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      “You don’t have to do this, you know,” I say.

      “Now, now, Jonara,” sighs Grieves, the butcher. “My hands are just as tied as yours.” We both glance at the iron shackles scraping at my wrists, and at his clearly free ones. I raise a doubtful eyebrow at him. “You know what I mean,” he says, soldiering on. “You lost the lottery fair and square.”

      “Fair and square?” I repeat, just short of shrieking. “My name was the only one in it!”

      “It’s not our fault you were the only virgin over the asking age of sixteen,” Tabbal the tailor rebukes in his smarmy way.

      I’ve always liked Grieves—always being the handful of days I’ve known any of the people in this town—but Tabbal has never been my favorite. Especially since he has tried to relieve me of my virginity on more than one occasion. Unfortunately for him. Being a tinker’s adopted daughter, and spending my life traveling from town to town has made me quite good at defending my virginity. Unfortunately for me, I’m now finding out.

      “We told you about the dragon when you came to town,” Grieves says apologetically.

      “But you never told me you were going to feed me to it!” I holler back.

      Grieves looks over at Ramel, the fat mayor, as if to say that I have a point. Ramel rolls his eyes.

      “Look, it’s bad luck all around, but we need to give that dragon a sacrifice before he flies down the mountain and burns our village to the ground, yeah?” Ramel says sensibly.

      “I thought the lottery was to win a pig!” I say, dumbfounded. “You didn’t even bother to tell me I was going to get eaten until after we’d been climbing for three hours!”

      Ramel ignores me and calls over his shoulder to address the torch-bearing mob that has escorted me up this mountain. “Do these shackles attach to the chains on the stake?” he asks anyone at random. He looks at me. “Been almost nine months of this virgin-stringing-up-business, once a month at the full moon like clockwork, and I still don’t have the hang of things,” he tells me, bouncing on his toes and smiling abashedly at this personal foible of his.

      “You don’t say,” I comment. Unfortunately, my dry wit is lost on him.

      Lakonius, the blacksmith, comes forward out of the mob, ducking his head between his hunkering shoulders in shame.

      “You do it up like this,” he mumbles as he threads a chain dangling from the top of the stake to a big ring on my shackles. I squint meaningfully at Lakonius as he hoists my arms up over my head.

      “How many times have I helped you fix something at the forge, Lakonius?” I ask him.

      “Sorry, Jonara,” he says quietly. “Can fix anything, you can. It’s a shame to lose you, but some of us have daughters.”

      “And I’ve got a father!” I retort. A thought occurs to me. “Where is he, anyway?”

      Lakonius and Grieves share a look. “Well, your father’s getting on in years,” Grieves replies haltingly.

      “He’d never make the climb with that bad back of his,” Lakonius adds. “Too much strain for an old man like him.”

      I look between the two of them. “You didn’t tell him, did you? He still thinks I’m getting that pig, doesn’t he?” They share a sheepish look. “Unbelievable,” I say, turning up my hands. Which is awkward because they are shackled and chained over my head. “This is murder, you know.”

      “Now, now,” Ramel the mayor interjects nervously. He doesn’t want any legal entanglements, that’s for sure. “The lottery is unbiased.”

      “It’s not a lottery if only one name is in it! You say you’ve done this nine times already?” I ask, noticing the rig they’ve got all set up here. “Were all the other victims from out of town as well?”

      The mob moves away, leaving me hanging from my shackles. They all take cover behind the giant rocks strewn about the mouth of the enormous cave, before which I am staked. Nothing happens. Time passes and still, nothing happens. My arms have gone numb.

      “How do you know he even likes virgins!?” I yell.

      “What do you mean? Everyone likes virgins,” Ramel, the fat mayor replies.

      “Why?” I press.

      “Well, you know. They just do.” I hear mumbling as he confers with others. “They taste better.”

      I wonder what happens between a man and a woman that would make a woman’s flesh taste bad afterwards. Do men marinate women in something?

      “You honestly think that I, lean as I am, taste better than you do?” I ask. “And why only girls? Why not male virgins?”

