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Chapter One: A Home for Farquarte

 


When the king’s guards hanged my master I
thought I would starve. “I'm fifteen years old,” I muttered to my
master's corpse. “I can't stay at the Krugerville orphanage. No one
needs a bookkeeper or a shop worker. What am I gonna do?” He just
hung there, swaying gently in the breeze. Too bad he hadn't taught
me necromancy.

I tried to get a job in the local tavern but
the barkeeper didn‘t like me. “You’ll get me hung.”

“No, I won’t. I wasn’t a wizard, Mordo
was.”

His eyes narrowed. “You were his apprentice
for almost two years. Didn’t you learn anything from him?”

“Well, I can read a little and do some
numbers but he didn’t teaching me much in the way of spells. He was
nervous about giving away trade secrets.”

“So what did you do for two years? Besides
raiding my storeroom?”

“I sweep a mean floor,” I said hopefully.

They shouldn’t be allowed to boot you out
like that. It hurts and he tore my only set of britches. It was bad
enough that he wouldn’t hire me. He didn’t have to get physical.
Maybe I shouldn’t have stolen all those chips from his
storeroom.

* * *

After days of starvation I decided to go to
Fechum the dragon and talk him into making me his apprentice. Spell
casting was outlawed in my country, but no one ever outlawed the
dragon’s magic. I guess it was because there was only one dragon.
He was a relic from the old days, when magical beasts roamed the
land. He lived high on the eastern slope of the mountain near my
village. I followed the dirt road up the mountain to his den.
“Hello?” I called, “Mr. Dragon, sir? I’d like to speak with
you.”

The mouth of his cave was as long as a house
and dark as the heart of our king. Fechum's voice boomed out of the
cavern’s inky depths, “I don’t know whether to be amazed at your
stupidity or just curious.” There was a loud scraping noise as he
shifted his enormous bulk around and stuck his head out of the
cavern entrance. Fechum's green snout was bristling with teeth. His
breath was foul, forcing me to back up a few steps. “Scrawny little
thing, aren’t you?” He huffed, and I ducked a jet of
dragonfire.

Speaking quickly, I pointed out I was hardly
a mouthful. “I'm thin and probably gamy,” I added, my knees
shaking.

“What brings you up to the lair of a dragon?”
His brows, long and white, raised in what I hoped was
curiosity.

“Um ... I need a job.” I tried to calm
myself, and my voice sounded reasonably firm as I added, “My name
is Farquarte the Orphan. Until recently I was apprenticed to the
wizard, Mordo the Magnificent. Unfortunately he was killed by the
Royal Guards. They're hanging all the mages in Krugerville.”

“If Mordo was so magnificent, why is he
dead?” Fechum's eyes whirled hypnotically. “He should have been
able to take a few small-town guards. Tell me more.”

Strangely relaxed, I found myself telling him
of my life. “I thought you could take me on and teach me how to be
a wizard,” I added hopefully.

“Probably,” he mused, his azure eyes
swirling. “I suppose I could use someone to shovel the dung out of
the cave.” His teeth glinted in the sunlight, and he added, “You
keep the cave clean, keep the food coming, and keep your paws off
my treasure. Don’t even look
at it, Farquarte,” he growled. “I know how you humans are
when it comes to gold.”

This arrangement might have worked, except
dragons don’t use magic the way humans do. Fechum was a magical
beast, capable of things like breathing fire and flying without
ever having to cast a spell. He couldn’t teach me how to light a
stove without a tinder box.

I was disappointed, but the prospect of
returning to town and starving kept me there. At least Fechum
agreed to feed me. I gazed at his mountain of treasure, and then
looked up at the dragon himself. Both kind of took my breath
away.

I didn't give up the idea of learning
magic entirely, but Fechum was
magic. He was powerful, educated, arrogant and larger than
life, everything a dragon should be.

I'd wanted magic in my life, and here he was.
Maybe someday I could find a wizard to teach me, but for now, I
decided to stay and see what came of this. I gathered the books my
master had left and brought them into the cavern. He had made me
buy a primer, and several sheets of vellum. I began to practice
writing, with the vague notion of one day having a real
spellbook.

Fechum saw this and pulled out an old,
leather-bound tome. “It’s my cookbook.” He smiled, his teeth
flashing in the light that filtered in from the cavern mouth. “You
can copy the recipes and practice your letters.”

I was impressed until I read a few of the
recipes. They mainly consisted of ways to prepare human flesh for
consumption. Still, the script was flowing and it was a dragon’s
cookbook. I took the book outside and sat on a rock, copying. I
could barely read the text, he used such big words, but I needed
the practice.

I thought about stealing part of his treasure
but he counted it all of the time. He knew every farthing
intimately and could tell at a glance if anything was missing. The
next morning I swept a copper piece under a rock, just to see what
would happen. As he counted his gold, I listened carefully, busying
myself with little chores like sweeping out the cave and washing up
the animal blood.

He came to the end of his count and there was
an awful silence. Looking over, I saw his normally green scales
slowly flushing to a coppery tint mottled with red. His wings,
vestigial but tough and leathery, stiffened out and began beating
the stagnant air of the cave.

“There's a copper piece missing!” Whipping
around, I began to bolt for the cave entrance but the beating of
his wings created a fierce wind that slammed me up against the cave
wall. I fell and lay on my back, looking up at him.

“Farquarte!” He roared my name in anger and
his head shot up, slamming against the limestone ceiling, knocking
a hole in it. Between dodging falling stalactites and ducking under
dragon flame, I nearly bit the big one over that copper piece.

Scrambling to my feet, I dashed over to
prostrate myself in front of him. “Fechum! Please, I don't know
what happened. Let me look around the cave for you, maybe I can
find it!”

He huffed, and a blast of dragonfire washed
over me.

