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The woman blocking the path of Ildar's horse was small and round and brown.

“There's a dragon stuck in the hedge,” she said. 

Jackdaw extended his neck to sniff delicately at her tattered robe, and she pushed him firmly to the side. The horse, surprisingly, didn't offer to bite. 

Ildar heaved a sigh of annoyance and turned his gelding so he could get a better look at her. He wished he didn't recognize the garb of the priests of the Two-Bodied God; he probably ought to show her a greater level of courtesy than picking her up by the collar and dropping her on the side of the road. “Holy one, I have pressing business on the goblin road.”

“Which is why you're going to come help me get it out of the hedge,” she said, folding her arms. She looked very much like the other mountain people he had encountered, with olive skin that tanned darkly and very curly black hair. “It came down the road, and it wouldn't have if anyone on your end had been watching.”

Ildar bit back an irritated defense. The goblins had been lax in guarding the mountain road, and things—all sorts of things—had been getting through. The problem had grown steadily worse over the last eleven years, when an impostor fairy queen had sat on the human throne. She had had no interest in giving the border temples the money or the people to guard their flocks from red caps and nucklavees. But the influx had spiraled out of control four months prior, after the real heir to the throne, Elsyn, had been crowned, and the fairy king had vanished. Now there were incursions of strange beasts in the towns closest to the goblin road every week, and Ildar didn't like to think what was hiding in the forests that bordered it. One of his saddlebags was full of copies of maps with different sorts of fairy incursions marked on them in various colors. He hoped the goblin king could make sense of what exactly was happening.

There was one point he could argue. “It isn't a dragon.” Dragon territory started on the other side of the goblin kingdom in the mountains-just-to-the-left. Those heights stretched far, far away, getting progressively more out of register with this plane of reality until they barely bore a resemblance to the human world at all. There were no doors a dragon could pass through directly into this realm, and no way one could fly over the goblin stronghold without being noticed.

“It is,” the woman said. 

“It isn't,” Ildar snapped.

“It is,” she insisted.

“It isn't, and if you don't stop arguing with me I'll turn you into a toad,” he said. He wasn't the kind of wizard who could do that, but she didn't know he was lying.

She did know. “You won't, and as it is a dragon, I need a magic user to help me get it out of the hedge. Come at once, or I'll tell your horse to throw you.”

Ildar cast a wary eye down at Jackdaw. He knew that most of the priests of the Two-Bodied God could speak with cows and other dairy livestock, but the talent generally didn't extend to riding horses. Jackdaw, however, might throw him just for the fun of it.

He gave in abruptly and with poor grace, swinging himself down from Jackdaw’s back. The gelding startled and shied away from him; Ildar thumped his neck impatiently. His throat tightened. Snow, his old mare, had been as warproof an animal as a mortal body could hold, unbothered by magic being performed on her back, missiles going over her head, or toddlers clutching at her mane. 

Grieving, Ildar told himself, as he done many hundreds of times before, will take up your whole life if you let it. 

“Show me your dragon,” he told the small woman. 
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All things considered, Bo was not overly impressed by the goblin king’s wizard. The rumors which had come up from the capital city were odd enough that she had assumed that they had gotten garbled at some point in transmission, but now that he was here there was no mistaking him for anyone other than the fabled figure: a rail-thin man, toweringly tall, with gray skin, hair, and eyes, dressed in a long gray coat, the smell of strange magic rolling off him like ... well, he smelled like mud, if she were perfectly honest. Very horsey mud, with a hint of granite.

He also had the manners of a goat. 

“Where’s the hedge?” he demanded, stepping too close.

“Don’t loom,” Bo barked. 

To her surprise, he blinked and stepped back. “I thought you’d turn out to be a bit taller, once we were on the same level.” 

Bo, who had stopped growing upward at age nine, scowled. “No. The hedge is this way. Don’t mind the temple goats, they’re rude.” She turned on her heel and trotted back toward the village square. 

The last sentence was aimed at Silly and Hortense, who had both followed her out of the temple and were now busily eating blackberry canes in the roadside ditch. They bleated lustily and threw themselves up the bank after her. The wizard clucked to his horse and then slow hoofsteps thudded against the dry road. 

