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      “A flower blossoms for its own joy.”

―Oscar Wilde
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A Dragon and Her Groceries





    

    
      Once upon a time, dragons weren’t real. Then they were, and the whole world went bonkers.

Out here in the middle of nowhere, dragons didn’t seem believable. Recordings of dragons fighting in the sky over New Delhi couldn’t be real. Deep fakes had existed for years, wielded with equal irresponsibility in the hands of misanthropic teens and greedy corporations, and the fact that governments all over the world took dragons as truth didn’t shake disbelief. 

Where were the studies? Who stood to gain from this nonsense? Why would the whole damn world be in on it?

Then the studies came out, and the whole damn world was in on it because it was true. 

Magic was real. Dragons were real. And elves. Monsters. Things nobody had words for. Creatures that lived in dreams, spirits of water and sky and tree…

It just wasn’t fair, Sarah thought as she scrolled today’s doom. What could humans have done if they’d had magic? If they’d been able to fight back against the greed of corporations, or the cruelty of despotic governments? It wasn’t right that in a world of constant war and waning privacy, where people starved and oligarchs thrived, humans could not do magic, and all the other sapient creatures could.

Maybe this whole news story was just a distraction. Maybe none of it was real. If it was, though—if it turned out recorded human history had been that wrong about so much—then someone sure as heck would be eating crow. 

Which was why when Sarah McCullough (39, of Lakeview, Colorado, which had never had a lake to view) looked up from her station at the Deli counter to see a dragon in the parking lot, her first thought was to wonder what roasted crow tasted like.

Nobody else had seen it yet. Maybe she was hallucinating? No; she’d never hallucinated in her life, and the details were too… too…

She wouldn’t have considered moss-like textures over the thing’s scales, or the way its branching antlers dripped with strings of pink flowers, or the way it carefully navigated through the parking lot as though determined not to harm a single car. 

Its feet (Paws? Claws?) were too large to do that with ease. It froze, wide fingers (claw-tipped… digits?) spread between EVs and pickups, and then it seemed to change its mind. The dragon shimmered. Light raced along its form like fiber optics, beautiful and strange, and the thing just… shrank. Its edges wavered like reflections in water, and suddenly, it seemed almost human.

Too large to be human, though, this being, this woman, like some Greek statue. She was the same moss-green her scales had been, and flowering horns rose from her head. Pink blossoms dangled from them, framing her face. She wore a sort of drapey-looking toga (which probably wasn’t actually a toga, but Sarah only knew enough to know there were different kinds). 

The dragon looked like some kind of goddess. Or a character from one of Noah’s games. She was also headed right for them. Sarah shook her head, rubbing her eyes. Surely she hadn’t been the only person to see this.

She hadn’t.

Darren from Bakery leaned on her counter, staring over his shoulder, then looked at her with horse-panicked eyes. “Did you see?” he said, his voice low.

“Yeah,” she said.

“Fuck me,” said Darren, pulled out his phone to dial 911.
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            * * *

        

Maybe calling the cops had been premature.

Diana (just figured she’d have a name like that, evoking goddesses and wonder) was perfectly civil, and did not react poorly when police showed up armed. She smiled, somehow got them laughing, and then claimed two as her honor-guard while she walked the aisles.

Rumors trickled in over the Deli counter by wandering onlookers, and Sarah gathered them all with need. Diana was an American citizen by birth? Diana’s family had lived on this continent for centuries? (Though for some reason, she’d emphasized this came after al-Khwarizmi invented Algebra.) Diana was very excited to get to know the community now that she’d moved in? Really?

Why would this place be exciting, compared to what she must consider normal?

Also… moved in where? There had been no news of new people. Lakeview was too far to commute to any major city, and only had about a thousand residents. New people would have gotten everyone’s attention.

“She bought the Dyson Ranch,” said stock boy Jim, walking by. 

