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William stepped gingerly over the gnarled, exposed roots of a tree, then leaned wearily 
against the rough bark.  The sun was beginning to set, the temperature was dropping, and 
William was far from home. 
 
No, he corrected himself, I don't have a home anymore.  He was in self-imposed exile, 
pushing his way out into the world hoping that what he left behind was somehow better 
for his absence. 
 
Though he was only twelve, and therefore still a boy in the eyes of most people, William 
felt he bore a man sized burden of woe.  Atherton had not been an easy place to grow up 
in without a father.  Harder still when that father had died leaving his widow and son 
deeply in debt. 
 
Atherton was an affluent city, a center for commerce in the region, and the gap between 
middle-class and poor was a deep chasm.  William was, by law, too young to work as a 
freeman, and his mother had no money to buy his passage into a guild.  So, as his mother 
struggled to hold two jobs, William could contribute nothing. 
 
Added to that was the daily torture of school.  His mother insisted on it, though the fees 
were a horrible drain on their resources.  The other children who attended were the 
offspring of merchants, guildsmen, government officials, the backbone of the middle-
class.  They hated William for no other reason than that he was poor, and they ensured 
that every day he chose to mingle with them was a day of misery. 
 
The other poor children saw William as pretentious, and they refused to listen as he tried 
to tell them that school was nothing he wanted for himself.  And so, on all fronts, William 
had been ostracized, and he remained friendless. 
 
He shivered, remembering.  His stomach growled, reminding him that his last meal was 
long ago.  He pushed away from the tree, glancing up at the sky.  It would be night soon, 
and these woods, with the trees already bare in preparation for the coming winter, offered 
little in the way of shelter.  Not for the first time since entering the forest, William wished 
he had stayed on the road. 
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For now, however, the road was off limits.  He had left Atherton at the break of dawn, 
slipping through the city gates just as the morning watch opened them.  By noon he had 
passed all the outlying farms and had turned down the Old West Road, which was little 
traveled this time of year.  He would not have been missed until mid-afternoon, yet when 
he heard horses approaching behind him, William feared the City Guard might be after 
him.  On horseback, Guardsmen could have easily caught up to him. 
 
He had decided to take no chance on being returned to Atherton.  Before the approaching 
riders could have seen him, William had dashed off the road and into the forest.  Hiding 
behind the trees and shrubbery, he had not been able to see who the riders were, but he 
had remained undetected.  Afterwards, he had concluded that it was as easy to run away 
from home through the forest as on the open road, and he continued deeper into the 
wood. 
 
The light was growing dim.  William stumbled over an unseen root and decided he 
should go no further this day.  He looked up at the tree whose root had tripped him, a 
thick, very old oak.  A few leaves still clung stubbornly to the lower branches, the rest 
having released their hold to flutter to the ground, and they lay in a thick blanket all about 
the base of the tree.  The roots reached out like arms, forming hollows and crannies inside 
of which the leaves were deep.  William waded into one he judge to be the right size, 
digging into the leaves with his feet. 
 
Surprisingly, the leaves were warm in the lower layers.  William hunkered down, pulling 
the leaves over him like a blanket, and waited for night to fall. 
 
He imagined being at home, how warm the fire would feel, how tasty and filling the 
meager supper would be.  It was, he decided, mostly the dragons' fault he was here.  That 
and his dreams. 
 
It was only yesterday that all his troubles seemed to come to a head.  He had been 
limping away from his latest beating and had come upon the crowd gathered in the town 
square.  A company of the King's Guard had arrived, looking for Sir Andrew, the town's 
benefactor.  Sir Andrew was the Royal Dragonslayer, and the dragons had recently 
emerged from hiding, causing mischief, and Sir Andrew was needed. 
 
But the soldiers had found his castle empty, and not even the servants who remained 
knew where the aging Lord Protector had gone.  Neither did anyone in the town, but the 
rumors abounded. 
 
Everyone feared the dragons.  In the past, they had laid towns to waste, destroyed armies, 
caused kingdoms to fall.  Yet for almost two millennia, Thoria had been safe.  An 
unbroken line of Dragonslayers had kept the dragons tame, protecting the kingdom.  Sir 
Andrew seldom made appearances in town.  He was old, presumably weak, and somehow 
the dragons must have learned of it and decided to become active again. 
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William had dreamed of dragons that very night, a vision of Atherton being destroyed, 
his mother screaming.  He had awoke in a sweat, and just at that moment a shadow had 
passed over the house, momentarily blotting out the pale moonlight.  From his window, 
William had seen the silhouette of a great dragon soaring over the city.   
 
For a while, even after the dragon had disappeared from sight, William had remained 
rooted to the spot in fear.  He had never thought of himself as superstitious, but he knew 
an omen when he saw one.  The dream and the sighting seemed to go hand in hand, and 
he believed with every ounce of his being that if he stayed in Atherton the curse of his 
life would spread, and the dragons would come to destroy them. 
 
And so he had left.  No more would he be an object of ridicule and scorn, no longer a 
burden to anyone, least of all his long suffering mother.  In leaving, he felt, he had taken 
his curse with him, and his mother and Atherton with all its uncaring citizens would be 
safe. 
 
Darkness fell like a hammer.  The last vestige of the sun vanished with a muted flash, and 
the blackness of the night rushed out to cover the sky.  Only the pinpricks of stars 
remained, their light struggling feebly to push through the velvet texture of the darkness.  
There was no moon, and the wind which rushed through the trees was chill, carrying the 
flavor of mountain ice and whispering into William's ear promises of an early winter.  
There was little warmth in the threadbare jacket he wore, and little more to be gained 
from the mounds of leaves he pulled over himself.  But there was little else he could do.  
Even had he the means to start a fire he dared not, lest he be discovered and taken back to 
the city. 
 
The old, leafless trees groaned in the wind, complaining bitterly against such rough 
treatment.  William hunkered down beneath his makeshift blanket, shivering.  He could 
see no further than the next tree, and he strained his ears listening, but there was nothing 
to hear.  He was the only living thing out in the cold weather.  Everyone and everything 
else was too smart to leave the cozy comfort of their homes to brave the outside air, all 
that is but William.  But, he reflected, he was without choice in the matter.  Better to be 
here at the mercy of the elements than to continue being a burden to his poor mother.   
 
The thought of his mother brought a certain pain, a pang of longing which made the chill 
of the air seem to reach into his very soul.  There would be sadness, he knew, but it 
would be short lived.  Helena would have to realize how much better her life would be 
now.  In fact, William tried to convince himself, the only one in Atherton who would 
miss him at all would be the bully Trent.  But given time, even he would find someone 
new to torture. 
 
William hunkered down lower in his makeshift bed, trembling.  The hollow within his 
breast deepened, a chasm opening to swallow his tiny soul.  Soundlessly, without quite 
knowing why, William began to weep.  Life, he realized, a good life, has less to do with 
who you want to be than what others make you become.  All things considered, he would 
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rather have been home warm by the fire, where even if his belly was not quite full after 
the usually meager supper, at least it would not be totally empty.   
 
Those were considerations best forgotten.  It might be a long time before he felt either 
warmth or the weight of food in his belly.  If he was lucky, he told himself, he might not 
survive the night, and then the world would truly be better off.  Shivering, William at last 
drifted into a fitful sleep. 
 
And he dreamed. 
 
He stood before a great dragon, the King of all dragons, scales shining brightly as it rose 
to tremendous height over him.  Alabaster horns swept gracefully from the beast's head 
above two glowing red eyes.  Wings as wide as the sky stretched out from the dragon's 
back, leathery and tough.  It's powerful legs were curled beneath it, each limb ending in 
razor sharp claws.  Slowly, the beast inclined it's head, dropping it's baleful gaze from the 
far horizon to rest on William's tiny, trembling form.    
 
He should have been afraid, he knew this.  Even dream dragons were frightening things, 
and a person only dreamed of one like this when his life had reached some monumental 
crossroads.  Or when they were about to die.  But William could not be afraid of change, 
having already cast away his old life, and in the misery of his loneliness death was not 
undesirable outcome either.  He forced his spine to straighten, tossing his head back and 
staring up into the dragon's glowing gaze.  Still, no one could stand before such a sight 
and not feel at least a little afraid.  But he could pretend to be brave.  It was, after all, only 
a dream. 
 
"Is it, now?"  the great dragon spoke, then it laughed with the sound of distant thunder.  
"And what makes you so sure of that, little warrior?" 
 
"Because I'm not afraid," William answered, unsurprised to be having a conversation 
with a dragon or with the realization that it had read his mind. 
 
"Unafraid?" the dragon asked doubtfully.  "Then you must be a fool." 
 
William scowled, not exactly the wisest thing to do when staring into a dragon's eyes.  
"I'm not a fool, " he said, defiantly.   
 
"Certainly, you must be," the dragon laughed again.  "Why else would you be here, 
shivering in the woods at night, all alone?  Only one who is very foolish would leave a 
comfortable home only to run away from his fears." 
 
