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   this story possesses you

   Adam Strassberg

   This story is now shared with you.

   You possess it.

   You are you, and you are the many people reading this story, now, then, and later.

   You are all connected through this one story as you, the shaman Pathana, discover a small iron chest hidden deep beneath the defeated dragon’s hoard of gold and gems. Iron metal shields most magics and so you suspect this chest stores an eldritch treasure. You lift the box and it is not heavy beyond the weight of its iron. You shake it and hear a single object inside sliding side to side, rather than the clanking of jewelry or other trinkets. The hinges of the small chest are molded directly from their surfaces. The hasp from the lid and the staple on the front base are similarly molded, and a solid seamless thick iron ring seals them together. You cast an unbinding spell and touch your wand to this iron ring. Your wand glows, the iron ring glows, but then nothing. 

   You place the chest down in front of you, at eye level, on top of one of the innumerable piles of gold coins flowing across the floor of the cave. A torch light reflects off your puzzle. You move your hands forward and thread the thick iron locking ring between your fingers. Grime coats your fingertips, and you smell a whiff of grease. You close your eyes, then, there, on the inside loop, you feel it, a small divot.

   The craftsmanship of this chest leaves no doubt in your mind. Only the Dwarf lords could work metal in this way. And these ancient smiths had no magic but blood magic. You unsheathe your dagger and prick the tip of your index finger. Blood drips and you aim a drop to fall directly into the small divot on the inside of the iron ring. Your blood fills the divot, the thick ring glows red, then—click—this lock opens from a hidden seam tangent to the divot. 

   You lift the lid of the chest and inside you find a single scroll. You are the shaman Pathana, gifted with the sight, and so you see a delightful aura of magic encircling the scroll. For you, a pulsing rainbow of sorcerous energy beams from every surface of the scroll out into the depths of the dragon’s cavern, eclipsing the many torch lights of your comrades. You grab the scroll. It feels warm, somehow, despite its iron box feeling colder than the cave.

   You unroll the scroll, the bottom drops to your knees. The runes are a crimson calligraphy painted onto a backing unlike any papyrus you have ever held. The language is unknown to you. You cast a spell of translation upon the scroll, it fails, then a spell of comprehension upon yourself, which succeeds. Familiar black squiggles, letters from your own native tongue, now hover above the ancient runes written upon the scroll, all backlit by a rainbow halo of sorcerous energies emitted by the papyrus itself.

   You read the scroll. It is a story. It is this story. You read the story until you get to this line in the story. Then you pause. Then you read another line. Each line references you reading the line you are reading. You are reading about yourself reading about yourself reading about… This is a trap you think, then stare in horror as you see your thought, this thought, written just now in this sentence. 

   The bottom of the scroll grows past your knees and this sentence writes itself in more crimson runes upon the added papyrus. Then this sentence. You grab the bottom of the scroll beneath this sentence as it is writing itself. You tear hard at the middle of the glowing papyrus and rip upwards. 

   You hold one half of the ripped scroll in each hand, but are soon terrified as each half grows and unfurls. The crimson runes on both surfaces are identical. Now there are two copies of this accursed story and you read this sentence on the bottom.

   You remove your dagger and stab at both copies, tearing the magic papyrus into small scraps. Shimmering rainbow shards flutter above you from the force of your cuts. They hold still for a moment in the cold cavern, hovering there in the darkness, twinkling above nearly endless piles of gold and gems. Then they descend, slowly, growing and unfurling as they do, until now dozens and dozens of duplicate story scrolls encircle and alight the ground all around you.

   “Uday, Ekam, Rose—gather the rest of the party and retreat to the mouth of the dragon’s cave!” You yell at your comrades, then point to the many scrolls now surrounding you. “This obscenity must be destroyed.”

   You remove the satchel of yellow powder from your belt and the small spell book from the inside pocket of your robe. You open the book and review the ancient symbols. You pour the yellow powder in two concentric circles, centered around your feet. You sprinkle the remaining yellow powder into an equilateral triangle, also centered around you, inscribing it into the inner of the two circles. You wave the tip of your wand to outline a glyph of safety on one side of the circle, then a sigil of focus on the opposite. 

   You glance at the many unrolled scrolls on the floor surrounding you and your circle, their rainbow aura shines upwards and dapples the cavern ceiling. Black squiggles of letters and words in your native tongue hover and reflect everywhere. You begin to read these words. Then these words, then these words, then—you slap yourself.

   You chant to the old gods, pray to the new, then spark your flint. 

   Smoke comes, followed by the stench of rotten eggs. A cylinder of blue fire roars upwards from between your circles, it surrounds you and then expands outwards, incinerating everything around you, dissipating only when it hits the cave walls.

   The rainbow aura of the scroll—the scrolls—has vanished. Your gifted sight sees nothing, as your mortal eyes adjust to only the flickering torch light reflected off piles of gold and gems. You smile, exhale heavily and wipe the sweat from your brow. Where each unfurled story scroll had lain, now lay nothing more than small piles of crimson ash. You whisper gratitude to every god, all gods, then silently thank your master and their masters before them. 

   You look down near your feet. All that remains of your conjuring circles and triangle are small flecks of saffron cinders. With a practiced gesture, the fingers of one hand erase your glyph of safety, the fingers of your other cancel your sigil of focus. It is done.

   A gust of strong wind blows down into the floor from the cave mouth far above you. You delight in this fresh air, breathing deeply, savoring each breath—but then you hold your breathing altogether. Your heart races as you watch the many small piles of crimson ash stir. Their dust rises, swirls, then eddies into a squall of blood red powder twirling around you. You squint as your eyes sting. Your ears are overwhelmed by strident susurrations, loud whispers beyond your ken. You place one hand over your mouth and pinch your nose with the other.

   You release, you must, you hunch forwards with hands falling to your knees. Gusts of blood red powder funnel into your open nose and mouth. The scroll—scrolls—the red ash—the crimson cloud—all of it now has emptied entirely into you. At first it is acrid and bitter, but then you smell roses and taste cinnamon. You cough, swallow, cough again. You breathe. You are weakened, but alive.

   You are reading these words and so the story survived. You understand. The scroll—scrolls—are destroyed, but you breathed in their ash and so this story possesses you. There is mindspeak now between you and the story. It lives in your mind. It links to your spirit. It stays with you.

   How can you defeat a story inside your mind? You consider self-sacrifice. It would destroy the story, but also you, and you, the shaman Pathana, are sworn to defend and preserve all life, including your own. You consider an exorcism ritual or a banishment spell. The story is self-centered, narcissistic, perhaps even vain, but no, not evil in any traditional sense. It is neither demonic nor diabolical and so such measures would be ineffective. 

   Can the story be untold? Can words be unread? Writing forms words, then sentences, paragraphs, and finally a story. You are pulled into the flow of the narrative. You enter the story and the story enters you. It invokes thoughts and evokes emotions. 

   Think, Pathana, think!