The Dyson Ranch, on the outskirts of town. So someone had finally claimed that old place, and that someone was not human. Sarah sliced meat for pick-up lunch orders and swallowed around the lump in her throat.

This was not a town that did well with different. This was not a town that appreciated new.

Diana was easy to keep track of. Her head and horns (antlers?) showed above the aisles, moving thoughtfully behind cereal boxes, elevating ordinary paper towels to something fairies might use. Maybe it was magic, or maybe it was her beautiful smile, or that she was just human enough to seem relatable, or that the police were walking with her, but no one seemed to be freaking out. Yet. 

They would, though. Sarah knew they would.

She watched from behind the deli counter. Someone had shut the store’s music off, and everyone held up their phones, recording as the dragon inspected cantaloupe. Diana didn’t seem to mind. In spite of the moss, in spite of her size, she laughed lightly, and touched no one, and even though she towered over everybody by at least a head—even Matt the manager, who’d gone all-state for basketball forty years prior—no one around her seemed diminished.

Those flowering horns were what finally carried Sarah through fear and into awe.

She’d never imagined anything like them, twisting like an antelope’s, beautiful and symmetrical, and the pink flowers dangling from them looked real. Like dragons, in fact. Definitely and indisputably. This was no deep fake, and if that was makeup, neither she nor the police could see through it. 

Sarah’s heart fluttered. She suspected her ex-brother-in-law Ned would still believe it was some kind of “psyop” (she wasn’t sure what a psyop was, but Ned saw them everywhere), but in her heart, she knew what she was seeing was real.

Shit. Diana was coming this way. Sarah stood tall and wiped down her apron, smoothed her hair, and tried not to look panicked. 

Dipping to make eye-contact without sending the Deli sign swinging, Diana smiled. She really did have a beautiful smile. “Hi,” said Diana, who had no accent Sarah could discern. “I’m sorry to have caused such a fuss today.”

“Well, we…” Sarah had no idea what she was going to say. “It’s not a problem, ma’am, not at all. We just don’t get a lot of new people here.”

“That’s one of the reasons I came,” said Diana. “I like the quiet life, without all the fuss of major cities. Among the Mythos, I am of the Sun, dragon, called Diana. And you are?” 

Among the what? Sun? What? “Uh. Sarah. Just a plain old boring human.” She shook the hand offered her and found it warm, softer than moss, slim and strong and pleasing.

Oh, Sarah thought.

Diana smiled. “I have yet to meet any living being who was genuinely boring. Could I get some of the roast beef please? About six pounds should do, if you have it.”

Dragons have big appetites, I guess, Sarah considered as she set up the slicer. She couldn’t help glancing back again and again, though her focus really needed to be on what she was doing.

“You can ask me anything, you know,” said Diana with that beautiful smile. “Now that we’re neighbors, I’m expecting pushback and questions.”

“No pushback from me,” said Sarah quickly. “Whatever you do is your legal and moral right.”

Diana laughed lightly “Well, you’re welcome to come by and visit. I’ve made it clear anyone is, as long as they stand at the gate and announce themselves first.”

“Gate?” said Sarah, who recalled no gate at the Ranch.

“Yes. You can’t miss it.” 

Flashbacks of hateful graffiti on her parents’ garage door made her shudder. “Um. Are you sure you want to… just make an open invite like that?” 

A softer smile this time. “I’m just a person, like you. The best way to show that is not to hide anything, and I have nothing to hide.”

There was plenty to hide. Sarah knew that well. And besides, if Ned was right, that was exactly what people with things to hide would say, anyway. Then again, wouldn’t people with nothing to hide say that, too? “Here you go,” Sarah said, offering several neatly-wrapped packages of protein.

“Thank you,” said Diana, placing it in the ordinary shopping basket on her arm, where it sat, heavy and meaty, beside a simple grocery-store bouquet of white roses.

Sarah couldn’t help herself. “Those are lovely flowers.”