William drew himself up, trying to stand taller, straighter.  "That's not why I ran away," 
he argued.  "I did it for my mother." 
 
The dragon laughed harder, shaking the trees around them.  "Really, now?" It asked, 
skeptically.  "And how does your absence from her life benefit her?" 
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"She's worked her whole life,"  William said, angry now at the beast.  "I was just another 
burden.  Without me there she can afford to live better." 
 
The dragon said nothing.  It sat unmoving, staring down at William from its great height, 
more like a statue than a living creature.  William shifted his weight nervously, wishing 
he would wake up.  This dream was more than a little disturbing. 
 
"She's better off without me," William mumbled, casting his eyes down.  "Everyone is." 
 
The dragon sighed, a deep roaring wind which rustled William's hair.  "And what of her 
love for you?" it said.  "Your leaving has already caused her considerable anguish.  Did 
you stop to think, even once, that your reasons for leaving are somewhat selfish?" 
 
William took a step back, abashed.  "No," he said in a halting voice.  "That's not true." 
 
"Isn't it?" the dragon said smugly.  "It seems to me you are only running away.  A man 
would stand and face his fears, face the problems which vex him.  But then, you are only 
a boy.  Eh?" 
 
William clenched his fists.  Anger rose in him like a gale wind, fueled as much by the 
truth in the dragon's words as by the insult.  "You know nothing," he shouted bitterly.  
"You're just a beast, an animal.  You could never understand what it's like being weak, 
being poor, being... being human." 
 
It was the dragon's turn to take a step back, as if anything so large and fierce could be 
intimidated by the onslaught of the boy's wrath.  "Yes," it said at last.  "There may be 
hope for you yet." 
 
As quickly as it had come, the anger dissipated, leaving William feeling cold and empty.  
He looked up at the dragon's face, and for the first time he noticed the beast was smiling.   
 
"There is something inside you crying for release," the dragon said.  "Every boy has a 
dragon inside of him.  And when it roars, then you will be a man."  The dragon spread its 
wings suddenly, stretching them to their full span and casting William into shadow. 
 
"I think," it said as the wings began to beat, "that it is time for you to awaken."  The 
creature's hind legs kicked powerfully, launching the dragon into the sky.  The great 
wings beat against the air, and William was blasted with a downdraft of warm air.  He 
cast his arm across his face to shield his eyes, crying out as he watched the dragon soar 
into the sky with majestic beauty, and William's heart soared with it. 
 
And he woke.  He was still buried in the leaves beneath the gnarled oak tree, but the wind 
had turned warmer.  It stirred the leaves into motion, swirling them about William's head 
before flinging them into the morning sky.  William stretched, yawned, and looked 
around him. 
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He was still in the woods, but they looked less forsaken in the pink light of dawn.  It was 
still cold, but somehow the air had less bite, as though the dream dragon's warmth burned 
within him.  The dream had seemed so real, and for a while William was unable to 
convince himself that it did not actually happen.  Dragon's were known to have strange 
powers, after all, and they could easily have influenced his dreams. 
 
William climbed stiffly from his makeshift bed and brushed himself off.  His stomach 
rumbled, reminding him that it had been a long time since he last had a meal.  He looked 
around hopefully, but nothing looked even remotely appetizing.  He shrugged, and began 
to walk. 
 
He was determined to continue north, for that was the direction the dragon had flown in 
his dream.  That was a common link in everything, it seemed.  News of the dragons' 
return had triggered these strange dreams, and had to some degree inspired William's 
trek.  He shivered, drawing his coat closer around his shoulders. 
 
He crossed two streams within the first hour, stopping to drink at the first.  He was unsure 
if it was safe, but his thirst didn't care.  He drank until his stomach felt full, pushing his 
face into the cold water.  Beyond the second stream the forest thinned, opening finally 
onto a small meadow.  The grass had long since withered, sleeping away the long winter, 
and William was halfway across when he began to smell the tantalizing aroma of cooking 
food.   
 
He turned, following the scent of bacon and bread, breaking into a run as he entered the 
forest again.  There was no guessing what he might find, plenty of unsavory people called 
the forests around Atherton home.  Yet he could not deny the urgings of his stomach.  
Within minutes he came upon another meadow, and this one had more in it than dormant 
grass. 
 
Three large tents dominated the small area.  They were white, small flags fluttering at the 
peak of each, and the wonderful smell emanated from the largest.  Cautiously, William 
crept around the camp.  Horses and a covered wagon came into view, yet he saw no 
people.  He tried to walk quietly, feeling a need for stealth.   
 
Suddenly, a large hand fell on his shoulder, and William felt himself being spun around 
like a rag doll.  He stumbled backward, looking up at an enormous man who seemed to 
have sprung up from the very ground,  towering over William, as broad as a horse's flank, 
his large arms exposed and rippling with muscle.  The man's head was shaved, and his 
skin was tan and weathered from long exposure to the elements.   
 
William felt his knees begin to tremble.  The thought of food had vanished from his 
mind, and all he could think of was whether or not he could outrun this giant of a man.  
He tensed himself, ready to spring aside should the stranger attack, but having gotten 
William's attention the man seemed content to just stand there, unspeaking. 
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"You there!" came a shout.  William jumped.  He glanced cautiously at the source, at the 
man who had emerged from the large tent.  "What are you doing here?" the man 
demanded. 
 
Once again, William was surprised.  The man wore no armor, carried no lance or sword, 
and was far older than the figure in the portraits William had seen, but there was no 
mistaking who he was.  Dressed simply in faded blue trousers and a light yellow shirt, 
holding a plate of fried eggs in one hand and a cup in the other, was Sir Andrew. 
 
"I said," Sir Andrew repeated, "Who are you and what are you doing in my camp?"  His 
voice, though cracking with age, still carried the ringing tone of authority.  William 
glanced nervously between the large, silent man and the somewhat comical figure of Sir 
Andrew, wondering if he should be feeling relieved or frightened. 
 
"I'm lost sir," William said, his voice sounding distant and hollow to his ears.   
 
"What's that?"  Andrew said gruffly.  "Lost?  Goodness, lad!  What on earth were you 
thinking?  Don't you know these woods are dangerous?"  William knew the forest was a 
haven for all sorts of unsavory characters, but it was also a good place to loose oneself 
when not being found was a priority. 
 
"Hmph," Andrew grunted.  "You don't look very dangerous, I suppose.  What's your 
name?" 
 
"William, sir,"  the boy replied.   
 
"Well, William," Andrew said, softening, "you look hungry."  He waved at William, 
motioning him to follow.  "Come on, boy," he said, "I suppose I'll have to do the 
charitable thing and feed you.  Bring him along Gus." 
 
The giant was suddenly beside William, laying a large hand gently on the boy's shoulder.  
He gestured wordlessly toward the place Sir Andrew had gone.  The promise of food 
overwhelmed William's sense of caution, and he allowed himself to be propelled along 
into the pavilion. 
 
William was placed on a log in front of the small fire and Gus quickly shoved a plate full 
of food into his hands.  Hunger won out over politeness and William began to eat 
ravenously. 
 
The food was delicious.  William did not need to ask for another helping when the plate 
became empty.  Gus was ready with a fresh plate just as William put the last bite into his 
mouth.  Sir Andrew, having already finished, leaned back contentedly against one of the 
wagon's wheels and languidly puffed on a pipe. 
 
"You know, sir," William said between mouthfuls, "they're looking for you." 
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Andrew's eyes turned slowly to rest on William, his thoughts returning reluctantly from 
wherever they had been.  "They?" he said.  "And who, pray tell, are 'they'?" 
 
"The King's soldiers," William clarified.   
 
"Ah, yes," Andrew said, sighing.  "Them.  No, I had not known it until now, but I must 
say I had expected it."  He leaned closer to William and dropped his voice.  "The dragons 
are awake again," he said conspiratorially. 
 
William nodded. "Yes, sir," he said.  "So I've heard."  Andrew returned to his relaxed 
pose against the wagon, sending small clouds of blue smoke curling into the air. 
 
His stomach full for the first time he could remember, William set aside his plate.  "If you 
don't mind my asking, Sir Andrew," he said, as politely as he could, "if you know the 
King wants to see you, then why are you here in the forest?" 
 
"Why, hiding of course," Andrew said flatly. 
 
William was surprised at the man's honesty.  "I don't understand, sir," William persisted.  
"What are you hiding from?" 
 
Andrew scowled.  "The dragons, boy," he said, as if speaking to a dunce.  "I'm hiding 
from the dragons." 
 
"But, you're the Lord Protector," William protested, stunned at Sir Andrew's casual reply.  
"The King's Dragonslayer.  Defender of - " 
 
"Oh, stop it!"  Andrew said, somewhat angrily.  "I've heard entirely too much of that 
claptrap in my lifetime." 
 
