurbs.”

Ulm Drak laughed, spouting puffs of smoke into the damp air. He shouldered aside a mound of darkening gold ingots and king’s necklaces until he found the piece he sought. Delicately, he set the plain, slim, silver rod, nearly black with time, down on the floor before her. The single moonstone at its end, the size of a human fist, glowed with its own pale blue light.

“How about this? The staff of the enchantress Lilith. She threw it at me in a fit of pique but said I could keep it afterwards. Ah, we were good friends, Lilith and I.”

“That’s perfect,” Jamie said. She raced back to her computer and clattered away like a woodpecker on a tree. Her fingers leaped up high and came down one final time, like a fox pouncing on a vole. “All right, then, I’m off. Back tomorrow. See you.”

She stuffed the computer into a black shoulder bag and headed toward the gate. The heavy latch, formerly attached to a cathedral door, was on the inside to keep out intruders, but it was easy to lift. She could show herself out. Ulm Drak was already prepared to forget her presence.

Something about Jamie’s hasty footsteps attracted his attention. They seemed different than when she had arrived, more unbalanced. As she was his first visitor in a long while, Ulm Drak had studied her closely. He looked around. The mound of treasure beside her chair looked as though it had been disturbed. He leaned closer to sniff, then shot out of his nest. He beat her to the heavy door and peered into her face, which was the size of one of his eyeballs.

“Back off, Mr. Scalyface,” she snapped.

“No,” he hissed. He darted his tongue in and out of his mouth, tasting the air. “Return the gold! Return it! I should have known that no human could resist my precious hoard. Give it back now!”

She opened her black leather jacket. From an inner pocket, she took a heavy, square-linked chain that had belonged to a minister of King Alfred the Great. She opened her hand and let it slither to the floor. Ulm Drak seized it and looked it over to make certain it hadn’t been damaged.

Jamie laughed at him. “I wondered if you’d get up off your scaly arse.”

A test? She dared test him?

“I should kill you!” he snarled, holding himself back with difficulty. “I should burn you where you stand!”

“But you didn’t,” she said sadly. She shouldered her bag and went out the door into the last embers of twilight.

Ulm Drak watched her go. Both of them had failed the other. She was not the honest human he thought she’d be. He was not the fearsome beast she had hoped to find. Ah, but which was the greater failure?

He slunk back to his nest to sort out the thoughts that tumbled and ricocheted through his mind. When had he ceased to be a dragon? When had he lost his reality and become a mere wurm? How ashamed his ancestors would have been!

He toyed with his treasures, realizing for the first time how the gleam had gone from them. Jamie Blandish had forced him to consider memories that had become almost as tarnished as most of his hoard. In centuries past, he had carried out raids, stealing treasure, and slaying his enemies without a backward glance. He held his territory by being willing to fight to the death—but he had won. Then. Could he still? Would he? Why did he seldom go forth into the world? Had he become too complacent, as Jamie had complained?

How he hated her! Her scornful eyes cut him more deeply than a knight’s lance. He was no coward! He should have killed her! He would kill her when she returned. Yes, he would!

Ulm Drak’s belly grumbled with hunger, but he was in too bad a mood to go outside to snatch a sheep from one of the nearby farms. Instead, he piled all his treasure in one gigantic heap in the center of the empty cavern and burrowed into it. If he was going to live like a wurm, he might as well sleep like one.

His dreams were as uneasy as his thoughts.

*    *    *

“Shh!”

The hissing was not like an avalanche of treasure, but a noise from a living animal. Ulm Drak poked one tall red ear up through the mound of gold until the cup caught another wisp of sound. The old ones who lived above him in the restored shell of the castle rarely stirred this late. His snout winkled its way forward until it was clear of the sharp aroma of gold. By the musky smells of hunting animals and the cool spring dewfall, it was still night outside.

His favorite prey, the white-tailed deer, was miles off. New odors reached his sensitive nose. Humans lurked closer than they usually did after dark. These also bore the flavor of petrol, leather, and oil, not unlike Jamie Blandish. He sniffed harder. In fact, the writer’s odor was among them. On top of her cool aroma, which was flavored with the sneeze-inducing scent of floral soap, he smelled sharp, acrid bile.