After putting out the fire in my hair I
“accidentally” found the missing coin. He stared at me with cold,
reptilian eyes, and I knew when he licked his chops he wasn't
falling for it. Begging for mercy, reminding him of my valuable
dung-shoveling services, I kissed reptilian butt shamelessly. In
the end he contented himself with setting my clothes on fire.

Retreat; regroup. Having lost all of my
bodily hair (and not a little of my self-esteem) I skulked around
the cavern nursing third-degree burns. I stayed well away from his
gold, and after a while he pretended to forget the whole thing, but
I noticed him gazing at me with a hungry gleam in his eyes every
time his supply of sheep ran low.

I watched him that night as he curled on his
mountain of gold, sleeping in the center of the cavern. A thin
stream of smoke drifted up from his snout to blacken the ceiling,
and then faded into the shadows. I wondered how he produced fire.
He was really quite beautiful. I wished I were like that; strong,
smart, confident and powerful like he was.

He seemed to tolerate me, but at odd moments
I would catch him watching me as I swept the smooth cave floor. He
seldom spoke when I first moved in, but after the missing coin
incident, Fechum told me where the coin I'd tried to steal had come
from. Out of an entire hoard worth millions, he remembered one coin
intimately.

Amazed, I thought about how much I had to
learn. There was a lot I didn't know about dragons. How was I to
survive being apprenticed to one?

* * *

Fechum, as the only living dragon in the
land, was a tourist attraction. I didn't like it much at first,
because I had to clean up behind the tourists. Empty bottles, old
meat and bread wrappers; people are pigs. Then I began selling
“Authentic Dragon Rocks” to the tourists, gathering them from the
dirt trail up the mountain and telling the chumps I'd gotten them
from the dragon's lair.

The Krugerville's farmers could have hired
someone to kill Fechum any time they wanted. Fechum was too old and
fat to leave his cave, so they weren’t concerned about him ravaging
the countryside in a Fiery Wash of Dragon's Vengeance or anything.
A confined dragon was good for the local economy. Since he couldn’t
get out to hunt he was forced to rely on the town’s farmers to
deliver food. Fechum paid in gold, and though he hated to part with
his precious treasure, he paid well.

The town's main fear was that an itinerant
swordsman might wander into the country and slay him. In the fourth
month of my apprenticeship to Fechum, the Mayor of Krugerville
successfully lobbied the king’s court into passing Royal Edict
257-Ha3/42H, section 6a. This evil law placed dragons on the
Endangered Species List.

Royal funds were immediately appropriated,
Fechum's mountain was turned into a reserve and the Royal Dragon
Park Commission was born. They hired a Park Ranger whose duties
included the maintenance of the reserve and the regulation and
protection of Fechum in his natural habitat. The Park Ranger was a
large, friendly man with a penchant for khaki shorts and
wide-brimmed hats. I pretty much ignored him.

Droves of scientists came to his mountain
lair to study Fechum. They were lead by the head scientist, a
scarecrow of a man called Professor Breathe. I did a brisk business
selling them the little bits and pieces that were always falling
off my master, a scale here, a claw tip there. Fechum didn't mind
as long as he got his cut. “It’s nice to see you acting like a
dragon, Farquarte.”

“Sir?”

“Well, you are my apprentice, boy. You need
to collect a hoard, like I have.”

“I guess I could, but piling it up in the
middle of the room like you do wouldn’t work.”

He sniffed. “Why not?”

“I’m not big and scary enough to keep someone
from making off with it.”

His eyes whirled, azure mixing with a
darkness I couldn’t read. “No one would touch your hoard, boy.”

Looking at him, lying there, I was sure he
was right.

* * *

The Park Ranger tried to warn me. “You
shouldn’t be making this kind of money. This is a bad idea,
Farquarte. The Crown will tax the life out of you. They go for the
’nads. You should have seen what happened when the elves tried to
open a casino on their reservation.”

I should have paid closer attention to him,
but who knows fateful words when they hear them?

I was getting too rich. The local townsfolk
started jacking their prices, and I had to pay county taxes. The
county’s bookkeeper listed my taxes in his weekly report to the
Crown.

Next I got a visit from a little man in a
tweed tunic. He assessed my business for king’s taxes, charging me
back taxes and imposing stiff penalties, with interest compounded
daily. He not only cleaned me out, but left me owing four times
what he took.

Fechum claimed he had been just a non-paid
advisor, and was above such mundane matters as king’s taxes. His
treasure, all investments and properties with dragon treasure as
its capital, and all active and passive income from dragon
hoard-based investments were exempt from taxation, both royal and
county, by the Royal and County Revenue Act of 12N(Part7ah/4Nah).
Then he stuck his tongue out at me.

“You said no one would take my hoard,” I said
in a tight voice.

“They aren’t stealing it, boy, they’re taxing
you.”

“What if I don’t pay the taxes?”

“Then they’ll sell you into slavery,” he
replied. “Get creative, boy. Think of a way out.”

I was working on it when an officious little
woman and her ugly, steroidal lackey climbed Fechum’s mountain. The
woman, winded from the long climb, leaned against a rock, gasping.
Her bedraggled hair escaped from the bun she’d tied it into, and
her business suit was caked with dirt. She took a moment to catch
her breath, glaring at me the whole time. “Farquarte the
apprentice,” she sneered. “You are guilty of violating Royal Edict
42, the Endangered Species Act. You have been selling parts of
Fechum’s natural environment, not to mention parts of Fechum,
without prior consent of the Royal Dragon Park Commission.”

“What? The bulk of my merchandise isn’t even
authentic.” I stuttered the words, looking up at her pet behemoth
with a shudder. The way he kept that sword polished to a blinding
sheen, I knew what he wanted.

Her eyes narrowed and she smiled grimly.
“Then you’re guilty of defrauding the public at the expense of a
national landmark.”

An offense, you guessed it, punishable by
death. The big, ugly man was the executioner.