William flinched and looked away.  He had not meant to anger the old knight, and he felt 
it was poor repayment for the meal.  Immediately, Andrew softened.  "Look, boy," he 
said gently.  "you have to understand.  I've spent my life dealing with dragons.  I never 
even had a chance to start a family."  Andrew shifted uneasily, as if the words wee 
painful. 
 
"When the dragons at last became dormant again," he continued, "I looked on it as a 
blessing.  But for years after I was still caught up in it, inside my own legend."  Andrew 
coughed and tapped out the contents of his pipe.  "Endless state functions, speeches, 
appearances, Ah!"  He spat disgustedly.  "My retirement has been the happiest time of 
my life.  I won't let it be ruined simply because no one else wanted to learn my trade." 
 
Gus appeared, gathering up items from around the fire and stowing them in the wagon.  
He had quietly taken down the tents while Andrew was talking.  Andrew stood scratching 
his gray whiskers.  William realized they were about to leave, and he was beset with 
sudden anxiety. 
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"You mean," William said, "there's nobody else to fight the dragons?" 
 
"Oh, there's plenty of people willing to fight the dragons," Andrew said, chuckling.  "Just 
no one who'll succeed."  He moved away, headed for his horse. 
 
William looked around.  Gus was efficient.  The camp had been completely packed up, 
and the large silent man was already in the driver's seat of the wagon, ready to depart.  
Andrew rode up a moment later on a powerful looking black horse. 
 
"Well, boy," he said, "it was nice talking to you, but I guess you'd best be on your way." 
 
"Yes, sir," William said, but he did not move.  There was really nowhere for him to go. 
 
"Where are you headed, anyway?"  Andrew asked. 
 
William shrugged, looking away and into the forest.  "I'm not sure, " he said, lamely. 
 
Andrew nodded, as if it was the answer he had expected.  "You're not planning on 
following us, are you?" 
 
"Sir?  No, sir!" William replied, taken aback.  "I..." 
 
"Because if you are," Andrew said, "I suppose I'll just end up feeding you again.  Hmph," 
he grunted, bending tiredly.  "Might as well just travel with us.  Save me the trouble of 
worrying about you."  He spurred his horse into a canter before William could reply. 
 
For a moment, William stood unmoving, surprised by the sudden turn of his fortunes.  
Then he was scrambling up onto the wagon to sit beside Gus.  The man flicked the reins, 
and the wagon lurched into motion.  William clutched at the seat to keep from being 
thrown off. 
 
Perhaps, William thought, my luck is changing.  The wagon rolled over a large stone, 
sending William's heavy stomach bouncing.  Or not. 
 
They traveled all day, not even stopping for lunch.  William did not miss it.  His stomach 
felt as bruised as his backside.  Gus, it turned out, was a mute, and it was just as well.  
William was too busy holding onto his seat and trying to control his stomach to talk.   
 
They stopped several hours before sunset, much to William's relief.  Andrew picked out a 
campsite within another small meadow, and soon Gus had the air filled with the aroma of 
cooking food. 
 
"Well, boy," Andrew said, clapping William on the shoulder.  "How'd you do?" 
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"Fine, sir," William said, lying.  He was fighting to keep his stomach from heaving, and 
the smell of cooking was only making him more nauseous. 
 
Andrew laughed.  "Well," he said, "I suppose you'll feel better, tomorrow."  William 
nodded, hoping the he was right. 
 
And it did get better.  Over the next few days, William began to get his traveling legs, as 
Sir Andrew called it, and the bumps and ruts which jounced the wagon seemed less and 
less disturbing.  Andrew warmed up to him as well, spending hours in the evening 
entertaining the boy with tales from his own youth. 
 
"And so," Andrew said, concluding a story one night, "there are fewer dragons each 
year." 
 
"I should think that would make you happy," William said thoughtfully. 
 
"It should, I suppose," Andrew said.  "Yet, I can't help feeling bad about it." 
 
"But the dragons are a menace," William pointed out.  "It's better this way, isn't it?" 
 
"For who?  Us, or them?"  Andrew demanded.  "Do we have the right to destroy a species 
simply because it does not bow to our will?  The world of Man might not miss the 
dragons when they are gone, but the rest of the world might."  Andrew tapped out his 
pipe.  "I know I shall," he added wistfully. 
 
William was silent.  He had grown to like Sir Andrew, though he was often eccentric.  
Mourning the extinction of a creature he had spent his life eradicating, it was more than a 
little confusing. 
 
And then, like a bolt, the solution presented itself.  "What you need," William heard 
himself saying, "is an apprentice." 
 
"Hmph!" Andrew snorted.  "I seen to be fresh out at the moment.  It's not as if there's a 
line of young men lining up for the job.  Unless, of course, you are volunteering."  
Andrew looked at William furtively.  "Are you?" he asked. 
 
"Yes," William said before he could think about it. 
 
The smile faded from Andrew's face as he realized William was serious.  "Do you 
understand what you're saying, boy?" he asked.  "It's not an easy job, and not nearly as 
glamorous as you might think.  It means a lifetime of commitment." 
 
William sighed.  He had listened to the stories Andrew told, he was aware of what the job 
was actually like.  "Sir Andrew," he said, "I've been nothing my whole life.  I think this is 
what I was meant to do.  I think I was meant to meet you in the woods that day."  And as 
he said it, he believed it. 
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Andrew started to speak, then stopped, snapping his mouth closed.  He stared at William 
for a long time, as if seeing him for the first time.    
 
"Alright, boy," Andrew said at last.  "I'll make you a deal.  If you pass my test, I'll take 
you on as my apprentice." 
 
William felt two sensations at once.  His heart soared with hope, with the promise of 
future, and his stomach sank with dread.  He meant what he had said, though the 
implications frightened him beyond words.  His dragon-sighting had been more of an 
omen than he had realized. 
 
Andrew rose, smiling at William's discomfort, and went to speak with Gus.  Shortly after, 
they all turned in for the night, but it was a long while before sleep came for William. 
 
The next day, bouncing along through the forest, William was having second thoughts.  
The wagon came to a sudden halt, nearly toppling William from his seat.  Andrew 
appeared next to him on his horse, smiling enigmatically. 
 
"Ready for your test?" he asked. 
 
William swallowed nervously, his mouth suddenly a desert.  "Yes," he said meekly. 
 
"Good," Andrew said.  "Then follow me."  He turned, slipped from his saddle, and 
walked briskly away.  William jumped from the wagon and hurried to follow. 
 
A short distance through the trees, Andrew stopped.  William heard the buzzing of bees, 
but did not see the hive, tucked into the crotch of a half rotted stump, until Andrew 
pointed it out. 
 
"That's your test," he said, pointing.  "We'll stay here about an hour.  Bring me honey 
from that hive before we leave, and you can be my apprentice."  He turned and walked 
away before William could protest. 
 
Some test, William thought bitterly.  I'll get stung to death and Sir Andrew will get a 
good laugh.  If he doesn't want me as an apprentice he should just say so. 
 
William paced around the hive several times, trying to gather his nerve.  Cautiously, he 
edged toward the mouth of the hive.  The bees were not very active, the chill air made 
them drowsy.  Still, they were active enough, and the closer William got to the hive the 
more bees seemed to buzz around his head. 
 
One landed on his face and William swatted at it in a panic.  He backed away from the 
hive in a rush.  It was no good.  He would never be able to pass this test. Sir Andrew 
really was asking too much. 
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William picked up a stick and threw it angrily at the bees.  It struck the stump, sending 
soggy, rotten wood chips flying.  The bees seemed to take no notice, but William was 
struck with inspiration. 
 
He made his way to the rear of the hive.  The bees did not seem to care who or what was 
behind the hive, they only guarded the front.  William knelt and gingerly took hold of the 
rotted stump. The wood crumbled easily in his hands.  Carefully, he began to make a 
hole, opening a rear door into the hive.  A few bees circled his head lazily, but none 
molested him. 
 
He was thankful for the cool weather.  This trick would not have worked it the bees were 
able to be more alert.  Soon he had made a hole wide enough to put his hand through. 
 
Haltingly, William reached into the hive.  Warm, fuzzy bee bodies were everywhere.  
William gently grasped one of the sticky combs and tugged gently. 
 
Suddenly, it seemed, the bees were on to him.  He felt a sharp stab of pain in his wrist as 
one bee stung him.  William gave up on stealth and jerked the comb forcefully, breaking 
off a large section.  Another bee stung his hand, then another, and bees were beginning to 
pour out of the front opening. 
 
William jerked his hand out of the hive, loosing half of his prize.  He jumped to his feet 
just as two more bees stung him, and he began to run as fast as he could. 
 
The bees, satisfied merely to drive him away, had no interest in pursuit.  William, nursing 
his abused hand, circled widely around the hive and returned to the wagon. 
 
"Congratulations!" Andrew said heartily, seeing William return.  "You are now my 
apprentice." 
 
"Thank you," William said, handing over the comb. 
 
"And," Andrew continued, "you've had your first lesson." 
 
