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Dedication
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FOR MY CHILDREN
Never stop believing
in yourself. 
Dreams are as important 
as goals are.
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Chapter 1 
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After lighting the fire, Mary stretched her white hands out towards the small flickering flames that began to dance inside the blackened, stone fireplace. Despite its long sleeves and ankle-length hem, her thin, brown, cotton dress offered little protection from the cold. Her home, the book building, had high ceilings and thick stone walls that made it almost impossible to thoroughly heat the space. 

A well-worn tapestry chair sat near the fireplace next to a small walnut side table with legs carved into the shapes of dragons soaring up into the sky. Sitting down, Mary picked up the book on the table and ran her finger along the spine. As a child, Mary had hated dragons, maybe even more than anyone else in the village, since she had lost her entire family the night the books were to be burned. Her opinion had changed with the discovery of the book she now held in her hands, the book that had been tightly wedged into the corner at the far end of a very tall shelf, titled: Dragons. 

When Mary had first found the book and tugged it from its home, Yansa had warned her, “There are some books best left unread. A little knowledge can be uplifting and refreshing but too much can be the bearer of many consequences.” Mary had listened–that time–and replaced the book, conceding that Yansa’s knowledge far exceeded her own, and she feared misreading, or misinterpreting, important information.

She had ignored the book as best she could, but the book seemed to call her to it, especially after Yansa passed away. Finally, she dismissed the book-keeper’s advice and began reading it. It had been difficult; the book was over three hundred years old. The pages were stuck together along the edge, the ink smeared from the moisture that had seeped in from the exposed edges. 

Dragons, Mary learned early on, were not easy to identify. The dragon blood didn’t run in families but appeared to be a random phenomenon, unlike sorcerers who inherited their powers from parents. On the pages of the book though she found a series of calculations that could be made about a village, such as the size, number of people, and the crops that nourished them all, that could predict a dragon’s arrival in a village. By following the formula, Mary had her lucky number: fifteen. To save and be bound to a dragon would be her way out of the village and finally give her the good luck she craved.

Voices outside stirred her attention, and Mary allowed a smile to play on her lips; her new life was about to begin. In silence, she closed her eyes, thanking whatever higher powers existed in the world. Standing up, Mary smoothed the creases of her dress, checked her snood still tamed her hair so it looked passable, and headed to the passage room to get her shawl.

Walking outside, the cool evening air lingered, and Mary pulled the shawl tight around her shoulders. The villagers’ torches lit the scene with flickering indecision. Near the village centre, Mary saw that a large crowd had already gathered around Prater.

Prater’s tall stature and solid build made him an imposing figure as he sat astride the cream-coloured mare, flicking the excess of the well-used rope back and forth over his hand. His face, framed with short black hair, intensified the shadowy colouring of his eyes as they watched the crowd. His light brown skin, the only trait he had inherited from his mother, set him apart from the villagers. The horse’s right hoof pawed at the ground while her head jerked up and down as the crowd pressed in. 

Mary moved closer to get a better look at the man at the other end of the rope, the man who would change her life. Her soft leather-soled shoes moved over the dirt until she stood amongst the other villagers. All around her whispered comments were shared and agreed to with a nod of the head.

“This is the creature responsible for our bad luck. The failing crops. The dead cattle. He will pay and we will all be better off,” Prater’s voice cut through the whispering, and the villagers became silent.

“It’s not...” the faint whisper of a hoarse voice started but was cut short by a fierce tug on the rope. 

From her new vantage point, Mary could see him lying on his stomach. His clothing was in a deplorable state of tatters with one sleeve missing from his shirt and a tear up to his knee on the right leg of his pants. His face was badly swollen and covered in a splatter of blood mixed with the dirt. In the firelight, thick gold cuffs glistened on his wrists, in stark comparison to the grime that coated his clothes and skin. Mary’s cherished book had said nothing of gold, but other books indicated it as being the one thing that could bind a dragon in its human form.

Prater continued his speech about how the dragon would hang at sunrise, but Mary was no longer listening. Her attention was fully on the dragon and she wished for him to look up at her, to see a friendly face, but he did not. To him she was just another person in the crowd, another person calling out for blood and death.

