
Dragon’s Daughter

––––––––

Written by TC Doherty

Art by Kai Lysander

Fabler Publishing

Dragon’s Daughter

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental. 

Copyright © 2024 TC Doherty

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or used in any manner without written permission of the copyright owner except for the use of quotations in a book review. For more information, address: general@fablerbooks.com

First paperback edition November 2024

Illustrations by Kai Lysander

Typesetting by Golda Creative

ISBN 979-8-9915248-0-3 (paperback)

ISBN 979-8-9915248-1-0 (ebook)

www.fablerbooks.com

Dedicated to Kim

who told me to write it in the first place

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter One
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Knights all looked the same.

It had been years beyond counting since the last knight had dared Dragon’s Keep, but from her place in the castle’s tallest remaining tower she could tell that this one was no different from the others who had tried and failed over the years.

Her eyesight was better than a human’s. Even from this height she could see that the steel armor encasing his arms and legs, well shined by some probably overworked squire, was scratched and dented. His surcoat was plain, with no heraldry in sight. The sword at his hip was gaudy, but the hilt was only gold leaf and glass gems, the latter cracked and the former beginning to flake. His destrier was red roan under its bulky iron barding, rather than the preferred white or black of older days.

He was a knight, but not a wealthy one. That was certainly why he was here.

Scattered bits of gold and silver lay around her feet. The hoard itself was behind her, the coins and gems, jewelry and weapons, crowns and idols and assorted other treasures that her mother had collected formed an untidy pile against the far wall. Coins clinked and chimed under her feet as she moved closer to the window. Slender brown fingers curled around the edge of the granite windowsill as she leaned forward and peered down at the knight below.

He had come to a stop. The horse shuddered and stamped one large hoof onto the dirt. The knight patted it idly on the neck to quiet it and lifted his visor – just enough to show pale skin, blue eyes, and a shock of golden hair.

From his point of view, the place must look abandoned. He had already passed the outer wall with its ivy-covered stones and the broken wrought iron gate hanging at an angle from busted hinges. The scene inside the walls was not any more welcoming.

She could picture what he was seeing, having played on these grounds her whole life. No carts had been by in so long that it took a dragon’s eye to see the rutted dirt roads under encroaching grass and wildflowers. The bushes here and there stood large and untrimmed. Huge weathered chunks of stone lay scattered around the base of the tower where bits of wall had crumbled and gone unrepaired. The rest of the castle beyond the tower was in worse shape still. Most of the walls had toppled centuries ago and only the foundations remained.

All that only accounted for natural decay. There were also unmistakable signs of dragons. The air smelled slightly of smoke, copper, and the dry, cool scent of scales. Claw marks as deep as a man’s hand adorned the trees and remaining walls. The ground at the tower’s base was scorched black and had been artistically decorated with the bones of other foolish knights.

She smiled. That had been her touch, and she had sent many knights running with those bones alone.

Her work did not go unnoticed. The destrier saw the bones, smelled the air, and fidgeted. The knight, intentionally or otherwise, ignored the signs. He urged his mount forward. The horse moved with visible reluctance. It shook its head, nostrils flaring, ears flicking back and forth at the smallest noise. She couldn’t see its eyes, but she knew they would be ringed with white. Its hooves pawed at the blackened ground.

Her mother descended right on time.

The dragon plummeted towards the earth with a roar that shook the tower and caused even more items to slide off the hoard and roll around the room. The girl in the tower ignored this interruption, keen as ever to watch her mother fight.

Her mother’s obsidian scales glinted in a riot of ghostly colors as she fell through the sunlight. It might look careless, but her dive was as carefully controlled as any falcon’s. Just as it seemed she would surely crash into the ground and save the knight the trouble of fighting her, black wings opened with a snap and she landed lightly on all fours. The girl thought, not for the first time, that dragons truly were the most graceful of creatures.

The warhorse screamed and reared but did not run. The dragon was three times its size, but it bellowed its defiance and stood firm. Perhaps it was not such a cheap horse as she had assumed, it had clearly had some actual training. 