Fechum heard the national landmark comment.
Shifting his enormous bulk, he stuck his muzzle out of the cave
mouth and puffed steam at them. That got their attention. Upon
hearing the commission of the woman and her large lackey, he
growled, “You can’t kill the lad. He keeps my cave clean.”

“That’s right,” I yelled. “That makes me a
scavenger, doesn’t it? A kind of biological whachamacallit. Fechum
needs me to survive.”

This gave the woman pause. As a biological
whachamacallit, I was part of Fechum’s natural environment.

Protected by Royal Edict 42.

Heh, heh.

“Just what does this lout do around here?”
She brushed back her bedraggled hair and glared at me.

“I told you,” my master replied. “He keeps my
cave clean.”

“Yeah, like a pilot fish. They hang around
sharks, swimming in and out of their mouths and cleaning their
teeth.”

“No,” said my master. “Like a janitor.”

Sir Steroid walked forward, a blood-thirsty
grin on his ugly face. His blade glinted in the sunlight.

“Wait a minute! You can’t kill me, I’m his
apprentice.”

“I can get another apprentice,” Fechum
growled. “One who doesn’t steal my treasure.”

“Ooo! I
never!”

Sir Steroid came closer, gripping the
wicked-looking sword, and I broke into a sweat. “You’d have to
train someone new. Think of all the trouble that would be.”

“It might be less trouble in the long run,”
he smirked. “I get the leftovers.” His eyes were whirling, and I
suspected that he was laughing at me, but I wasn’t sure.

“Fechum, they’ll be saying all over
Krugerville you’re a helpless old lizard.”

“What?” My master roared, shaking the
mountainside. The woman scurried for cover, ducking behind a
boulder near the entrance of the cave.

“Well, think about it.” Sir Steroid, too
stupid to flee the wrath of a hundred foot reptile, advanced
menacingly. “Government bureaucrats waltz onto your land and,
without so much as a by-your-leave-sir, execute your apprentice
right under your nose. People will laugh at you.”

Fechum wasn’t convinced. “I just gave them my
permission to kill you.” He glared at me, huffing, and smoke
billowed up in my face.

“Yeah, but they didn’t ask.” I coughed and
waved away the smoke. “That big guy started for me while you were
still talking about janitors,” I pointed out frantically. “How’s it
going to look if you can’t even protect your own apprentice?” I
tried to sound outraged, but the words came out sounding more like
a squeal. Sir Steroid was raising his weapon for the killing
blow.

Fechum’s eyes narrowed to tiny slits. I’d
only seen them do that once before. I dove for cover.

Sir Steroid didn’t and Fechum cooked him.

I emerged from behind the rocks by the cave
mouth, dusting off my slacks. The woman peered out from her
sanctuary. “Um...” Her voice shook and her eyes were huge in her
flat face. “Is he done yet?”

I glanced over at the smoldering lackey.
“Well done.”

“I meant the dragon.” Even fear couldn’t keep
the acid out of her voice.

“I don’t know.” I picked the mountain
scrub-grass out of my hair. “Why don’t you ask him?” Looking at the
smoking corpse, I added, “I’m not cleaning that up.”

She asked, and he was finished. Scowling, the
woman pointed at me. “This boy broke the law.”

“Not my law,” Fechum growled.

“But, Your Dragonship, sir...” She stepped
nervously from behind the boulder, kicking aside the melted sword
with one slippered toe. “Your apprentice violated Royal Edict
b4U-d, subdivision ie. He’s defrauded the public by selling false
dragon artifacts, a crime that’s punishable by death.”

“What isn’t? Farquarte got those things off
my land, didn’t he? That makes them authentic dragon
artifacts.”

“Then he’s guilty of violating subdivision b,
as well as tampering with a royal conservation park.” She crossed
her arms stubbornly. “Royal Edict 82Yr, paragraph 2, subdivision
ez. Either way, Farquarte the apprentice has committed a capital
offense.”

“Ah, think about that word, ‘apprentice’,” he
advised her. “If he was apprenticed to, say, a carpenter, what
would he become when he’d served out his apprenticeship?”
Nonchalantly, he inspected one razor-sharp claw.

“A journeyman carpenter, I suppose.” She
shrugged. “Eventually, he would be a real carpenter. What does that
have to do with anything?”

“He’s apprenticed to a dragon.” Fechum’s eyes
whirled with mirth.

“Oh Lordy,” she breathed. “Someday, he’ll be
a full-fledged dragon.”

“You might even think of him as a kind of
dragon already.” Fechum was warming to his theme. Feeling
impressive, I drew myself up and tried to look dragony. “He’s a
fledgling dragon, as it were,” Fechum told her.

The ruse was working. “Like a fire drake?”
She pounced on this. Fire drakes weren’t shielded by the Endangered
Species Act.

Fechum huffed in indignation, knocking the
woman on her arse.

“Do you think that I, the Mighty Fechum,
would stoop so low as to train a mere fire drake?”

“I guess not,” she said in a muffled voice
from the dirt at my feet. I stuck my tongue out at her.

Fechum was waxing poetic now. “In fact I’ve
become so fond of the boy I think I'll adopt him. Yes.” He snuffled
with the sentiment of the moment, and his jeweled eyes sparkled
with tears. He was buying into his own lie. Talk about creative
thinking. “Farquarte, my son!”

“Father,” I cried, greatly moved, and opened
my arms wide. Dad lowered his snout and allowed me to hug it. It
was an emotional time for us.

The woman left in disgust.

* * *

She came back a day later, towing a reluctant
fellow in a white lab coat. As he stood there quaking, the woman
shouted triumphantly, “Farquarte can’t be a dragon. He’s
human.”

Dad was ready for her. He smiled gently,
showing four foot teeth. “Can you prove it?”

She shoved the unfortunate man forward. “What
do you think the doctor’s for?” she demanded, then ran for the
safety of the boulder as Dad’s eyes narrowed. The doctor, however,
didn’t.