As Prater dismounted, two of his men hurried forward and took the rope knowing the routine well. Together, the men dragged the passive prisoner to the cells. Villagers dispersed, and Mary returned home. Her one chance to set things in motion neared, and she wasn’t going to let it pass or leave anything to chance. 

Upstairs, Mary collected bread and water from the food cupboard in her bedchamber. When Yansa had taken her in, the hidden room and the tunnels that led away from it had been hers to use and explore, but after he died, she had moved into the bedchamber. At first, she had found the larger space odd but over time became accustomed to it.

With the food in a basket, she checked her appearance in the reflection board that hung on the wall opposite the little window above her bed. Mary observed her dress had a smear of dirt near the collar and that wouldn’t do; she changed into a clean dress identical to the one she had removed. Finally, Mary felt that she looked presentable enough for this meeting, and she headed for the detention building.

Smaller than her home, the detention building had only two rooms: the entrance where Prater’s desk and chair sat, and the cell where Prater’s victims were held. Going into that cell meant the person’s fate had been sealed–this thought passed through Mary’s mind as she approached the slightly ajar wooden door. She deliberated about knocking, but as she heard no chatter inside decided against it–a quiet building indicated that Prater could be elsewhere, leaving a solitary guard on duty–and pushed the door open.

The guard, Delwyn, scrambled up from his seat when Mary entered. Short and a few years her junior, he hardly appeared suitable to be a guard, but he did follow orders well. She gazed past him, eyeing the large golden door; all that stood between her, the dragon, and her new life.

“That’s far enough, Mary,” Delwyn’s voice sounded commanding but his boyish looks made less than the desired impression.

“I’ve brought food and water,” Mary replied gently with a soft smile on her face.

“He’ll be dead at sunrise so why should we bother feeding him?” 

Mary flinched at Prater’s voice. Turning to face him, she hurriedly brainstormed suitable reasons to justify bringing the food and water. Prater sat casually leaning back into his chair with his feet on the table, watching Mary with curiosity.

At length, she replied, “True, Master Prater, but if he is fed then he can hold nothing against you or our village.”

Mary could see Prater thinking over the idea as she managed a half-smile. She found keeping her emotions in check more difficult than she anticipated and fidgeted with the handle of the basket. Even as she stood there, his eyes never left her.

“You’ve never bothered to bring food and water before Mary – why this time?” 

Good question, Mary thought and broke her eye contact with him. Whatever reason she provided, it would need to be good. 

“Delwyn,” Prater nodded his head towards the door, and Delwyn dutifully left, closing the door behind him. “Tell me, Mary, why this time?”

“I...I...” Mary wanted to kick herself for stammering. It made her sound like she was lying, which she was, but that wasn’t the point. “I read something...in a book...about this particular dragon...”

Prater’s feet abandoned the table and met the floor with a thud that caused Mary’s eyes to jump back to his face. Mary’s own feet were anxious to tap, shuffle – to do anything other than remain in one place.

“What about this dragon, Mary?” Prater leaned forward, his hands folded in front of his body as his elbows rested on the empty desk. The light of the candle cast shadows across his face, making his eyes sink back and his cheeks look hollow like the dead.

“He...he...he is different, Master.” Mary looked at the basket on her arm. “He will bring bad luck if we do not treat him well before...before...”

“...before he swings from the hanging tree?” he finished for her. 

Prater looked away from Mary, and she sighed with relief at the freedom from his gaze. His fingers moved in rhythmic order as she waited for his considered response. 

“So, this dragon is more powerful...more valuable even...than the ones who I’ve dealt with before?”

“Yes.” Mary paused for a moment, memories of that night flooding her mind before she added, “Yes, he will do more harm than what they did on the night of the burning.” 

Prater’s eyebrows rose before returning to their former position. “More harm? And by feeding him this village will avoid retaliation?”

“The book did not say, Master. It just said that the dragon should be treated well before...before leaving this life.”

Mary didn’t think what she had said was overly convincing – not that she was known to be a liar or even a gossip in the village, but still she wasn’t sure that Prater would believe her. She consoled herself with the thought that he couldn’t read so at least he wouldn’t be able to refute what she said.

“I don’t wish to bring such harm on this village,” Prater stated, and Mary looked up in hope. “It wouldn’t be fair, and whether you are correct or not about this...this dragon...I need to maintain credibility in this village...in case you are right.” 