"Sir?" 
 
"You conquered your fear," Andrew said.  "Fear is as real as you let it be.  What you 
were really afraid of wasn't the bees, but what you thought the bees might do to you." 
 
William nodded, understanding. 
 
"To get the reward," Andrew continued, swinging himself onto his horse, "you have to 
risk a few stings, and the same is true about most things in life." 
 
"I understand," William said, climbing into the wagon.  "I just wish the lesson could have 
been less painful." 
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"Pain exists to remind us what it is to be alive," Andrew said.  "If you always seek the 
easy path, to avoid life's stings, then you're not really living."  And with that he spurred 
his horse, riding away and leaving William to digest what he had said. 
 
William rubbed his swollen hand as the wagon jerked into motion.  It was true, he 
reflected, what Andrew had told him.  He recalled the dream he had that first night in the 
forest.  The dream dragon had been telling him the same thing, that running away solved 
nothing, that only by facing what he feared could he regain control of his life. 
 
The next week passed quickly.  Sir Andrew tried his best to cram William's head full of 
dragon lore.  He had never dreamed there was so much to learn, that dragons came in so 
many varieties. 
 
There were, William learned, eight basic types:  red, blue, white, gold, silver, brown, 
black, and green.  Each had unique abilities and preferred different habitats, and each had 
its own set of strengths and weaknesses.  For instance, reds could breath fire, but only in 
short bursts, and whites could read minds but only in close proximity. 
 
The litany went on seemingly forever, and William quickly became dazed by the 
onslaught of information.  Then, at the end of the week, everything changed.   
 
They had left the woods at last, but the road they had found was little better.  Damaged 
by years of traffic and weather, the road's only virtue was that it was straight.  Andrew 
had abandoned his plan to avoid roads, and despite the track's condition William was at 
least happy that they were heading somewhere, no longer wandering aimlessly. 
 
Towards mid-day, the sound of distant hooves became plain to hear.  Andrew called for a 
halt, and the group waited for the riders to overtake them.  Clambering atop the wagon, 
William was first to see the blue and silver pennants fluttering above the riders, each 
attached to a long lance. 
 
"Royal Guard!" he shouted down to Andrew, and he scrambled to get down.  Andrew, 
however, was unsurprised, and he made no attempt to avoid detection.  It would have 
been futile in any event.  Within minutes the riders had arrived, and they boxed in the 
travelers casually but firmly. 
 
"Sir Andrew," one said, obviously the leader.  "Thank heavens we've found you.  We 
thought we might miss you on the road." 
 
"Good morning, Captain," Andrew said amicably.  "I assume the King received my 
message, then?" 
 
"Yes, sir," the Captain replied, smiling.  "He's moved to Mount Khima, as you suggested, 
with two companies of soldiers." 
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"Regular army or Royal Guard?" 
 
"One of each, sir." 
 
"Excellent," Andrew said.  He did not turn to see William's astonished expression.  These 
soldiers were prepared, forewarned to expect Andrew's presence on this road.   
 
"How far to the camp?"  Andrew asked. 
 
"Not far, sir," the Captain replied.  He waved down the road, indicating the way he had 
come.  "That direction," he said, "about half a day's ride." 
 
"Then we had best be on our way," Andrew said.  The soldiers turned their horses on 
command and split into two groups, one heading off to lead the wagon, the other hanging 
back to guard the group's rear.  Andrew moved ahead to ride beside the Captain, and Gus 
steered the wagon to follow them. 
 
William stared at Sir Andrew's back, confused.  The soldiers had been expecting them, 
and they had known they would be on this road.  William had thought they were 
meandering through the forest, moving only to distance themselves from the dragons.  He 
mentally kicked himself for being so naive, so blind.  Sir Andrew's speech about fear was 
a reflection of his own philosophy, and William should have guessed then that the old 
knight was not really fleeing.  By making their way through the forest, they had actually 
shaved several days travel time off the journey from Atherton to Mount Khima. 
 
He smiled, finding himself relieved that Sir Andrew was not so much the frail old man 
after all. 
 
The Captain had been right.  By mid-afternoon the group had left the forest far behind 
and Mount Khima loomed ahead of them.  The mountain was part of the chain which 
formed the northern border of the kingdom, and it towered over its brothers.  William had 
not known before Sir Andrew told him, but Khima was infamous for its dragons.  
Located somewhere at its base was the entrance to a vast warren of caves where dragons 
came to lay their eggs. 
 
The King's camp was spread out in a large field not far from the mouth of a rocky ravine.  
There were more tents than William could count, lined up in neat rows of white canvas.  
Off to the side, the soldiers had used ropes to form a makeshift pasture where hundreds of 
horses calmly munched on the grass.  The King's tent was larger than the rest, easy to 
distinguish in the midst of the soldier's billets. 
 
The company rode through the camp briskly, only stopping when they had reached the 
King's pavilion.  Sir Andrew dismounted stiffly and followed the Captain into the tent.  
Gus made no move to follow.  Instead, after a moment, he drove the wagon to where the 
soldiers pointed, not far from the King's tent, and began to set up camp.   
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William threw himself into the work, trying to quell the nervousness he felt.  They had 
just finished erecting the tents, and Gus was building the cooking fire, when Sir Andrew 
appeared.  He looked tired, as though the years hung heavily from him. 
 
"Well," he said, resignedly, "they have me." 
 
"What's to happen," William asked eagerly, afraid of what he might hear. 
 
"I should think that is obvious," Andrew said, settling onto a stool Gus had placed near 
the fire.  "Tomorrow morning the soldiers will attack the dragons.  And I will lead them." 
 
"But before, you said-" 
 
"I know what I said, boy!"  Andrew snapped angrily.  "But there are some things in life 
you have to meet head on, even if that thing you are rushing out to confront is your own 
death." 
 
William gasped.  He had known Sir Andrew only a short time, but it had been long 
enough for William to come to love the old knight.   "No, sir!" he protested.  "You can't 
die." 
 
"Oh, but I can," Andrew replied softly.  "The only thing certain in life is that it ends.  I 
believe that time is upon me."  He stood stiffly.  "The dragons are not stupid," he said, 
looking at the mountain looming overhead.  "They will have observed my arrival, and 
they will know what that means.  They will be anticipating our attack tomorrow, and I 
fear we will not succeed."   
 
He waved his arm, pointing at the tents which surrounded them like a canvas sea.  "Look 
at them," he said.  "None of them has ever faced a dragon before.  Do you know how 
hard it is to stand your ground when you face a dragon?  Ten tons of carnivore with 
armor as hard as steel running straight at you, intent on having you for dinner.  Those 
who don't turn and run will be torn to pieces.  Tomorrow," he sighed heavily, "this field 
will be a graveyard."  He turned suddenly and went into his tent. 
 
William felt his eyes misting over, his heart pierced by the evident sorrow Sir Andrew 
felt.  For that was what it was.  He did not fret over his own impending demise, but over 
the fates of these men who surrounded them.  Row upon row of youthful soldiers who 
would soon be facing the ultimate terror, and for most of whom that sight would be their 
last.   
 
He was afraid for himself as well.  He had not left Atherton seeking this.  Now that it had 
found him, William discovered that, by comparison, his old life had not been that bad 
after all.   Yet, strangely, the strongest emotion he felt was concern for Sir Andrew.  
Despite his bravado, William knew the old knight did not want to face the dragons, did 
not want to see a confrontation develop between dragons and men.  And if the dragons 
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were half as noble as Sir Andrew's stories made them out to be, William did not want that 
either. 
 
Andrew ate in his tent, alone.  Afterwards, Gus removed a large package from the wagon, 
and began unwrapping Sir Andrew's armor.  It was black, a type of metal William had 
never seen before.  A stylized dragon was embossed on the chest in silver, and the same 
design was on the square shield Gus pulled out.  A long, thin sword completed the outfit, 
black hilt with silver crossbar.  Gus busied himself with the straps, readying the armor for 
battle. 
 
The sun set with a flourish of pinks and yellows, sending streaks of fire through the 
clouds.  For a few more minutes, the peak of Mount Khima glowed, like a beacon 
warning all who saw that here, at this place, something special was about to happen.  
William sighed as he watched the stars emerge from hiding, shivering in the cool early 
evening air.  Life changed at every turn, especially when you did not want it too, and not 
always for the better. 
 
Leaving Gus at his work, William crawled into his tent and tried to sleep. 
 
Once more, William dreamed of dragons.  He stood in a deep cave, surrounded, and the 
dragons which towered over him were not menacing at all.  He was bathed in light, 
glowing with some inner fire, as if he had somehow become a dragon himself, and the 
other dragons suddenly bowed to him, acknowledging his change. 
 
He woke to morning light streaming in through the front opening of the tent.  He felt 
vibrant, as though the dream dragons had infused him with some strange energy, and he 
felt excited.  He dressed hurriedly, anxious to offer Sir Andrew whatever help he could.  
Today would be a good day, he was sure of it. 
 