The dragon had gotten stuck at the bottom of the temple field. Calling the barrier around the field a hedge was a bit of an understatement. The dense, impenetrable line of intertwined trees, bushes, and creepers ringing the pasture was twenty feet tall and twenty feet thick. Some of the trees holding it up were a thousand years old, and priests had started adding other woody plants to solidify the growth only a few hundred years after that. A person or a goat could go into the hedge, but where they came out would almost certainly not be in the wheat field on the other side. 

The only way into the field was through the temple. Bo led the wizard, the horse, and the goats up the small colonnaded porch and through the sanctuary. It was a very, very old temple, a long stone barn with two wall niches for statues of the Two-Bodied God in the center. Its simplicity was further emphasized by its state of extreme disrepair. She had been patching the cracks in the masonry with lime dust and water since the old priest had disappeared five years ago. She wasn’t very good at it, and the walls looked rather like a pack of muddy dogs had shaken their coats out in the center of the room. 

Bo glared over her shoulder at the wizard, in case he was thinking of making a rude comment, but he only stared at one of the God’s statues, a troubled expression on his face. Hortense and Silly, suddenly annoyed with each other, reared up on their hind legs and cracked their skulls together. The wizard’s horse, a shining bay, let out a little scream and threw up his head. 

“Oh, don’t fuss,” she said, at the same moment the wizard said, “Beast.” 

The horse did not look remorseful. His ears flicked back and he lifted a hoof, his leg quivering as though he couldn’t decide which one of them he wanted to kick more. 

“Leave him with the ponies,” Bo said. “I don’t want him to scare the dragon.” 

The ponies were short and fat and very fierce, and they eyed the equine intruder in their corner of the field with gimlet eyes. 

“Down here,” she said, picking her way past the two retired milchcows and evading Fol-de-rol and her triplet kids. “Watch that you don’t step in the pig wallow.” The two small black pigs lifted their snouts from the mud and horked loudly at her. 

“Are you sure it’s not just another goat that’s gotten wedged in there?” the wizard asked skeptically, looking down at the pigs as he stepped over them.

Then he stopped speaking, for he had just come nose-to-nose with the dragon. 
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They couldn't quite recollect how they had gotten where they were now, nor could they quite parse where exactly now was. 

One set of hind legs seemed to be wedged in a bramble, the sort with fruit on, though this late in the year the fruit had shriveled to sour black stones. Another set of their legs clutched at a branch, perhaps belonging to an oak or other such noble vegetal effort, in an effort not to fall deeper in the aforementioned bramble. As for their forelegs, those stuck out of the maelstrom of greenery at angles they suspected were not the most flattering to their otherwise splendid form. 

They had gotten more thoroughly wedged into the nest of twigs at some point in the near past, when a noise from outside the hedge had startled them into shoving their snout out into the open air. The source of the noise, a small human person of a brown hue and wrapped in a distressingly unbecoming sack of white linen, had stopped and stared at them, then pivoted and rushed away. This discomfited the small black pigs rooting about in the mud next to the hedge, who oinked and snorted with indignation.

They hadn’t even had the chance to call out for help before the human vanished over a little hill in the field. They had spent the next hour watching the pigs excavate what they assumed would be the foundations of a luxurious porcine castle. 

Now the small brown human was back, leading another—human?—tall gray person—tall gray magical person, whose nose was level with their nose in the hedge.

“Good day,” they said. “If I could trouble you for assistance, O user of magic—” They squinted at the long gray garment the magical person wore. “That’s a rather dreadful coat. Is everyone dressed awfully here?”

“Who are you?” the gray person asked, their voice a rough tenor, altogether avoiding the issue of the coat. “Where did you come from?”

These were both difficult questions, and they racked their brain for what the correct answers might be. The first seemed more fathomable than the second. There was only one word floating about in the cranial sea that contained a likely combination of consonants (many) and punctuation (none).

“Ibirgordion,” they said, with some confidence. “My name is Ibirgordion.” 

“It isn’t,” said the gray person, with even more certainty. 

“That’s a bit much,” they said, feeling hurt. Just a moment before, they'd felt rather proud of answering an impossible query so quickly. “I’m sure that I am Ibirgordion.”

“I’m sure that you’re not. Ibirgordion is an ancient legend even among the goblins,” the gray person said reproachfully. “A great and powerful dragon who performed many marvelous feats. And you're stuck in a hedge.”

“Perhaps Ibirgordion was very fond of hedges,” they suggested.

“What I’d really like to know,” said the small brown person, “is how you came to be in this hedge.”