      “Because girls aren’t as useful as men.” I hear Ramel yelp as his wife hits him.

      “What would the son of a tinker do that I don’t?” I ask.

      “He’d fix stuff,” Tabbal the tailor says.

      “She’s better at fixing stuff than her father,” Lakonius informs him.

      I hear more mumbling.

      “A son would carry his father’s pack. Right heavy those are,” someone—I don’t know who—yells out from the darkness.

      “I always carry the pack, and it is quite heavy,” I say. “You’ve seen my father, haven’t you? If he could stand up straight, he’d still be half of me.”

      “A boy would, you know…” the voice trails off, trying to think what else a boy would do.

      My temper slips. I’ll admit it: staring into the black mouth of that cave, imagining a dragon coming out of it, is starting to work on my mind. I am not useless, and I deserve to be more than a dragon’s dinner.

      “Would he keep the house, too!?” I shout into the darkness. “Would a boy get up before his father to prepare breakfast and then spend just as many hours doing just as much if not more work as his father, only to come home, fetch water, chop wood, cook dinner, clean the laundry, do the dishes, sweep the floors, and finally go to bed four hours after his father’s been sleeping, only to get up an hour before him to do it all over again!? Hmm? Would a boy do that!? Come to think of it, why am I even fighting this whole getting eaten by a dragon business!?”

      “Exactly! Why are you fighting it? The other girls had stopped crying by now.”

      “I’m not crying!” I snap. “I’m pointing out that there are grave injustices in both the distribution of labor and the expectations that society places on women.”

      There’s a pause. “Well, stop it. You’ll give the other women funny ideas.”

      I sigh deeply, and we all wait some more. Some of the townspeople have started back down the mountain, grumbling about an early start in the morning. Nice to know my death is so boring they can’t be bothered to wait for the climax. My arms are all pins and needles. If it was going to take this long, they could’ve made it more comfortable. They could have tied me to a chair, or something. The stake is pure theatrics at this point.

      A thought occurs to me. “Why haven’t any of you tried killing the dragon?” I ask.

      “Why would we do that?” the unknown voice responds. “The dragon’s the only thing keeping the bandits away.”

      There have been an awful lot of bandits about since the old king died with no heir, and some upstart sorcerer started challenging all the peacekeeping knights to single combat. Asphodel is the sorcerer’s name and blasts it if he doesn’t keep winning. There are practically no knights left.

      “Why don’t you hire the bandits to kill the dragon, then?” I suggest. “Times are tough, you know. Most of the bandits I’ve encountered on the roads are only dabbling in banditry because they are in need of gainful employment.”

      And a lot of them are starting to join up with Asphodel. He’s building a bloody army. Won’t be safe on the roads any more for Da and me. Not that I am going to be doing much walking about, presently, as it seems I am to become some dragon’s dinner. Unbelievable.

      I hear more whispering. I believe someone says that virgins are cheaper. I’m working myself up to a decent-sized rage when I hear something coming from the cave.

      There is a great rumble and a gust of dry, burnt air belches out around me, blowing my white dress and my unbound hair back in such a forceful gust that my eyes water. I hear the hidden townsfolk scream and the sounds of them scrambling to get farther away.

      From the darkness, there is a scraping sound and a giant sniff. I feel the air around me getting sucked toward the mouth of the cave. There’s another scraping sound and a scaly claw, each talon longer than my body, comes into view. Then, the tip of an enormous golden snout appears over the claw and two green eyes glow in the darkness. The rest of the dragon’s face still hidden in the gloom.

      Bollox.

      My whole life I did everything right. I kept my head down, I did my work, and now I’m going to die because of it. I know that at twenty I’m quite old for marriage and that any halfway decent village girl is usually betrothed by the time she’s fifteen, but there were plenty of boys (okay, maybe just one) who had shown interest in marrying me. I’m no great beauty, but neither was he, and I’ve got skills, hang it all.