As silently as he could, he slithered out of the treasure pile and crept toward the door. A creak came from the church door, the unmistakable sound of the latch being lifted very, very slowly. He sat beside the widening gap to watch.

Humans could not see in the dark. These, eleven in number, had faint pinpoints of light that they shone at the rough stone floor.

“Are we going to see it?” whispered a male with a long, narrow face. “Dragon actually lives here?” The cadence of his voice was unlike either the old ones or Jamie.

“Yes, he does,” she hissed back. “But you won’t see him unless you be quiet!”

The white pinpoints crept along the floor until they reached the mountain of gold, then leaped and danced about on it like fairies in the twilight. Ulm Drak was curious, but not worried. So many had come over the centuries to see his treasure. He had even let a few of them peep in before scaring them off.

“God in His heaven!” one of them breathed. “Go get it. Take what you can. Hurry!”

Ulm Drak’s ire rose in his belly. “Take?” he snarled. “Take my gold?”

As one, the pinpoints turned to play upon his face. He showed all his teeth and breathed a gout of flame into the darkness. That ought to have set them running.

To his surprise, the thick-voiced one barked an order.

“Kill it!”

The people in leather aimed rectangular weapons at him. Red flashes in the darkness heralded painful stabs, a dozen at a time. Ulm Drak bellowed in pain. He struck at them with his claws. They answered his attack with their own claws, long curved blades with short handles. Those cut deeply into his fingers and forearms.

While he battled, three of them broke away and ran toward his hoard, pulling black bin bags from their pockets. He heard the clank and jingle as they gathered his beloved possessions. The guns spoke again, stitching him with pain. Ulm Drak pounced on the first shooter, tearing the weapon out of his hands and throwing it away into the darkness.

“You have betrayed me, Jamie Blandish!” he bellowed. “All of you, leave and never return! I will tell Castle Rise Books to send someone else!”

He knocked two of the men flying, but the others redoubled their onslaught. One of the machetes cut into his cheek from the left, then sliced down upon his shoulder. They were trying to take his head. They meant to kill him!

For the first time in more than a century, Ulm Drak was besieged. The attackers behaved like rabid dogs, raking him with gunfire or chopping at him with their swords. They did not fear him or for their own safety. The thin veneer of courtesy that he had acquired to deal with the occasional visitor was torn asunder. Hah! They had guns and knives, but he had faced wizards and real heroes. None of them would live.

He leaped into the air and pounced, again and again, biting, clawing, and burning. The humans screamed in fury. The red flower peppered him with more bullets, but he ignored the pain. He bore in upon the gun wielders, tearing each one limb from limb. From the pool of blood and body parts, he bellowed his triumph. The ones taking his belongings attempted to escape, firing at him as they ran. It was so easy to beat them to the door. In the backwash of their pathetic fairy lights, he saw the grim set of their jaws.

“Surrender,” he growled. But they would not. He opened his mouth and lit the room with his breath. Soon, no living enemy stood against him.

Thin, bitter laughter came from a place near the wall. One of them was not dead. Ulm Drak glided over, raising his claw for the final blow.

“You have betrayed me, Jamie Blandisssh,” he snarled.

Jamie lay on the floor, looking up at him. Even in the dark, he could see the big, dark mark on the side of her face. Her arms were bound to her body and her wrists to one another with thick, stinking tape. Ulm Drak blinked. She had been their prisoner.

“I must have had too many pints,” she said. “I talked about your treasure. They wanted it. They made me lead them here.”

“You are unharmed?”

“They beat the stuffings out of me,” Jamie said. “Broke another tooth. Maybe my arm, too. But God, it was worth it to watch you!”

Ulm Drak recoiled, nearly forgetting all his own wounds.

“You did that on purpose! I killed those people—”

“Those people were scum,” she said. “They killed a man in another town last night, and they were laughing about it. They’ve been terrorizing my people. My gang was prepared to risk their lives to get rid of them. You performed a public service, and you absolutely kicked arse. It was wonderful! You ought always to be that alive.”

“You … You’re as bloodthirsty as a dragon!” Ulm Drak shouted.

Jamie gave him a lopsided grin. “Thanks.”

“More bloodthirsty!” the dragon insisted. But he slid a wingtip under her back to help her to sit up, and rent her bonds with his teeth. The tape tasted terrible. She rubbed her wrists.