But she knew it would make no difference in the end. She had seen this exact farce a hundred times.
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The black dragon reared too, swinging back like a snake about to bite – except she produced fire rather than venom.

With a tug at the reins and a tap of his heels, the knight directed his horse aside just in time to avoid the jet of golden flame.

He was not so lucky with the whip-like tail that followed after. It slammed into the horse’s armor-covered side with a noise like a bell ringing. The force of the blow toppled the horse and sent it and its rider down in a tangled heap of armor and thrashing legs.

Before he had even regained his feet, the knight managed to unhook a painted steel shield from his saddle just in time to block her mother’s second burst of fire. The horse screamed as sparks made contact, but the shield held back most of the flames and both were able to stand to challenge her mother once again.

High above the fight, she frowned. In the past her mother had been able to melt through shields in an instant. In the past, the knight would never have been able to stand again. But dragon’s fire cooled over the years until it flickered out altogether, and her mother was no longer young. But age did not affect her cunning, nor her will to fight.

The dragon reared again. This time rather than fire she lashed out with her front feet. One foot hit the knight and sent him flying into a cluster of bushes. The other smacked down on the destrier’s rump. Her claws slipped off the polished iron barding.

The horse’s ears were flat back and his limbs trembled with fear but he did as he had been trained. He kicked out with both strong back legs and was rewarded by the sharp sound of bones cracking.

The girl frowned again. That was foolish. Like any other flying creature, dragons’ bones were hollow, and broke easily. In the past her mother would have been fast enough to avoid that, but here too her age was showing.

Down below her mother hissed in pain and pulled back her injured foot. She directed a short spurt of fire at the offending horse, who still refused to bolt. It turned and cantered over to where the knight was chopping his way out of the bush into which he had fallen.

The dragon followed, ready to continue.

She reared up again as she neared the bush, certainly preparing for the final blow.

The knight stood up in a shower of cut branches, tossed aside his shield, and lunged.

The black dragon screamed, a cross between the call of a hunting hawk and a wolf’s howl.

She wrenched herself free from the knight and his blade, which had already begun to melt. The dragon sprang for the sky. Her tail caught the knight across the chest and knocked him back into the smoldering remains of the foliage.

The effort of flying only widened the ugly gash in her belly. No longer predator, but wounded prey, she half crawled and half flew up the side of the tower. She let herself fall through a dragon sized hole in the roof and collapsed in a heap at her daughter’s feet.

“Mother!” the girl cried. In the language of dragons, even that distressed cry was full of fang and fire. She waded through the trickles of blood and melting gold to put her hands against the gash and try to push the sundered flesh together again.

The dragon shuddered, and with a peculiar shrugging motion, began to shrink.

“Mother, you can’t shapeshift right now!” said the girl. “You’ll heal faster in your true form.”

Even in this condition, her mother managed to laugh. She stopped transforming and pressed her snout to her daughter’s forehead, speaking with gentle practicality.   

“It’s time for my fire to go out, dear one. And truly, I could not wish for a better exit. Would you have me stay here and perish of boredom and old age?”

“Mother!”

“All things change around us, that is the knowledge of dragons as you are well aware. But I would gift you my cloak of scales so that it might protect you, even though I no longer can.”

When the dragon began transforming again, the girl did not try to stop her, even as the shifting skin and muscle ripped the gash wider and spilled her mother’s lifeblood onto the stone floor. 

Tears rolled down her face, far hotter than any dragon’s blood or breath could be. She wished they were hot enough to burn her, so that she would not have to leave. All things might change, but that did not mean that she wanted them to. Unfortunately dragons were never harmed by fire, least of all their own.

She held onto her mother’s body, so much smaller and sadder than she remembered. The brown skin was wrinkled, the once brilliant amber eyes no longer sparkled, the hair that had once fallen like a spill of shining night was matted with blood and sweat. Only a small smile which consistently hovered around her mother’s lips was the same. She wrapped her mother’s scaled cloak around her own shoulders, wept over the frail, lifeless body, and waited for the knight to arrive.