      But I didn’t even let him court me because that would have meant that I’d have to leave my poor father—who, honestly?—is a terrible tinker. Couldn’t fix a nail to a board with a hammer, that one. Actually, I never trusted him with the hammers. Mostly, I just let him drink tea with the customers and keep them entertained while I got down to the business of fixing things. Very entertaining, my da. Stories are his life. He’s got a story about everything, and he’s fantastic at telling them.

      Storytelling isn’t very lucrative. But I stuck with my adopted father because he took me in as a babe and taught me everything he knew. Then I figured out the rest on my own when I realized that he didn’t really know very much. He did teach me to read and do arithmetic, which has been quite useful, though I’ve had to explain to him on many occasions that zero coins equals zero food. He hasn’t quite understood that subtlety in mathematics just yet.

      Still, I love my da. But that’s not the only reason I’ve stuck by him. It’s the principle of the thing. You don’t leave a kind old man who took you in as a child, just because an enterprising young man says he likes the look of your ankles. Which wasn’t even a very good compliment, come to think of it. No, if I’m going to abandon my aged benefactor and earn a living for some other man, it’s going to be for one who can come up with something better to talk about than the first body part he happens to look down and see.

      Maybe it’s just the hot breath of doom stirring my blood, but I’ve suddenly decided that I want poetry, dammit. Love. As hard as I’ve worked, I deserve some of that romance my father is always spinning yarns about. Failing that, I definitely don’t deserve to get eaten by a bloody dragon—but apparently that’s what’s going to happen because that’s what I get for being a good girl. Ruddy bastards, the lot of them. Especially that blasted dragon.

      “Well, what are you waiting for, you big lummox!?” I shout at the green eyes hovering over the golden snout. “Go ahead and eat me, and may you choke on my bones!”

      I hear the few remaining townspeople gasp from behind their rocks.

      The great head of the dragon finally emerges from the mouth of the cave. His scales twinkle like oiled gold. His big, liquid eyes are pools of pure emerald with a dot of inky black in the center. The sharp teeth showing along the edge of his lower lip are ivory white, except for the left canine. That tooth is a spike of diamond, longer than my leg. I gasp. I can’t help it. He’s more gorgeous than the dawn.

      “Wow. You’re beautiful,” I say, mesmerized.

      He snorts smoke and rumbles, breaking my momentary reverie. My legs start to shake in panic. Until now I was too angry about being duped to feel much of anything, but it occurs to me that I could quite possibly be eaten. What a horrible way to die.

      One of his claws reaches out for me and I scream. I scramble around to the other side of the pole, barely evading him. He snatches at me again and I use the chains to hoist myself up over his scaly grasp. Carrying that tinker’s pack from town to town has made me heartier than most girls.

      “Ha!” I yell, emboldened by my small victory, though my voice quavers with a healthy dose of terror. “I can do this all night!”

      Dragon jerks back and puffs hot air through his nostrils, as if surprised. He leans down again, one of his emerald eyes peering closely at me. His eye is as big as I am. I scurry behind the stake, keeping low and feinting left and right in an asinine attempt to keep him guessing. My options for concealment are… limited. He peers at me curiously, not like a ravening beast at all. Though I may be a fool for it, I can’t feel as frightened of him as I probably should be. If he smelled like carrion, or if there were carcasses strewn about, I’d certainly be able to muster up the requisite shock and horror, but this lair of his is quite tidy. Nary a skull in sight.

      “I promise, I’m not worth the effort, Dragon,” I call out, offering a truce. “You’ll work up a bigger hunger trying to catch me than eating me could ever slake.”

      Dragon reaches again, and though I dodge him, he’s too fast for me. He catches me by my leg and pulls. But of course, I’m chained to the stake. I stop short and scream with the pain of being nearly torn in two. Dragon drops me at the sound of my distress, and I slam against the stake. My head explodes and my vision blurs. I blink my eyes, trying to remain conscious, and see him reaching for me again. This time he grasps me around the waist, dare I say… carefully? He tugs on me a few times in an exploratory way. He’s not trying to hurt me, but it still feels like my arms are getting yanked out of the sockets.

      “I’m attached to it, you glittering oaf!” I holler, pointing to the stake.