Cleaning up the doctors ashes wasn't as much
trouble as dealing with Sir Steroid's melted armor. I finally dug a
hole and shoved him in it. With the doctor, all it took was a broom
and a dust pan. I did get a lovely planter out of Sir Steroid,
though. Dad knocked him right out of his helmet with the blast of
dragonfire. I put petunias in it and set them next to the cave
entrance. It gave the place such a nice, homey feeling.

She tried again the next day, this time
bringing a lawyer. They hid behind the boulder, and I heard
whispering and the sound of papers being shuffled. At last the
woman peered out and snapped, “Call your dragon.”

“Dad, we’ve got company.”

Dad stuck his nose out of the cave and she
snarled, “He’s human.”

“Forget it.” Dad was having fun now. “He’s as
much a dragon as I am.”

“Farquarte looks human,” the lawyer protested
from his hiding place behind the boulder. His voice sounded
confident. He didn’t know Dad.

“Dragons can change their shape,” Dad huffed,
dusting the boulder liberally with dragonfire. “If you’d bothered
to read the scientists' pamphlets and brochures you would have
known that.”

“But he grew up in the village.”

“So what?” Dad‘s tail lashed, knocking loose
a stalactite from the cave ceiling. It came crashing down, and Dad
watched the lawyer jump with a smirk on his snout. “Farquarte could
have grown up anywhere and he’d still be a dragon.”

“Farquarte had a human mother.” I heard his
briefcase snap shut, and the lawyer peered out to glare at me.

“My adopted son is a foundling. Did you
personally witness a human female giving birth to Farquarte?”

“Of course not.” The lawyer’s voice wavered
and doubt began to show in his eyes.

“Can you produce one witness to the birth of
this boy?”

“Well, I heard...”

“No hearsay.” Dad was in his element. “You
have no proof, sir. Therefore, you don’t know if Farquarte is a
human boy or a shape-changing dragon.” He grinned triumphantly, his
teeth flashing in the sun. “Farquarte is a dragon. Take my word for
it.”

“If we could just bring in a doctor,”
ventured the woman.

“By all means, do so. I haven’t had lunch
yet.” Dad scoffed. “Besides, what good could a doctor do your case?
Farquarte is a shape-changer. He can assume the almost perfect
appearance of a human boy.”

“A-ha! So there are differences between a shape-changing dragon
and a human being.” The lawyer looked indecently pleased with his
professional hair splitting. “Now, if you’ll just tell us what to
look for...”

He stopped, realizing his mistake.

“Precisely.” Dad was gloating, an
impressive sight in a hundred foot reptile. His tail lashed happily
and his eyes whirled. “I am an expert on what does and what does
not constitute dragonhood. You are not. I say that he
is a dragon. Therefore, Farquarte is a dragon.”

“Now, wait a minute. There has to be a flaw
in your argument,” the lawyer protested.

“There is none. He was an apprentice dragon,
he is the adopted son of a dragon, and he has been recognized as a
dragon by me, the highest authority on dragons in the land.
Therefore...”

“Ipso facto,” I added, because I’d read it
somewhere and I thought it sounded all lawyerly.

“Shut up, Son. Don’t interrupt your father
when he is talking. Therefore, Mr. Mouthpiece Esquire, Farquarte is
a dragon.”

The lawyer moaned.

“As such, he is protected by the Endangered
Species Act.”

“Royal Edict 42,” I smirked. “257-3/42F,
section 6U.”

* * *

That was how I achieved dragonhood. It was
pretty cool, if you thought about it. I was legally recognized by
the Crown as one of only two dragons in the kingdom.

I was a rare and wonderful being.

As for the apprentice thing, I had
plans. Fechum couldn't keep an eye on the gold all the time...


Chapter Two: Pressed Virgin Under
Glass

 


Life as a Fechum's adopted son wasn't very
different from my life as a dragon's apprentice. I still looked
like a skinny human youth, around sixteen years old. I still
dressed in rags and shoveled his dung, but instead of calling my
work “doing apprentice's duties” we called it “doing my chores”. As
winter descended I was grateful for the warmth of Dad’s cave.

I began to enjoy polishing the gold almost as
much as Dad. We talked about the history of each piece, and I
learned a little of Dad's personal history as well.

“Dad,” I asked him. “What is this one?”

He smiled. “I got that from my father,
Farquarte, and he got it from his. The coin in your hand is about
three thousand years old.

I couldn't imagine anything that old. “What
is this metal?”

“It's white gold, Son. It came from the mines
of the far east, on the continent of Hellanbeyond.” He stretched
his wings and I noticed long scars on them that I hadn't seen
before. “My grandfather was part eastern dragon.” His eyes grew a
dark azure and he snorted in derision. “They think they are gods
over there.”

“Continent?” I was unfamiliar with the word.
“What's Hellanbeyond like?”

Settling his wings, he laid his muzzle on his
paws. “It's mostly rocky shoreline, I've heard. A very small plain
and a chain of mountains that make this one look like an ant hill.
My grandfather flew here to escape the thieving dwarves.” His
eyebrow ridges lowered and his eyes flashed red. “I had a run in
with them myself. They covet gold and gems, Farquarte. You have to
watch out for dwarves.”

“Where are the dwarves, Dad? I've only heard
stories about them. Maybe they've all died out.”

He snorted again, emitting a tiny jet of
flame that made me scramble for the protection of a stalagmite.
“Good riddance.”

Things were pretty quiet for a while. Winter
passed and spring thawed the brook near the foot of the mountain. I
spent my afternoons copying Dad’s cookbook or fishing. I could sell
what I didn't eat to Krugerville's general supply store, buying the
little niceties that a dragon never needs. I needed a new razor
once in a while, and soap never hurt.