“I was. But I was desperate. Yeah, I did tell them about the hoard on purpose. I knew you’d come through. The country is a lot cleaner tonight. They have ceased to exist, and I know I will breathe more easily.”

Her tone of finality alarmed Ulm Drak. He studied her. “You don’t really care that you drew people to certain death, do you?”

“I do care! I’m not a dragon, but I’m not sorry they’re gone.” She put both hands on his foreleg. “They were animals. They were the bubonic plague. There are people who shouldn’t be in society. They terrified me.”

Ulm Drak’s head reared back. His chest flooded with outrage. “And I don’t?”

Jamie smiled. “You do, but I respect you. The only respect for them I had was the fear they made me feel.”

“I’ve never been terrified,” Ulm Drak said, tasting the word. “What is it like?”

“Oh, no,” Jamie said, sitting down cross-legged on the floor. Her movements were uneasy, probably because of the battering she had taken, but her insouciance was undamaged. “You tell me stories, not the other way around.”

As if the tarnish had been cleaned off his memory, the stories started coming back, of deeds he had performed long, long ago. Ulm Drak found he could not talk fast enough.

“I had forgotten all about the young dragon who wanted to steal my entire hoard! Eight hundred years ago, I believe it was,” he said, licking the wounds on his shoulder and belly. They would heal swiftly, probably more quickly than Jamie Blandish’s bruises. “And all of south Wales was once invaded by a swarm of acid-spitting snakes. How that stung! But I eradicated them, every one!”

Jamie laughed delightedly. “More!” she said. “This will make Castle Rise Books drool!”

The two of them talked until Ulm Drak noticed the first red rays of sunlight peering over the mountains through the open gate.

“Come with me, Jamie Blandish,” he said, rising to his feet. “We shall fly.”

“Don’t you care if the neighbors complain?” she asked, jumping up to follow.

“Not a whit,” he said, ignoring the mess on the floor. He would clean it up later. “I reclaim my life, and it’s thanks to you.”

Jamie stood on his back, balancing with her arms out, her hair whipping behind her as he climbed high into the fresh spring morning. The blue-clad men were summoned in their black-and-white checked vehicles, but he did not care. They were no more than ants far below them on the ground. To take the air again felt wonderful!

“Yahoooooo!” Jamie screamed.

“As good as riding your motorbike?” he boomed over the rush of the wind.

“Almost,” she said, climbing up to cling to his shoulder. His crest drooped in disappointment. She punched him in the side of the neck. “Better, you nutter! This is the real thing, what we puny humans reach for when we make machines that soar. You’ve got reality. Don’t lose it again.”

“I won’t,” Ulm Drak promised, turning his snout so the air rushed over it. “Never again.”

After every interview session that followed, he took Jamie Blandish flying. In her pleasure, he rediscovered the joy he had known as a young dragon. At first the people in the town were terrified. He didn’t care. They lived in his land, not the other way around.

In time, they gathered in massive crowds to watch him. He let his wings, widespread for the first time in eons, cup the cool air and float over the crest of the mountains. No, never again would he retreat to a hole and pull it in after him. Never.

*    *    *

Even after Jamie Blandish returned to London to write the book, Ulm Drak went flying whenever it pleased him to take to the air. He spent the times in between polishing his hoard to the gleam it always should have worn. It seemed that he had not felt so well in ages. A very small part of him regretted having to dispose of the “animals,” but their deaths had had purpose. His life had been refreshed. He added their guns and swords to his hoard. Spoils of war.

His sallies forth became so well-known that on the eve of his book’s publication, Castle Rise Books arranged for the “Meet the Author” event to be held in Cardiff Motorpoint Arena, far to the southwest, to satisfy the masses who wanted to attend.

It was farther than he had flown in centuries, but with every mile his confidence grew. He reclaimed the skies as his birthright. Jets vectored miles out of his way. He laughed at them.

He sailed in over the amphitheater, casting a shadow on the thousands of people awaiting him, and was gratified by their shrieks of surprise and terror.

When he came to a landing in the roped enclosure at one end of the field, the publicist, a middle-aged man with thinning hair like a monk’s tonsure, ran to meet him. Ulm Drak had met him before, when he had accompanied the publisher’s representative to his cavern.