William crawled out of the tent and blinked at the bright morning sun.  There was activity 
to his left, and he turned to look, then fell to his knees in shock.  Where once Sir 
Andrew's tent had stood, now was a smoldering crater.  Many surrounding tents had been 
knocked down, and it was plain to see what had happened. 
 
Andrew had been right, the dragons had known he was here.  They had struck in the 
night, destroying what they felt was their sure defeat.  Sir Andrew was gone.  Gus sat on 
the ground, leaning against the wagon, looking as shocked as William felt.  He struggled 
to his feet and walked over to the mute. 
 
Together, they watched the soldiers investigate, but no one could explain what had 
happened.  Everyone, it seemed, had slept through the attack, even the ones whose tents 
had been blown over.  It could only be some sort of dragon magic, potent and effective.  
The result was the same.  Andrew was gone, and with him went all knowledge on how 
best to fight a dragon. 
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The sun was climbing higher, already passing the mark on which the attack should have 
begun.  The soldiers were demoralized, but when the call came, they answered.   
 
William watched them gathering with dismay.  "I can't believe it," he said to Gus.  
"They're still going to attack!" 
 
Hundreds of mounted soldiers against a handful of dragons.  They were going to be 
slaughtered.  There was only one solution William could see, one thing that might ensure 
at least some of the soldiers survived.  The reason Andrew pushed William so hard 
became apparent.  William knew, with chilling certainty, that Andrew had expected this 
turn of events, and so had prepared for it the best way he could.  William brimmed over 
with Andrew's teachings, and he knew that no one here now knew as much as he about 
dragons. 
 
Fear, like a wild animal, clawed its way through his gut, climbing up into his throat and 
threatening to choke him.  He knew what he had to do, but he knew he could not.  It was 
one thing to talk about controlling fear, about being brave in the face of danger and doing 
what needed to be done, and it was quite another to convince yourself that the only path 
to your salvation lay through the jaws of a dragon. 
 
He turned his back to the mountain, ready to run all the way back to Atherton, then jerked 
to a stop.  Gus stood by the wagon, silent as always, holding Sir Andrew's sword in its 
silver sheath, holding it out for William.  The armor, polished and ready, hung from the 
side of the wagon, and Andrew's black horse was saddled, waiting patiently to ride into 
battle. 
 
Gus had realized, just as William did, that as Andrew's apprentice it was now William's 
job to face the dragons.  That Andrew's knowledge lived on, albeit diluted a bit.  Call it 
fate, or destiny, or simply bad luck, but William was now the only one who might lead 
these men with some hope of success. 
 
The chill in his soul vanished.  He was still afraid, there was no cure for that, but William 
knew that he could do it.  Do what needed to be done.  And if he died, so be it.  He would 
not die regretting not taking the one chance he had at proving to himself that he was 
worth something.  If he ran away now, if he ran away ever again, he would only prove 
that he was unworthy, not only as an apprentice but as a human being.  Run away today, 
and he would live, but it would not be a life worth living. 
 
William sighed, and allowed Gus to help him into the armor.  The straps had been 
shortened, and with only a few adjustments the armor fit as though it were made for him.  
The sword was heavy, and William doubted he would be able to swing it more than a few 
times.  Gus helped him climb onto the horse, and with a last wave William rode away. 
 
The soldiers were already on the move, riding into the ravine in three columns.  A group 
of officers sat astride their mounts to one side, watching the troops pass, and William 
cantered up to them.   
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The officers stared at him as though he had the plague.  "Good morning," William called 
to them. 
 
The officer with the most decorations on his chest nodded, returning the greeting.  
William waited a moment for them to speak, then pressed on.  "My name is William," he 
said.  "I was Sir Andrew's apprentice.  I'm ready to go fight the dragons in his place." 
 
The men continued to stare at him blankly.  Then one broke into a snicker of laughter 
which died away quickly.  William felt his face redden, both embarrassed and angry.  He 
would rather face the dragons than these men with their cold stares.  Most of all, he 
would rather be back at home.  
 
No, that was not true.  William was not the same person he was when he left home.  The 
frail, frightened boy had been left behind in those woods, lost somewhere on the trail to 
this place.  Perhaps he was not a man yet, at least not in the eyes of these officers, but he 
was ready to take on a man's responsibility. 
 
The lead officer cleared his throat.  "Son," he said sonorously, "have you ever fought a 
dragon before?" 
 
William bit his lower lip, feeling a pit open inside his stomach.  "No," he said. 
 
The officer smiled.  "How old are you, son?"  he asked. 
 
William swallowed.  "Twelve, sir,"  he replied meekly. 
 
All the officers were smiling now, hiding their amusement behind their hands.  The last 
of the troops were filing by now.  "You understand," the officer said, "that I can not allow 
you to join us." 
 
"Sir?"  William asked.  He was not surprised.  It was only what he had expected. 
 
"Son, we're doing something quite serious here," the officer said.  "These men," he swept 
his hand over the passing soldiers, "most of them are going to die today.  You've no idea 
what a dragon is capable of.  If you did, you'd be riding as fast as you could away from 
this place." 
 
"But, sir," William protested, "Sir Andrew -" 
 
"Is dead," the officer interrupted.  "All his so-called expertise did noting to save him from 
the dragons.  By your own admission, you were only an apprentice, and therefore not 
entitled to wear that armor.  This is serious business, son.  We've no time for boys and 
their fantasies." 
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Without another word, the officers turned and galloped after the departing troops, leaving 
William alone on the hilltop.  He watched them go with mixed emotions.  A part of him 
had wanted this, to be turned away.  There would be no shame in leaving now.  The 
officers simply would never allow him to fight as their equal, and with good reason.   
 
All of the men now disappearing into the ravine were experts, chosen for this battle 
because each had long years of training and experience.  William, as the officer had put 
it, was just a boy, and perhaps he was just indulging in some adolescent fantasy.  But 
there was a part of him which knew better.  He knew that he was meant for this, destined 
to face the dragons in reality as he so often faced them in his dreams. 
 
William spurred his horse into motion, leaving the last vestiges of boyhood behind on the 
hilltop, racing after the soldiers.  Perhaps he was not a man yet, but he was certainly no 
longer a boy.  He was something in between, and he possessed a need to do more than 
merely prove himself or to demonstrate his worth.  He needed to live up to Sir Andrew's 
belief in him.   
 
The ravine narrowed sharply only a little ways into it, then opened suddenly into a wide 
gorge.  The soldiers were there, lined up in neat rows, facing a yawning, black cave in the 
cliff side.  William reined in his horse behind the last row of soldiers, standing in his 
stirrups to see over them.  Yes, this would be the entrance to the lair. 
 
He caught sight of the officers, off to the side of the troops, and was about to ride over to 
them, ready to insist on participating, when the dragon appeared. 
 
William froze in his saddle.  The beast was huge, easily as big as a house, and its long 
neck raised its head well above the assembled soldiers.  It regarded them with blood red 
eyes, the sun glinting dully from red scales.  It gripped the earth with massive claws, 
pulling itself from the lair, its body rippling.  Great leathery wings unfolded from its back 
as it emerged, and William could feel the ground shake as it stomped its way into the 
light.   
 
The pit in William stomach suddenly opened into a vast chasm, and he felt his courage 
evaporate.  This was nothing mortal men could vanquish, it was a force primeval.  The 
dragon rose to its full height, standing regally above the soldiers, looking for all the world 
like some sort of primitive god.  The soldiers were already on the move, but not toward 
the dragon.  The troops in the rear were bolting, dashing by William and racing back up 
the ravine. 
 
William sat frozen in his saddle, torn between his fascination with the beast and his desire 
to run.  The dragon lowered its head and began to growl, a sound like boulders tumbling 
down a mountain.  More soldiers broke away from the ranks and fled.   
 
The dragon began to make a hissing noise, like air rushing through leaves, and William 
suddenly recalled Sir Andrew's lessons. 
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"Run!" he began to shout as loudly as he could.  "It's a Red, you fools!"  The dragon 
lifted its head, the hissing becoming a high pitched whine.  The soldiers were trying to be 
brave, to hold themselves in place, waiting for the signal to attack.  The dragon's head 
lifted high, pointing at the sky.  The hissing stopped. 
 
In the suddenly, momentary silence, William heard the officers shouting, commanding 
the men to attack.  The first line of horses started forward.  The dragon's head came 
down. 
 
With a deafening roar, the dragon's mouth opened, and flame poured out.  Whatever the 
flame touched caught fire.  The front line of soldiers were thrown from their mounts as 
the horse bolted in terror.  The entire area in front of the dragon became a sea of flame.   
 
William became an island in a river of fleeing soldiers.  A beast they could face, but this 
was enough might and majesty to quell the bravest heart.  The dragon roared, and took a 
step forward.  The officers, William saw, were trapped to one side, walled in by flame 
and frightened soldiers.  The dragon moved out to the center of the gorge, and William at 
last felt the pit in his stomach close. 
 