      He makes a rumbling sound deep in his throat, and maybe it’s just the knock I took to the head, but it sounds like he’s laughing. Dragon easily plucks the stake out of the ground and gathers me and the stake into one of his front claws. As his talons close to form a cage around me, I capitulate to the swirling feeling in my head and everything goes black.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

        

      

    

    
      I’m aware of the pain first, then the sound of flowing water.

      I have to convince myself not to fall back to sleep no matter how hard it is to stay awake. I hit my head quite hard, and I know that sleeping after a blow to the head can mean death. In the last few years, I’ve seen many head wounds as the byways have become more treacherous and banditry abounds. I’ve learned much of healing since the name Asphodel began to be whispered in taverns not two years ago.

      I know I must open my eyes, even though my head is splitting, or else I may never open them again. But sleep beckons.

      I hear a deep rumbling sound. Like a dragon. My eyes pop open. I am now fully awake.

      Dragon has his head resting next to mine. One of his giant eyes is peering at me, half shut. He rumbles again, and I sit up, kicking myself away from him. Gold coins and jewels fly up from under my feet. My chains jangle and clank among them until they stop me short. I’m still attached to the stake, and though Dragon pulled it from the ground as easily as I would a blade of grass, I can’t even make the thick pole budge an inch.

      He doesn’t lunge after me. He isn’t salivating, as far as I can see. When my breathing finally settles down, I cautiously accept that Dragon has no plans to eat me. At least for now.

      When I’m sufficiently convinced of this—and equally confused by it—I risk peeling my gaze away from Dragon long enough to have a look around.

      A soft light suffuses the cave, but I can’t locate the origin. Everything around me sparkles and amplifies the light, bouncing it around and refracting it in prisms. I put my hands down among the dragon hoard. Rubies, opals, and amethysts spill through my fingers. Emeralds, topaz, and sapphires slip under my bare feet. I gaze further. Dragon and I sit atop a heap of gold and jewels larger than the biggest house in the village.

      A dark, still pool of water lies at the edge of the hoard. The trickling sound I hear comes from the walls, which run with crystal-clear melt water from the mountaintop piled above us. I can’t see the mouth of the cave and I still can’t tell where the light is coming from. I wonder how deep inside the mountain we are.

      I look at Dragon suspiciously. “Why haven’t you eaten me?” I ask him.

      He puffs hot air through his nostrils in answer.

      “Are you saving me for later?”

      He rumbles deep in his chest. Almost like he’s saying maybe. I can’t help it—I laugh. I realize I am not afraid of him. In fact, after that first moment of abject terror when he reached for me, I don’t think I ever fully squared with the notion that he was going to eat me. Something about the utter lack of bloodlust in his eyes told me I was about as palatable to him as a hedgehog would be to me.

      “Well, while you’re deciding, I’d like to take these chains off. They hurt.”

      Now that I may take a good look at my bonds, I can see that the shackles are held together by a peaked pin. To remove the pin, all one needs to do is rotate it in the correct pattern through the hasps. Not too hard for anyone to do, really, and for me it’s child’s play. Devising locks to safeguard a town’s treasures, and even for some of the wealthier people’s personal use, has become something of a specialty of mine in this age of mounting lawlessness. This land is in dire need of a king. Anyone, really, who can stand up to Asphodel and his growing army of bandits.

      I twist and pull, twist again, and withdraw the pin. The shackle on one wrist falls open and I look at the skin under it, rubbed red and raw.

      “Well, I suppose there’s no need to go about devising a warded lock to use on a frantic girl,” I say, insulted. And chagrined. “I could have gotten out of these as we climbed the mountain, but I didn’t think about getting away. I was too…” I break off, not knowing what I had been, and look up at Dragon’s hooded eye. “No one even tried to stop it,” I say because it seems like he’s waiting for me to finish. “It’s like I don’t even matter.”

      My face gets hot. Rather than cry, I look down at the second shackle and work the pin out of the hasps in stages.

      “It’s not like I expected anyone to throw themselves in front of me and offer themselves up in my place, but no one even questioned it.”