Diana smiled with such joy at being asked that she took Sarah’s breath away. “They’re symbolic,” she said. “White roses are for new beginnings. Have a wonderful day, Sarah.” And she walked away.

It seemed wise in the wake of that to pull out the small stool she kept under the counter and have herself a sit-down. Her heart pounded, rocking her whole body with tension. “Is she crazy?” she asked herself.

“No,” said Matt, walking up to lean on her glass counter. “That’s a lady who knows she has an uphill battle. I think she’s trying to get ahead of the problems.”

“What problems?” said Darren.

Sarah looked at him. “Darren, how many people in our town are black?”

He stared at her. “I don’t know?”

“Less than a dozen. We have one Chinese family. We have two Native American families. That’s it. Now, we have a dragon.”

Darren,  who was white, nominally good looking, and had never faced harder opposition than a high school basketball team, stared at her. “So?”

Sarah sighed. “So she’s going to face challenges.”

“What challenges?” said Darren.

Matt shook his head. “Let’s just hope everyone is understanding.”

Sarah knew better than to assume that would happen.
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A Dragon and Her Choice





    

    
      With all his six-year-old might, Noah begged to meet the dragon. Refusing him felt cruel, and so Sarah finally agreed.

It will be fine, she told herself, driving down the dirt road that led to the old Dyson Ranch. Nothing will happen, she reminded herself, because it’s not like Diana would be luring people to her new home to eat them. Come on.

It was a risk, still. There were reports, bad ones, of violence and uprising sparking all over the country like fireworks. It was challenging to parse; news was always delivered with agenda, she knew, but one factor seemed clear: humans were causing the riots. Not people like Diana. 

That made this gesture important. The choice to be open-minded—neutral when she could not be affirmative, kind when she could not be loud—was central to everything she believed, fought for and earned. If more people did that, there wouldn’t be riots over elves in Manhattan.

“How big do dragons get?” Noah asked with glee.

“I don’t know, baby.” She had no idea. She’d scoured the internet, sorting what little lore was available on actual dragons and genuine magic, but most everything was guesses, theories, and speculations. 

At least now Diana’s introduction of “Among the Mythos” made sense. It was apparently how the magical people greeted one another, standardized because so many different beings among the inhuman population had chosen to get along.

This knowledge left a strange taste in her mouth. It wasn’t a contest, or anything, but if humans hadn’t figured out how to function with differences as small as skin color, how in hell were they going to make it work with people who could do magic? 

“Do they breathe fire?” said Noah.

“Well, why don’t we ask Ms. Diana if she’ll give you permission to ask her these questions?”

“Oh, okay.” He adjusted with the elasticity of youth. 

Sarah clenched her jaw. Her baby boy had enough to overcome with Brian not bothering to be in his life. Ned wasn’t a bad uncle, but he was… biased. It was up to her to help Noah grow up and see people as people, full stop. So. They were doing this.

Dyson Ranch spun out on either side of the bumpy road, dead fields behind ruined fencing, enormous furrows of cattle-wrecked and over-planted land, and soil rising in clouds behind her tires. It had been abandoned since before Sarah’s time, and a great place for teens to hang out at night and light up. It looked the same as it had then; the fencing around the property was galvanized barbed wire, rusted and sagging. There was no sign of life.

“What’s she like?” said Noah.

“Nice,” said Sarah, and realized then that something had changed: the dirt road itself no longer turned through a simple gap between fencing, unhindered. Now, there was a gate, and Diana had been right. Sarah definitely knew it when she saw it.

It was huge, and the only thing Sarah could think was Vikings. Dark, rich wood rose incongruous in this field of dead weeds and cigarette butts. Carved monsters or animals or something stuck out all over it like racks for giant coats, individual wooden beams glaring down with wide, round eyes and sharp teeth. Two squared-off pillars buttressed the gate itself, deeply carved with looping, weaving, tangling swoops that might be snakes.

