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CHAPTER 115 -- THE DRAGON AND THE KNIGHT

The boy is in bed, waiting.

It has been a fearful day. First the weather.

Then his mother.

He had never seen the weather be that way before.

And he had never seen his mother be that way before.

She had never been able to run, of course; or even walk very fast. Or bend very far. She had to be careful in everything she did.

But she had never seemed sick. Just... different.

He had never thought that his mother might die.

A day comes in the life of every boy, when he sees that his mother and father will die.

.......

In the hustle and worry, and caring for his mother, the boy had been left aside. He had wanted to stay out of the way.

But he had wanted his mother, too.

Eventually, his Nana Vrouw had found him, and stayed out of the way with him.

He had tried not to cry. And mostly succeeded.

Dinner had come; his mother still lived, and was doing better--or so he was told. The people looked grave; but they didn't look like they were lying.

His Nana had tucked him in bed. Normally this would have offended him a little--he was ten years old. But tonight he was glad.

She had asked if he wanted anything.

He had said: "My mother."

He hadn't thought. He had just said it.

His Nana had been hurt; her face was wrapped and veiled, but he could tell, because she was his Nana.

"I'm sorry," the boy had said. "Nothing, I guess. Thank you, Nana. I love you, too."

He had seen her eyes resolve; and she had said: "I can do something. Th' next best thing. Be right back."

So he was waiting, to see what would happen.

He was getting sleepy, though. And his bed was warm. And the lamp was drawn down low.

The door opened, and his father came in.

"Papa!"

"My son..." The Emperor crossed the floor to the bed, and knelt beside his boy. "I am so sorry!" He drew his son to him, and the boy snuggled up against his wide chest and long beard. From the doorway, Nana smiled and quietly left them.

"Your mother is fine." The boy hugged him harder. "I should have been with you during the day... but..."

"You had to be with Mother. I know. It's okay."

"She will be weak for some time, and in bed. She won't be writing for a season at least." He chuckled. "I think we have had enough of that for a while..."

"Can I see her tomorrow??"

"Yes; she wants to see you, too. Well, not see you," he smiled.

"I know," smiled his son in return.

"We love you so very much."

"Papa," said the boy, as he dried his eyes on his father's beard. "Your beard is whiter!"

"Oh! Is it? Perhaps it is!" His son looked up at him worriedly. "I am not planning to die anytime soon, Binu. But I have always said your mother is who gives me my white hairs!" And he laughed. "Now; shall we sleep, and see what tomorrow will bring?"

The boy settled back into bed, with his father's hand on his head. But he asked: "Will you tell me a story?"

His father was quiet for a moment. The boy was ten, but tonight he looked six.

The Emperor nodded. "Yes. I will tell you a story, as you sleep."

The boy snuggled into his pillow delightedly. He didn't care, tonight, that he was ten.

His father was with him.

The Emperor had had a special stool made; low to match his height; comfortable so he could sit by the bed of his son.

They sighed together, and smiled together, father and son.

And the Emperor said: "Once upon a time...

"...there was a great dragon, who lived up in a cave, all by herself."

"Was she a good dragon, or a bad dragon?"

"Well," smiled the Emperor, "sometimes she had a temper, and roasted whoever was nearby!" The boy giggled. "No. She was not a good dragon.

"She was, in fact, quite a threat to the countryside around. And the King worried about this..."

"Which king?"

"The King."

"...oh."

"So the King sent a knight, to take care of that dragon."

"One of the Kingsmen?"

"In a way."

"With a big horse and armor and sword?"

"No. He rode no horse. And he wore no armor. And he brought no sword."

The boy's eyes grew; large, and then suspicious. "He was a magus?"

"No."

More suspicious. "Papa; is this a true story?"

"Yes, a very true story."

The boy yawned and settled back deeper. "Okay..." he allowed, dubiously. His father smiled to see this. "He sounds like just a boy."

"Did you ever notice, that the word 'knight' sounds a little like 'boy'?"

"Well... yes..."

"They meant the same thing, originally."

"Oh. So the King sent a boy to fight the dragon?"

"He sent a man, like a boy; but not to fight the dragon."

"You said--!"

"I said he was sent to take care of the dragon."

The boy squinted his eyes. "That doesn't make any sense."

"You wouldn't be the first to say so," chuckled the Emperor.

"So what did he do?"

"He found the dragon, and became her friend. She needed a friend, you see."

"Oh."

"She thought this was very funny at first. So she didn't eat him. She kept him around as a sort of pet, because she was curious about what he was really doing there. She even gave him a little sword, to mock him. But he treasured it, because she had given it to him.

"She also had an idea, down deep, that the King had sent him; and she became very angry when he finally confirmed this."

"What did she do?"

"She burned him."

"Oh."

"It hurt," said the Emperor quietly.

"Did he kill her then?"

"No.

“But… he did go away for a while. He had been told by the King not to kill her, and he was hurt, so he went away."

"Did he come back?"

"Of course! But first he had to heal. He had been hurt very badly."

"What did he do when he came back?"

"The same as he did before he went away. He loved her. And he forgave her."

"What did she do?"

"She cried. She had always been crying inside."

The boy's eyes drooped, as he dreamed of the dragon crying.

"She cried," said the Emperor softly, "and she gave the knight her greatest treasure.

"She gave the knight her heart.

"And she tore away her scales and dug into her flesh, until she found her heart to give him; for now she trusted him. She was afraid at first; but he loved her, and promised again he would always serve her, and be her friend, and give his life for her.

"And she came out of her dark hole into which she had crept, and walked down the mountain with him; and he was so happy for her.

"And the people saw her glory and were amazed, and fell down before her in their joy. And the knight presented her to the people, who adored her and sang songs about her; and she was visited by his King, who loved her, too--who had always loved her, and so who had given her a friend for her soul and her life.

"And they lived happily... ever... after... Except," he said with a smile, "when they were sad. For their story had just begun, and they shared everything together, and gave themselves for each other, in happiness and sadness both.

"And one night, years later, as they loved each other together, she asked him...

"why?

"why had he come to her?

"why had he given himself for her?

"and he answered her.

"and he said:

"'because...

"'...once upon a time...'"

"culh..." breathed his son, asleep.

His father smiled,

and leaned to kiss his forehead, saying:

"Sleep in peace, my little knight."

Then he rose, and went to love his Lady.