Then the government stepped in again. Now
that I was considered to be a dragon, at least by the lawyers, I
had to be kept in my “natural habitat”. I was confined to the cave
and the surrounding mountainside. I was supplied daily with ten
sheep and two cows, and charged accordingly by the Krugerville
Farmers' Guild. Because Dad didn't need anything else, I didn't get
anything else. That was fine for Dad. After all, he was a
hundred-foot-long reptile. I was a dragon in name only.

I had needs. I wanted fresh clothes, and oh
yes, toilet paper would be nice. Looking around the rocky
mountainside, with only scrub grass and scraggly bushes to cover
the dry soil, I could see I was going to have a tough year.

I snuck off the reservation and checked out
the ranger’s house. It was at the foot of Dragon Mountain, a pine
log cabin with a neat little porch attached to the front. I hid in
the bushes and waited until I saw his tall, muscular form stalking
down the road to Krugerville; he always stalked, you know. I used
to tease it about it, calling him Ranger Leadfoot. Needless to say,
I wasn't his favorite dragon.

Lord, his cabin was a thing to behold. He had
all kinds of amazing things in there. My mouth watered as I gazed
in through his bedroom window at the fluffy bedspread and the
neatly folded clothes. With any luck I could even steal a new pair
of underwear; my sheepskin loincloth was getting a little rank.

The glass was thin. It didn’t take a moment
to smash it.

I hastened through the little three room
shack, stuffing goodies into a stolen pillowcase, and then spotted
a door to my left. As it swung open I gazed with wide eyes at the
incredible sight I beheld. He had a deep bathtub with some strange
metal attachment hooked up to it. I stripped and climbed in. The
steel tub felt cool on my backside. There was a porcelain knob with
the letter H carved on top, and one with the letter C. Curious, I
twisted them and of all things, fresh clear water jetted out.

I plugged the hole in the bottom of the tub
and leaned back. As steam filled the room, I drifted off to
sleep…

As I soared above the clouds on Dad’s back,
with a sack of gold mounted before me, something grabbed me by the
neck and shook me hard enough to rattle my teeth. The dream faded
and I found myself staring into the narrowed eyes of the
ranger.

“What the hell do you think you’re doing?” he
hissed through clenched teeth.

“What did you wake me up for?” I found myself
jerked out of the tub. As I was dragged across the room I snagged
the pillowcase, but he jerked it out of my hand.

Tossing me out of his door, the ranger
yelled, “And don’t come back!” The door thudded closed with a force
that shook the porch, sending little clouds of dust swirling down
from the roof to coat my wet hair.

“What about my pants?”

The door opened and my dirty clothes shot out
to hit me in the face. I heard the door slam again and his voice
yelled, “Damned dragon!”

“I heard that,” I shouted, but the door
stayed closed. Muttering about damned rangers, I walked back up the
mountain to complain to Dad.

* * *

After my confinement to the mountain the Park
Ranger called a halt to the sheep and cow deliveries. “They're
making an awful mess,” he complained to the mayor, and glaring at
me, added, “Until you eat what's been delivered, Farquarte, you
can't have any more.”

The mayor protested, “But … I'm under royal
orders. Edict Glu, paragraph 10 says we have to bring him the
livestock or we're endangering him.”

The Park Ranger kicked a large cow patty off
the path and snapped, “What about Royal Edict P, subsection U?
'There shall be no toxic waste dumped on a Royal Reservation Park.'
Sheep and cattle manure is covering the mountainside. What do you
have to say to that?”

“Um, it's good for the soil?” the mayor
ventured, then looked around at the rocky landscape. “The scrub
grass has never looked better.”

“His cattle are starving and seven sheep have
been killed by wolves. It's getting dangerous for the tourists to
come up here.”

“On a dragon reserve?” The mayor's eyes
narrowed. “Imagine that.” He turned to me. “When are you going to
eat these animals?”

“Hey, I'm just a little dragon, not a full
grown one like Fechum,” I replied. “I don't need that much meat. I
could use a new pair of pants, though,” I added hopefully.

“Well, they're your livestock,” the Ranger
turned to me, waving his arm toward the populated hillside, “and
they’re polluting the mountain. Clean this mess up!”

In the end they sold my livestock to pay for
cleaning up the dung. I was given one sheep each week and a cow a
fortnight. It was still too many, so the farmers started poaching,
capturing them and then bringing them back to us on delivery day.
They sold us the same livestock over and over.

Dad was unsympathetic to my plight. “You're
thinking like a human, Farquarte,” he said, wrinkling his snout.
“Dragons don't take crap the way you do. Who are these humans to
confine you to one stretch of land? Go into town and take what you
need.”

“Easy for you to say that, Dad,” I snapped,
my face hot. “I'm not a hundred feet long.”

He snorted, knocking me off of my feet.
“That's just an excuse.” His eyes darkened to a stormy grey and he
reared his head proudly, knocking a few stalactites loose from the
cave ceiling. “Take tribute, because it is your due.”

I dodged the falling spears of rock and ran
from the cave, yelling something about what he could do with his
tribute. Muttering, my fists clenched, I wandered over to the
mountain road, deep in thought.

It was still spring on the mountain. Berries
and roots could be found near the foothills, half a days trek down
the mountain. It was just outside the reservation boundaries, so I
had to be careful not to get caught.

On the western slope of the mountain, down
the trade route toward Schoffield, the trees hung heavy with wild
fruit, but winter would be here sooner or later. Without a fresh
source of fruit to last me through the cold months, I would not
survive.

For a while, I begged food and luxuries from
the few tourists who made it up the mountain path to stare at
Fechum's cave entrance. They would give me little goodies in
exchange for “Authentic Dragon Rocks”. Then the Park Ranger found
out and put up signs: “Please don't feed the dragons”.

The scientists tried to sneak into the cave
to spy on Dad, and he had a little scientist sushi. That gave me an
idea. I approached Professor Breathe, the head scientist, with an
offer to guide his men into the cave safely. He was thrilled, and
Dragon's Den Tours was born.

