Chapter 1: Kobolds



Absently listening to the rain beat a steady, rhythmic staccato against the windows of this section of her Bochord, Sigrund slowly made her way through the fiction section. It had been a while since last she had been down this way -- a few years perhaps if the layer of dust and the errant cobwebs occasionally stretching the space between shelves could be of any indication -- but the night’s storm demanded a story divergent from reality. It was a curious thing, truthfully, the draw of the unreal and fantastical on cold rainy nights, and even a dragon as old as Sigrund found herself not immune to the siren call of a warm fireplace, a good book, and some hot tea.

Stopping in front of a particular set of lovingly wood and felt bound books, Sigrund reached up and took the first in the series. Set in a world of talking animals and grand adventures, Sigrund had never quite been able to fully appreciate the setting when she was younger and she had first discovered it. Yet it had been a favorite of her hatchlings, and in the way of all things their happy laughs and wide-eye’d wonder had endeared the books to her in ways her original read throughs never could. Right as she tucked the book under one arm, she found herself stopping and frowning.

Something, or someone, had tripped the wards at the entrance to her cave.

Sighing, she turned and strode from amongst the bookcases -- pausing only to look at her reflection in one of the rainy windows to make sure the clothing of her elven form was wrinkle free and in proper order -- and pulled out an ornate gold clockwork pocket watch. Flipping open the molded lid of two dragons dancing around a book, she manipulates one of the dials on the side, selects the correct level to her home and vanishes in a flash of light.

 The level she found herself on is dark, the lamps and candles rarely lit save for a few near the large cavernous doors at the entrance.

Doors, which currently stand ever so slightly ajar to allow the sounds of the wind and rain beyond to whistle and howl into the area. However, the wind and rain do not interest her as much as the multitude of small, reptilian faces gathered around the statue of her mate that guards the entrance.

Garbed in rags and illuminated by sputtering lanterns clutched by shivering hands, the mass of Kobolds stare up at her with wide, almost terrified eyes. For a moment, Sigrund is confused as to why they seem afraid of her, only to realize they’re staring behind her. Turning slowly, she frowns as she spots the massive shape of her shadow, in which she can see her true form. Huffing an annoyed sigh, the wings of her shadow spreading for a moment from the gesture, she turns back around and pushes her glasses up the bridge of her nose.

“May I help you?”

“We come to see dragon,” one of the kobolds, an elder from the way he leans against the walking staff in his claws and voice hoarse from the weather and the years. “Seek refuge, safety.”

“You have journeyed here to find me?” Sigrund asked, raising an eyebrow, “to seek safety?”

“Yes,” the elder rumbled with a nod, “yes we seek safety. Other races do no like kobolds. Kobolds only safe with dragon.”

Sweeping her gaze over the clan, Sigrund finds herself wanting to say no and turn them away, but in the flickering shadows she can see many a young Kobold looking at her with hope. Unwilling to turn away children -- reminding herself of her own children -- she sighed and nodded slowly.

“Very well. Come closer, all of you, and I shall get you somewhere warmer, so we might discuss your reason for arrival.”

The announcement causes waves of joy to sweep through the faces of the kobolds, and they rush forward, their voices all raising in oaths of fealty and exclamations of happiness. Sigrund simply meets all of this noise with a small smile, and pulls her watch out once more to teleport them away from the door and deeper into her hoard.

When next the group found themselves on solid ground, they are within a cozier section of the bochord. Furnished with large dark wood tables surrounded by equally dark chairs and even a few sitting pillows. Filled with the quiet air of knowledge, a feeling reinforced by the large bookcases lining not only the level the ground had appeared on, but the level above which seems to be accessible by barely visible stairs somewhere behind the shelves.  

 As her kobold guests stared in wild wonder at where they have found themselves, Sigrund starts lighting the lanterns and even the large fireplace at one end of the room, banishing the shadows and the chill from the air. As the light pulls back the veil of darkness in the room, the Kobolds spread out, starting a small exploration of the immediate area. 