He strutted into the room proud and shining, like he thought of himself as a ray of sun touching a land long shrouded by clouds. His step faltered slightly as he took in the incongruities of the scene. Despite what the stories said, this was no lady’s chamber, and she was no delicate, doe-eyed princess in need of rescuing. She clung to her mother’s body like a lifeline, wearing nothing but dragon’s blood and a cloak of shimmering black scales. It was a testament to his personality that these facts did not stop him for long. He spoke, and she understood his strange, soft words, for all dragons have the gift of tongues.

“You’re safe now, my lady,” he told her as he picked his way around the worst of the still hot pools of blood and melted gold. “I’ve come to take you to court where you belong.” He grabbed her wrist and tried to pull her to her feet.

Anger replaced grief in her heart, turning her blood to fire. She screamed at him, no word in any language, just a cry of frustration and loss and rage. She thrashed in his grip and pried at the steel gauntlets, trying to get free. Where skin touched armor the metal bubbled and melted. The knight winced as drops of hot steel began to burn their way through his gambeson into vulnerable flesh, but he held on.

She hissed and spat at him, and cursed him in the language of dragons, and wished it could be smoke and fire pouring from her lips instead of words.

The heat was enough to melt his armor, but not enough to shake his heart, for he was a knight, as foolhardy as he was brave. The strength he had gained through training well matched the strength she had been born with, and he held on.

He picked her up and held her until her fire fizzled out under the weight of grief and she collapsed into a dead weight, cool to the touch again. Only then did he set her gently on the ground.

She did not move.

She sat mute as he retrieved the saddlebags he had dropped outside the door and began filling them with treasure – the gold and gems that had not been damaged in her mother’s death. He was robbing the dead, robbing her, and she couldn’t make herself care. He spoke more words in his strange, soft tongue, and she refused to hear them.

Her mother, constant, proud, undefeatable; was dead. That was all that mattered. As for her future, she could not guess. She knew much of knights but little of human customs. She had never wanted to know. She didn’t want to know now. So she sat and tried not to think, tried not to feel, as her life fell apart around her.

The knight took no notice. He filled his bags with stolen goods, and slipped the sword of another, less lucky, knight into the empty scabbard at his left hip. He slung the saddlebags over one shoulder, picked her up as if she weighed nothing at all, and left the tower.
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Chapter Two
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For three weeks she did not eat, drink, or speak.

Except on her mother’s back, she had never been far from the estate of Dragon’s Keep. She had never traveled at length through the wild, creature infested lands outside, nor had she ever seen the dilapidated wall that separated their land from the lands of humans.

She did not see it now.

She noticed nothing of the journey back to the court this knight called home. She slept often, and tried to dream even while awake. To the knight she was a statue, neither resisting him nor responding to him.

She did not fight him when he dressed her in...well, some sort of human fashion, she assumed.

She closed her ears to the words he spoke, first bragging, then angry, then pleading, until he ceased to speak to her altogether and the rest of their journey passed in silence.

But there was no ignoring the court, not really. It was loud, full of people who talked about anything and everything. They talked about her too, making plans for her life without even asking her – not that she cared what they thought, not that she had any intention of responding.

She had never had any interest in humans, and she still didn’t.

That did not stop them from being interested in her.

If she had listened to those conversations, she might have understood their actions. But she did not want to listen and she did not want to understand.

For reasons which made sense to them, they gave her back the gold and silver the knight had stolen. They called her lady, and gave her a room in the palace, a trunk full of donated clothing, and sent along three young women who flocked around her, twittering ceaselessly like little birds. Their presence irritated her as they pulled her this way and that way, trying to dress her up like one of them. They succeeded in removing the clothing the knight had given her and replacing it with a single garment before she ran them off with claw and fang and cast the rest of the clothing aside.

She slammed the door behind them.