      I wipe my face. I can’t believe I’m crying in front of Dragon, but I’m sure he’s seen his fair share of weeping women. He’s probably confused as to why I haven’t cried yet.

      “What did I expect?” I say, letting the tears flow. “After a lifetime of traveling from town to town, did I suddenly think that this was going to be the place where I found a home?”

      The second shackle falls open, exposing my other wrist. It’s worse off, and bleeding.

      I feel Dragon’s hot breath on my arm and look, startled that he’s so close to me. His forked tongue snakes out and licks his diamond tooth.

      “Oh, now you’re going to eat me?” I say, sniffling and crying. I hold out my bloody wrist. “Go ahead. You can’t hurt me worse than they have.”

      Dragon refuses my offer. Instead, he rumbles and rises. And he keeps rising. Suddenly, there is a lot of dragon looking down at me. He unfurls his red-golden wings, and I belatedly realize that he has them. They curve over me like the sails of an enormous ship. Through the membrane-thin triangles of skin are veins of bone, and ridged along the bottom of the wings, talons of solid gold stick out like fangs. He flaps his wings and spins onto the back of his long, spiked tail. Dragon raises one of his hind legs and scratches at his long neck.

      A shower of gold coins and jewels spills like rain from between Dragon’s scales. I roll away before any of them can knock my already damaged head. He bellows and huffs and scratches harder and harder. Then he trumpets in frustration and nearly shatters my aching skull with the sound of it.

      “All right, all right!” I yell, covering my ears. “Lie down so I may climb up your back and take a look at what’s bothering you.”

      Dragon pauses and huffs through his nose.

      “Lie down so I may climb up,” I repeat, gesturing with my hands as I speak. Surprisingly, he does as I ask.

      There’s no easy way up to where Dragon was trying to scratch. He was reaching for a spot on his shoulder blades that lies between his massive wings, and, even folded, the wings are in the way.

      I decide the best path up Dragon is to climb over his foreleg and see if I can hoist myself along his neck somehow. I step onto the back of Dragon’s front claw and crouch down, using my hands to steady myself. Before I can find a way to crawl onto his back, Dragon lifts his foreleg and puts me level with his neck.

      “That’s lovely,” I tell him, and from there I easily swing myself astride his neck, just in front of his wings. I sit tall, heels down. “Like riding a very fat horse,” I remark.

      Dragon rumbles at me and cocks his head back a bit to glare at me with a big eye.

      “I’m not calling you fat, but your neck is very wide for my legs to go ‘round.” I swivel my hips, feeling the large, golden scales under my seat. “But this spot on you is almost like a saddle, really. You’re quite comfortable, Dragon.”

      He rumbles again, this time sounding more impatient.

      “Fine, I’m going. The itchy spot was down between your wings, yes?” I ask, though I don’t know why. It’s not like he’s going to answer me.

      Dragon holds still as I crawl on hands and knees down his spine. A few feet in front of me I can see that some of his scales are not lying completely flat against his body.

      “I’ll have to stick my hand under there,” I warn him. “If you don’t like it, I’m sure you’ll just incinerate me.”

      I slide my hand under Dragon’s scales and feel all kinds of hard, sharp lumps embedded in the skin beneath. As soon as I touch the inflamed lumps, Dragon’s hind leg starts scratching uselessly at the air, like a dog when you rub it behind the ears.

      Though it’s somewhat off-putting, I start scratching. I feel the hard lumps easily pop out of the skin. Dragon rumbles with satisfaction, and since I know I’m not hurting him, I dig in with relish.

      You know how it is when you start working out some kind of splinter or blemish or boil. It’s revolting, but you can’t seem to quit until you get all of it. Whatever this is, it doesn’t smell infected. In fact, it smells like Dragon, which is a spicy, smoky scent—dry and clean—that I find immensely pleasing. When I’ve dislodged the lumps, I must reach with my whole arm to scoop them out because there are veritable baskets full under there.