In her mind, Mary sighed once more in relief, but in body, she nodded her agreement with Prater. 

“Delwyn! Delwyn get in here.”

Delwyn entered the building and returned to where he had stood before. He regarded Prater, waiting to receive any order the Master might demand.

“Mary has a point about feeding this dragon; I don’t want him holding anything against the village. Let her in. Have this, Mary.” Prater handed her the fancy silver candleholder from his desk, complete with lit candle.

“Shall I be totally safe?” her voice wavered. Mary felt determined to maintain the charade, though her nerves were taking care of the need to pretend to be scared. She glanced down at the basket and tried to keep her fingers still on the handle as she turned towards the door.

“He is bound in gold, dear Mary. He will do you no harm,” the words rolled off Prater’s tongue in a way that made the hair on Mary’s neck stand at attention but she felt some relief now her back faced him.

Delwyn unlocked and opened the gold door to the cell, smiling at Mary as she entered. The cell door closed behind her before her eyes had a chance to adjust. Inside, everything looked black, but then the flickering of the candle’s light made shapes emerge from the darkness.

There he sat with his back against the far wall. His wrists and ankles were shackled in gold and his eyes were closed. As Mary stepped closer, she wondered if she wasn’t already too late, but the glowing light caught his attention. He looked Mary’s way, his eyes sharp and piercing –just like a dragon’s should be.

He watched her as she placed the basket down and felt along the wall where it met the floor. Her fingers scraped against the bricks until she found in the corner what the detention blueprints had concealed. She pressed her finger down and, once she’d heard the soft click, covered the corner as best she could with the loose dirt that had blown into the cell at some point.

“I’ve brought you food and water.” 

Unable to move from his position due to the restraints, the dragon leaned away from Mary as she knelt down beside him. She placed the candleholder on the stone floor and the basket beside it and busied herself breaking the bread into smaller pieces.

With the bread held in her fingers, she moved closer to the dragon, but he endeavoured to move away again. Even her smile appeared to do nothing to calm him or build any rapport. The thought entered her mind that perhaps, given the circumstance, she appeared scary to him. 

“It won’t kill you to eat. Look, I’ll prove it.” Mary ate a piece of bread, making a show out of chewing and swallowing. “See?”

She reoffered him the bread; he didn’t turn away. She placed it in his mouth, and he continued to watch her as he chewed it. While he ate, she considered the words she might use; she had practised in her room, but nothing seemed quite right now in the moment. 

As she sat down beside him, he continued to eat; when she offered him water from her flask he accepted without hesitation. She noticed he didn’t shy away from her being so close, and so, with the candle back in her hand, leaned in closer. “Do you want to get out of here?” 

“Of course I do,” he replied hoarsely. 

“Then we must come to an agreement first,” she replied and gave him another piece of bread.

As he chewed the bread, his eyebrows knitted together. “I have money,” he offered, but Mary shook her head.

“I don’t want money.” Mary glanced down at her hands and played with the piece of bread she held before eating it herself.

“Then what?”

“Water?” Mary offered, but he shook his head in refusal, so she continued. “I’m almost seventeen and I am not bound, and since...” she grabbed the gold cuff around his left hand before touching his hand and turning it so that the palm faced the wall, “...you don’t have a binding mark, you too are not bound. I do not want to stay in this village forever; it holds too many bad memories. I will help you escape, but only if you agree to be bound to me.”

“But I’m already promised to be bound.”

“Then you will need to make a decision – die for love or be rescued and live.” 

Mary moved away to give him space so that he could consider the proposition. Her offer sounded callous even to her own ears, but she had practised those words many times in the safety of her bedchamber in order to sound convincing.

She looked him over as the candle glowed in the otherwise depressing cell. Mary felt his age would be older than her, maybe Prater’s age, as she studied the dragon’s features. He had a strong build and guessed he would stand taller than her. His brown hair fell across his eyes as he contemplated his future. His pale white skin appeared between dirt, blood and bruises. Mary allowed herself a slight smile; he would indeed make a good husband...which reminded Mary...