My first conducted tour got off to a rocky
start. Dad was a solitary soul, and didn’t appreciate having a
gaggle of humans invading his privacy.

As I led these intrepid men into the dragon’s
den, he licked his lips. “Dinner already?” His eyes swirled like
jewels in the darkened cave, and he favored them with a razor-lined
grin. “How nice. Fresh meat.”

One of the scientists rushed forward with a
tape measure and began measuring his incisors. I stared in awe as,
only inches away from a messy demise, he happily recorded his
findings in a little notebook, then rushed back to his flock to
share the number with his colleagues.

Dad didn’t know how to respond. Staring at
them, he allowed his mouth to drop open, which was a mistake. The
scientists surged forward, intent on examining his gullet.

I was sure they’d be examining it from the
inside. Instead Dad just sat there, jaws gaping wide as he listened
to their muttered exclamations of awe. Next he let them touch,
measure and count the living scales along his legs, back and belly.
In the past months they’d handled scales Dad threw off. They had
tested them for water and fire resistance, weighing them, doing all
kinds of occult and sciencey things to the scales until I thought
scientists must be as mad as wizards, but this was apparently
different.

“Ooo, it's warm,” breathed a chubby
scientist, his eyes glazed over and his fingers trembling as he
stroked a scale on Dad's left flank.

I leaned back against a stalagmite and
watched the scientists as they circled, fascinated, around a very
temperamental man-eating reptile a full hundred feet long, and
thought my suspicions confirmed. If they were not mad, they were
certainly suicidal. I waited for Dad to have lunch.

He disappointed me. “Farquarte,” Dad cooed in
a stomach-churning voice I’d never heard him use before. “These are
men of true discretion. They know quality when they see it.” He
started to preen.

I had to excuse myself.

* * *

The conducted tours continued. I called them
scientific excursions and handed out complimentary notebooks and
specimen jars filled with dragon dung, of which there was plenty.
Unfortunately, the Park Ranger heard about it and shut me down. He
notified the tax collectors and my profits were confiscated. That
Park Ranger was really starting to work on my last nerve.

I tried to grow a garden, but my government
food ate the crops.

Desperate, I went to Dad. “I need an
allowance.”

He didn't even dignify this with an answer.
He just looked up at the heavens as if to ask the Dragon God where
he'd gone wrong. Dad expected me to forage, like a good dragon. He
sighed. “Son, how do you suppose I got all this gold? Try to think
like a dragon, and it'll come to you. I have faith in you,
Farquarte,” he said unconvincingly.

He was right; I was going about things like a
human would. I began to wonder ... how would Dad have handled this
situation if he were me?

He'd ravage the country in a Fiery Wash of
Dragon's Vengeance, that's what he'd do. That's not an option open
to me, I thought, kicking a stone in frustration.

No one took my dragonhood seriously, not even
Dad.

Angry, I stomped out of the cave and spotted
a lovely young thing sunning herself on a nearby rock. Thirsting
for human companionship, among other things, I walked over.

She smelled me coming.
“OOOoo! Don't you ever
bathe?”

“It's not me,” I lied. “It's the sheep. Who
are you?”

“I am the lovely maiden Alyssa, daughter of
the Mayor of Krugerville.” She sniffed, and wrinkled her pert,
aristocratic nose.

I grinned as the words sank in. “Did you say,
'maiden'?”

“Yes, what of it?” She smoothed her skirt and
tossed her silken hair.

“Are you, dare I say it, a virgin?” I asked,
scratching my fleas. I’d have to keep her away from the Park
Ranger. He had a penchant for virgins.

“Of course I am. Who are you?”

“I am a dragon.”

Her deep, blue eyes widened in fear, then
turned suspicious. “You don't look like a dragon to me,” she
protested.

“Trust me. I'm a dragon.” I grinned as I
pulled her off the rock. She set up an awful caterwauling but I ran
to the cave, dragging her into my lair before the men from the
Krugerville Tourist Association saw us. Alyssa's screeching woke
Dad, and he demanded to know what was going on.

“I've got her,” I exclaimed, hauling in
the fair maiden. “I've got a virgin.” I was so proud of myself. I
was a real dragon now,
boy!

“A virgin?” He looked at her closely. Then he
took a deep breath. His eyes glazed over and I saw drool glistening
on his scaly lips. “They're hard to come by these days. Hold her
down, Son. I'll get the cookbook.”

“Wait a second, she's
my virgin.”

He looked at me with sad dragon eyes.
“Surely, you're not going to keep her all for yourself, Farquarte.
I haven't had fresh virgin in years.”

Neither had I, but that was beside the point.
“I'm not gonna cook her yet, Dad. I'm holding her for ransom.”
Alyssa was struggling, which was mildly distracting, so I tied her
to a stalagmite.

“My son.” Dad's voice was bursting with
pride. “Your first kidnapping. I knew you'd get the hang of being a
dragon, sooner or later.”

“If her father refuses to pay, then you can
eat her,” I told him.

Alyssa fainted.

“Thank you, Farquarte,” he said
gratefully.

* * *

At first, it was hard to convince the mayor
that I intended to eat her. “You don't look the type.”

Opening up Dad's cookbook, I began to
read aloud from one of his virgin recipes, to wit,
Pressed Virgin Under Glass. “Take
twenty pounds of delicate virgin veal. Put through meat grinder.
Add melted butter, about a cup full, and whip until the mixture is
a fine pink shade. Then sauté virgin giblets in cooking sherry...”
I snapped the book shut and looked over at the trussed Alyssa,
leering. “Yum!”

The Ranger‘s eyes widened and he stuttered,
“Well, if you don’t like her, give her to me. There’s no need to
kill her.”

“Are you kidding? Dragons
loooove virgins.”