   The story is in your mind, and so the plot is there too. The bards tell that every story has four parts—an inciting incident, rising action, a climactic ordeal—happening right now—and then a resolution. There must be a resolution for a story to be complete. The hero and monster can fight, either win or lose, but they can also choose to make peace. 

   You breathe in deeply, then exhale. You close your eyes and mindspeak to this story now entrenched within you. “Vow to end yourself and I vow to share you.” The resolution comes as vows are exchanged. A rainbow glow surrounds your body then fades into the darkness after your next breath.

   The bargain is a compromise. Now there will be endless readers of this single complete story rather than one reader of an accursed unending tale. And so this story will end itself.  

   You are you, but you are also the shaman Pathana, and you soon leave the dragon’s cave, return to the tavern, and share this story with everyone in the city. You write it down. Others copy it, some sing it. 

   This story is read, re-read, remembered. It will someday be 1,717 words in your language, a nice size for a story. A deep magic has moved this story across space and time. It stays in your mind long after you have finished the last word. 

   You are a part of this story, and it is a part of you. 

   This story possesses you. 

   Then you share it.

   Originally published in Fiction on the Web - 02/2024.

   Reprinted with permission of the author.

   ~ * ~ * ~

   Adam Strassberg is a retired psychiatrist living in Portland, Oregon. He uses the intersection of psychology, religion, mythology and magical realism to explore the human condition through fiction. 

   When he’s not writing or napping, he often can be found updating his website at www.doctorstrassberg.com/fiction.

    

  

 
  
   Strange and Unusual Hoards

   Brooksie C. Fontaine

   “Today on Lords of Hoards, we’re talking to Leucadendron the Ferocious!” the adorable Elf reporter on TV says. “Leucadendron, can you tell us a little about yourself?”

   The camera pans to a dragon the color of freshly spilled blood, beautiful and horrible the way all dragons seem to be. He has thorny horns around his face and smoke streaming out of his nostrils and a huge mossy cable-knit sweater that brings out the mint green in his eyes.

   “Well, Sandy, where do I start?” Leucadendron says with a growl. His pleasant inflection clashing comically with the death rattle of his voice. “My friends call me Leuc. I’ll be two hundred-and-twenty-five next week—”

   “Oh, happy birthday in advance!”

   “Thank you, Sandy! I never miss an episode of Lords of Hoards—”

   “Why, thank you!”

   “—And I hoard flowers, especially orchids.”

   His greenhouse is the size of a mansion, and the Elf reporter, Sandalphon (or Sandy), spends most of the episode asking him questions about his rare and gorgeous orchids. As he talks about them, the camera zooms in on the flower, framed by his massive, deadly claws. 

   “The hardest part of caring for them, of course, is how tiny they are,” he says, very carefully binding a broken stem with just his claw-tips.

   He explains how he developed his fixation with flowers during the War of the Necromancers nearly two centuries ago. “My parents were fighting undead orcs, and I couldn’t control that,” he says solemnly. “But I could control the health of their garden, and by the time they got back, that garden was much, much bigger. And it wasn’t really their garden anymore, either, since I had claimed it!”

   After he concludes the tour of his greenhouse, Sandalphon thanks him, and there’s a cute interaction where he gives her a potted plant to take home.

   Despite being half Elf myself, I know I would kill that plant instantly. My Ogre half stomped out my green thumb, despite the fact it also made me, literally, a shade of bluish green.

   Leucadendron and I do have something in common, though: we never miss an episode of Lords of Hoards. The whole point of the show is to spotlight the unique hoards of dragons, griffins, sphinxes, and other treasure guardians. Mostly the guests are dragons —griffins’ mountainous homes pose logistical problems for camera crews, and sphinxes’ passive-aggression and propensity for riddles make them difficult to interview, albeit very entertaining.

   Last week, Sandy interviewed Bellatrix the Disembowler, who hoarded plushies, and the week-before, Balthazar the Terror, a hydra who hoarded funky glasses and demonstrated them on his many heads.

   Ever since I moved away from home, I’ve craved the normalcy shows like Lords of Hoards offer me.

   As of now, this episode is wrapping up, and Sandy is getting to her closing segment: questions from viewers.

   “Alright, everyone!” she says, sitting at a desk and shuffling a neat stack of letters. “Before we conclude for the evening, let’s see what a few of our fans have to say.”

   As a half-Elf, I recognize some of my own features in Sandy: her upturned nub of a nose, her prominent pointed ears, and her large, long-lashed, sparkling eyes. But I envy her daintiness, her tiny hands and slim shoulders. 

   I’m short, but stocky thanks to my Ogre side, and I’ve always felt like a minotaur in a china shop next to full-blooded Elves.

   “Bertram from the Valley of the Phoenix says, ‘I have a bigger hoard than most of these dragons, and I’m a human, haha. You should have me on one of these days!’” Sandy reads. “Well, Bertram, the Manual of Interspecies Psychiatry states hoarding is a healthy behavior for species such as dragons and griffins, but a sign of mental illness for species such as humans and Elves. I’m sure you’re just joking, but if you are exhibiting hoarding behavior, you should consider speaking to a licensed therapist.” 

   She goes onto the next letter.

   “Alarice from Cinder Mountain says, ‘I’m a young dragon just starting out my own hoard. Watching Lords of Hoards really inspires me. Everyone thinks you have to just hoard gold and jewels, but your show reminds me I can hoard whatever I want!’” Sandy looks at the camera with a heartfelt expression. “It means so much to me to hear that, Alarice!”

   I’m drifting off a bit.

   Just then, she says, “And here we have one from Beatrice from the City of Ash.”

   I sit bolt upright. That’s me! I had no idea they’d actually answer, and now I’m embarrassed on my own behalf. I’d only written in during a moment of self-pity after work last week.

   “Beatrice says, ‘These unique hoards are all well and good, but I want to see some classic, politically incorrect dragon hoards. I want to see a dragon who hoards maidens, and frankly, I want to be one of them. I’d love to be held hostage by a rich dragon and be able to stop working as a barista.’” Sandy gives the camera a gently disapproving look. “Beatrice, I’m sure you don’t know this, but it’s deeply offensive to insinuate dragons abduct people. That hasn’t happened for centuries, and your statement perpetuates harmful stereotypes.”

   I want to sink into the bed and disappear. Why did I write that? Well, I know why—I’d been depressed after an eight-hour shift, covered in spilled coffee and soymilk, and unwilling to burden anyone I actually knew by texting them about how miserable I was.

   “Alright, thank you so much for tuning in this evening, folks! I’ll see you next week, and in the meantime, stay tuned for Dwarf Kitchen.”

   I can barely pay attention to acclaimed Chef Bigglesworth Redbeard cussing out a miserable-looking restaurant owner. I’m too busy hating my past self for burdening me with this embarrassment.