“Oh, and don’t think I’ll rescue you and then you can just take off. If you do, I’ll personally put the rope around your neck,” and she meant her words, though Mary hated violence as a rule. People had always dismissed her feelings as if they didn’t exist. Mary didn’t want him to think he could treat her the same way.

The dragon started shaking his head from side to side. “No, I won’t agree.” 

She felt something inside her chest sink and melt away but replaced it with a feeling of annoyance and then anger.

“Fine.” Standing up, she bent down to pick up the candleholder from the floor.

A rattle of a chain. “Wait.” 

Mary watched as he closed his eyes. “We have an agreement?”

“Yes.” One small word spoken in defeat; she smiled and left the candle.

“There’s a section of the wall that moves. It’s connected to the building where I live through a secret passage. I’ll come for you later.” Mary paused. “First though, we need to make sure that they won’t do their checks on you.”

“And how will you manage that?” The dragon’s tone was both sarcastic and bitter; she knew it would take time for him to develop feelings for her, but she had waited so long–a bit longer wouldn’t hurt.

“You’ll see,” Mary whispered back.

Picking up the basket and candleholder, she knocked twice on the door and waited. Inhaling a deep breath, she suppressed a smile of triumph.

“Ungrateful creature! How dare you say that!” Mary said it loudly enough to be heard as the door was opening. “It will be a pleasure to see you hang.” She exited the cell and said directly to Delwyn, “The things he said, and he refused the food! So much for treating him well!”

It seemed wrong to Mary to use her knowledge of the locals to her advantage in such a way, but she saw the eager expression on Delwyn’s face as he turned to Prater for permission. She swallowed hard as Prater gave him a cursory nod. Delwyn needed no further encouragement.

“I’ll teach him a lesson, Mary.”

Mary saw the smile that crossed Delwyn’s face as he walked by her towards the cell, crackling his knuckles. Her eyes lingered on the closed door for a moment before she turned and bid Prater farewell and quickly exited the building. She felt guilty knowing that Delwyn would teach the dragon a lesson in the coming hours but took solace in the necessity of it. At least once Delwyn had exacted the punishment, the dragon would be left alone, and because he would be alone, she hoped that her plan would be executed flawlessly.

Pausing for a moment, Mary closed her eyes and breathed in the cool air. She smiled knowing that the book building stood only a few steps away. With eyes open again, she adjusted the basket on her arm. A hand on that same arm made Mary jump, and she turned to see that Prater had followed her.

“I appreciate you looking out for the village, and me as well,” Prater began as he looked down at Mary.

“This village has been through enough already.”

“You know, if you’re free tomorrow, I heard there’s a patch of wildflowers near the old bridge, we could go for a walk after we’ve dealt with the dragon if you want.”

“Perhaps we could. Goodnight, Master Prater.” 
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Chapter 2
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Time passed slowly as Mary waited for the sun to go down and then waited even longer for the chatter of the people outside to fade to silence. Finally, when all signs of people had disappeared outside, she lit the candle and descended the half dozen steps from the passage room to one that sat to the left, known as the narrow book room. In that room, the oldest of the books were stored away from the sunlight to preserve their contents longer.

As she walked to a particular bookcase in the middle of the longest wall that ran parallel with the passage room’s walls, she found it difficult to contain the elation and excitement she felt. Reaching up to the shelf just above her head, she pulled on the spine of the book Tiani’s Local Customs and Celebrations to free it from its place. 

Once the book was in her hand, she reached for the back of the bookcase and pushed down on a small lever. For a moment nothing happened, and Mary replaced the book as if it had never been removed. Then, slowly and silently, a section of the bookcase moved backwards, and then to the right-hand side, revealing the secret tunnel. 

Stepping into the tunnel, Mary turned and pressed down on another lever, this one larger and not concealed by the entrance way. She did not bother to watch the bookcase close and instead focused on the sight before her. 

Normally, she would face the endless darkness of the tunnel ahead, but she had prepared it in advance by collecting the sap from the trees behind the book building. The sap allowed for the torches to burn longer when the sticks were soaked in it overnight. Even though they’d been alight since morning, they continued cast light in the tunnel for the first part of the journey. 

Passing them by, she tapped the pocket of her apron to assure herself that she hadn’t forgotten the extra candles and matches that she would need. Above ground, the detention building might be a short walk away, but it wasn’t the case in the tunnels.