No, she thought as she slowed. Not snakes. Dragons. Long and limber, biting each other’s backs, forming an unending lineage of graven reptiles. They did not move and yet seemed to be ever-slithering in peripheral vision, a river of wooden soldiers. 

Were dragons even reptiles? Did they really breathe fire? The New Delhi video sure looked like they could, but if they were reptiles, then that didn’t seem like something cold-blooded creatures—

“Mom, look!” Noah was fearless, as always, and out of his seatbelt and the car before she’d even put the thing into park.

“Noah!” She hurried to follow.

In spite of ancient appearances, the wooden gate was new; the scent of stain, familiar from her grandmother’s shed, slapped her with nostalgia and surprise. The door in the center of this thing was tall enough and broad enough to admit Diana in her full dragon form, and it looked like it pulled opened with a large, black, iron ring.

They could just walk around it. Why was it even here, blocking the drive?

Noah looked up at her, his expression all eyes.

Right. Time to be the adult. Stand at the gate and announce themselves. She could do that. “Um. Hi. I’m Sarah, from The Overnight Oat? I was behind the Deli counter?”

There must have been a camera or something. The gate swung outward in smooth and perfect silence. Sarah inhaled. Stepped back, gripping her son’s arm. Beyond the gate was a view that did not match the Dyson Ranch at all. 

It was lush, velvet waves of grass and boiling gray skies in defiance of the summer blue outside the gate. A lake (impossible) danced under the sun. A tall, dark forest surrounded the property, so far away and so old that sunlight failed to penetrate; it felt like a wall.

She gawked up, down, around, and did a double-take at the house. Tucked to the left, not too far off, was a simple Ranch-style home, bigger than usual by a pinch, but it looked so normal. Cream siding, brick trim, a welcoming front porch, a gently sloped roof. In front of it, a tree with familiar pink drapes of flowers dangled a tree-swing.

She stared around the gate and found Dyson Ranch. She stared through it and found wonderland. Dizzying. Terrifying. Beautiful.

“Can I swim?” said Noah, staring at that far-off lake and fully accepting the alternate-world strangeness.

“Not this time,” said Sarah, somehow communicating like a human. “You don’t even have your bathing suit.” What in hell was she saying? “And we don’t know if it’s safe, or welcome. Don’t be demanding, now.”

“I know,” he said with a tiny sigh.

Little shivers raced up and down her back. This was magic. She’d chosen to do this, to expose herself and her son. To be brave. To be kind. She would not turn back n—

“Mom!” Noah grabbed her hand and bounced on his toes, tugging her off-balance, and she followed his gaze to find a dragon in the sky.

Some primitive part of her screamed to find cover, but she stood her ground and watched. Yes: it was the same dragon, mossy green, long and lithe and graceful with pink flowers dangling from her twisted antlers. Diana felt felt so much bigger than she had in the parking lot. She spun as she passed overhead on bat-like wings, a joyous movement, and landed behind the house.

Sarah could not keep her breath from stuttering just a little. Diana was so big. There was no one here to know if something happened. What if—

Noah wasn’t scared at all. “Mom! Mom!” he said, beaming, pointing.

An unfamiliar woman walked out of the house. She was tall and slender. Strawberry-blond ponytail, freckles, she smiled as she approached. She wore jeans, a men’s flannel with sleeves rolled up over a white t-shirt, and steel-toed boots. 

But the moment she came near, Sarah recognized her brown eyes. “Diana?”

“The same.” Diana beamed. “You came! I’m so glad. You’re the first to take me up on the offer.”

Sarah didn’t doubt that. Someone would have blabbed that Diana lived in the TARDIS. “Oh, that can’t be true,” she said politely, and desperate for small talk, pointed at the lake like a child. “Um. Lakeview?”

Diana laughed, a throaty, lovely sound, and the flash of her throat was beautiful. “Well, there was a lake here once.”

“Not in my lifetime, or my grandparents’,” said Sarah weakly.

