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Marcus hugged his weeping mother as she begged him to stay with her.

“This is a fool's errand, my son!” She cried, clinging to his cloak. “Lord Ryden will never allow you to marry his daughter. This challenge is a death sentence!”

“Have some faith in me, Mother.” He patted her back and pulled away from her to reach for his sword and longbow. “This marriage will lift the burdens of this farm from your back.”

“I would rather bear the burden of work than lose my only son. None have returned from the dragon’s lair. What will become of me without you now that your father is gone?”

“I heard the dragon has left its cave unguarded in a search for more to add to its hoard.” Marcus smiled down at his mother, knowing how much he looked like his late father would take the edge off his mother’s upset. “I will lie in wait for the beast and take it by surprise.”

His mother drew him in for a last embrace. “May God bless your hopes, my son.” She wiped the tears from her eyes with the hem of her rough apron. “Be on your guard. This beast is vicious and tricky.”

“I will return home with its golden scales and give them to you. You will never have to plow a field again for the rest of your days.”

“You could return with dented brass, as long as I can welcome you home.” And with a final embrace, she watched her only son walk into the distance to face the dragon.
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The journey was slow going as Marcus couldn’t bear to take his mother’s only horse. He relied on the kindness of passing wagons traveling his way to give his feet respite from long days walking. He decided it would be for the best to keep the reason for his journey a guarded secret, lest someone decide they wanted to tag along for a share of the reward. His mother worked herself to the bone to keep the farm running and raise him after his father died. Helping around their land could hardly repay her. Marcus wanted his mother to live out the rest of her years in comfort and slaying the dragon to win the hand of a woman from a wealthy family would ensure a life of leisure for them both.

After days of travel, Marcus set up a small area to rest himself before hiking the final stretch up to the dragon’s lair.

He entered just after sunset before the dragon would return from hunting. The beast’s cave was set deep in a lush mountain range surrounded by soft grass and bountiful fruit trees. It was tempting to partake but he did not dare disturb anything to allow the dragon warning of his presence. As expected, there were bones scattered in the dark. Marcus moved slowly by the light of his torch, frowning at the dry crunch of animal remains. He was shocked not to see any human bones. Perhaps the beast devoured those as well, considering the teeth marks on the remains around him.

As rumored, the cave was empty of life, only bones and the piles of rich fabrics, dishes fit for kings, and abandoned weapons of previous failures to kill the dragon. Marcus felt his heart quicken at the sight of the singed and battered swords and scorched armor. He was able to hunt well enough to keep food on the table in even the harshest of winters and face off against beasts in the forest. But the graveyard around him chipped away at his bravery. Who was he to think he was any better than the many who came to meet their end?

The thought of his poor mother and her aching back as she gathered up her harvest to sell at the market, the nights she spent shivering under tattered rags while he slept warm by the fire in freshly knitted blankets she made from yarn she purchased with the last of her coin. While he practiced his archery, she made more goods with hands sore from tending animals and planting seeds. Marcus swore to his mother he would return triumphant. He snuffed out his torch and waited in the dark for the dragon to return.

It wasn’t long before everything around him shook violently as the dragon circled overhead. Marcus ducked behind a pile of folded silk and lavishly embroidered pillows as the dragon made its approach, diving into its lair from the top of the mountain.

He kept his breathing shallow as he listened to the beast move around its lair. With an arrow at the ready, Marcus peeked around the pile of silk. He saw a shadow moving about on the other side of the cave as a roaring fire sparked to life, warming the chill around him.

‘I need to disable its wings before I can stab the heart.’ He crept out from his hiding place, his footsteps as quiet as he could manage on the dusty stone floor. Marcus heard the creature shuffling through what sounded like metal coins and jewels. ‘Perhaps I can sneak away some of this hoard. I could give the jewels as gifts to my new bride.’

As he approached Marcus raised his bow and kept his breathing shallow in the increasing heat. The outline of wings gave him a position and he took his shot, aiming for the thin flesh of the membrane.

Rather than the satisfaction of a hit, Marcus’ heart dropped when a clawed hand snatched his arrow out of the air. “That was foolish.” A soft voice hissed, echoing off the stone walls. “And here I thought you were just some common thief. Now I am inconvenienced by an incompetent assassin.”

Marcus went for another arrow but a powerful hand grabbed him by the front of his shirt and cloak and slammed him into the pile of fabric. When his vision focused, he met the golden eyes of a woman looking at him with mild annoyance. Glittering scales caught the firelight, making her skin shine. Long white hair stretched down to her heels where Marcus also saw a pointed tail. Leathery wings rose from her back and she fluttered them as if to mock his ill-fated shot. He found it difficult to focus on the arcane elements due to the distraction of her naked curves.

“Do you now wish to beg for your life, mortal?” She tilted her head, looking Marcus over. “You do not stink of fear as most do.” She did smile as her gaze made him squirm and she saw a telltale bulge in his trousers. “Or perhaps to beg for something else?”

“I came for your head,” Marcus croaked. “As a prize for my bride to be.”

“But I would like to keep my head where it is.” The dragon leaned in and pulled his cloak away from his neck, giving him a lingering sniff. “And you are not meant for her.”

Marcus sucked in a deep breath when she released him and scrambled to his feet. “I am meant to secure a prosperous future for my mother.”

The dragon stepped back and looked at him, a smile curling her thick lips. “One of those human arranged marriages? I’d like to think my head is worth more than such foolishness. Try to take it if you can.”

Sword in hand, Marcus glared at her
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