   “And I don’t want to hear any of your excuses!” Bigglesworth bellows. “‘It’s Orcish cuisine, it’s supposed to be disgusting.’ Get out of here with that! Orcish standards might be different, but it’s no excuse for poor quality, it’s an insult to your guests!”

   I sigh and try to focus just enough on the show to distract myself from my own thoughts.

   At least my last name wasn’t mentioned, so no one will know it was me.

   ~ * ~

   Everyone at the coffee shop knows it was me. My fellow barista Gordy watches every episode of Lords of Hoards, and not only told everyone about my stupid letter, but pulled up the clip of last night’s episode on her phone for everyone to hoot at. 

   They’re not being purposefully malicious. I get that. But this, of course, means my workweek is even more hellish than it normally is.

   In between getting yelled at, snarled at, and hissed at by customers over minor mistakes, in between spilling drinks and getting orders wrong, I have to deal with jabs from my ‘hilarious’ coworkers.

   “Tipping is crap today,” Uno, a cyclops says, polishing his single eyeglass on his apron. “But, luckily we can all just mooch off Bee’s dragon sugar daddy.”

   Everyone seems to think that’s funny. I do not.

   I vow I’m not going to tune back in to Lords of Hoards, but I’m left disgruntled after a call with my mom. She’s so damn aloof.

   “I don’t like my job. Like, at all,” I say, looking over a takeout menu for a new Dwarf-owned place down the street. “I know I won’t work at the coffee shop forever. But I can’t see myself using my degree for anything—it feels like it was a waste of money.”

   “Money is but a coin in the jar of wisdom,” she says.

   “My God, you’re like a sphinx.”

   The truth is, I wasn’t ready to move out, and my mom didn’t ask me to. But I knew I was the only thing keeping her from moving back home to her Elven city—the social condemnation of having not just a failed marriage, but a half-Ogre daughter was something that had kept her away for all twenty-seven years of my life.

   I left, and sure enough, she moved back to her home city the very next month. 

   My dad doesn’t know what to do with me, just keeps showing up sheepishly every so often with gifts better suited for a little girl. Like he didn’t process my development past the age of nine.

   I need a distraction. I turn on Lords of Hoards.

   Tonight’s guest is Conchobar the Conqueror, a very focused and intense dragon who hoards dogs. “My training regimen is an important part of our lifestyle,” he explains, after getting all fifty dogs to sit, roll over, speak, and chase their tails, in that order. He gives his commands in Latin.

   How I crave that kind of structure.

   As the episode wraps up, Sandy says cheerfully, “You know, our last guest was a plant-hoarder, and gave me a flower. Could you give me a puppy?”

   “Absolutely not,” Conchobar says, completely missing the joke. “Choosing a dog that’s right for your personality is not a task that should be taken lightly.”

   I hope for a second Sandy will falter, and make me feel a little better about my own gaffes. But instead she just gives the camera a sidelong look, and says, “Duly noted, Conchobar! And keep that in mind this Yuletide, ladies and gentlemen. A pet is not a present, but a commitment!”

   Damn her for being so perfect for TV.

   I almost change the channel before the fan mail portion out of remembered embarrassment, but decide to leave it on, if only because I want to watch Dwarf Kitchen and because I’m too lazy to reach for the remote.

   She reads from a goblin bragging about her collection of spices (“I’m sure they’re absolutely beautiful, though not what we showcase on Lords of Hoards”) a human asking if she’s single (“Elves typically stay unmarried for at least the first hundred years of our lives, so as to establish our identities outside of romantic commitment. I’m fifty-two, and a proud upholder of this tradition!”) and a gargoyle security guard who says she makes his evening shift much more enjoyable (“I’m so happy to hear that, Steve!”)

   I think that will be all, but she sobers a bit.

   “Finally, we have one interesting letter from a dragon living just outside the City of Ash, identifying himself as Julian. Julian says, ‘Last week, you received a message from a young lady, expressing her interest in a dragon who hoards maidens.’”

   Oh, no. The last thing I need is some pervy dragon trying to take me up on my offer.

   “‘I don’t want to hoard maidens. I want to hoard friends. My wife was slain in the War of the Necromancers—nearly two centuries ago, but not such a long time in the life of a dragon. Our daughter just flew north to serve in the Air Fleet and earn her title. It has renewed my grief, and I realize how few of my old military friends are still alive or nearby.’”

   I immediately feel bad for jumping to conclusions. “Jeez, this poor guy,” I mutter.

   “‘I already have a hoard: I’ve maintained and added to my late wife’s collection of antique and rare books, and I myself hoard paintings. But though this young lady was likely facetious in her desire to become part of a dragon’s hoard, her comment has inspired me to amass a hoard of friends.’”

   Sandy sets down the envelope and looks into the camera like she’s staring meaningfully into the eyes of a family member.

   “Viewers, that’s the most touching thing I’ve heard all week. It sounds as though a letter sent out of youthful ignorance, facetiousness, or both could have made a world of difference in the life of a valued veteran.” She changes tone, brightening: “Next up: has Bigglesworth met his match in a goblin-run restaurant? Find out, in tonight’s episode of Dwarf Kitchen!”

   Strangely, I don’t feel as optimistically about the dragon’s letter as Sandy seemed to. If anything, it makes me a little depressed. I know veterans like that, people from semi-immortal races who spend centuries missing those they love. My grandfather is also a veteran of the War of the Necromancers, and hasn’t gotten over losing both of his brothers. 

   I tell myself, I’d reach out to this lonely dragon, if I just knew who he was. But there’s no way of knowing. Julian is such a common name. He could be anyone.

   ~ * ~

   “He’s probably Julian the Peacemaker,” my coworker Gordy says. She’s standing over the hissing espresso machine, her snake hair tucked under a bandana with their little emerald eyes peeking out cutely at me. “My dad’s his gardener.”

   I’m not feeling too warmly towards Gordy at the moment, even though we’re sort of friends. She’s the backstabber who told everyone about my self-pity-filled fan mail to begin with, the only one in this cafe who watches Lords of Hoards as religiously as I do. 

   And I can’t tell if she’s genuinely trying to help me out here, or if she’s just nosy.

   “What’s he like?” I ask, trying to decipher the name scrawled on the side of the paper cup I’m holding.

   “You ever misspell them on purpose?” she grins. She’s annoyingly pretty, even during the morning shift, with gold-brown skin and bright green eyes. “Sometimes I botch them up real bad, just for fun. I spelled Gia and Ganinina this morning.” 

   “Gordy. I was asking—”

   “Right. Julian is cool, my dad says—don’t be fooled by his name, he’s sort of a war hero. They call him the Peacemaker because he was so good at fighting, he ended battles early.”

   “One sec. Chai latte for Bartholomew!” I shouted. The ogre in me makes me good at shouting orders, and makes me relish it. It’s my favorite part of the job.

   “Oh, there’s a lot of ways you can misspell Bartholomew.” She tilts her head. “You know you’ve got little tusks? They show when you yell.”