Diana’s smile was wry. “No, definitely not. I’m afraid that lake died an ignoble death when water was redirected for the sake of cows, a very long time ago.”

Ah. That was an old story, a scar twisting through the middle of this country: water, hijacked for the sake of too many heads of cattle, leaving the land to starve. “I see.”

“And who is this?” said Diana, smiling and kneeling to Noah’s eye-level.

Noah raised his chin. “I am Noah McCullough, and it is a pleasure to meet you.” He offered his hand.

Diana shook it, and her smile was wide and sweet, her lips so pink, her teeth so white. “A pleasure.” 

“Where did the dragon go?” said Noah.

“The dragon is me,” said Diana.

Noah tried valiantly not to look disappointed. “Oh.”

“Noah,” Sarah whispered.

Diana laughed. “I hope you don’t mind if I speak to you in this form. It seems more polite to me.”

Noah considered this. He nodded. “We are polite in this house.”

“Indeed, we are. Come inside?”

“I’d be happy to,” Sarah lied, glancing back toward the gate (which had closed, oh please may this not have been a mistake). “Oh! I have something for you, first.”

Diana smiled over her shoulder. “What’s that?”

From her jacket, Sarah produced a small zip-lock baggie with 3x5 cards in it, all neatly written on. “It’s not your typical home warming gift,” she said, her cheeks heating, “but this may serve you better. It’s all the numbers of important people you may need in this town. Here’s the plumber. This is the post office, but here is Janet, who runs it, and it’s better to call her directly. This is Doctor Jenkins—you probably don’t need him, since he’s for humans, but it’s still good to have—and here’s Jim, who’s in charge of ordering for the grocery store, and can help you get things we don’t normally have. This is Wendy and Doug; they own the drugstore, and that’s this number here, but they also do electric work, and they come for emergencies. Um. A few more, but those are the most salient ones.”

It wasn’t an expensive gift. It was an important one. She couldn’t afford gewgaws, anyway, and this seemed to her the kind of knowledge a woman might want to have in a new place on her own.

Diana’s eyes softened. “Oh, wow,” she whispered.

“Um.” Sarah swallowed. “I know it’s weird, and they’re written down, but… you lose your cell phone, or… if something happens…”

Diana took the baggie with a gentleness Sarah didn’t understand, as if she were being offered treasure. “Thank you. This is a beautiful gift.”

Diana was a beautiful woman.

Sarah swallowed. “You’re welcome.” 

“Well, I’m in a mood to snack after that. Coming?” Diana smiled over her shoulder, a perky, almost naughty look.

Running back to her car would be rude enough to spin her grandmother’s bones. Also, it would be cowardly. Sarah took Noah’s hand and followed her inside. 
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            * * *

        

It was a normal house, if just a pinch larger than usual. The eight-foot-tall door opened to a living room with invitingly mismatched armchairs, each big enough for three people and crowding a coffee table as high as Sarah’s hip. Beyond them was a brightly-lit dining room with seating for four. A kitchen peered from the left, bright and cheery yellow with patterned linoleum.

The floor was ordinary wood with colorful throw-rugs. Sarah scoffed at herself.

“What is it?” said Diana.

“I sort of expected it to be made of gold, or something,” said Sarah, in shock at her boldness.

Diana grinned. “That would be just a little impractical. Do you like cookies? I made some a few minutes ago. Do you have any allergies?”

“None for me, but
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Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining a copy
of this software and associated documentation files (the "Software"), to deal
in the Software without restriction, including without limitation the rights
to use, copy, modify, merge, publish, distribute, sublicense, and/or sell
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furnished to do so, subject to the following conditions:
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THE SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND, EXPRESS OR
IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO THE WARRANTIES OF MERCHANTABILITY,
FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
AUTHORS OR COPYRIGHT HOLDERS BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER
LIABILITY, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING FROM,
OUT OF OR IN CONNECTION WITH THE SOFTWARE OR THE USE OR OTHER DEALINGS IN THE
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