When the tunnel had been built, the book-keeper had been concerned about it collapsing or the earth sagging from travel over it by the villagers, and decided that a direct path would be noticeable if something went wrong. The plans were then made to ensure that the tunnel, or series of tunnels as it became, weaved and curved some distance to the outskirts of Tiani, both where the sun rose and where it set. 

Walking along the dirt floor of the tunnel, Mary allowed her fingers to trail lightly across the smoothness of the stone walls. She waited to feel the texture of the stone change as it would indicate to her that she would be close to the cell’s wall. Finally, she felt that change; it was rougher, and the stones were not so neatly joined.

Mary held her hand over her chest to encourage her heart to become steadied in pace. With an exhale of breath, she drew closer to the wall, pressed her ear up against the stone doorway, and listened. A few moans of pain broke the silence, and Mary bit her lip, knowing that she wouldn’t be the dragon’s favourite person straight away. 

Pressing hard on one particular brick in the wall, a soft click sounded before a section began to move silently to the side. In the place of the bricks, a hole big enough for any adult to climb through appeared. 

Before she entered, Mary reached out and with effort placed the candleholder on the floor in the room. She moved her head carefully through the hole and her body followed swiftly until she stood inside the cell.

She fumbled in her pocket amongst the spare candles for the key, a master key to unlock the chains. She had obtained it some months prior when Prater had fallen drunk from his horse and passed out near the entrance of the book building. Books had certainly come in handy to learn how to make a mould. She had identified a local tree that, when cut, oozed thick sticky amber-coloured sap, though she had to work quickly to mould the sap around the key and remove it before it became entombed. The books had also versed her on how to then melt down one of the two spoons she owned to create the key.

“How could you do that?” the dragon hissed before sucking his breath in quickly. His hands clutched at his side where the mark of a boot stained the remains of the shirt. 

Mary unlocked his right wrist as she knelt next to him. “You want to stay here?” 

He shook his head as the lock opened, freeing one wrist, then the other, before his ankles were freed as well.

Mary helped him stand, and he staggered to the opening in the wall. The dragon gingerly lifted his leg up and hoisted himself into the tunnel–almost toppling in head first – and Mary followed silently.

With the cell behind them, they started the walk back to the book building. It took longer than she had anticipated due to the injuries he had sustained at the hands of both Prater and Delwyn. There were times that Mary struggled to help him walk as his arm weighed heavily across her shoulders. Finally, she led him to a room to the side of the entrance through the bookcase. She felt that it would be better and safer if he rested for a few days first. Plus, if Prater ordered a building search, then the dragon would not be found, as she was the only person alive who knew of the room’s existence. 

As the dragon sat on the bed, Mary took a look at his wrists. They were red and abraded but some bruising had also begun to form from the pressure of the cuffs. Her forehead creased at the sight, concerned that the gold had started to affect him so soon. No written records existed of the real effect gold had on a dragon; the information in the books fell closer to being conjecture and legend, the kind of story Mary’s own mother had told her as a child. 

Mary turned away from the dragon to light the fire that must have burned out during the rescue. Once the flames were blazing, Mary picked up the black metal pot she had filled with water the previous day, removed the covering cloth, and hooked it above the heat.

A silence hung over the room as Mary waited for the water to begin to boil. She tried to keep her attention on the fire to avoid the glare of the dragon behind her. Still, even as her fingers impatiently tapped against her apron, she felt uncomfortable at the situation she had created.

As the water began to dance on the surface, Mary used the covering cloth to remove the pot and set it down on the stone floor. She turned and picked up a thicker cloth from the small wooden table beside the bed, along with a wooden bowl that sat beside it. Back at the pot, Mary poured the water into the bowl, careful not to spill any. Steam rose from the bowl but subsided a little when she added a couple of cups of cold water from the original barrel. Mary hesitantly turned and walked the water over to the dragon, placing the bowl down on the table it had come from.

“Leave me alone.” He pushed Mary away and lay down so that he faced the stone wall.

“Don’t be such a baby.” She dunked the thicker cloth into the bowl and then twisted it to remove some of the water. While he didn’t say anything, she noticed how his head turned at the sound.