“Please do not touch the books,” said Sigrund softly, returning to the group with a frown. “They are quite old, and I would not have them damaged by accident.” 

“Why dragon have books?” one of the younger kobolds asked in heavily accented and broken common. “Where gold? Jewels?” 

“I sold them, to buy books,” Sigrund replied as she looked around the room, “knowledge is far more valuable than gold and jewels. It lasts longer. The pages of these books contain the voices of creatures now long since passed from this world, yet they live on because of these books.”

The statement seemed to confuse the Kobolds, the older ones talking amongst themselves in hushed whispers. The younger though were clearly interested, partially in the books and partially in the warm fire now glowing in the fireplace. They gathered around it, basking in the warm glow as their elders kept a watchful eye on them as they discussed.

Letting the elder kobolds discuss in peace, Sigrund strides over towards the fireplace and finds a seat in one of the chairs nearby, and finally opens her book.

The sounds of shuffling around her brings her reading to a stop before she could start, and is mildly amused to find the younger kobolds gathered around her. Wide slitted eyes gazed up at her from the group, their tails curled around themselves as they seem to be waiting for something.

“Yes, little ones?” Sigrund asked, her tone soft.

“Books that good?” one of the kobolds spoke softly.

“Yes, they are,” the dragon answered, “this one is a fictional story, unlike most of the books in here.”

“F-fictional?” another asked, head tilting to one side.

“Yes, it means it’s not true. A story someone made up,”

“Oh… like stories elders tell?”

“Sort of,” Sigrund agreed gently, “but this one you can go back and read whenever you want.”

“Can’t read, though,” the oldest of the kobold infront of her whispered softly, “Kobolds don’t need read to serve dragons.”

This declaration brought pause to Sigrund. She had interacted with Kobolds in the past, usually in relation to other dragons when she was much younger, and she could recall them being… not stupid, but not particularly educated. Mostly relegated to manual labor and guard duties for the dragons she had known to keep clans around. She hadn’t really thought twice about it back then, but now?

Now it didn’t quite sit right with her.

“Would you like to learn?”
The kobolds blinked, confused. But no less so than Sigrund, who had not even thought before uttering those words.

“Learn? Read?” one of the kobolds asked.

“Yes,” Sigrund replied softly, “yes, and to speak the common tongue better.”

“We stay?” This was from one of the elders, who had come over, a curiously hopeful look in his eyes.

“Yes, you may stay. I shall find places here, I think, for you,” Sigrund offered with a nod, “I… could use the help, anyway. This place is far too large for me to manage on my own.” She then smiles softly and looks to the younger kobolds before her, “First, however, I think shall share this story with you all.”

Opening her book once more, Sigrund settled down then to share the story once more with another young generation.

--------------

It had taken quite a few months of hard work, on both her part and the parts of the Kobolds, but eventually she had gotten at least the young ones to be able to read. The rest she had settled on being a work in progress, but at least she taught all of them how to speak in proper, complete sentences.

Of course, she had also replaced the rags they were wearing. She couldn’t very well allow them to walk around in rags in her bochord, even if it had required a few trips to the nearby towns and quite a bit of gold to convince the seamstress there to make some clothing for them. The result being the Kobolds, who keep insisting they’re her Kobolds now, dressed rather nicely in well tailored suits and dresses, complete with their own magical pocket watches and gloves for handling the books! That last part was most important, she can’t have the books being damaged after all.

Her Bochord teams with life now, especially the living quarters she had helped them construct. They had balked at first at the fact a Dragon would want to help them construct their homes, but she had made the bookcases here, beds and furniture was no problem. They had only been more thankful for her after that, and in return had helped her clean up the entire lair. Not a speck of dust or cobweb remained, the bookcases and tables  were polished, the fireplaces cleaned.

Already, Sigrund could tell, taking this clan in would be one of her better ideas.