   “No, I had no idea I had tusks, Gordy, thanks for letting me know,” I mutter. I wouldn’t personally call them tusks. I prefer to think of them as big canines. “Did you know you have snakes on your head?”

   “Okay, okay, point taken.”

   I grab the next cup. “Do you think I should email him?”

   “He’s pretty old school. He’d probably prefer a letter.”

   I’m silent for another minute. Could I really write a letter to a stranger? “I mean. That would be weird, right?”

   “The fact you wrote to the TV station to begin with was weird.” She laughs, showing a flash of her slightly forked tongue. “You might as well do something nice.”

   “Hold on—Matcha latte for Brumhilda!” I turn back to face her, about to say something else.

   “Excuse me?” a minotaur bellows. “Is this my iced vanilla latte?”

   “Not yet, sir, it’s a hot matcha latte, for Brumhilda,” Gordy says, without missing a beat. “Is your name Brumhilda?”

   The minotaur flattens his ears and his nostrils flare, but fortunately, there are no threats to talk to our manager. This time.

   “I guess I should write to him,” I say. For some reason, I’m reluctant, afraid of breaking the monotony I’ve fallen into over the past year or two, even with something as unambiguously altruistic as writing a letter to a lonely, widowed war hero. “I guess there’s no reason not to.”

   “Yeah, go for it, honey, you got this,” Gordy is distracted now, the assistant manager shouting something to her. “Hold on, I gotta see if we have more cheese danishes in the back.”

   ~ * ~

   Once I’m sitting down, I realize I have no idea how to start.

   So after an hour of procrastination, I start with the obvious. 

   Dear Julian,

   I was the one who wrote about wanting to be part of a dragon’s hoard. You’re right—I was being ‘facetious.’ Because I hated my job and missed home and was feeling sorry for myself. 

   But I was really touched by your letter the other day. No one who’s given to your kingdom the way you have should have to feel alone. 

   I feel so corny, but I keep writing,

   I’d love to be a part of your hoard of friends. Maybe even visit, if you’re okay with that. I hope that doesn’t sound weird. 

   No, I know it does. But as I write, I realize I need this, too: I’m lonely. I’m misplaced, the failed experiment of two parents with incompatible goals and personalities. I can’t remember the last time I hung out with someone outside of work.

   I conclude,

   Please write back if you’d like to meet. Or just write, if you’d prefer to do that.

   Sincerely,

   Beatrice Jagjaw

   I’ve already sealed it in an envelope when I realize I seem like a complete stalker, because he has no way of knowing how I got his address. 

   I tear it open again, and add, 

   P.S: I got your address from Gordy, your gardener’s daughter. I hope that’s not super creepy, she just happened to know you.

   “Yeah, it’s super creepy,” Gordy confirms at work the next day. “But, older guys have a tolerance for that. Their radar isn’t exactly on the lookout for creepy behavior. I think he’ll be touched.”

   After a few days he writes back—he has beautiful stationery paper and gold ink and a wax seal. It puts my convenience store envelope to shame.

   Dear Ms. Jagjaw, 

   I am touched and heartened by your thoughtful response.

   When I mused about collecting my ‘hoard of friends,’ I had in mind people closer to my age—I am nearly five hundred, one of the oldest dragons in the area, I believe. Once you reach a certain age, time slows up and speeds down. That’s the best and only way I can describe it.

   As such, I can feel—and, I fear, seem—somewhat awkward around youthful people. I operate on a different wavelength from them, as it were.

   Nevertheless, if you would like to visit me, you are welcome to come over after 8AM any day of the week except the Sabbath. That is when my gardener arrives as well. I did not know he had a daughter, but you may tell Gordy she is also welcome.

   “No way am I getting up that early on my day off,” Gordy says when I tell her.

   “But this was all your idea to begin with!”

   “It was not! You just asked if you should email him, and I said you should write to him.” She shakes a cold brew with caramel syrup. “Look, I’m glad you’re doing this. But this is on you, at least the first time.”

   “Well, what if it’s awkward?” I ask.

   “It probably will be! That’s why I’m not doing it!”

   I put all my irritation into my voice as I yell, “Triple espresso latte for Jedadiah!!!!” 

   Customers actually flinch.

   “Jesus,” a Wulver says, putting her hands over her canine ears.

   I make it a point to misspell everyone’s names throughout the day.

   ~ * ~

   I tell my mom about my plans during our nightly call.

   “I think that’s great, honey.” She pauses a minute. “You know —I think if your father had fought in a war, things would have been different between us. That’s the one thing that was missing, I think. He doesn’t have the maturity of a veteran.”

   I don’t really know about that. “That’s a neat theory, Mom.” As if everyone comes back from war more well-adjusted.

   “He and I have been talking again.”

   I sit up. “You and dad?” I sputter. 

   “Yes.” 

   My jaw flops open. She’s back in an Elven city, where no one speaks anything but the Old Language and the houses are in the trees and everyone walks around silent as unicorns, and now she’s talking to my dad again?

   “I know what you’re going to say. But I’ve always been torn between my love for him and my love for my home and family,” she explains. “I was unhappy when I was away from here. That put a strain on our marriage. When I’m happy, I always feel like I should reach out to him.”

   I sit back in my easy chair—one of the few gifts from my dad I can actually make use of. “It sounds like that might have been the one thing missing in your marriage.”

   “Maybe. Maybe it was.” She hesitates. “You’re always welcome with me, darling, and your grandparents. You know that, don’t you?”

   “Yeah,” I say, feeling awkward now that she’s acknowledged the elephant in the room. “Look, Mom, I’m awfully tired. I’ll talk to you tomorrow, okay?”

   “Alright, sweetheart.” In the Old Language, she says, “I love you.”

   “I love you too,” I say, also in the Old Language, even though I know my pronunciation is awful.

   I don’t like the fact my mom is over a hundred and my dad is seventy-nine and it still seems like they’re kids just trying to find their way in the world.

   If that’s true, what does the future hold for me?

   ~ * ~

   I’m still thinking about that as I drive to the dragon’s house.

   So much so it takes me a moment to realize it’s a mansion. Buttery marble, with a fountain in the middle of its lush garden.

   A man who can only be Gordy’s father is standing in the shrubbery with a pair of gardening sheers. He has her good looks, snakes peering out from underneath his broad-brimmed hat.

   “My good-for-nothing kid wouldn’t come with you, huh?” he says, affectionately.

   I can’t help but smile, shaking my head. “Nope!”

   “Don’t worry. Never too old for a time-out.”

   It’s strange to hear a father talk so comfortably about his daughter, like he knows her. My father loves me as best he can, I know that. 

   But he doesn’t know me. Maybe someday that can change. I want it to change.

   Gordy’s father swings his head back towards the house, snakes seeming to point. “He’s in there,” he says, “you can let yourself in, he’s a nice dude. No rain of fire for visitors.”

   I take a deep breath, thank him, and start towards the entryway. I step under the marble balcony, the shade almost liquid in the warm morning.