“You must understand, Lord Drak, that people are delighted,” said the man, “but they are also a wee bit terrified to discover that they have been living practically on top of the den of a living dragon! The size of the venue is to protect you as well as to handle the crowd. And it is quite a large crowd, as you can see.”

“I am a dragon. Is this not why they are here?” Ulm Drak inquired, fixing a baleful eye on the stout man.

“Uh, why, yes! It’s fine if they’re frightened, but not that frightened.” Swallowing his own nervousness, the man bustled him toward the roped-off area. In it, a broad table was piled high with neat stacks of books. Behind it lay a massive hoard of glinting golden items. “We brought you a big lot of treasure. You’ll sit in here for the event.”

Ulm Drak took one sniff and kicked the clattering mess with a scornful foot.

“Those are all fake!” the dragon roared. “Plate! Plastic! They have been painted gold!”

“Er, we did the best we could, Lord Drak,” the man said. He was trembling. “Please, it’s only for a short time. It will look so good in the newspaper photographs—a big red dragon on golden treasure. The image should sell a massive number of books. It’s good publicity. Please.”

Although Ulm Drak was disappointed, he understood that to gain more genuine treasure for his hoard they had to make a glut of sales. Reluctantly, he made a nest in the midst of the mass of gilded dishes, chains, and furniture. The smell of the gold spray paint made him sneeze. He could not get comfortable. It was undignified.

The crowd had lost its fear of him and was straining at the ropes, trying to get a better look. Nearly all of them held up small boxes in his direction, and flashes came from camera operators lurking on both sides. Ulm Drak snarled. He might as well have stayed in his cavern. His reality was seeping away from him, like oil into sand. He sighed, making the pile of rubbish in which he was ensconced creak.

“Would you … would you like to see your book?” the publicist asked. “I must say, it’s been very exciting, reading the memoirs of a monster whom we heretofore thought was mythological. The critics have been more than kind.”

At extreme arm’s length, he extended a gold-edged, hard-backed volume to Ulm Drak. The dragon snatched it between his claws and examined the cover.

“Ahh.”

“First time holding it?” the publicist asked, with a little smile.

“Yessss,” Ulm Drak breathed. He examined the tome as though it was a piece of fine sculpture, flicking through the pages, catching a phrase here and there. His history, set down in writing for the very first time. His adventures, told as he wanted them told and handed down for future generations. This was more precious than any other item in his hoard.

The book was a beautiful thing, beginning with the cover illumination. Artists had become so much more sophisticated since his youth. The last time he had been portrayed, he’d looked like an elongated blob of blood with golden eyes. This was like looking into a smooth pool of water. The image did not hold a spark of life, but it was more than satisfactory.

His name had been embossed across the top in gloriously ornate gilded letters. Below it, much smaller and in black print, was Jamie Blandish’s. He growled low under his breath. Her name should have been larger, nearly as large as his.

As if in answer, a loud growl erupted, increasing in volume until it was nearly the equal of the dragon’s displeasure. A thick-tired cycle burst from the nearest archway and hurtled toward him. It wheeled to a halt, and the rider leaped from the saddle to rush toward him. It removed its helmet, revealing Jamie’s gap-toothed grin.

“Nice, eh?” she said, pointing to the volume in Ulm Drak’s claws.

“It is,” Ulm Drak said. His tail flicked peevishly. “You have not been to visit me in many days.”

She tossed her head. “On another assignment, Mr. Scalyface. I have to make a living.”

The publicist gasped at the audacious name, but Ulm Drak began to laugh.

“This is your means of flying, then?” he asked, peering at the two-wheeled device. The black-and-silver machine was huge compared to her small frame, but she had tamed him, and he was far bigger.

“Yes! Fixed, thank you very much.” Jamie said. She glanced toward the waiting crowd. “I only came to see you, to congratulate you on the publication, and to say thank you very much for the opportunity. It was brilliant, all of it. Now everyone will know what a fantastic dragon you are and have always been. I’m privileged because I got to see you in action.”

Suddenly, all the things that had felt fake dimmed into unimportance. The one true treasure in the entire arena stood before him. He snaked out his long neck and curled it around her.