They flattened their ears against their head in confusion. “Oh—well—” This wasn’t going particularly well. “If you must know,” they said, stretching their neck as far past the edge of the leaves as they could manage, “I’m not altogether sure.” 

At this moment their second pair of hind legs lost their grip on the branch, and they pitched downward with a yelp.

“Oh gods,” the smaller person said. “It’s falling in. Look, if you can get hold of its front half —”

“I’m not grabbing a dragon,” said the gray person. “Not even a small one.”

“Then I will,” the small human snapped. “Roll the water butt over, and I’ll—”

“You’ll fall off and break your head open.” The gray person scowled and stepped toward the hedge. “Don’t bite me.”

“Do you think I'm an animal?” they demanded indignantly. “How dare you impugn my conduct! I am a gentlebeast and a scholar!” That might not be true, but it certainly sounded nice. 
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Ildar had seen dragons before, though never a living one so close. The horse-lords, who had woken the calcified goblins from their sleep, and whose sons had been goblin kings and princes and wizards, had passed through the dragonlands before they had come to rest in the goblin kingdom. He had faint memories, he thought, of dark shapes flying high overhead, as he dozed against someone's shoulder, the horse beneath them both plodding steadily forward. Ildar's mother had sung him songs about dragons—and there, there was grief again, clutching at his chest, damn it to the darkest reaches of the deepest caverns—and many, many winters after she had died, he had found a dragon skeleton sprawled across a mountain ridge, diminished into a forest of bones by the battering of sun and wind. 

That great dead beast on an upheaval of stone and this small one wedged into a hazel were clearly of a kind—sinuous, with long heads and three pairs of legs—but he wondered if that other creature's hide would have glimmered with iridescent colors that went velvety black in the shadows, or if it had flopped about like an angry ferret, as this one was currently doing. 

“Hold still,” he snapped, stepping closer. He eyed the silver teeth that flashed in the dragon's snout nervously. 

“Good sir, I'm not sure I prefer your tone,” it said, then yelped, as its back half abruptly slid deeper into the hedge.

“May we be many!” the small priest squawked, diving past him. Somehow she wriggled past the first layer of branches and braced her shoulder against the dragon's midsection. Ildar seized the dragon's front legs and pulled.

It came loose with a horrendous cracking of wood and a tumultuous shower of leaves, the small priest still clutching it round the middle. The small black pigs squealed and stampeded away. The goats mehed and stampeded closer. One of them butted Ildar; he cursed and stumbled, letting go of the dragon. Suddenly bearing the full weight of the beast, the priest tripped and fell into the pig's mud wallow, the dragon on top of her.

“Oh! Oh no! Oh no, I don't like this at all. Oh no, my scales,” it said, repeating, “Oh no, oh no,” at intervals. 

“You can go,” the little priest said, in a pained voice, looking up—a very long way up indeed—at Ildar. The mud had splattered over her right cheek and into her hair. “I am something of an expert at washing mud off wriggling animals.”

Ildar stared back down at her, wishing she didn't look so silly, or so small, or so young. 

“Oh, I'm dirty all over,” said the dragon. “I'm hardly shiny at all any more. Oh no.” It flailed in the mud, battering the surface with all six feet and splattering more dirt on all sides.

That settled it. “I can't leave you alone with this in good conscience,” he said grimly. “Where is your well? Do your cattle have a trough we can bathe it in?”

“The water butt,” the little priest said, sounding resigned. “There.” 

After a moment of irritable consideration, Ildar unbuckled his sword belt, unlaced his coat, and wrapped both together in a tight bundle.

“Don't put it near the hedge,” warned the priest, getting to her feet. She squatted next to the dragon and took one of its delicate forepaws. “If you would be still for a minute, we can get you washed up, and then you'll be shiny again,” she said, in the kind of sing-song that people used for crying children and anxious dogs. 

The dragon stopped and stared at her, and Ildar got his first really good look at its face, unobstructed by leaves or branches. It did not look like a dog or horse or bird, but a little bit like all three. The nostrils on either side of its long nose opened and shut as it breathed. The shining scales that covered its body became tiny and smooth on its face, elongating into glimmering fans around its ears, drooping mustachios over its mouth, and an elegant little beard below it. More long scales ran in a crest down its back, which shone blue and purple and green where it was not covered in mud. The dragon let its upper lip drop to cover the silver teeth. Its green eyes were enormous and perfectly round.

“Are you gray all over?” it asked him.