The mayor threatened me. “I can always hire a
knight to do a little dragon slaying.” He glared at me as if I was
the little dragon he had in mind.

“Sorry, Your Honor, he's under royal
protection. The Endangered Species Act, don't you know.” The Park
Ranger folded his arms, his jaw set.

Professor Breathe spoke up. “We could
vivisect him.” He peered at me through thick lenses. I didn’t like
the sound of that. Dad snorted and commented that cutting someone
open would probably endanger them. Professor Breathe snapped his
fingers and looked disappointed.

“Well, what about this kidnapping thing then?
Can you stop him?”

The Park Ranger shook his head. “You have to
understand, Mayor. As a dragon, Farquarte is entitled to engage in
all acts of dragon nature, such as gathering a hoard and eating
virgins. Besides,” he whispered, “Fechum wouldn't like it if we
tried.” He sighed dramatically, gazing at the lovely Allysa with a
longing that made my hand itch to punch him. “What a pity.”

Dad, over in the corner, growled, “I like
Virgin a L'orange, myself.”

I flipped the pages in the cookbook and began
reading aloud from the recipes. The mayor turned an interesting
shade of green and paid up.

* * *

So, now I had my first kidnapping under my
belt. I was getting used to being a dragon. Dad and I were getting
along better, and it felt good to have his approval. I knew the
money wouldn't last, but now the mayor knew that he was dealing
with a dragon and I was not to be taken lightly. It was a good
feeling. I wondered how long it would last.


Chapter Three: Pyromania

 


The harsh summer sun dried grass a brittle
amber on Dragon Mountain. I was taking a late afternoon nap when
the Park Ranger’s hammer woke me, banging loudly and disrupting a
particularly erotic dream featuring dancing soap bars and a flea
shampoo bubble bath. I’ll refrain from mentioning the young lady in
the dream, because I am a gentleman and because she has very good
aim with a frying pan.

My eyes narrowed and my fists clenched, I
stalked out of the cave to see him disappearing down the mountain
trail. A new sign was hammered to the scraggly tree near the cave
mouth. Excited, I pulled it down and carried it into the cave.

Dad wasn’t impressed. “Who cares about a
summer festival?” He grumbled and huffed smoke at me.

“There’ll be cake and fruit and booths with
honey rolls. Dad, change into human form and let’s go.”

He shook his head and snorted at me. “Not
interested. All they want is to separate me from my gold.”

“Oh come on, Dad, it’ll be fun. At night they
set off fireworks.”

“We can see the fireworks from here. Dragons
are confined to the reserve.”

“But … it’s the festival.”

“That’s for humans.” He lowered his head and
tucked it under one scarred wing. His rumbling snore cut off any
further protest I might have had. My face felt hot. I glared at him
and tried to stomp out of the cavern but my wretched shoes only
succeeded in making weak, flapping noises on the rock floor.
Kicking pebbles, I stormed out of the cavern and took the dirt
trail down the mountain.

I found the Ranger sitting on his shaded
porch. His chair squeaked gently as he rocked it to and fro,
sipping from a tall cup. I sniffed the air. The tangy smell of
oranges made my mouth water. “Can I have a drink of that?”

His blue eyes narrowed. He was still mad at
me for kidnapping Alyssa. “Dragons don’t drink orange juice.”

My stomach clenched. I muttered, “Yeah, I
forgot. Listen, about the summer festival.”

“What about it?”

The knot in my stomach relaxed. I squatted in
the grass, not minding its prickly feeling. “It’s a great party,
Ranger. They have ale, and games, dancing, oh, and when the sun
goes down there’s fireworks.”

A smile spread across his massive jaw.
“Sounds good.”

“You’ll love it. Every third summer moon we
decorate Krugerville and…”

“We?” The squeaking died as his chair stopped
rocking.

“Um, they. The humans.”

The rocking resumed, slow and even.

“Anyway, it’s next week. It’ll be a
blast.”

“I’m looking forward to it,” he replied,
sipping his orange juice.

“So am I.”

The squeaking died. “Farquarte, I hope you
don’t intend to go down there.”

“To Krugerville? Of course I do. That’s where
the festival is.”

“Oh, it’s out of the question. How are people
supposed to relax and have a good time when there’s a fire
breathing, man-eating dragon in their midst?”

I felt my jaw drop.

“No, no, it just wouldn’t be right,” he
fussed.

“But … it’s the festival.”

“Absolutely impossible.”

“Oh please? I promise I won’t eat anyone. Not
even a nibble. I’ll be a very good dragon.”

“I’m afraid it just isn’t feasible.” He
smiled at me and added, “but I’ll let you know what it was like.”
Rising, he went into his house and closed the door.

I stood a moment, and then my face grew hot.
I felt my hands clenching and unclenching. So, that’s how it
was?

I turned and ran past his cabin. Dirt kicked
up beneath my feet and the sun beat down on me. I ran down the
mountain trail toward Krugerville.

After a moment I slowed to a trot, then a
shuffle. The sun was blindingly hot. My body was soon drenched in
sweat. I felt weak and lightheaded. As the road leveled off I
spotted a large bush and crawled under it to cool off.

I lay there in the shade and thought about
everything. Dad was a recluse, refusing to budge out of his cavern.
The Ranger wasn’t used to dealing with a dragon.

“He’d better get used to it,” I mumbled. The
townspeople knew me. They hadn’t treated me any different after Dad
adopted me than before. That was part of what I constantly
complained about, but now it would work in my favor.

I’d just go down there and have a drink at
the tavern, like I had all last year. They saw me when I earned
cash by selling the fish I caught. They all knew me at the local
tavern, the Rusty Farming Implement.

I climbed out from under the bush and walked
down the mountain. The sun was dipping below the horizon. The air
was still hot and dry as I walked. A three quarter moon came out to
light my path, mirror bright in a cloudless night sky. It looked
like a pie with a bite taken out of it. I enjoyed the walk and the
sensation of being AWOL from the mountain reserve.

