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    To the Company of the Port View Inn, whose adventurous ears first heard this tale.

      

    


Father Roderick was having a windy day, and it worried him. He cared not about the gentle wind dancing through this woodland glade, stirring the hats, hair, and ribbons of gathered wedding guests. His anxiety stemmed from a personal sort of wind—the type generated by overindulging in his wife’s cabbage soup. He fought back that wind with an intensity that made his fingers twitch and his knobby knees knock beneath his grey priest’s robes. 

He dare not vent the building pressure for fear any ill sound—and this would be no hushed, breeze-among-the-leaves release but more of a spluttery wet bugle call—would draw the ire of the already irked Baron Sir Lord Melancthon Brian Bannock the Third and his lady guest. 

The Baron was a man of thin temper, and he sat not four strides away drumming his many-ringed fingers on the lion’s head arm of a gilt chair, glaring up at Roderick on his little hillock. The look insisted things best start soon or by sundown the priest would find himself shipped north to conduct frigid tundra weddings amongst the walrus people.

Next to the Baron, in an equally ornate chair, sat the doe-eyed, puffy-cheeked, ever-smiling Lady Wetternoose. She absently fanned herself, giggling, tittering, and cooing at birds on the wing, squirrels in the branches, and passing butterflies, tutting when none would come play with her.

“There there, now,” muttered the Baron, patting her knee and shifting in his seat for the dozenth time. “We’ll be off soon.” But Lady Wetternoose’s wind-blown attentions had already shifted to a pair of lustrous leaves drifting down from one of the surrounding elms. 

Behind the Baron, the lady, and their retinue of shiny-breastplated guards and hefty, chair-carrying servants, the wooded glade sat filled with wealthy millers, wool merchants, lords, ladies, and other landed gentry all hoping for an opportunity to kiss the Baron’s ringed hand. They sat chatting, sniffing, muttering, and grumbling; their well-dressed backsides plopped upon rows of silk carpet-draped logs set with a single wide aisle leading up the middle to Roderick’s little grassy stage.

The priest clenched and flexed. Sweat glistened on his pate and trickled into his thinning beard. A woven willow screen stood to his right and a garish striped tent was propped up to his left. A waved hand behind each signaled all was indeed, at last, ready. 

He grinned, jaw set hard, and gestured to the harpist to strike the first, lilting tone of the groom’s processional.

Voices quieted as attentions turned to the tent. The Baron’s well-built, handsome eldest son made his entrance resplendent in a gold-threaded tunic, jeweled silk mantle, and the gleaming chain of his station (his father’s station, actually). 

Mecam was his name, and he strode forward, bowed to Baron and lady, then faced the priest, nodding his head as customary only after he’d shuffled sideways to stand full in a sunbeam that highlighted his feathered hair.

The two groomsmen were likewise finely dressed, in forest green with crowns of ivy. Roderick, between stomach pangs, chuckled inwardly at the sight of them, thinking they looked like a pair of cucumbers fresh-picked from a village garden.

The groom’s party settled in place and the harpist struck a new tune. 

A boy not three years into his steps toddled up the aisle between the rows of guests. He held out a small wooden rod wrapped in red woven cloth for the priest to use in the wedding’s final hand-binding ceremony. The boy stumbled up to Roderick on his hillock, made a clumsy bow, then plopped down in the grass.  

Groom and groomsmen watched with pursed, disapproving lips.

Next, a pair of maidens appeared from behind the willow screen, their flower-laden heads bowed. They trod softly up, opposite the groomsmen, then turned to the priest.

Roderick raised a palm and the audience stood, all eyes on that screen, as the bride entered, arrayed in ivory and silver and a crown of autumn flowers, arm looped through her father’s. A renown general, he was a beacon of pride—all thrusting, strong jawline and thick, slick mustache—sheathed sword slapping against his ceremonial armor with each step.

Roderick knew the bride as a strong, generous creature he had watched grow from infancy to budding womanhood. Her name was Delia. And Delia was different from other noble maidens, having an independence of spirit some found irreverent, but that Roderick cherished. 

As father and bride arrived before him, Roderick sent a silent prayer that his bowels hold fast and his voice not quaver. 