She just wanted to be left alone, but here she was never alone. The sturdy stone walls pressed in on her, nothing like the decrepit castle she was used to. The sounds of wind, birdsong, and animal life had been replaced with a seemingly never-ending wave of sounds. She drowned in them, the talk and laughter, the thud of boots and the soft switch of fabric as humans moved, the rustle of brooms against rough stone, all of them. She had never been in a place so loud. She had never been exposed to her gift of tongues, which told her the basic meaning of everything said, whether or not she wanted to know.

A particularly abrasive laugh – the laugh of that knight – grated on her ears. During the journey back to court he had been subdued, but here, surrounded by people, he had regained his courage. He was coming to see her, she was certain of it, coming to see what his princess looked like now that she was civilized. But she didn’t want to see him. Not him, not the young women, not any of the people here. With a cry like that of a wounded animal she pushed herself out of her seated position, grabbed her mother’s cloak, fled through the nearest door, and found herself outside.

She stood for a moment, surprised. The noise of a door opening brought her back to herself. She gathered her wits and ran.

It was not wilderness, this place she found herself in, but it was not stone walls either. She followed stone paths laid neatly on the ground, the clothing she had been pushed into tangling around her legs. There was nowhere to stop, nothing but stone paths and stone fountains with the occasional bush or row of flowers. Even here there were people, people who scattered out of her way and stared after her as she passed. She paid them scant attention.

Dragons were predators by nature, and she had never wondered what a deer might feel while being pursued by her mother. Now though, she did not have to wonder. She thought she had a pretty good idea.

In some ways this fake wilderness was even worse than being inside.

She ran and ran and did not stop until she felt grass under her feet and then she stopped all at once, collapsing onto the ground in a heap. She fought back the sobs that wanted to come out although a few tears escaped to scorch the ground beneath her. She didn’t want to be here, but she wasn’t about to let these humans see her grieve.

She knew that her mother would not be pleased with this. Dragons were not so emotional. The world changed around them and they adapted to it. They were calm and practical, rational. She never had been good at that. Still, she tried.

Only when she got herself back under control did she look around to see where she had landed.

It was a small grove surrounded by cypress trees. From here, the castle was not even visible. Nor were any people. She breathed, letting the familiar openness chase out the lingering claustrophobia of too much stone and too much metal and too much noise. The muttered conversation from the grounds behind her faded, masked by the sound of branches moving in the wind. Eventually, a few of the braver birds even began to chirp and the area around her sprang to life again, her wild interruption forgotten.

It could almost be one of the courtyards she was used to, save for the fact that someone clearly maintained the area. The grass was too short, too free of wildflowers and fallen branches and leaves. The trees too were too neat. It was still better than where she had been.

She curled in on herself, and began to dream.
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Chapter Three
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She did not return to the room which had been forced upon her. The cypress grove, quiet and solemn, became her retreat. She did not leave it for several days, except to hide deeper in the fake woods when others came looking for her.

The rest of the time she dreamed of the past. Any moment, she thought, her mother could fly overhead – strong as ever, with her black scales glittering like gems in the sun. She would dance in the sky as she always had done. She would shower her beloved daughter with gold she had stolen, scoop her up to go flying, or drop a kill at her feet for them to share.

Nothing would’ve changed, they would still be together as they should be. Her mother would never have left her on her own to travel to someplace she could not follow. She would, as she had always done, tell her daughter wildly exaggerated stories of the hunt while they ate.

These visions were so strong to her that she did not realize at first that the smell of blood was real. She came back to herself with a start.

A platter of freshly killed venison hovered half a foot from her face. She frowned.

Dragons did not have much of a sense of smell, but the smell of blood was sharp and distinctive. She should have noticed it, or the sound of someone approaching. She would have, if she had not been so determined not to.

Because the meat, naturally, had not made its way there on its own. It was held lightly in the hands of a woman who held herself with the confidence of a knight. Until that moment, she had not known that women could be knights. It certainly had seemed from her mother’s stories that humans were only divided into knights and ladies. But she had seen enough knights in her life to recognize one, even without the armor and sword.