“What?”

“Your skin is gray,” it said, sounding curious. “Are you quite well, good sir?”

“Time for that bath,” the priest announced. She scooped up the dragon's lithe body and held it close. Ildar bit back a yelp, expecting the dragon to whip its long neck around and bite her, or at the very least flop out of her grasp back into the mud, but instead it curled over her shoulder and pulled up its last pair of legs to brace against her belly. It looked very like a cat. Genteelly it placed a forepaw on the top of her head. “I do wish you'd warn me before grabbing a personage,” it said.

“Bath time!” the priest repeated.

The next half-hour was a strange one. The priest went to get rags and then a bucket of water from the well at the top of the field, leaving Ildar with little more to do than dip his hand in the shallow water at the bottom of the butt and splash it against the beast's sides, then use his thumb to wipe clean each scale on its back in turn.

The dragon, after a few minutes of this, rested its chin in the crook of his elbow. It was very warm, warmer than a cat or a hawk, and he could feel its throat pulse against the skin of his forearm when it swallowed. The sensation was bewilderingly like holding a new foal, or a newborn.

“Right, you're getting on,” said the priest from behind him. She set down her bucket and considered his strategy, then dipped one of the rags in the water and joined him. “How do you think it got here?” she asked in a low voice.

“I'm not an it,” the dragon said, rather feebly, from Ildar's elbow. “Oh, I can't look. Am I shiny yet? Do I still look like a muddy worm?”

“Give us a few minutes,” the priest said soothingly. “We're still working.”

“What should we call you?” Ildar asked, tugging loose a bunch of dried holly stuck under one cluster of scales.

“We contain multitudes,” the dragon said, not lifting its nose. “We are infinite. Oh dear, that tickles.” They kicked one of their middle legs, as the priest sponged beneath it with a rag.

“Multitudes,” Ildar muttered under his breath. He shook his head. “I have no idea. This should not be possible.” A thought struck him, and he looked at her uneasily. “I am sorry for my rudeness before. The kingdom of dragons is a very long way away, and I thought ...” His voice trailed off. “And this one seems very ... odd.”

She nodded. Her hair and face were damp; she had obviously poured a bucket of water over her head to address her own state of muddiness before returning with the rags. Her robe, now half-wet and rather translucent, clung to her body. A sliver of Ildar noticed the curve of her breasts and the dark shadow of her nipples, while another part screamed at the sliver to shut up and go away. 

There was, he remembered, a faster way to make himself stop feeling anything.

“How old are you?” he asked abruptly. 

“Twenty-two,” she said, “and I've been the only priest here for five years, so don't think you can tell me my business.” She dunked her rag again, before gently insinuating her fingers beneath the dragon's chin and lifting their face so she could wipe around their eyes. “Why? How old are you?”

That had done it. He felt cold all over and a little sick. “I don't know.”

She shot him an odd look, then, after a minute of silence, said, “I'm Bo.”

“I am Ildar.”

“I am Ibirgordion,” said the dragon, their eyes pressed to thin slits. “That feels rather nice. You may proceed.” 

Bo laughed and rubbed her thumb between the dragon's eyes, then worked for a few minutes on the mud caked around their long mustache scales. They huffed and flexed their paws, kneading the fabric of Ildar's shirt like a cat. Given that dragon claws were many times larger than a cat's, the fabric tore immediately. He sighed.

Finally, she said, rather stiffly, “I am sorry to have kept you from your business for so long.”

“I think this is my business now,” he said. “I cannot fathom how a dragon came down the goblin road, but if one did, the king will wish to know how it slipped through.”

“Well, about that,” she interrupted. Her cheeks reddened. “I don't think it did come down the road. I—well—I was pretty upset when I found it—them—and I said the first thing that came into my head. But if the dragon had come down the road, they would have come from the direction of the town square, and they would never have gone through the temple get into the field. Fairy creatures don't like the Two-Bodied God much.”

Ildar wasn't sure that a dragon was a fairy creature, but he kept his mouth shut.

“I thought about it, and it probably came up from inside the hedge.”

That surprised him so much that the rag fell from his hand. “What?”

“The hedge around this field is magical,” she said, making a gesture with her chin that encompassed the whole enclosure. “My—some of the people in the village say that there's a doorway to the fairy kingdom somewhere inside. I always thought that was rot and nonsense, but—well—” She pointedly wiped another frill of the dragon's crest. “Maybe the door was closed, and now it's open again.”