She rolled him over and started to wash his left hand and wrist, revealing the pale white skin of the northern region of the kingdom. The dragon had his head turned to the right, concentrating on the wall. Mary remembered a time when she too had found that wall fascinating.

“The wound is deep, but it will heal in time.” She paused, “I’m Mary.”

As the dragon turned his head to look at her, Mary began washing his other arm. She glanced up to see that his expression remained stern and unfriendly.

“I can wash myself.” He tried grabbing the cloth, but Mary pulled it out of reach.

“Sure, just like you can walk without help.” She smiled and the dragon let out a low growl.

Rinsing the cloth, Mary reached out to wash his neck, but his hand caught her wrist and his grip tightened. The show of strength both surprised and puzzled her; if the legends were true, a dragon’s body couldn’t recover so quickly. She pushed the thought away, reminding herself that she’d never read anything in a book to confirm the legend, but made a mental note to ask later on, when he recovered. 

“I said I can do it.” 

Mary handed him the cloth and he let go.

“Fine. There’s a change of clothes over there.” Getting up, she began walking towards the door before realising he hadn’t even thanked her. Her pride prickled. “You really are ungrateful.” 

Outside of the room, Mary reached for the lever and left him alone. Upstairs in the main book room, Mary could see the lightened sky outside as the night began to fade away. Despite the night being long, she didn’t feel as sleepy as she had anticipated. 

In her bedchamber, she exchanged her brown dress for a black one before descending the staircase in no great hurry. Mary grabbed her shawl that hung from a hook beside the door and wrapped it around her shoulders.

The villagers had gathered by the hanging tree. The sun would rise at any moment, and the absence of Prater could be heard in the chatter. Mary hid the smile she wanted to show and looked around at the other villagers, mimicking their confused looks.

A hushed silence came over the crowd as Prater emerged from his own home. Mary had never entered Prater’s home but had heard rumours of it containing no less than four bedchambers, far more than any others in the village. She had overheard these details from the leaders who often walked past the book building after dark to smoke their pipes. Mary supposed that behind the imposing oak door that had weathered with age, rooms of pure wonderment must be concealed. Yet her curiosity had never been piqued enough to tempt her inside.

Prater stood beneath the tree, and Mary noticed that for the moment he seemed unphased and at ease. Delwyn hurried from the cells with a look of surprise, bewilderment and fear. Upon seeing Delwyn, Prater’s demeanour abruptly changed. 

“He’s gone, the dragon has escaped!” Delwyn exclaimed, his voice pitching higher than usual, as he came up close to Prater.

A murmur from those villagers nearest to Prater went up before a silence descended, an eerie silence that Mary had heard only once before. The thought of that event sent a shiver down Mary’s back and she pulled the shawl tighter. 

Mary observed with the group as Prater stooped over awkwardly to hear Delwyn. He clenched his fists and set his jaw.

“That’s impossible!” Prater hissed back before casting a look at the crowd and taking a breath. 

Delwyn looked at the ground as he tried to whisper, “He’s not in there; the cell is empty. What should we do?”

“Get my horse and gather the men,” Prater ordered, and Delwyn immediately moved to complete the task.

Prater turned to the gathered crowd. The collective voices made intended whispers become audible as the conversation the men had exchanged filtered through the crowd. With his hand raised, Prater said, “A minor setback. He will be found and hung. Go ahead and start your daily duties.”

As the other villagers moved back towards their homes, and the men gathered outside the detention building, Mary slipped back into the book building very pleased that her plan remained on course.

Preparing some food, Mary felt that the dragon should have had enough time to calm down. After all, according to what she had read, dragons were supposed to be unable to break promises. However, Mary still questioned what she read in books, which was why she had warned him in the cell of breaking it – just in case.

Mary found him where she left him, on the bed. She noted with pleasure that he had taken the time to clean himself and now wore the clothes she had left for him. He glanced her way when she entered, but his eyes wandered quickly away from her and to the food on the plate she carried.

Mary placed the plate down on the table next to the bed. Eagerly, he reached out for the food and started to push it into his mouth in a most undignified manner as Mary turned for the door.

“You’ve eaten already?” 

Mary paused and turned to face him. “You need it more than me.”

He sat back, leaving the remainder of the food uneaten.

“Eat,” he said, indicating the plate
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