“Don’t turn away,” the knight said before she even had a chance to do so. “Even dragons have a need to eat eventually.” She set the ceramic platter down on the grass and backed off a few paces before dropping into an easy sit.

Three weeks was a long time, even for a dragon. With the smell of fresh meat in front of her, she could no longer pretend not to be hungry. She grabbed a piece from the top and ripped into it, heedless of the mess she caused.

The knight continued to talk, undeterred. “Here I am, on a short visit to my family, and I miss it all,” she said. “The whole court is abuzz about Leroy and his Lady Dragon. Tell me, why not just transform and fly away?”

The knight gave her ample time to respond, which she did not do.

“Nothing, hm?” The knight shrugged. “Well, you are a dragon. You of all people ought to know that mourning has to end eventually. I’m surprised you were distraught enough to let it go on this long.”

She paused again, and still received no response. “Such a show can only mean you are named after an emotion. Which one is it?”

The bit of meat she was holding slipped her numb fingers to the grass below.

“How-” the dragon hardly even realized she had spoken until after the word was out. This human language was unfamiliar in her mouth and she snapped her fangs shut around the rest of the sentence. It did not matter. One word was enough.

The knight smiled. “Dragons are not unfamiliar to my home country. It pays to know about them. So, your name?”

“It does not translate easily,” the dragon said, and felt anger at herself for giving in. She had not wanted to speak to these humans at all, and had even entertained the thought of living in silence until her own flame ran out. But the will to live and thrive runs as strongly in dragons as in humans, and she could no more keep herself from speaking than from eating the meal in front of her.

“I don’t mind.”

For the first time, the dragon heard the flavor of foreign speech in the words the knight spoke, and recognized them as being different from the things she had half heard over the last few days. This knight, then, was a stranger here too. Still the dragon hesitated, groping for words in a language she understood but had not yet spoken.

“It is the sense of belonging between two or more people who consider themselves family,” she finally said, hating how she stumbled over the words. Dragon names came in two flavors: concepts or feelings. Concept names were strong and feeling names were graceful. In the language of dragons her name was beautiful. As sharp as new grown scales and as delicate as a butterfly’s wings. In this human language it was long and clumsy, without sense or rhyme.

The knight nodded. “It is a bit long. A sense of belonging between people, hm? In my language we call this ‘patrisjie’. As a name here, it would probably be Patrice. And in my home, we would call you Patya.”

The dragon growled. “I do not want these human words or this human name,” she said.

The knight nodded again. Her hair, brilliant red and cut to be even with her jaw, bobbed in time with the motion. “Soon they will become tired of calling you ’dragon girl’ and someone is going to name you. Better it be something close to what you’re used to.”

“And it is so easy to lose your true name!” the dragon said. She heard the snap of fangs and crackle of flame in her words, but the knight did not lose her relaxed posture as a wiser person would have done. Then again, that seemed to be the way with knights. She merely plucked a violet out of the grass and turned the flower round and round in her fingers.

“You aren’t alone. My name is Felisjyta, but no one here can say it. They just all call me Felicity.”

“And why should I care what they call you?” asked the dragon. Suddenly the rest of her meal was no longer appealing. She pushed the tray away, across the grass. “I do not want that name either. I am no friend to knights.” She stood and began to walk away.

The knight made no move to follow her, but did speak again. “You know, Felisjyta is just like a dragon name. You would probably say ’the happiness of someone who has experienced recent good fortune’.”

It was a very dragon like name, and she knew exactly how they would say such a thing. In the language of dragons, that name was warm and comforting, like curling up next to her mother on a chilly evening. It didn’t suit her current mood at all. She shook her head. “Why should I need this feeling of yours? I have not experienced good fortune in a long time.”