Ildar digested this unwelcome knowledge. “Then it is even more important that I stay,” he said. “There are things—” He bit off the sentence. Bo raised her eyebrows.

“There are great doings afoot,” she said dryly, when he did not continue. “We are fair isolated here, but even we know that a fairy killed the Queen Taryn and tried to assassinate the Duke and her son.”

“Even I do not know how great the doings might be,” Ildar said, staring down the dragon. They tipped their head back and met his gaze with two brilliantly green eyes.

5

The dragon—Ibirgordion?—did not resist when Ildar rose to his feet and strode up the field with them draped around his body. Bo eyed the beast and wondered. They had not felt so heavy when she had picked them up out of the mud—no heavier than carrying a lame nanny goat, which she had done dozens of times—but now they formed a heavy coil that wrapped the wizard's whole lengthy torso. If she were carrying them now, they would drag behind her for several feet.

“I thought dragons were supposed to be fierce,” she said. The goats Hortense and Silly had returned from whatever mischief they had been wreaking—probably harassing the wizard's horse—and were now trying to nibble on the dragon's scales. “Fierce and fire-breathing.”

“Oh, don't,” they said to Hortense, tucking one foot firmly against their belly. “I don't like being slobbered on.”

Ildar frowned ferociously, but Bo had already realized that this indicated that he was deep in thought, not that he was irritated. “Where do you put your sick animals?” He eyed the sparse structure of the temple doubtfully. “Do the cattle have a manger?”

“On this side,” she said, breaking into a trot. 

At some point in the distant past, there had been a proper stone dormitory and kitchens added to the back of the ancient building. These had fallen into ruin, and during the tenure of the priest before the last priest, the villagers had built a single wattle-and-daub room in the corner of the surviving walls. A shaggy thatch roof flopped precariously over the top, and a smaller, shabbier roof covered a fire ring built against up another remnant of wall.

Ildar's eyebrows slid very high up his forehead. “This is where you live?”

Bo sighed. “Yes, it's where I live.” She bit back the rest of her rehearsed response, which went into detail about how she'd rather be here than in the loft of the blacksmith's barn with his four younger sons. She put her shoulder against the door to slide it open. It had fallen off its hinges a year or two ago, and the prospect of getting new pins made gave her a headache. The fewer things she had to ask of the blacksmith, the better.

Most of the light inside filtered through cracks in the wall. The tin cheese kettle hung from a hook on the wall at one end of the room. The wooden cupboard with her veterinary tools and cheesemaking implements stood on the other side of the room, and her pallet lay behind it. Ildar couldn't stand upright except at the back, close to the wall. It all looked very barren and sad, and she suddenly wished she hadn't let the wizard come inside.

“Lay them there,” she said, pointing at the pallet. “Hortense, don't even think about it.”

The large black-and-white goat took a mouthful of Bo's linen robe and chewed meditatively. She had definitely been pondering taking a bite out of the dragon's crest a moment before. Goats do not have upper front teeth, so she probably would have only been able to give them a bad pinch, but the dragon would have still been distressed.

Ildar knelt and unwrapped the dragon from around his torso. Somehow, when they lay curled on her bed, they had shrunk again, to something smaller than a dairy goat. 

“Are dragons shape-changers?” she asked.

The wizard sat back on his heels, frowning at the bedroll. Bo studied him. The strange gray hue of his skin distracted from his features, but the blue shadows of her room made him look a more normal color. He had high cheekbones and a long face, and his eyes tipped up a little at the corners. The line of his nose was low, with no hint of the blacksmith's arch. His straight gray hair—gray like granite, not gray like age—had been pulled back from a high widow's peak into a short tail at the base of his neck.

Bo, after twenty-two years of fighting with masses and masses of curly hair, had taken up the sheep-shears during the last full moon and cut it all off, close to her scalp. Lots of priests wore their heads shaved, and she was a priest, she reminded herself one more time.

“I have never heard of a dragon who could change its shape,” Ildar said. She started a bit; her regard had strayed speculatively below his shoulders.

“Fairies can change,” she said. “Or look like they do, at least.”

“Oh, I'm not a fairy,” said the dragon, wriggling around until their chin was propped up on their forepaws. “Or at least, no more than usual. Do you have a blanket? I'm quite chilled. Also, I was thinking of the merits of soup. Have you considered soup's many virtues? Perhaps with hot buttered toast.”