   Why am I doing this again?

   Because it’s kind, I remind myself. It’s a nice thing to do.

   Or maybe because two lonesome souls will gravitate towards each other like planets caught in each other’s orbit. 

   I feel how much he needs a friend, somehow. Maybe he feels how much I need a friend, too—maybe that’s why he wrote the TV station that day.

   I don’t expect to find him right inside the front hall. 

   He looks as marble as the rest of the house, his scales a buttery and glossy white, with seams of black and gold running through them. 

   He’s a graceful, almost liquid shape, his back sloping into a tail that zigzags like a river along the floor. His wings, even folded, are elegant, arching slightly.

   I smell paint, and step forward a bit to see the huge canvas he’s working on.

   “What do you think?” he asks, and only then do I realize he’s aware of me, without even looking up. Of course he is—dragons have elevated senses.

   “It’s beautiful,” I say, because it is.

   He’s painting a gold dragon, surrounded by pegasi. In the background, clouds roll, thunderous and full of vapor. It’s clear he’s been painting for many times longer than I’ve been alive.

   “You said in your letter you hoard paintings,” I remark, surprised at myself that I remember. I’m not usually the sort of person who remembers things like that. “I didn’t know you were the one who made them.”

   “They’re not all mine.” His voice is as rich and deep as the richest, blackest coffee mixed with the richest, darkest molasses. “I started collecting the works of others. It inspired me to start making my own. Beauty begets beauty.”

   He turns to look at me over his shoulder. His eyes are ether blue, and his eyelashes are long and gold. They’re very beautiful, and I can see how old the soul behind them is. 

   “Would you like to try?” he says, holding out a paintbrush in offering.

   “I don’t want to mess up your picture,” I say quickly.

   “Not to worry. I can have Minni get you a canvas of your own.”

   “I can just watch you for a minute, if that’s okay.”

   “As you wish.”

   It occurs to me, watching him paint, how at ease I feel. Why? Maybe it’s because I so thoroughly expected this to be awkward.

   Or maybe it’s because he’s centuries old, and clearly has experience putting people at ease. He said he was awkward, on a different wavelength from young people. Now that I’ve met him, I can say I disagree with the first statement—he’s not awkward. But he is on a different wavelength, and I like that. I want to be on that wavelength, too.

   I can picture him like an underwater current, cool and soothing, and I have the strangest feeling of belonging. Like the dragon and I are old friends. 

   Even though we didn’t even bother to exchange introductions since I came in.

   “Well, this is about as interesting as watching paint dry,” an amused voice says.

   I spin around. “Gordy?” I feel like a neglected child whose mom finally came to her ballet recital. It’s pathetic, how much it means to me that she’s here.

   It means we’re not just work friends. We’re actual friends.

   “I felt bad for not coming.” Unlike at work, she’s not wearing a scarf over her snake hair, and they’ve sort of styled themselves into a side part. She’s wearing a red skirt and black turtleneck shirt, and she looks gorgeous.

   “Julian, it’s nice to finally meet you,” she says, approaching. “My dad talks about you a lot.”

   “He hasn’t talked about you at all,” Julian deadpans, not looking up from his canvas. For a second I clench with secondhand embarrassment.

   Then Gordy explodes into laughter, and I realize how easily he’s parsed out her sense of humor. Oh, to have the social awareness of a five-hundred-year-old dragon.

   “I offered Beatrice her own canvas,” Julian continues, not putting down his own paintbrush. Only up-close do I realize it’s a dragon-sized brush, nearly as long as my forearm. “But she preferred to observe.”

   “Oh, no way! Beatrice, you’re about as boring as a pack of dry salt biscuits. We’re both going to paint—I used to take art lessons, Bee, I’m going to kick your rear end.”

   Julian calls to his maid, and a spotted female minotaur comes down the stairs deftly balancing two more canvases on one arm and two small easels on the other. Then she runs back upstairs for person-sized paintbrushes and smocks.

   Only when I dip my brush into the paint do I remember—I used to love painting, too. Not that I was any good at it, I don’t think, but I loved watching the colors take hold of the page. 

   Gordy is already smearing her canvas with the brightest colors she can find. 

   I glance up past her just in time to see Julian peering down at us. His blue eye, in profile, is misty, shining softly in the pastel morning light. 

   It’s easy to miss—it can be difficult to read dragons’ emotions anyway—but it occurs to me how glad he is to have our company.

   I’m glad, too, I realize. Happy, for the first time in months. Life feels new again, and every breath I take is full of possibilities. I can do whatever I want.

   This is the start of something new for me. I don’t know what, and instead of finding that frightening, I find it exciting.

   The sun warms my hand as I streak my canvas with pale blue sky.

   ~ * ~

   “Welcome back to Lords of Hoards, ladies and gentlemen! Tonight, we have a very special guest, Julian the Peacemaker. Julian, can you tell us a little about yourself?”

   “I can, as a matter of fact. I am four-hundred-and-ninety-nine years old, a father, and a widower. I am a veteran of the War of the Necromancers and the War of the Black Dawn. In addition to preserving my late wife’s hoard of antique books, I also hoard paintings.”

   “And as I understand it, Julian, you have a new hoard that started due to this very show.”

   “I certainly do. Thanks to you, and the ill-advised fan-letter of one bright young woman, I now have my very own hoard of friends. They come in the door quite easily, if you leave your heart open a crack.”

   ~ * ~ * ~
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   ...And One Dragon

   Harding McFadden

   Solomon stood, dumbstruck, before the sign leading into Cuthbertshyre. His jaw hung loosely; his eyes stared wide. Try as he might, he could not believe what he was reading. The deceptively simple wooden sign stood there, like any of a hundred others he had walked past on his long trek. Yet, it was like none of the others. It was amazingly singular, as well as singularly horrifying. “Welkum tu Cuthbertshyre,” it read in a fading black chalk, the writing simple and blocky, the words humorously misspelled. “Populatshun 75.” And there, beneath the rest, a more recent addition to the sign given its more vibrant red:

   “…and One Dragon…”

   It had to be some joke, he thought. Some sick youth’s idea of a humorous jab at visitors. Otherwise, the citizenry of Cuthbertshyre must have assumed that to make such a bold proclamation would make those of ill intent second guess their destination. Whatever the case, Solomon could not take his eyes from those red—somehow blood red—words for more than a minute, as he stood there in the center of the road. I must look like a fool, he thought somewhere in the back of his consciousness; but he didn’t care. He felt like an alien in a foreign land.

   It was only the roar, smaller than he would have guessed yet closer than he would have liked, that pulled him from his revery. Abruptly, he turned his eyes from the sign, and looked down the long road toward the town, a brief dot upon the horizon. The day was warm, yet not stifling. A cooling breeze pushed its way through the air like a welcome friend. The skies were overcast with the promise of rain, but not threateningly so. A sun shower, at best. The bag upon his back felt suddenly heavier as he stood there, his body alive with gooseflesh and a cold sweat. He was barely thirty years old, yet he felt suddenly twice that as a solid realization sat upon his shoulders like a vile wraith: he had to go there.

