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        A stormy afternoon and a rock dragon in a cave…

      

      

      

      Growing up, everyone called that pile of rocks in the cave a dragon. Kid imaginations, of course. For as long as I could remember, we visited the “dragon,” played on the rocks, took refuge from the weather, hid from our parents. But once I grew up, the cave became a memory. A place I hadn’t seen in years.

      Until a freak rain storm forces me to take cover in that very cave deep in the woods. Waiting out a storm in the chilly cavern with the rock dragon brings back lots of memories. But… I don’t remember the dragon’s rocks feeling warm. I don’t remember that hole in the side of the dragon.

      I don’t remember that smell.

      Revisiting that place of childish imagination might have been a bad idea.

      

      AUTHOR’S NOTE: This story is also published in the collection HAUNTS AND HOWLS AND DRAGON TALES as The Dragon Redistribution System.
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        For those who rescue the ones that need rescuing.

        Even if they don’t always seem vulnerable.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          CHAPTER 1

        

      

    

    
      On the other side of the valley there’s a hill, and behind that hill there’s a cave, and inside that cave there’s a dragon. The dragon isn’t a real dragon. Or, well, if it is, it’s a dead dragon. The dragon is a collection of stone that look like a dragon. The rocks are shaped and curved on the floor of the cave to look like the body, neck, and head of a dragon that is roughly the length of a semitruck and about as thick.

      There are legends about the rocks that look like a dragon. Stories told by kids all over the area. When I was growing up, the kids at school used to talk about how the dragon was cursed and turned into stone by a witch. Kids from another school claimed the dragon had fallen asleep for so long it had petrified and would wake up again one day. And at my husband’s school, he said the kids believed the dragon had just grown old and died and that’s what happened to dead dragons.

      One thing everyone agreed on, though, was that the dragon was dead—and of course all the kids agreed that the dragon had been real at one stage—and that whatever treasure the dragon had hoarded had been stolen a long time ago. But! But there was still, supposedly, some of it still hidden under the dragon. And if you could move that stone dragon out of the way, there’d be treasure there.

      Not that any of the kids tried. It would literally take breaking apart a semitruck’s worth of solid gray continental rock. And outside of no one really wanting to destroy the dragon, I’d always heard whispers that to break the stone would wake the dragon again. A dragon loose on the mountains in modern times seemed like a bad idea. Even to silly teenagers.

      So when I found myself in this cave in my forties, the last thing I expected to see was the dragon damaged.

      At first, I didn’t even notice. I’d been hiking through the woods, alone because work was stressful and I needed some time away from… Well, everything. Technology, husband, neighbors, news… Life. Things were fine, really. Nothing horrible. No deaths in the family. My husband and I weren’t fighting. Only minor financial stress. His mother was getting sicker. That was going to be an issue soon. Work was horrible, but it was that time of year. Tax time and I was an accountant so…

      The spring had started to bring warmer weather a little early, and I was desperate for some nature and some quiet. So I drove across the valley to the hill with the dragon’s cave and went for a gentle hike through the pines. It was really rejuvenating. Really helped get me out of my own head.

      So I wasn’t really thinking when the clouds moved overhead and the little patters of rain started to hit the rich dirt and pine needles. The smell of all that rain and pine and dirt was soothing and refreshing, but I hadn’t brought a change of clothes with me so I didn’t want to get soaked. It was still chilly enough just the thought of getting that wet was miserable. Since the dragon’s cave was close, I’d jogged to it and taken refuge just before the downpour.

      For a long while, I stood at the mouth of the cave, watching the rain sheet down, watching it blur the trees and turn the landscape into a dripping watercolor painting of greens and browns. Almost a meditation watching that transformation, listening to the rain pound the dirt and trees, the quiet behind me in the cave, breathing in the clean water and damp earth. The cave had a faintly musty smell. The cool, coldness of stone that’s been undisturbed for a long time. I wondered if kids still came out here to visit the dragon. We had when I was younger, but that was a different time. We didn’t have a lot of fun devices and gaming consols and tablets and tiny computers in our hands to distract us.

      After a while of quietly watching the rain, I turned to inspect the cave. I hadn’t been up here myself in probably twenty-five years, so there was that moment of nostalgia mixing with the current reality. The memories from my teenage years superimposed over the current view.

      Not much had changed. It was a relatively empty cave. There wasn’t much here that could change. Tall enough I’d have had to climb the dragon rocks to reach the ceiling and still stand on my toes to do it. Deep enough that the very back of the cave was pitch black, and would have been even if the day hadn’t gotten darker with the sudden storm. When I’d been here as a teenager, I remembered going to the very back of the cave with flashlights to see the dragon’s “tail.” There was one, too. A very long slender bit of rock that sort of curled on itself and looked like an actual dragon tail.

      We’d brought the flashlights and gone exploring thinking we might find some hidden treasure, which, of course, wasn’t there. But we’d had fun climbing over the rocks and looking for hidden doors or secret crevices. The rear of the cave was smooth and empty, though. Not even any piles of rocky debris to hide things under. Nothing but a bare stone floor and a curved smooth wall all the way up to the ceiling.

      There weren’t even any stalactites in here, which probably should have been surprising because there was a lot of moisture in these mountains. The cave was open enough for the cold winds to scour everything flat apparently. Except, of course, for the dragon.

      This visit, I had a phone flashlight, which frankly wasn’t as strong as my dad’s old steal tube of a light, but it fought back the gloom. I studied the dragon’s head and neck, still curved with the big wedge-shaped rock that was the head, its “nose” pointed toward the front of the cave and the neck rock arched around. The body was a thicker, tall rock with some smaller cuts and boulders beside it that passed for legs and, if you looked right, wings pressed against the body.

      I’d had an easier time seeing the “wings” when I was a kid. Now, looking at the giant boulder, I had to move the flashlight around a lot and look at the rock from the corner of my eye before I could spot the cuts and lines of silvery minerals that gave the appearance of wings.

      The wind shifted directions. When I glanced back, the rain was slashing into the front of the cave now, soaking the spot I’d previously been standing and bringing in damp coldness that I wasn’t dressed for. I shivered and moved deeper into the cave, using my phone’s flashlight to guide me. It looked like I’d be there for a while, so I decided to see if anything at the rear of the cave had changed.

      The back was just as smoothing and featureless as I remembered. Or at least mostly. There did seem to be a pile of pine needles and grass and rocks that had blown up against the rear wall and not blown back out of the cave yet. The swirling air had bundled all the debris into a pile not far from the dragon’s tail.

      Just like I had when I was a kid, I ran my hand along the back wall, looking for secret passages, and hidden nooks. I didn’t believe I’d find anything—if generations of kids hadn’t found anything yet, there was nothing here to find. My exploration brought me closer to the dragon’s tail and the pile of debris just as a huge gust of wind arrowed into the cave, howling around me like a banshee. I ducked behind the rocky tail to avoid the swirling chaos as it kicked up the pile of dead leaves and twigs and brought in more pine needles and grass. The wind tugged at my hair, pulling it loose from the ponytail, and nearly made off with my baseball cap.

      When everything settled again, I glanced around the tail. More debris had piled up in the same spot, though the pile was a little higher now. I leaned against the curved rock, straightening my ponytail and hat, and that’s when I spotted the broken rocks.

      On the side of the dragon closest to the cave walls, where the body rock got so close to the wall no one really went there, the space too narrow
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