      Though they’re unaccountably heavy I’m still expecting a pimple-like extrusion, yet instead, what I haul out are exquisitely carved jewels the size of my eye and gold coins that gleam as if newly minted. As Dragon sighs with relief, I stare at one of the coins in amazement. Embossed on one side of it is the image of a dragon, and on the other is a knight.

      “This one coin of solid gold is more wealth than I’ve managed to scrape together in my entire life,” I say musingly. “And you produce it under your skin like a teenager produces spots.”

      I laugh as I push the coin and the rest of the precious items off Dragon’s back, so they may join the entirety of his hoard.

      “I’ll never look at riches the same way again, that’s for sure,” I say as I crawl back up Dragon’s neck and to his waiting foreleg.

      He balances me on the back of one claw long enough to scoop me up in the other. Dragon holds me, comfortably leaning back against the digits of his cupped claw as he draws me level with his eyes. I perch my elbows on the top edge of his fist as he and I regard each other.

      “I’ll scratch your back if you don’t eat me,” I tell him. “I think it’s a fairly good bargain, considering I’m hardly a meal for a grown dragon like you.” My stomach growls. “Speaking of which, what do you eat when you’re not devouring virgins?”

      Dragon cocks his head and narrows his eyes like he’s trying to understand me.

      I open my mouth and point down my throat. Then I rub my belly emphatically. “I’m hungry. I need to eat. If you’ve got nothing here, you could just let me go,” I try.

      Dragon rumbles and smoke puffs out his nostrils. In one great bound he jumps over the hoard, soars through the air—all with me caged securely behind his talons—and plunges into the black, icy water of the pool.
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      I can’t say for certain how long we are submerged.

      Too long, is what my burning lungs tell me. By the time we break through to the air again, I am gasping and choking spasmodically. I brace myself against Dragon’s talons and hack away. I assume he swims us to shore as I nearly expel an internal organ because when I finally stop coughing, I find that I am on my hands and knees in the greenest grass I’ve ever seen.

      I sit back on my heels and look around as I wipe my streaming eyes. Dragon is lying next to me with his head down on his paws, his face level with my body. He’s watching me. His cat-like eyes are rounded with worry, and he makes a noise that is half purr, half whimper.

      “I’m all right, Dragon,” I say, though my voice is raspy, and my teeth are chattering with the cold. “But next time, please try to remember that I can’t hold my breath as long as you can.”

      He rumbles in response. I reach out and rub his snout. It’s warm to the touch, though the water we were in was so cold my fingertips are blanched.

      “This place is absolutely stunning,” I say, taking in the pristine alpine meadow rolled out in front of me. The lake is a pearly blue. The grass is spotted with lacy flowers. The distance is filled with snow-capped mountains.

      Just behind the lake is a tall peak. I point to it.

      “Is that your mountain, Dragon?” I ask. I cock my head at the semi-circular lake, imagining how its other shore must be under the mountain, lapping against Dragon’s hoard.

      His enormous head rises and keeps rising until he is sitting up with his wings unfurled. He glitters in the sun for a breathtaking moment, and then he springs into the sky. His wings push the air down, nearly flattening me with the force of it as he climbs gracefully upward. Almost immediately he pivots back downward and arrows into the lake with his wings folded against his body.

      For such a colossal creature, he barely makes a splash.

      As the minutes pass, the small waves made by Dragon’s body turn to ripples, and then the ripples subside back into a glassy calm.

      I go to the edge of the lake. “Dragon?” I call out. I peer into the milky blue of the water but see nothing. “Dragon!” I yell.

      I wrap my arms around me. The white smock and kirtle I wore to my own virgin sacrifice are barely sufficient to keep me warm when they’re bone dry. Wet, they’re about as functional as wearing cobwebs. I didn’t notice with Dragon nearby. He’s so warm.

      Did he leave me, and if he did, what do I do now? I could run away! This is my chance to escape! If I cross the meadow and make it back to the mountain, I could try to find a pass across it, and if I do that, I could possibly make it back to the village… never. I’d never make it all the way up over the mountain and back to the village before Dragon found me. And then he’d eat me for sure, wouldn’t he?