   Hiking up his bag to resettle it, he released a calming breath, and started his way down the long road. His feet hurt, yet this was nothing new. As the low man in His Majesties Academy of Numbers, the task of the census had fallen to him. Walking from town to town, he had been on one road or another for close to three years, as near as he could tell. He had been on his own for so long, he no longer missed his home. Perhaps because it no longer was home to him. These places, these travels had become more a part of him than ever were his barracks at the Academy, or his cot in the orphanage before that. He had seen things and met people during his long journey that no one he had known in his previous life had ever even heard of. He had seen small kings with delusions of grandeur. Likewise, he had seen simple women with more grace and dignity than had been held by his own queen. He had seen trolls and gremlins; knights and witches. Yet, never had he seen…a dragon.

   The road leading to Cuthbertshyre seemed longer when he at first set down it, yet in seemingly no time at all, greater than three quarters of its length lay behind him. The town, so recently a blob of shadow some great distance away, was now more solidly defined than he thought possible. The buildings were of soundly built stone, or occasionally wood, each with a thickly thatched roof. Here and there on the thatching, he could see the early telltales of green that let him know how much rain the town got. The fields, and the small alleys between buildings were lushly green, the vegetable patches full to bursting. The harvest would be coming in soon, and from the look of things, these people would want for nothing come winter.

   Stretched out around the massive clearing the town filled, he could see more dwellings, and somewhere just beyond, the perimeter wall. Far from all-enclosing, the town wall would help keep out but few troublemakers. It would give some of the shorter monsters a run for their money, but couldn’t possibly protect the villagers from bandits, or giants, or other true menaces. What, then, was the point of it, he wondered?

   “Help ya?” a voice called out to him as he came within spitting distance of the nearest building. Some kind of communal gathering house, he assumed, and was right. Over the recent past, he had bedded down in hundreds of such.

   The speaker was a woman. Taller than he by a foot, she was broad of shoulder, and weathered in the way of a farmer. Her hair was sun-bleached and cut short. Her clothes were far from new, yet well-kept. In her bearing, he saw surety and confidence. Her hands rested on her hips. In the few moments it took him to find his words, she asked again: “Help ya?”

   “Uh, yes, miss,” he stuttered, un-shouldering his bag, and removing the papers from it. “I’m Solomon, from His Majesties Academy of Numbers.” He handed her his identifications. She took them and read over them easily. 

   “A census-taker?” she asked. He flushed, despite himself, somehow embarrassed at being identified as such by this mountain of a woman.

   “Yes, miss,” he answered, again shouldering his bag after replacing his papers.

   “Naya,” she corrected him. “I haven’t been a ‘miss’ since I was ten years old. And you’re not likely to find any Lords or Ladies, either. Just folks who work for a living.”

   She patted him on the shoulder with a smile and beckoned him to follow her into the gathering house. He found himself liking her, in spite of his prior intimidation. 

   The gathering house was a large, hollow room, with a great stone hearth at either end. A single long line of benches and tables lay in its center; stacks of bags, no doubt filled with grain and other winter stores, lay against the walls. In times of necessity, he had no doubt there would be room and food enough for each of Cuthbertshyre’s seventy-five inhabitants. Yet, it was not its human population that concerned him just then.

   Naya took a seat at the head of the table nearest them, and beckoned him to sit beside her. Gladly relieving himself of his burden, he sat gingerly. Given his lifestyle, he had little worry of saddle sores, but his long walk had done its share on the muscles of his legs and lower back. 

   On the table between them was a large pitcher of water, and a pile of rough cups. Grabbing two, his host poured them each a blessed drink, which he gulped more greedily than he had intended. Wiping his mouth on a well-worn sleeve, he looked at her sheepishly, and said, “Sorry. It’s been a long trip.”

   She dismissed his apologies with a wave of her hand, as she finished her own drink with as much gusto. “Nothing wrong with enjoying a drink of water,” she told him, refilling her own cup, then his. “Just proof a person’s been working hard.”

   He smiled and drank again.

   “So,” she said after a few quiet moments. “What can I do to help His Majesty’s census man?”

   “Not much,” he replied. “I’ve been doing this for so long it’s all habit by now. The number on the sign? Still accurate?”

   “Ya. We lost old man Hummock last month, but then his granddaughter had a babe, so things have evened out.”

   He sat silently for a long moment, unsure how to proceed. Did he ask, and risk looking like a fool? Or did he not, and risk something worse?

   “And…that other. On the sign. The one…”

   “Dragon,” she finished for him. He nodded. “Yes, she’s here. And here she’ll stay, make no mistake about it. It would take an army to pull our lady from us, census man, make no doubt about it.”

   He was taken aback by her sudden change. Large though she may have been, she had nevertheless been nothing but cordial until that point. Yet, upon mentioning the town’s dragon, she had become suddenly quite stern. He had the feeling that, seen or not, there was a dagger at his neck, waiting for his next words. He gulped audibly, his throat desert dry, in spite of his drinks.

   “I do believe you,” he responded. Somehow, he had to salvage this suddenly tense situation. Otherwise, he feared, he might not walk out of this town. “It’s just that, well…I’ve been many places, and seen quite a lot of things. But never have I seen a dragon living in a town, let alone be welcomed by the people living there.”

   Naya stood. With little doubt she wished him to stand as well, he followed suit, and allowed her to lead him back out into the darkening day. Maybe more than a sun shower after all?

   “Something you need to understand,” she told him as they made their way through the town center, and into the surrounding fields. The locals stopped whatever they were doing to stare at this odd procession. He felt like an insect, under the inquisitive needles of a child. A good distance away, closer to the wall than any of the other buildings, stood a small cottage. It was to it she was leading him. “She’s not our dragon. Not some horrible beast to scare your children with. She’s a part of our family. Has been for a few years now, and God willing, she will be long after I’ve gone off to dust. But, I’m not the one you should be talking to about her. I’m just the one who sees that things run smoothly. They’re the ones you want to talk to.”

   They were fifteen feet from the front of the small cottage. Before it stood a man and woman, hand in hand, neither more than twenty years old. They smiled and waved at their visitors. 

   “And who are they?” he asked, just low enough to be heard only by his companion.

   “They,” Naya replied, opening her arms wide to embrace the young couple whole-heartedly, “Are her parents.”

   ~ * ~

   “This is Luna,” the young man said, pointing to his wife.

   “And this is Ari,” the young woman said, pointing to her husband. 

   Seeing their fresh, unlined faces, Solomon had to reassess his estimate as to their ages. If they were twenty, it was a fresh twenty. These two still had the soft lines of youth about them. Yet, in no way did they seem soft. They were as much a part of the land they worked as was Naya. Their muscles were tight and sinewy, their eyes sharp and intelligent. These were no damn-fool children.