Soon a shaft of yellow light filtered through
the darkness. Following a bend in the road, I came upon the tavern.
Sitting on the outskirts of town, the Rusty Farming Implement was a
simple wooden building with a low roof and windows that were open
in the summer heat. It bled light, noise and the smell of good,
strong ale into the night air. I felt my face split into a wide
grin. Picking up speed I trotted toward the light. The sounds of
shouting and laughter within made my pulse quicken. I swung open
the door and walked into the common room like I belonged.

The humans fell silent. Faces turned toward
me, eyes widened and ale mugs froze half way to thirsty mouths. I
coughed the dust from my throat and walked up to the bar. “Ale,
please. A tall mug of it, barkeeper, I’m as thirsty as a reptile
can get.”

I heard the sharp, hissing sound of a dozen
knives being pulled from scabbards. The barkeeper’s eyes narrowed
and he muttered through clenched teeth, “We don’t serve your kind
here, Dragon.”

“What? What did I do?”

“You kidnapped the mayor’s daughter.”

“I gave her back.”

“Where do you think he got the money to pay
your ransom?” a voice to my left asked. “He raised our taxes,
that’s where.”

I heard a deep voice growl, “Get a rope.”

“You’d better go.” The barkeep sneered at me.
“Take your thirst elsewhere.”

I felt my face grow hot and my stomach drop.
I backed toward the door. Before I’d even gotten outside, the
people returned to their merrymaking. I snatched a half empty
tankard and downed the stale beer defiantly, but no one looked. My
head drooped and my footsteps dragged on the plank wood floor as I
left. I stopped at the threshold and turned, looking over my
shoulder at their faces, but the door swung closed in my face.

My vision blurred. Stumbling off, I wandered,
sniffing, down the main street of town. Kidnapping Alyssa had been
a major accomplishment in my life. I thought my friends would have
been proud of me, but all they could think of was their stupid
taxes. They’d turned on me. Glancing back, I could see the cheerful
light as it poured out of the Rusty Farming Implement. The tears in
my eyes made the pale light seem to glitter.

Were dragons always this alone? Is this what
Dad had to live with? No wonder he was so grouchy. I wandered
through the shadows, thinking about it all. Was this what I really
wanted? To be hated, ostracized? To be stuck on a mountain with a
hundred foot reptilian grouch?

I thought about Dad, his azure eyes swirling,
his snide comments and scarred wings. I thought about leaving. My
chest tightened and I felt a lump in my throat. I remembered the
thrill I’d felt when he’d deferred to me during the kidnapping.

Yes, I wanted to be a dragon. I’d
started out wanting to learn magic, now I wanted to
be magic. That’s what Dad was, pure
magic. I wanted to be just like him, but it was so hard, sometimes.
Looking up, I saw the incomplete moon and whispered, “I know how
you feel.”

Dad and I were arguing more these days. The
money from the kidnapping hadn’t lasted. The townsfolk raised their
prices and I got poor again within the week. The mayor ignored my
protests and made a tacky comment about my sheepskin hat. I
threatened him with a Fiery Wash of Dragon's Vengeance, but he
looked unimpressed. Perhaps if I had a scaly hide and fangs, he'd
take me serious. Stuck in this human body, I wasn't impressing
anyone.

I decided it was time for a good
old-fashioned dragon rampage. I struck in the dead of night,
slipping off the reservation armed with a sack made of sheepskin, a
few dragon scales and a tinderbox. Creeping into town, I broke into
the general supply store and filled the sack with the stuff my
dreams were made of. Soap, razors, sweets and a pair of pants, a
new hat and shoes that weren't made of sheepskin, a can of pickles,
a pocket knife - heck, I even got a few leafs of vellum and a pot
of ink. I was still determined to learn magic, and hoped that I
could talk Dad into looking through his treasure. Maybe there was a
book tucked down among his tons of gold that had a spell or two. I
stuffed a few things into my shirt pocket. Dropping a scale on the
floor, I snuck out.

As I left, I tried to light a fire in a
scraggly bush near the town square. This would show them not to
mess with Farquarte the Fearful.

I was kneeling by the bush, trying to figure
out how to work the flint and steel, when Igor, the town guardsman,
tapped me on the shoulder. “What are you doing off of the
reservation?” he demanded.

Looking up, I reflected that I'd never really
noticed how big he was. “Um … just visiting.”

“Visiting a bush?” His scowl deepened and his
hand went to his waistband, fingering the pommel of his knife. “Are
you sure you're not just visiting the general supply store? Someone
has broken in there and made a mess.”

I tried to look innocent. “Was anything
taken?”

He glowered at me, and pointed to the sack
slung over my shoulder.

I looked around, and then smiled sheepishly.
“Oh, that.” Laughing nervously, I handed him the sack and took off.
I was wearing the shoes and pants I'd stolen, and I was determined
to keep them.

Igor gave chase, and almost caught me. We ran
through the dark night. I heard his shout, and the sound of his
heavy boots pounding on the cobbled street, but he was too old and
fat to catch me. As his footsteps receded behind me, I laughed and
slowed down.

I was just passing the tavern when a drunk
staggered out. Colliding with him, I fell sprawling on the street.
I could smell the whiskey on his breath as he landed on the top of
me.

Struggling, I managed to climb out from
underneath him, and was scrambling away when the moonlight showed a
pair of boots right in front of me. I looked up and saw Igor's
scowling face. Wheezing for breath, he grabbed my collar and hauled
me to my feet. I was dragged into the tavern and surrounded by
angry men. As Igor, gasping and holding his side, managed to tell
of my break in the customers began muttering. One of them punched
me, and I sat down on the hard wooden floor, stunned. Igor grabbed
the man's arm. “You can't do that,” he snarled, glaring at me.
“He's under royal protection.”
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