What is it that fuels courage?  Fear is the winter of the soul, a chilling ice which freezes 
our bones and keeps us from action.  William, facing the fires of Hell, feeling the blast of 
heat from the dragon's breath, felt the ice in his soul melt suddenly.  There are moments 
in life when a person knows exactly that this is what he was meant to do, and that was 
such a moment for William.   
 
He drew his sword clumsily.  The field between him and the dragon was clear now.  
William held his shield tighter and urged the horse forward.  It had been trained well, and 
William realized the horse probably had more experience facing dragons than he did.  
The dragon stopped roaring and clawing at the ground, watching William approach. 
 
The horse broke into a sudden gallop.  William caught himself then leaned forward, 
letting the horse do what it was trained for.  The dragon's head dipped, and the horse 
veered.  The beast's teeth snapped on empty air, and William swung the sword onto the 
dragon's neck.  The blade glanced off harmlessly with a loud clang.  The scales were as 
hard as steel, difficult to penetrate, and though the dragon must have realized that it still 
jumped aside in surprise. 
 
William reined in the horse, turning it to face the dragon.  He charged again.  The dragon 
was turning to face him, but not quickly enough.  William swung the sword again, this 
time feeling it bite into the dragon's leg.  The dragon roared in pain, and William looked 
at the black blood on the sword in shock.  He had wounded the beast! 
 
The horse reined in itself and turned to face the dragon again.  It was turning the other 
way now, favoring its wounded leg, and William charged again.  The dragon reversed its 
turn suddenly, sweeping its tail out and striking the horse.  William was thrown, his 
sword flying from his grasp, and he landed hard, knocking the breath out of him.  He 
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struggled to sit up, dazed, and saw the dragon turning to face him.  The horse was already 
on its feet, but it was limping, and William knew it would not support him again.   
 
He looked around desperately for the sword, finally spotting it on the ground not far 
away.  The dragon seemed hesitant to charge, not yet aware that its opponent was 
weaponless.   But then, it did not need to charge.  William was suddenly aware of the 
hissing sound the dragon was making.  It reared back, orienting on William.   
 
He brought the shield up and ducked behind it just in time.  The dragon's head snapped 
forward, a jet of flame erupting from its mouth.  It struck the shield like a hammer, 
pushing William back.  The flames poured over the sides, passing around William, 
setting the grass around him aflame.  The pressure against the shield stopped, and 
William risked a glance over its rim.  The dragon was watching him, and it seemed 
surprised to see him alive.   
 
It began to hiss again, readying another blast.  William lunged for the sword.  Just as he 
grabbed it up, the hissing stopped, and William ducked behind the shield just ahead of the 
flame.  The shield was growing hot, burning William's arm.  If Sir Andrew had been 
right, the dragon would have very little flame left after this attack.  William gripped the 
sword tightly, waiting. 
 
The pressure against the shield stopped suddenly, and William stood.  The dragon had 
moved alarmingly close, and William jumped aside as it lunged, teeth snapping.  He 
struck the beast on its head with the sword, and it backed away quickly.   
 
William turned, but the dragon was faster.  Its tail lashed out, striking the shield and 
ripping it from William's arm.  It turned to face him, a deep growl rumbling in its throat.  
William gripped the sword with two hands, and faced the beast, surprised both at how 
long he had survived against the dragon and at his lack of fear.  Andrew had been right.  
William was not afraid of the dragon, he had been afraid of what the dragon might do to 
him.  Now that he was prepared to accept whatever fate had in store for him, the fear was 
inconsequential, and had disappeared. 
 
The dragon seemed to sense this, and it hesitated to attack.  William stared at it, only a 
few paces away, ready.  It roared, the sound almost deafening, its hot breath whipping 
through William's hair. 
 
Beyond the beast, William could see the small group of soldiers and officers still 
huddling against the rock wall, watching him, and he wondered what they thought of him 
now.  The dragon reared up suddenly on its hind legs, its wings spreading out and 
blocking the sun.  It looked down on William from a great height, its eyes almost 
glowing.  The wings snapped closed and the dragon lunged down.   
 
The front claws struck the ground with tremendous force, making the earth jump and 
knocking William from his feet.  The ground suddenly split open, a jagged crack 
appearing just in front of the dragon and widening quickly.  William scrambled to get up, 
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but it was too late.  The crack rushed beneath his feet, opening into a deep crevice, and 
William fell through. 
 
He bounced off the rocks, tumbling down, and landed hard on his back.  Above him, the 
daylight appeared as a jagged tear in a black sky.  A shadow passed over the opening as 
the dragon peered down at him, then it was gone.  William struggled to remain conscious, 
his body a mass of pain. 
 
He wondered what was happening now.  The dragon was probably eating the officers, 
and it would go on to terrorize the camp.  William had failed, and he did not even have 
the comfort of having died trying.  The dragon had simply taken him out of the fight 
altogether. 
 
Eventually, he was able to sit up, and he began checking himself for injuries.  Nothing 
seemed to be broken, but there was blood on the back of his head.  He found he was able 
to stand, and in doing so he discovered he had actually fallen into some sort of cave.  The 
ceiling was out of reach, so it was  unlikely he would be able to climb out. 
 
A glint of metal caught his eye, and William climbed painfully over to it.  The sword had 
fallen with him, and he picked it up carefully.  The fight for him was over, but the sword 
was reassuring, nonetheless. 
 
There was no sound from overhead.  Shouting for help would be no good.  If he were to 
get out of here he would have to do it himself.  Sheathing the sword, William moved out 
of the sunlight, feeling for the wall of the cave.   
 
The wall was farther away than he would have thought.  The rock was smooth, warm to 
the touch, and William turned to put his back to it.  The shaft of sunlight from above 
formed a sort of island in the darkness.  Turning away from it, William was able to make 
out details of the cave.  The chamber he was in seemed round.  The floor was mostly 
sand, which had probably saved his life.  If he had fallen onto rock, he most likely would 
have been killed. 
 
He moved around the walls, looking for a way out.  He did not have to look long.  There 
was an opening down near the floor, and William was able to easily squeeze through.  
The next chamber was even larger, stretching away into the echoing darkness.  The walls 
were covered with glowing gemstones, bathing the cavern in an eerie orange glow. 
 
The air was warm, and there was a smell William could not identify.  The floor was 
smooth stone, as if it had been melted into a pool then allowed to cool.  Overhead, the 
cavern rose into a high vault, looking like some strange cathedral.   There were openings 
all around, large and darkly ominous.  Cautiously, William moved out into the center of 
the chamber, trying to gauge the best route back to the surface. 
 
None of the openings showed any promise.  There was no daylight to be seen, nor any 
hint of a breeze which might indicate a way out.  A random choice seemed his only 
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option.  There was one opening which seemed larger than the others, and William began 
to move toward it. 
 
He was less than ten feet from the opening when the dragon appeared.  It seemed to pour 
itself from the darkness, filling the opening  and emerging into the chamber with smooth, 
rolling motion.  William scrambled backward in a panic, tripping over his own feet.  The 
dragon stopped halfway from its nest and stood regarding William with its luminescent 
eyes. 
 
It was a dull orange in color, and much larger than the Red William had faced outside.  
The head was thinner, though, and it had what seemed to be a beard hanging from its jaw.  
In fact, William suddenly noticed, this dragon had tufts of hair all over its body.  That 
could only mean that it was very old. 
 
The dragon lifted its head, looking at the roof of the chamber.  It growled with a hissing 
sound, low and deep, and the glowing rocks became brighter until the chamber was lit as 
if in daylight.  William blinked, rubbing his eyes, and when he opened them again the 
chamber was full of dragons. 
 
They had come silently, called by the light or by the ancient dragon's voice, and they 
filled every opening.  In the bright light, William had no trouble seeing their colors.  
There seemed to be one of every color, a full representation of every species.  White, 
Blue, Green, Black, Silver, Brown, even the Red he had fought on the surface.  The old 
dragon, it turned out, was a Gold, the rarest. 
 
It was, William decided, the most beautiful sight he had ever seen.  His arm sagged, and 
the sword nearly fell from his limp grasp.  He was in the center of the dragon's nest, and 
there could be no fighting, no resistance.  He was at their mercy, if they had any.  He 
turned to face the Gold. 
 
"Well," he said, trying to stand straighter, "go ahead.  Eat me." 
 
The Gold tilted its head curiously.  "I would rather not," it said in a squeaky rumble.  "I 
prefer not to eat meat." 
 
William stumbled backward in surprise, the memory of his dreams flooding back.  The 
dragon spoke!  It was true, just as he had envisioned it.  And this one, this Gold dragon, it 
was so similar to the dragon of his dreams. 
 
"You can talk,"  William said lamely. 
 
"Well of course we can," came a voice from his left, the Brown.  "What do you think we 
are, animals?" 
 