“Stay, Jamie Blandissssh,” Ulm Drak said.

“No, I can’t,” Jamie said, peering over his shoulder toward the reporters and photographers. “I’m not supposed to be here. I’m just your ghostwriter. I was lucky to get my name on the cover.”

“I am Ulm Drak! I do not take no for an answer. I kill those who try to thwart me.” He picked her up by the collar of her black leather jacket and set her down on a gold-sprayed wooden throne in the midst of the heaps of false riches. “I want those mere mortals to meet my inspiration. Without you, I would not be the dragon in our book.”

Jamie laughed, and he heard the rush of wind in her voice, reminding him of the glory of flight and the return of his freedom.

Ulm Drak turned defiantly toward the crowd of humans and peered dangerously at them. “Now, who is first?”

*    *    *
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A Pretentious Sonnet I Wrote Because I Had Only a Few Hours to Learn Iambic Pentameter

Adric Mayall

Dedicated to Quincy J. Allen,
for exactly the reasons you'd expect.

I fly through skies, soar bright and wild and free.

My grace is all one knows, but honor, too.

A tale of feats, told under cypress tree,

Doth make hearts sing, all joy; my gift for you.

Raise up, my friend, see skies above. So pure.

All love and wing and scale and flame, my form.

Gone into myth and legend, I endure.

Of dreams I make, of thoughts so very warm.

Now see my magic, hear my roar, know me!

But know in heart, I will be feared by all.

In truth, you should, with great celerity

Take heed and tremble, lest your death I call.

Can you tell why my rage doth shall outshine?

Have ye spied all first letters in each line?

*    *    *
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The Dragon Went Down to Dyfi

Frog Jones

Jonathan strode to the center of the amphitheater without hesitation. Soft dirt scratched beneath his doeskin boots. His bright blue tabard hung over a flawlessly clean linen tunic. His wide-brimmed hat shone with bright plumage that whispered quietly in the soft breeze coming off the Dyfi River.

The Eisteddfod, the great competition of bards, had been a mere formality for several years. Jonathan felt no anxiety entering the competition. He knew his victory to be a foregone conclusion. The purple-robed Prifardd, the head of the Bardic Guild, looked on with mild interest. His high-backed wooden chair was carved with the image of Y Ddraig Goch, the Red Dragon, the heraldry of the kingdom of Gwynedd, and the words eisteddfod aberdyfi. It was a chair that, by all rights, should have belonged to Jonathan.

The Prifardd stood slowly, then announced the only performance that mattered. “Our final act is Jonathan Evans,” he said in a tepid tone.

Despite his lack of enthusiasm, the crowd erupted in applause, stomping and hooting. The only silent ones wore the blue tabard; the other bards who’d performed in the amphitheater before him.

Everyone knew they’d been competing for second place.

Jonathan took his seat on the old, wooden stump, worn smooth by years of bards sitting in this very place. He brought his harp to his lap and began to play.

The tune that flowed forth was, technically, perfect. His hands followed the strings, but his eyes remained fixed on the Prifardd’s. Jonathan should have held that honorable title, but the Prifardd refused to join the competition. Thus, Jonathan could enter the Eisteddfod every year, demonstrating to one and all that no bard could match his playing. But he could not sit in the chair.

His hands, calloused from practice, flew over the strings with a will of their own, leaving his mind free to dwell on the greatest crowd the Aberdyfi Eisteddfod had ever drawn. They’d come to watch him. He may not wear the purple robe or sit on the bardic chair, but no other harper commanded the price of Jonathan Evans in the inns of Gwynedd.

Jonathan did not listen to himself. Music, as a finished product, lacked significance; the note he had just produced was nowhere near as important as the string he had yet to pluck. His hands wove complicated melodies on the right, while his left danced along the big bass strings further away. His flawless performance concluded, and the crowd erupted in applause.

The Prifardd stood, shaking his head, and declared Jonathan the greatest competitor of the day.

“I challenge the Prifardd!” Jonathan said in a formal cadence. This, too, was tradition. The Prifardd could choose to defend his title or to decline.

The bard began to shake his head.

“Coward!” shouted Jonathan. This was distinctly not tradition. He leaped to his feet, swinging his harp by its shoulder with his right hand, pointing at the
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