She left the garden and the meddling knight behind.
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The name spread as quickly as dragon’s fire on dry grass. As she traveled through the gardens or slunk through the halls she was greeted with the name Lady Patrice. Now that she had a name she was less strange, less other. Before people had gossiped and stared but mostly left her alone. Now they tried to engage her. Even the three maids had forced their way back into her suite.

By the time two days had passed, not a single person in court had missed hearing her name.

“How dare you do this to me?” she snarled at the red-headed knight the next time the woman dared to follow her into the gardens. “They could not hold me before, and now you have given them chains! What gave you the right?”

The knight didn’t seem surprised to be greeted with anger. She brought another offering of meat, pork this time, which she set down on the ground in front of the dragon. “I told you, someone would’ve named you sooner or later. At least I had good intentions.”

The dragon did not touch the platter of meat. “I should rather be called anything else than to hear my true name butchered by humans.” Her fingers dug into the manicured lawn beneath her, ripping out chunks of sod and soil. “And now they tell me their names, as if I care. How do you find yourselves in such meaningless syllables?”

The knight watched her destroy the grass with a small smile. Her smile, her easy-going attitude, and the question that followed only served to enrage the dragon further. “How do dragons find each other under the weight of such heavy names?”

The dragon couldn’t answer that, could never describe in human words the weight that dragons accorded names. She shook her head. “I cannot be Patrice. I do not belong here. Take it back! Free me from this cruelty you’ve inflicted.” Her anger swallowed her distress, and the grass and soil beneath her hands began to smoke.

The knight laughed. “Two things you can’t take back: love freely given and words once spoken. If you hate us so much, why not flee this place and return to the dragons, hm?”

“I cannot.”

“Then you do belong here.” The knight nudged the platter forward a little more. “Eat and grow strong again. Try to find yourself in the name Patrice. Live. There are good people here too, who would be your friends.”

She wanted to be angry. She truly wanted to be angry. She was a dragon after all! She was something dangerous and wild, and here this...this measly human, this knight dared to approach her so casually without any fear at all. This knight had dared to chain her down with a human name, had the audacity to suggest that she should forgive the people responsible for her mother’s murder. More than that, to befriend them! And yet, she could not work up the energy to be truly angry.

She continued to ignore the platter. Food was not the least bit appetizing. Her fire had died as if it had been doused with water and the grass had ceased to smolder under her touch. “I should change my name to ‘the despair only felt by those who have lost everything’. How do your people say that?”

The knight stood, crossed the distance between them in two steps, and struck her hard across the face. “Now you’re acting like a human. Have a little self-respect, Lady Dragon.”

The dragon snarled and rubbed her cheek. The knight was strong, as all knights are, and the slap had enough force that it made her rock backwards and almost caused her to fall. “How dare you?”

“How dare you?” the knight asked from where she stood. “I thought dragons were strong. Adaptable. Your carrying on like this shames the names of your family.”

She glowered at the knight. Anger, embarrassment, and grief warred within her. She already knew that her mother wouldn’t have approved of this, she had thought the same herself. Dragons did not live wrapped in despair and hatred, the knight was right about that. They examined their surroundings, accepted them, and adapted. But she could not let go so easily.

She wanted to be left to mourn in peace.

She wanted to lash out; to hurt these humans as they had hurt her.

Either option would be easy, although she already knew neither option was entirely possible. And certainly, to a dragon, neither option was acceptable. She closed her eyes.

“I will try to find myself in Patrice.”

“It’s not a death sentence,” the knight, no...Felisjyta, said, sitting down again. “You can still be your mother’s daughter and Lady Patrice. If you don’t like being Lady Patrice, you don’t have to stay here. There are other human lands, who will call you differently. Treat you differently.”

The idea of leaving this place only to go to a place with even more humans was exhausting. She didn’t want to contemplate such a thing. This was already hard enough. “I suppose we will have to see,” said Patrice. She reached at last for the meal Felicity had brought her.

“I’ll listen, you know, if you want to talk about her. That might help.”

“It would mean nothing to you, you never met her.”