There was a sound of snorting from all the dragons.  They were laughing.  "Are you 
going to kill me?"  William asked. 
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Again came the snorting.  "No, child," the White said in a near whisper.  "You are far too 
important for that." 
 
"The kid's got guts," the Red rumbled.  "You should have seen him trying to fight me." 
 
"Bravery is a prerequisite," the Brown said in a sibilant whisper.   
 
"Yes," the Gold replied.  "We have chosen well." 
 
William was struggling to stand, his knees seeming to have lost their strength.  "What's 
going on?" he croaked, staring about him wildly. 
 
"Haven't ya figured it out, yet?"  the Green seemed to laugh.  "You're da chosen one!" 
 
"Chosen," the word slipped from William's lips in a choked whisper.  His head was 
spinning.  He was still alive, the air was vibrant with magical light, and William in the 
center of a circle of talking dragons.  He reached up to feel his head, believing he must 
have fallen harder than he had thought. 
 
"No," the White said, gently.  "You are not dreaming.  This is real.  You stand before the 
Council of Dragons." 
 
"Is he ill?" the Gold asked. 
 
"Not in the sense you mean," the White replied.  "He suffers from mental shock.  Yet he 
is as strong as you believed.  Already he recovers." 
 
William turned full circle, inspecting the dragons which were inspecting him.  He was 
much calmer now, convinced that the dragons were not going to eat him.  They were 
keeping a careful distance, trying not to scare him, as though there were anyplace for him 
to flee.   
 
He turned to face the Gold, who seemed to be the leader.  "What's going on?" he asked. 
 
The dragon looked down at him with bright yellow eyes, and William felt as though he 
was being judged, that the dragon was somehow able to see into his very soul and the 
contents of which would decide his fate.  At last the dragon sighed softly, and its eyes 
seemed to glow brighter. 
 
"Yes," the Gold said softly.  "I believe my colleagues are correct.  You are an excellent 
candidate." 
 
William scowled, not understanding.  "Candidate for what?" he demanded.  "For lunch?" 
 
"Oh, for heaven's sake," the Brown hissed.  "We don't eat people, young man." 
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"No way," the Green said, shaking its head.  "That's just nasty." 
 
"Oh, like you're a judge of what's nasty," the Red growled.  "I've seen some of that slimy 
stuff you gobble down." 
 
"For your information," the Green said stiffly, "seaweed is very healthy.  You ought to try 
it." 
 
The Brown was suppressing giggles at the exchange.  The Black was looking at the 
ceiling in exasperation, and the other dragons seemed equally annoyed.  "Hey you two," 
the Silver said, "stop that!  We're supposed to look dignified and all that." 
 
"Quite right," the Black added.  "How can the human be expected to represent us if we 
act like a bunch of hatchlings?" 
 
"Oh stuff it," the Blue said, a frost puffing from its mouth.  Several dragons began to 
laugh, the sound echoing off the glowing walls.  William stared at them, incredulous.  All 
his life he had been taught that dragons were fierce, evil monsters, yet here they were 
acting for all the world like a group of old friends.  Like people. 
 
Even the things Sir Andrew had taught him seemed not to mesh.  Or did they?  Andrew 
had stressed lessons about the attributes of the different types of dragons, about dragon 
nature in general, but they had never gotten as far as battle tactics.  He had taught 
William how to handle the sword, but not how to use it against a dragon.  Had the old 
man known? 
 
And that brought to mind his fight with the Red.  William was about as inexperienced as 
they came, yet he had lasted against the dragon for several minutes.  It suddenly occurred 
to him how he had survived. 
 
He turned to face the Red.  "You let me win," he said, pointing at the beast. 
 
Some of the laughter died away.  "Technically," the Red said, scratching its neck with a 
huge orange claw, "you didn't win." 
 
"But you are essentially correct," the Gold added.  "We wanted to put on a show for the 
watching soldiers.  Now, when you return to the surface, they will have tales of your 
valor and your fighting ability." 
 
"But why?"  William demanded.  "Why all this?  Why me?"  The questions were piling 
up in his brain faster than he could get them out.  He was drowning in confusion.  Surely, 
he believed, there was nothing so special about himself that would warrant the dragon's 
mercy. 
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The White was shaking its head.  "You are wrong," it said, reading William's thoughts.  
"We have been searching for you for some time now." 
 
"For me?"  William asked. 
 
"Yes," the Gold said, nodding.  "Allow me to explain.  Dragons, as you may or may not 
know, are very ancient.  When Adam and Eve first left Eden, we were there to greet 
them.  Unfortunately, we have been erroneously associated with the Serpent, and over the 
centuries humans have made several efforts to hunt us down.  Which is why we hide so 
much." 
 
"Oh, for Heaven's sake!" the Brown exclaimed suddenly.  "You talk too much.  Look at 
me, child."  William turned to face the Brown.  "Look at him, he's bewildered." 
 
"Befuddled," the Green added. 
 
"Bemused," the Silver chimed in.  Laughter seemed to titter around the circle again. 
 
"Enough!" the Gold bellowed, and the dragons laughed harder.  The Gold looked 
imploringly at the ceiling of the cavern, like an exasperated parent dealing with unruly 
children.  To William, it was unbearably comical, and he found himself joining in the 
dragon's jovial laughter. 
 
The Gold looked down at him, smiling.  William felt himself begin to relax.  These 
creatures were more like a circle of old friends, acting more human than he would have 
thought possible.  Slowly, the laughter faded, and each dragon turned the weight of its 
gaze on William. 
 
"Now," the Gold said, "as I was saying.  We have been looking for you for quite awhile." 
 
William shook his head, still not comprehending.  "Why me?" he asked. 
 
"Well, not you exactly," the Silver said.  "More like someone exactly like you." 
 
The Gold was nodding.  "Yes," it said, "that is perhaps more accurate." 
 
A creeping dread was crawling up William's spine, a sense of some impending doom.  
"Well," he said, licking his lips, "what's so special about me?"  He had a sudden and 
unsettling vision of hungry dragons searching for the perfect gourmet treat, and of 
himself on a huge serving platter. 
 
The White snickered, picking up the mental image from William's mind.  The Gold 
looked over questioningly, and William got the impression the White was sharing what it 
had gleaned from William's mind. 
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The Gold was smiling as it turned back to William.  "Rest easy, young one," it said, its 
voice edged with amusement.  "Perhaps you need a friend with you.  To ease your fears."   
 
There was a shuffling behind him, and William turned to see the dragons stepping aside 
to allow a man to enter the cavern.  It took only a moment for William to recognize the 
newcomer. 
 
"Sir Andrew!" he cried, dropping the sword to the stone floor with a clatter.  Sir Andrew 
smiled broadly as he walked into the circle of dragons, the look of a teacher very proud of 
his student. 
 
"Hallo, William," he said jovially.  William rushed to him and embraced him. 
 
"You're alive!" William cried out, clasping Andrew tightly. 
 
"Yes," Andrew said, chuckling, "as are you." 
 
William stepped back, staring at his mentor incredulously.  He was at a loss for words, 
searching for some way to express his surprise, his confusion, and his wonderment.  
Andrew laughed heartily, holding William at arm's length. 
 
"I'm sorry, my boy," he said at last.  "I'm just imagining I looked much the same as you 
when I first met the dragons." 
 
William turned with a start, looking around at the circle of dragons.  He had, amazingly 
enough, momentarily forgotten them.  They sat stoically,  quietly watching the two 
humans. 
 
"Yes," Andrew was saying, as though reading William's thoughts.  "I think you see the 
truth now." 
 
William backed away slowly.  "You're with them," he said, drawing the words out almost 
painfully.  "It was all just some sort of trick."  Everything that had happened to him since 
he had left Atherton had been orchestrated by the dragons, he could see that now.  
Meeting Andrew had not been a chance occurrence, the dragons had arranged it.  Guiding 
William through his dreams, steering Andrew to intercept. 
 
It was why Andrew had chosen to travel on the open road despite his claim of dreading 
discovery by the soldiers.  He had prepared William for this, to face the dragons, and the 
dragons had helped. 
 
"Not a trick," Andrew said, still smiling.  "A very careful plan." 
 
"A necessary one," the Gold said.  William jumped at the sound of the dragon's voice.  
He was staring around him wildly, feeling trapped, and beginning to feel angry.  He had 
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been tricked at every turn, and what he had thought to be his own decisions had instead 
been manipulations. 
 
He looked at Andrew through eyes grown suddenly moist.  "How could you?" he 
demanded.  "How could you trick me like this?" 
 
"Believe me, Will," Andrew said, his voice dropping, "I only did what was necessary." 
 
"Necessary," William echoed, looking away.  "It was necessary to make me feel like I 
was special, that I was going to be part of something.  All of it lies." 
 
Andrew was shaking his head.  "No, son," he said quietly.  "Not lies.  You are special.  
More than you know." 
 