Bo cast an eye over what hung from the rafters. “What about cold cheese?”

“No toast?” the dragon asked sadly.

“Crabapple? Slightly withered.”

“Toasted cheese,” the dragon suggested.

“I can go down and check if the hazel you were stuck in has started to bear.”

The dragon shuddered delicately. 

“I have food in my packs,” the wizard said, sounding monstrously patient. He looked meaningfully at Bo. “If you would assist me, Priest Bo.”

She walked ahead of him to the the ponies' quarter of the field and caught his horse by the halter. The beast laid his ears flat against his head and looked very much like he would take a bite out of her shoulder. “Don't you even think about it,” she told him, irritated. “Troll has more evil in his right ear than you can fit in your whole body, and he won't cross me either.” Troll, who was gray with white points, tossed his head and stood briefly on his back hooves, before dropping back to the ground and resuming his dinner.

Ildar lifted the saddlebags off his restive horse with a practiced gesture. For all he was so skinny, he was awfully strong, she thought. He took off the rest of the tack just as quickly.

“Does no one tithe to this temple anymore?” he asked, interrupting her assessment of his upper arms. “The village looks prosperous enough. Why are you—why is this—” He gestured at the wattle-and-daub hut. From down in the field, it looked like an untidy crows' nest perched on top of the ruined wall.

“We never had a proper tithe, exactly,” Bo said. She eyed the packs with interest. “What do you have in there? Any spices?” There were wild onions growing around the pig wallow, but they always tasted a little funny. 

“Don't change the subject.” He set the packs on a rock and unlaced the top flap of one. “I've ridden through half the kingdom at this point. Villages that weren't hit hard by the drought or the cattle plague didn't let their temples decay too much, and the ones that could hid their priests. When the Priest-Queen was crowned, most of them started repairs. Why hasn't that happened here? The villagers I saw looked healthy enough, and the fields aren't bare.”

“Cattle plague didn't hit that hard up here,” Bo said, watching his hands pull out waxcloth-wrapped bundles hungrily. “Mostly goat country. Too rocky for cows.”

Ildar gave her a look. 

“The tithe doesn't come from the villagers directly,” Bo said. “The lord collects their taxes, and then they're expected to make the tithe to whichever god has the most workings in their territory.”

“So where's the lord?”

“Lord Lavyerag died six or seven years ago, and she had no children.” She considered. “We might technically be a freeholding at this point. I'm not sure how long the contract of holding stays good after the lord dies, if no one else comes to claim it.”

“So in fact it is the village's responsibility to look after you, and they're not doing it,” Ildar said. He laced up the packs again and slung them over one shoulder, his other hand holding a piece of canvas wrapped around many bundles. 

Bo stared at that hand, fighting back a number of rude responses. There are a thousand problems in the kingdom that have nothing to do with you, O royal wizard, or the stupid fairies or the stupid goblin road. 

Instead, she said, in what she thought was a fairly level voice, “The blacksmith is the head of the village council, and he doesn't care for me to be up here. That's all.”
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Where had they been, before they had been in the hedge?

This question proved surprisingly bothersome, given how the old hollow stomach plagued the dragon. Generally they didn't spare much consideration for abstract teleological matters when the pangs of hunger had begun to ring, but something about their current position struck them as off-kilter. 

The mattress—well, mattress was quite a generous term, as the object was more like a burlap sack stuffed with weeds—upon which they lay smelled overwhelmingly like one of the two humans who had so agreeably given them a nice wash. Not, they thought vaguely, the tall one with the comfortable elbows and the dreadful gray coat, but rather the small one with the sparkly eyes and the awful linen sack. 

Wherever they had been before had not been so painfully drab. There had been colors—yes! Simply bang-fizzles of effervescent colors, red and magenta and violet, with tasteful dollops of cream and indigo. They had dressed themself in bands of embroidery and cascading lace, all of it shimmering and glowing with splendid hues. The walls and floor had been covered in beautiful, minute tilework in geometric patterns and intricate ornamental streams. And that locale, wherever it had been, had been tidier and better-smelling than wherever they were right now. 

It was all rather hard to recall when the present pressed down on one so.

They curled into a tighter ball, thinking pitiful thoughts. Their memory held a wealth of rich textiles and beautiful patterns carved into wood and ivory and stone, but no faces or names, other than the one they were quite sure belonged to themself. They suspected they were not the most cunning of dragons at the best of times, but having a lot of humans demand how they'd gotten wedged in a hedge, as though shrubbery-invasion were some sort of crime, was just unreasonable. 