They sat in silence for a time, as Patrice forced herself to eat at least a little of what had been provided. Whether she wanted to or not, whether it was appetizing or not, even dragons had to eat. And although it did not match her mood at all, it was indeed a lovely day to sit in the open air and enjoy a meal. Even her taking her frustration out on the grass had not ruined the fact that the cypress grove was a beautiful and peaceful place.

When Felisjyta spoke again, it was seemingly at random.

“If you ask someone what they think the best part of humanity is,” she said, “you’ll probably get a lot of different answers. People might say invention or building, or bravery, or medicine, or art. Some might claim it’s mastery over the elements and other species.”

Patrice said nothing, but it seemed Felisjyta did not expect her to reply.

“Personally, I think the best part of humanity is our compassion. It’s true that I never met your mother, and I can’t grieve for her personally. But that does not mean that I cannot sit with you and your grief, and offer what support I may.”

Patrice studied the knight, with her bright red hair and clear green eyes. They were like dragon’s eyes, without the layers of trickery and plans that most humans showed. Or so it appeared. She did not yet know how to read human faces well, but Felisjyta wasn’t smiling anymore, just meeting Patrice’s gaze straight on.

Felisjyta seemed sincere, and Patrice found that she did want to talk about her mother. Or at least, she no longer wanted to be the only person who knew about her. If there was one thing her mother had always craved, it was attention. An audience. Surely she would want her stories told, and her name remembered.

“Her name, you would say, was ’the tap of claw against scale in mock battle’.” Patrice paused, caught again by how thoroughly these human tongues stripped dragon names of all their beauty. “She was beautiful and elegant, and she was a proud and ferocious warrior. Mostly, however, she loved to laugh.”
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Chapter Five
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The maids clearly didn’t expect her to arrive back in her chambers during the day. When she opened the door from the gardens, they froze like rabbits under the shadow of a hawk, torn between the desire to bolt and the need to remain where they were. It’s true she had wanted a little bit more reverence or fear from Felicity, but this level was just ridiculous.

“L-lady Patrice!” one of them managed to say. “Your clothing!”

Patrice glanced down. She wore only the single white gown they had put her in before, and several days outside had not been kind to it. She was stained by the grass and the dirt, and by the meat she had eaten. Realizing it, she suddenly felt filthy. She had never taken such poor care of herself as she had recently, and it embarrassed her almost as much as Felisjyta’s chastisement. She tilted her head as she thought about the problem the maids presented.

So far she has spoken only to Felisjyta. These maids were nothing like the redheaded knight, but typical people of this land – pale of skin, with rounded faces and three shades of hair somewhere between blonde and light brown. They reminded her of the knight who had brought her here and she wished to snap at them and order them to leave.

But she knew that they were not the knight who had brought her here, and she knew that was not how people behaved – among humans or dragons. If she was to attempt to live here as Patrice, then she had to be civil.

The longer she waited to speak, the more nervous the maids became. The one who had spoken first twisted her apron in her hands, creasing the white fabric. Another began nibbling on her fingertips. The third stood still as stone next to the window with a rag in one hand. She broke the silence.

“You’d like us to leave, milady?” she asked. Her voice trembled only a little as she spoke. It was a pretty voice, melodious like bird song and far gentler than either Patrice’s own or Felisjyta’s. It was the first time Patrice had heard anything resembling beauty in the language of this land.

“What is your name?” asked Patrice.

The girl gaped at her for a moment before recovering her poise. “Maria, milady.”

“What does it mean?”

Maria shook her head. “I don’t know. I was named after my great-grandmother.”

“And you two?” Patrice looked at the other two maids, the two who had fidgeted.

The blondest of them, the one who had spoken first, continued to play with her apron as she replied. “Anna, milady. I don’t know what it means.”

“Elaine, my lady. I don’t know either,” said the third.

Patrice sighed. “I do not understand humans. But you,” she pointed at Maria, “may stay. I will not need you other two for the moment.”

“Yes, milady,” all three said
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