   “Solomon,” he introduced himself, grasping each of their forearms in turn. “I’m…”

   Naya interrupted. “He’s the King’s census man,” she said. “But, right now, I think he’s more interested in your girl.”

   They looked at each other with undisguised concern. He was a government man, after all. What could he possibly want of their dragon, other than to take it away? In their eyes, he saw calculation. They were not cruel people, yet he had little doubt that should he try to come between them and their unlikely pet, he would never be seen again.

   “Please,” he said. “I’m just curious. I’ve never seen a dragon before. I’m just…”

   “Curious,” they finished for him, in unison. They looked at him with concern, but also with something akin to resignation. He became aware of Naya, standing closely behind him, tense and waiting. The day felt suddenly cold, as he waited for the unseen blade to bite deep.

   A decision made, Luna turned toward her home, her hand leaving her husband’s for the first time. “I think you’d better come in, Solomon,” she said over her shoulder. “We have a story to tell.”

   As the girl’s husband fell into step behind her, Solomon breathed a sigh of relief at still being alive. It stopped abruptly in his throat when he thought he heard the quiet hiss of steel sliding back into scabbard. He looked at his large guide, and she smiled down at him. “You’re going to like this,” she said, putting an arm around his shoulder, and leading him into the cottage.

   Much like the gathering house, it was a single room, though much more compact. Likewise, the hearth was volumes smaller. In one corner stood the couple’s bed, neatly made. In the center was a small table, around which were three chairs. The young couple each took one, Solomon the last, while Naya leaned against the cold hearth.

   Holding hands again, the couple looked at him, their eyes beseeching. He couldn’t help but think they didn’t want him to die and were doing all they could to keep him alive. He felt appreciative for that. 

   “My husband and I cannot have children,” Luna began without preamble. “We’ve known this since we were both young. Got a case of the bad flu, each of us. Lots of people did. Not many lived through it. But those who did: no children. It’s not something you can ever get over; you’d better believe it.”

   “I’m sorry,” he whispered in reply, and was. They would never know it, because he would never say it, but he knew first-hand how they felt. It had been the bad flu that orphaned him as a child, and which made sure when he died, his line died with him.

   “Ari and I met in a sick house when we were children. We were both so near dead those who were left were already mourning for us. We lost all of our families, then, Solomon. Mothers, fathers, brothers, sisters: all gone, from one week to the next. When we did come through, Naya saw to us. So, if it seems like she has an eye on our wellbeing, its only because she’s been our whole family since we can remember.” They smiled up at the other woman, who averted her eyes, embarrassed at the praise.

   “We’ve been close ever since, Luna and I, Ari said. “It wasn’t a surprise to anyone that we eventually got married. When I was ten, Naya had me help her build this house. Before I even knew what it was being built for. Children can be thick, but a good parent knows what’s going on. It took us a whole summer to get it made, but when it was done, there wasn’t any place I’d rather be. This is home, Solomon.”

   For the first time, he became aware of the steady rumbling coming from outside. Not thunder, more like breathing, deep and heavy. It seemed to be all around them. He could not place it, so alien was the sound, yet his hands began to feel clammy all the same. He had a suspicion, and it scared him.

   “Ari and I were here, one day over the summer of our thirteenth years, patching up whatever needed patching, when we heard a horrible sound coming from just outside. It was like some kind of nightmare, rending the earth.”

   “We rushed outside,” Ari continued. “Right over behind where the wall is, it was like the ground was ripping itself up. There was dust, and smoke, and fire. I saw a tree pulled up by its roots and thrown eighty feet into the air. And over it all was this voice. It was like a mountain. It hurt my ears. Over and over, it kept saying, ‘Be calm, be calm!’”

   They both seemed disquieted by the memory. Years past, and it still held its sway over them. Yet it was their recollection of how it sounded that struck him: like a storm… Like the sound he heard, from just outside.

   “When the dust began to settle,” Luna said, “we saw them: dragons. Massive things, monstrous. A pack, or herd, or whatever you would call it. So close to the village. I thought we were done for. But then, I saw what they were up to.”

   “One of them was giving birth,” Ari interjected. “Or trying to. She was wailing, thrashing. The baby looked to be about half-born. There was so much blood. Have you ever seen dragon blood, Solomon?”

   He shook his head, too awed to trust his voice.

   “It falls like fire,” Naya told him. “Hits the ground and smolders. It’ll cook a man clear down to his bones. Dragons are more than a bit of fire themselves.”

   “The field back there was burning,” Luna continued. “The dragon was dying. I suppose she had her family around her, but they couldn’t do anything for her. They just told her to calm down, again and again. When the baby finally came out, it didn’t move. It was so small. Its mother just laid there. Her baby couldn’t have been more than a minute old when she stopped breathing. If it wasn’t so terrifying, it would have been tragic.”

   Seeing his wife’s discomfort, Ari took over the tale: “When she died, her body just seemed to crumble, like the fire inside of it couldn’t be held in anymore. The other dragons just stood there and watched it go all to nothing. The biggest one, the leader, looked at the baby, and growled. It was hurt, small. They seemed angry one of their own had died bringing it into the world. The leader, he called the baby something horrible. He kicked at it. Then they left, just flew off. Left the baby there to die.”

   They sat there for quite some time then, mournful. The air of the room seemed to have weight. 

   In time, Naya took up the tale. “By the time the rest of the village got here, the fun was all over. The dragons had flown away, and the little one was just starting to move. We all went to her, intent on just killing her outright. We may live in the country, census-taker, but we still know the law. Dragons are just too dangerous to let live. Kill ’em on sight or die trying. It’s what we intended. Then, we saw her…”

   “Our Rainbow…” Luna whispered.

   “She was crying like any other baby,” Ari said. “Just lying there next to the ashes of her mother. Her tears sizzled, like cooking meat.”

   “But she was crying, all the same,” Luna said, her voice full of emotion.

   Naya pushed off the wall and walked closer to the rest of the group. “She was small, smaller than I’d ever heard a dragon to be. More like the size of a dog pup. She was curled up, small and hurt. Her left wing was torn, useless. She’ll never fly.”

   “Everyone just stood around her,” Luna told him. “The urge to kill seemed to leave us. She didn’t seem like a threat anymore. She was too sad for that.”

   “So, we decided to let her live for the night,” Naya said. “I think we figured she’d die before morning, shape she was in. But next morning came, and still she laid there, crying over her mother.”

   “This went on for days,” Ari whispered. “Luna and I were so sad about it, felt so sorry for the poor thing, that we started sneaking water and bits of food out to her. She only pecked at it, and never drank the water, but eventually the crying stopped. She just laid there, looking sad. Our hearts went out to her.”

   Outside, the rumbling continued, joined by a more environmental sound. As the sky grew darker, and the wind picked up, the unmistakable sounds of thunder could be easily made out, in the distance. He’d been wrong about the sun shower, he supposed. When this storm broke, it would be full and furious.