William looked down at the floor, feeling overwhelmed.  He had been foolish to believe 
he was anything more than a common boy, anything more than a pawn.  He could feel the 
weight of the dragons' gaze on him, pressing down on him.  Meeting Andrew, the flight 
through the woods, Andrew's apparent death, the fight with the Red dragon, all a chain of 
deceptions leading up to here, to this moment before the jovial dragons.  William shook 
his head.  "I thought I knew you," he said, "but I don't." 
 
"He is the Lord Protector," the Brown said with reverence.  "It's time you learned what 
that means." 
 
"Yes," the Black agreed.  "Tell him the true story."  William looked up at the dragons, his 
face a mask of conflicting emotions. 
 
The Gold sighed deeply, its warm breath stirring William's hair.  It looked at him with a 
piercing gaze.  "Are you ready to listen?" 
 
There did not seem to be a choice, so he nodded.  He had nothing to loose, after all.  
What he had valued, the turn of events which had led him to enter the dragon's den, the 
illusions foisted upon him, all that was gone.  Even the elation he had felt at seeing 
Andrew alive and well, it had lost its meaning, cheapened by the knowledge that 
everything had been staged.   
 
"Dragons are a natural part of the world," the Gold said, its voice resonating with power.  
"We are, in a sense, forces of nature.  And as such, we have become the victims of 
Human nature.  Humans love to struggle, to overcome the challenges set forth by the 
world, as though all of life and creation were some game staged for their benefit." 
 
"And as you, no doubt," the Brown interjected, "are in an excellent position to judge, 
Humans oft have difficulty discerning what is actual, and what is merely the projection of 
their own confused beliefs." 
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The Gold nodded.  "Now is perhaps not the time to delve into philosophy," it said, "but 
the sentiment is essentially correct.  We dragons are not now, nor have we ever been, a 
threat to humanity.  Obviously, when compared to dragons, a human is a weak and 
ineffective creature.  But you are tenacious, refusing to relinquish your grasp upon a 
challenge, striving for supremacy of creation itself.  It makes humans at once both 
admirable and frightening." 
 
"Why are you telling me this?"  William said, finding strength in his anger.  "What does 
it have to do with me?" 
 
"I was just getting to that," the Gold said, smiling again.  "You know that Sir Andrew 
here is known as the 'Lord Protector,' but that is not a human term.  It is dragon." 
 
William looked at Andrew who was nodding.  "Yes, boy," he said, "I can see you've got 
the idea.  Always said you were smart." 
 
"You work for the dragons," William said.   
 
Andrew chuckled.  "Not exactly," he said.  "I protect them.  And now it's your turn." 
 
"What?" 
 
"Sir Andrew is aging," the Silver said.  "There must be a Lord Protector, youthful and 
strong enough to hold back the tide of human sentiment." 
 
"Colorful, but that's the gist of it," Andrew said.  He was watching William closely, 
looking for the boy's reactions, some indication that he understood the importance of 
what was happening. 
 
"I don't understand," William said.  "Why do dragons need protecting?" 
 
"I know we seem very powerful," the Red said.  "But humans have the real power.  Out 
there, on the field, the soldiers fled from me, but they would have run only so far.  Your 
kind loves to rally behind a cause, to be a part of the winning crowd, even when the 
'winning' is actually destruction." 
 
"If humans were to concentrate their resources," the Black added, "they would very 
quickly overcome us." 
 
"But..." William began. 
 
"We are powerful," the Green finished for him.  "That is true.  And in a fight we'd surely 
kill many humans.  But there are so few of us, you see.  We would grow weak, and we 
would die." 
 
"And then there'd be no more dragons," the Brown said sadly.   
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"There is more tragedy in that than you might realize," the Gold said.  "Each of us here 
represents our kind, all the different sub-species of dragon.  Each of us has different 
abilities, different responsibilities.  Dragons are a magical breed." 
 
"We are the Guardians, " the White said in its whispery voice. 
 
"The Watchers," said another. 
 
"We hold back the Darkness,"  the Gold said.  "We hold a flame out to the Eternal Night, 
sparking the minds and imaginations of men and daring to believe that one day the hearts 
of men will be satisfied, that they will be healed of this compulsion to conquer." 
 
The Gold's head drooped.  "It has been a very long wait thus far," it said, and William 
could feel the ancient immortality within the creature's voice, the vast stretch of history 
behind its words.  He knew how elastic the hearts of people could be, had witnessed first 
hand the depths of cruelty and disdain for life people were capable of.  Yet he had also 
seen the heights they could reach, the immeasurable love and the unexpected kindness, 
the joy and happiness some people gained by the mere presence of a loved one.  If 
humans strived to overcome something, the greatest obstacle of all was themselves. 
 
"Ah," the White said, sighing.  "He has it." 
 
The Gold looked down at William, its eyes glowing faintly with some inner light, and 
William felt he was seeing the creature truly for the first time.  "We are often blinded," 
the Gold said, "by the vision of what we expect to see.  It is rare that one sees into his 
own soul and knows that he is incapable of seeing it in its entirety." 
 
William felt a pressure in his chest, a building excitement which pushed aside his fear, 
his anger, his resentment.  He had been blind, but he had allowed it to happen, had 
desired it.  He had run from his life and into an illusion, but it was not a unique 
experience.  Humans had always been experts at fooling themselves. 
 
"So, what now?" he asked, turning to Andrew. 
 
The old soldier smiled warmly.  "Now you get to play the hero," he said.  
 
"We never kidnapped anybody," the Brown said, chuckling.  "Funny how these rumors 
get around, heh?"  The dragons began laughing softly, sharing in some private joke.  
William realized there was far more to the dragons than Andrew had let on, and he 
looked forward to a lifetime of discovery. 
 
"We'll march out together, " Andrew was saying.  "You'll be hailed as the Hero of the 
Day, or whatever they want to call it.  In the end, the King will readily agree to my 
suggestion that he make you the new Lord Protector." 
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"Lord Protector,"  William said, smiling.  He liked the taste of the word on his tongue.   
 
"I thought you'd like that," Andrew said.  "Then, of course, you'll move into my castle.  
Well, eventually it'll be yours." 
 
"My family, too?" 
 
"Your family, too." 
 
"It is not a decision to be made lightly or quickly," the Gold warned.  "This is a lifetime 
commitment, fraught with responsibility.  There is more at stake than the fate of 
dragons." 
 
"Yes, I understand," William said.  He could see it now, though he had sense to realize 
there was much more he still could not see.  Somehow the dragons were inextricably 
bound to the well being of all creation.  Another riddle to puzzle out in the years ahead.  
For now, he would be saving humans from themselves. 
 
"I believe we have chosen well," the Gold said.  There was a chorus of agreement from 
around the circle.  
 
"I think they did, too," Andrew said looking at William. 
 
William smiled.  He was not the same frightened boy he had been when he ran away 
from home.  Neither was he the pretentious youth who had put on his mentor's armor and 
gone to face a dragon.  Life, he realized, is like a river, sweeping us along toward some 
mist shrouded destiny, the landscape constantly changing.  One can not help but be 
changed by the journey. 
 
He looked around the circle of dragons again, no longer able to see them as he had 
envisioned them in his ignorance.  No longer able even to see them as the wondrous 
creatures he knew them to be.  They were strong, benign and powerful beyond 
comprehension.  And they were so fragile, walking the razor's edge between oblivion and 
destruction, clinging to a tenuous existence for no other reason than that they refused to 
surrender, to allow the Darkness to swallow them, the world, and those who would 
unwittingly unravel the fabric of creation. 
 
Thinking of them like that, dragons were not much different than humans.  
 
"Time to go," Andrew said. 
 
"Already?" 
 
"Don't worry," the Green said gregariously, "we'll be seeing a lot of you from now on." 
 
"Yeah," the Black said.  "You'll get to be sick of the sight of us." 
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 Somehow, William did not think that would ever happen.  He turned to look at the Gold.  
It stood tall and proud, golden scales glittering, eyes shining with unspoken emotion.  
What had begun as fear had so quickly evolved, so that now William could not accurately 
describe what he felt for the dragons.  Awe, love, admiration.  And yes, fear, but now it 
was for them and their fate rather than a childish fear of the unknown. 
 
He felt Andrew's hand on his shoulder and let the man pull him away.  The dragons said 
nothing as the two humans left the chamber, but William could feel their gaze on his 
back.  He felt the faint whisper of the White's mind touching his, imparting a gentle 
farewell.   
 
"Godspeed, Lord Protector." 
 
William's heart soared.  He had left his home seeking change, and he had changed far 
more than he had dared dream possible.  He set out on his journey a sleeper, but his eyes 
were open now.  There was a roaring in his ears, and he realized it came from deep within 
himself, from the core of his being.  His inner dragon was bellowing, announcing the 
triumph of its birth.    
 
The boy had become a man.  Together, Andrew and William climbed toward the 
sunlight. 
 

 
 
 

Copyright © 2015, Steven Carlton 
More at www.stevencarlton.com 
 

 