      It also occurs to me that if I run back to the village (that’s if I could climb over a mountain without getting spotted by Dragon in the first place) they’ll know I got away from him somehow. They’ll force me up the mountain again, assuming Dragon will be angry if they don’t give me back to him, and they could be right. If I run away leaving them with no virgin sacrifice Dragon might be angry enough to kill them all. Including my Da.

      But if I run and I don’t go back to the village, where will I go? Without my father, I’m just a woman alone. Unemployable. And what will happen to my father? He’s even more unemployable than I am—and that’s assuming he manages to survive the destruction of the town if Dragon decides to be wrathful.

      But as the moments pass, I realize I was never really considering running, and not because of the possible consequences. I was given to Dragon. Against my will, yes, but I’ve gotten past that part. The whole virgin sacrifice thing is rather like a wedding, now that I consider it. There’s a white dress, the whole town shows up, and there are rings involved, though mine were shackles. That’s not the point. I was given to him, and he didn’t want me. I’m sure he went ahead and gobbled up all the other virgins they threw at him, but he leaves me, half-drowned and freezing cold, on the wrong side of the mountain.

      “Dragon!” I shout, angry now.

      I sigh as his golden head rises above the surface of the water. He streams toward me in a V, his sinuous backbone snaking across the glassy surface and his nostrils puffing steam. I manage to smile at him as he comes to shore, but I’m still upset.

      “You took a long time,” I scold. “I thought you’d left me.”

      He walks around me, nudging me with his nose, as if I’m not in the right place. I let him bump me until we are back on the grass again, and he opens his mouth.

      Dozens, maybe tens of dozens of fish pour out from between his teeth. Most of them are still flapping. I laugh at the embarrassment of riches laid before me.

      “I did tell you I was hungry,” I admit, grinning. “Thank you, Dragon. But I hope you’re planning on eating most of this, as I only require one.”

      I pick out a decent-sized fish, but I have no knife to gut and clean it. I look around for something suitable, but the only things sharp and pointy enough are attached to Dragon. I could try to ask him to gut the fish for me, but his talons are much too thick to make a decent job of it. There are a few spikes at the end of his tail that look promising, though.

      I go to his tail and touch one of the smaller spikes. It immediately pricks my finger and draws blood. I suck in a breath and hear Dragon rumble. I glance up at him and see that he’s watching me.

      “I need a knife,” I tell him, holding up my fish. I draw my other hand across the middle of the fish as if I’m cutting it.

      I hear something tumble onto the grass, look down, a realize that the spike I’d just touched has fallen out of Dragon’s tail. I stoop down and inspect it. The part of the spike that was stuck inside Dragon is white, and it looks almost exactly like a grip. I touch it warily, thinking it might cut me, but it is as smooth and rounded as a tooth. I heft it in my hand. It’s so light. I grasp the fish in my other hand lengthwise and slit it right up the belly without feeling one tug. I know a thing or two about tools, and this is not only the sharpest edge I’ve ever encountered, but also the lightest and the most elegant-looking blade I’ve ever seen.

      “This is the finest object I’ve ever held in my hand,” I tell Dragon appreciatively.

      He makes a proud sound and buries his snout in the pile of fish. When I’m finished gutting and cleaning my fish, I wash the blade in the lake and bring it back to Dragon’s tail. The hole it came out of is bleeding. I try to fit it back in, but Dragon moves his tail away. I walk over and try again, and again Dragon repositions himself.

      “Hold still,” I tell him. “I’m trying to put it back.”

      He huffs hot air out of his nose and wraps his tail under his body stubbornly.

      I look at the blade in my hand. The jewels and coins I saw pouring out of Dragon’s body were precious, but this blade is past wealth. And he bleeds for it.

      “You need to let me try to put this back in you,” I tell him. “It’s left a hole.”

      He snaps at me. I’m so shocked I don’t know what to do for a moment. I stare at him, mouth agape, until he drops his great head onto his front talons contritely.

      “Do you truly mean for me to keep this?” I ask carefully.

      Dragon makes a pleased purring sound.

      “I can’t take this,” I tell him. “It’s too fine.”
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