At least the hedge had been pleasantly aromatic, wafting odors of juniper and acorns and all that sort of vegetal nonsense past their nose, instead of whatever beastly scent was currently impugning upon their delicate nasal passages. 

As if summoned by the adverb, an enormous nanny goat stepped into the dragon's line of view from behind the cupboard. She bleated, though the bleat sounded like a human scream.

“Oh!” Their head shot up from the mattress. “Oh! I hope you aren't going to avenge yourself upon me.” They were quite sure that dragons and livestock were not always the best of friends and neighbors. “I don't think I've done anything wicked to a goat recently.”

The nanny goat turned her head and fixed them with a gimlet stare, the horizontal bar of her eye widening like an open tomb. She was a beast of the shining black variety, with a white underbelly and hocks, as well as devilish white eyebrows that curled up toward her horns. She tossed her head, clacking the horns against the wood of the cupboard.

“Madam Goat, I must beg your leave,” said the dragon hastily. “I suddenly discover myself to have urgent business—I must consult with a parrot upon a matter of grave importance—”

They eeled to one side, just as the goat stood upon its hind legs and brought her front hooves down upon the mattress with godly wrath. A cloud of dust mushroomed into the air with the force of the impact. She whirled, shaking her horns.

“Hortense!” the smaller of the two humans—Bo?—bellowed from the doorway. Another goat, this one with delicate feet and horns barely visible under her flowing white tresses, shoved her head between the door frame and the priest's hip. “You monster!”

“Is the dragon all right?” came another voice from outside the hut. That must be Ildar, then.

“No,” they said weakly. “I am not. An attempt was made upon my life. I am afflicted. I am undone.”

“Don't moan,” the small human said, not unkindly. She picked the dragon up and draped them around her body like a heavy rope, wrapping their tail around her hips and laying their head upon her shoulder. “Forgive me for taking liberties, but you've gone big again and I can't pick you up so easily. Hortense, if you foul my bed, I'll tie a stick to your back so you can't hunt for berries.”

Hortense pretended jumping off the mattress had been her own idea.

“Out! Out!” Bo said to the goat, who put her ears back but complied. “You too, Silly.” The delicate-footed goat sighed and shook her head before turning around. The dragon fanned out the ear frills on their head and then tucked them back in, feeling much happier now that they were being held. Bo was very warm. While the linen sack was ugly, it was much thinner and less bristly than layers of embroidery and tiers of lace. She was the sort of person with soft squishy bits at the top and bottom and on her legs, all of which were pleasant to snuggle into.

“Watch yourself,” she told them sharply, “that's not a place for your paws,” and the dragon, puzzled but obedient, removed their middle set of feet from her top set of squishy bits. 

Ildar knelt next to the fire-pit, scowling down into the muddy ashes. “You've let all your fuel get wet. How will you stay warm in the winter if you can't lay a fire?”

“I bring the goats into the hut,” she said. “It's not safe to burn anything in there in any case. Too small.”

The mention of fire made the dragon perk up, feeling at last as though they had something to contribute. “A flame would be useful, you say? Perhaps to make a bit of toast?” They stretched their neck out past Bo's shoulder to stare critically into the firepit. The grate over the pit was probably for cooking, wasn't it? A small ball ought to do, then.

They squirmed a bit, fluffing their scales until they could feel a lick of electricity clustering beneath each one. They rippled their skin, starting at their nose and moving down their body in a smooth, continuous contraction, passing the flickers of lightning along grooves running down each scale. At each new row, the sparks cohered into a larger wave. 

It was a bit difficult to tidy up the lightning into a knot when one was being so affectionately held by someone one didn't care to shock, but the dragon was pleased with the orb they rolled off the end of their tail. 

Ildar only just shoved two wet logs under the grate before the lightning ball fell on them. The air snapped when it touched the wood, and smoke and the smell of ozone followed immediately. Light and heat crackled up and down the lumber, a writhing ball of fiery yarn, before it dissipated with a rattle.

The logs, wet no longer, glowed briefly from their scorched interiors, before tall flames leaped up and began to burn merrily. 

“That's,” Bo said, and then stopped.