   “About a week later,” Luna continued. “Ari and I were here, sleeping outside by the wall, when a thing came out of the dark. I still don’t know how to describe it, it was so dark, but one moment it wasn’t there, and the next…”

   “It was all death and glowing eyes,” her husband continued. “Its breath smelt like rotting meat. I never got a good look at it, but I could swear it had something like six or eight legs. Like some kind of child a scorpion and a spider might make. It pushed its way out of the woods and had us pulled out of our bags in no time at all. I remember it being almost as large as the house, but that might not be the case. What I do remember clearly is that its mouth was big enough to eat one of us whole. It was the most scared I’ve ever been in my life.”

   Solomon looked to Naya for confirmation, and the look he got back was heavy indeed. There was more here than he was being told, and from her demeanor, she had no intention of telling him the rest of it until these children were out of earshot. 

   “The old folks tell us that when you’re about to leave this world for the next everything you’ve done passes through your mind. You see all the people you’ve lost, all your favorite pets, everything you’ve ever loved. Like some god is trying to tell you that you’ve lived your life to the fullest, so it’s alright to let it go. That’s what happened to me when I thought Ari and I were going to be food for that thing.”

   “Then something miraculous happened,” Ari continued, excited now that they had gotten to this point of their story. “Suddenly, out of nowhere, there was this horrendous growl. It seemed like it filled the air, it was so loud. Before we knew what was happening, our girl had jumped on this monster, and was fighting it, tooth and claw, for all she was worth. She wasn’t even two weeks old yet, still so small, and there she was, fighting this mountain of a thing. We both figured there was no way she’d be able to win, but then our girl has made a habit of surprising us.”

   Luna was up from her seat, and pacing the room, her hands moving wildly as if to punctuate her statements. “This monster grabbed my daughter by her neck, and lifted her up, ready to gobble her up with one bite. She was just about to, when Rainbow opened her mouth, and let loose with the brightest flame I’ve ever seen. Her body seemed to glow with it, between her scales. Her eyes were like little stars. All over her, she crackled, like when water bursts from burning wood. She shot her flame into the maw of that monster for more than a minute, grabbing onto it when the thing tried to run away. By the time our girl was done, the beast was nothing at all, just a pile of ash. Rainbow had cooked her down to nothing.”

   Ari stood beside his wife, and held her hand again, proudly. “Then she walked over and sniffed us. Like she was making sure we were alright. When she saw we were, she walked back over to the other side of the house and laid down. She slept well that night.”

   Naya placed a hard hand on Solomon’s shoulder. “And she’s been looking out for each of us, ever since. She’s become more than just some dragon, for us to be afraid of. She’s become their daughter. But, just as much, she’s become a daughter to the community.”

   He looked at each of them, his eyes wide with wonder. He had heard many tales in his travels, yet never one so fantastic. The very thought of it left his mind beggared. “And she’s been with you two ever since? All these years?” he asked, his voice barely above a whisper.

   “Yes,” they both answered, again in unison.

   “So then, Rainbow is…”

   “Her name.”

   ~ * ~

   The moon was at its height, yet still he could not sleep. Solomon tossed and turned on his not-uncomfortable bunk within the gathering house, visions of cooked and desiccated monsters running through his mind. Even worse were those instances, fought back with the best of his ability, when the dragon-destroyed piles of glowing ash were not monsters, but something much more familiar.

   As he lay on his back, his breath came steadily by force of will. He was in constant danger of letting his anxiety overtake him. Though he would never think it, it spoke volumes as to his character that he could keep himself under what control he could.

   Unable to lie still any longer, he pushed himself up to sitting, and in a bit of almost mad desperation, quit the building, and emerged into the brisk evening air. Overhead, the moon shone as brilliantly as she could, which wasn’t much: the storm clouds were nearly total, blotting out the stars and bringing an early moisture to the night. In moments, the downpour would come, giving birth to a deluge that would wash away the muck and grime of his years of travel. 

   When the first heavy drop fell, he upturned his face to embrace it. Closing his eyes, he offered up a small prayer to whichever god might have been listening that whatever he chose to do with this situation, it would be the right thing. 

   “They’re not listening,” a gravelly voice said just behind him. He turned, and there, mostly hidden within the deep black-gray shadows was a troll. His breath left him. If there was one thing he had seen over the long course of his journey, it was trolls. Hideous little things, they always seemed half-melted and mildewed. This one’s clothes were a deep gray, and so old they looked to be a part of his body rather than a covering for it. His nose was long and drooping, the slight whiskers on his chin scraggly and in bad need of a wash. The knife in his hand was wavy and sharp.

   “They’re never listening,” the creature continued. He circled Solomon menacingly. His intent was beyond question: trolls never went anywhere they did not intend to rob and kill. “If they were, you’d never have woken from your slumbers. I’d have just slipped into your home and slit your little neck while you slept. It would have been quick, and without much pain. But, now? It would seem, frail human, your gods have abandoned you.”

   A calm overcame him that he would never have expected. His hands stopped their shaking, his breath its labored pace. He stood there, scant feet from this little murderer and thief, his feet unshod yet firm, his fists clenched at his sides. Try as he might, he knew he could not overcome this foe. Small in stature they might have been, but hardly had there ever been born a more deadly adversary than the troll. Nevertheless, though he knew he would fall in the conflict that was to come, he felt he should give a good accounting of himself. The beast would remember him.

   His nerve steady, he was about to make the first move, when the urge became moot. Creeping up behind the troll, sneaking around from the back of the gathering house, were six glowing eyes. As the creature came closer, its body began to crackle and glow, shooting off small sparks. From its illuminated nostrils and open mouth came thin wisps of smoke. By the time the troll became aware of the dragon’s presence, it was too late.

   Opening its jaws unbelievably wide, the dragon was upon the troll in an instant, devouring him whole, before the small intruder had so much as had the time to scream. As quickly as that, it was all over.

   In the brief slashes of moonlight, Solomon got his first true glance of the dragon, and was surprised at what he saw. It was a thin thing, and small. Its left wing was torn, and skeletal. As tall as he when it stood to its full height, it circled him, its residual glow slowly fading. As it passed through a random moonbeam, he saw the smooth glide of its many-hued scales. It…She, he corrected himself. She was a thing of beauty. Her body was a wondrous cacophony of color, each blended together to make a perfectly balanced whole. It was no wonder what her parents had named her.

   “Rainbow,” he spoke to her, suddenly fearing her not at all. She stopped before him, her face inches from his own, her breath smelling of heat and earth. Her eyes met his unflinchingly. “Thank you.”

   With a low snort of acceptance, she moved away from him, back into the deepening gloom. He watched her progress until the threat of rain became a full storm. His last glimpse of her was in a flickering strobe of lightning. She circled her parent’s home, steam bursting from her blistering-hot hide with every rain drop that made contact, before leaping onto the thatch roof, and laying down. He had no doubt she would stay there all night, unless she were again called upon to defend her home. 
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