He began, “Dearly beloved,” and continued into the formalities, his voice barely audible at the back of the glade. 

So focused was Roderick on his ceremony and his wind, so enraptured was the audience by the pomp and circumstance and efforts to make out what the priest was saying, that no one noticed a latecomer arrive beneath a tree at the back.

The new spectator reached out and tapped the shoulder of a rotund copper merchant whose whiskers did little to hide his rolling collection of chins.

“Isn’t it beautiful?” hissed the newcomer in a nasal whisper.

The man turned, bringing up a fat finger to shush the interloper, but the shush never got there. His breath caught, his eyes went wide, and his hand began to tremble.

“I do so love weddings,” said the latecomer. 

The merchant’s lips twitched. A high-pitched whine escaped his throat

Up front, Roderick ended his remarks about the sanctity of marriage and started in on the vows. The groom rolled his eyes when the priest mentioned fidelity. Delia hid her emotions behind a pale veil.

Roderick cut off his declaration about now-and-forevermore as a ruckus broke out at the back of the congregation. The priest tried starting again but stopped short. He could not believe what he was seeing. 

The guests were leaving. 

From the rear and rolling forward a like a wave, people cried out in terror and fled with all due haste into the surrounding woods.

Baron Sir Lord M. Brian Bannock the Third grumbled at the delay, knuckles white as he gripped the chair.

Lady Wetternoose clapped and giggled as if the panic were a show set for her entertainment.

Mecam groaned, eyes skyward. He muttered to the groomsman Meynam, who was his brother, “Tell me that is not the fault of someone from our side of the aisle.” 

His brother deigned to look. All color drained from Meynam’s somewhat flabby face and he gripped the groom’s arm.

“Ouch! Hey, steady on,” said Mecam, jerking his arm free.

“Shh!” hissed Delia’s father, cheeks darkening beneath the well-oiled tips of his mustache. Eyes tight with anger, he insisted the priest continue.

But Roderick was no longer concerned with presiding over nuptials. Before him the glade emptied of his audience, save for the Baron and the Lady and their resolute retainers.

“What are you doing?” snapped Delia’s father at Roderick. “Get on with it.”

“Damn right,” muttered the Baron.

Lady Wetternoose poked her consort’s arm then pointed behind them. “Brian, darling, perhaps you should take a look.” She was not giddy and grinning, but had, like Meynam, gone the color of young cheese.

“What? Oh, fine, I’ll look.” The Baron turned, saw the wedding’s late arrival coming forward, and mewed like lost kitten.

The harpist struck an off chord then abandoned his instrument to run screaming into a hazel thicket. 

Mecam, chin high and nostrils flaring, turned at his father’s squeak to give whoever dared interrupt a scalding piece of his mind. Upon seeing what approached, he squealed as his father had and dove for his tent.

The boy behind Roderick jumped up more excited than if today were Yuletide morning.

“Dwagon!” the boy shouted, pointing the cloth-wrapped rod like a tiny sword.

It was indeed a dragon that approached the wedding party. The beast shone with emerald scales, ebony claws, and ivory teeth. Sunlight glowed green through folded, leathery wings and caught in amber, slit-pupil eyes. 

True, this was not a huge, castle-burning, village-destroying dragon, more of a hide-under-the-haywagon-and-startle-the-goats sort of a dragon. Its body and arms weren’t much bigger than a man’s. But with the sinewy neck and swishing tail, and with only a couple of the Baron’s shelf-browed retainers for protection, it looked a monster come to feast.

The dragon averted its eyes and wrung its hands. Perhaps ashamed of the disturbance but looking even more a ravenous beast stalking fresh meat.

The bridesmaids screamed and disappeared behind the willow screen. 

A wimpled lady burst from the bushes behind Roderick and scooped up the stick-and-cloth boy, him still happily calling out, “Dwagon! Dwagon!” 

“My dear,” said the blubbering Baron, “we shall retire early.” He rose, taking Lady Wetternoose by the elbow.

“Shall we?” replied the lady, getting to her feet. “Yes, let’s.”

The Baron wagged
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