No doubt she's terribly impressed, the dragon thought, pleased. “You're welcome. I'm quite skilled in these things.”
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“I'm not leaving you alone with them,” Ildar said, barely moving his lips. 

After the dragon had produced the ball of lightning, they had been so cheered that they wriggled down from Bo's shoulders and sorted through Ildar's paper-wrapped packages, making suggestions about how he might cook each one. Bo, her brown face looking unusually pale, had dragged Hortense and Silly out of the ruined walls and tied them up to a gnarled yew tree halfway down the field. Their outraged yells filled the air as Ildar poked slices of sausage and bread with his knife, all sizzling on a pan excavated from somewhere inside the hut.  

“What could you even do, against a magic like that?” she said, her voice barely above a whisper.

Ildar didn't respond, because he had no answer. His own magical talent was like a preternaturally sharp sense of hearing. He listened, very intently, to the earth and wind and objects around him, and they told him what was true. Witnessing the truth helped it slide from the realm of all possible things into this one, where reality could coalesce around it. He called close realities near and invited them to join this one. If the truth was a difficult one, like a foal determined to be born with the cord wrapped around its neck, he could usually see what needed to be done to ease its arrival.

When the goblin king had taken away the human who would have ruled these lands, Taryn, to be his own queen, and the crown had passed to her sister, Elsyn, who had already been consecrated as a priest, the golden circlet of royalty and the great metal horns of high priesthood had told him that they were now one thing. He did not know how to work gold, but he held the two together in the fire and echoed the truth back to them, and they became one object. 

He could not, however, call something into existence which had never been there and no intention of being there in the future, which the earth around it did not recognize, like a ball of purple lightning. 

The dragon didn't seem to notice that the two humans were having a separate conversation above their head. “And this cheese is a bit hard, but perhaps it could be grated, to give the meal some local terroir,” they said, helpfully producing a chunk of goat cheese. 

“Where did you find that?” Bo asked, distracted.

“On a shelf, I imagine. Isn't cheese usually on a shelf?”

“Where were you keeping it until now? Do you have pockets?”

“I couldn't say,” the dragon said, in their vague sort of way. “Do you know, it's suddenly occurred to me that a spot of fruit preserves would be a splendid addition to this meal. Or some honey. I noticed some jars in your abode. By chance, might one of them contain a sugary addendum to our repast?”

Bo grimaced, and Ildar flinched. Her stores of food had not looked promising to him. This village sat in the foothills of the mountains, high enough to be colder and damper than the lands below. Near the capital, farmers had only begun to bring in the wheat, but up here, the harvest was a memory of last month, and the fields had already been sown to winter oats and rye. There might yet be cabbages and turnips, but any tithing the villagers had done must have gone into directly into the temple livestock's bellies.

I'm not sure she has the supplies to get through a winter herself, let alone feed a magical beast their fill, he thought, opening his mouth to admonish the dragon.

Bo anticipated him. “Let me look. I can't say—” She vanished back into the hut. 

Ildar heaved a sigh, worried and irritated at himself for being worried. The dragon looked up at him with their enormous green eyes. 

And that was another thing, he thought. “What are we to call you?” he asked them sharply, spearing a piece of bread that was beginning to burn and setting it on a stone next to the fire pit. “I won't call you Ibirgordion. Even if it was your name, it's too much of a mouthful for everyday. What do dragons call each other?”

“Names aren't for the benefit of other dragons, I don't suppose,” they said. Somehow the toasted slice of bread disappeared from the stone and appeared in their claws without Ildar seeing it move. The dragon took a delicate bite. “We more or less know which ones we are.”

Ildar considered that statement, then decided the implications were too much to work through right now. “Then what have you been called by people who are not dragons?”

The dragon went on eating toast, their mustachios drooping pitifully, their tail wrapped tightly around their back paws, apparently distressed by the question.

“I've thought about this,” Bo announced, from very close behind Ildar. He twisted, and his shoulder bumped into her breasts. She didn't seem to notice, pushing a small earthenware jar into his hand. Ildar felt a sudden, mad urge to press his upper body against hers, immediately counterbalanced by a strong desire to put his face directly into the glowing coals. He felt hot all over and then cold. What was wrong with him? 

Bo went on, oblivious to this internal conflict. “We'll call you Riggy,” she said. “Like a nickname. It sounds friendly.”

The dragon's ear frills and mustachios perked up again. They smoothed their forepaws over the scales on their belly. “Riggy,” they repeated. “Oh, I say. Yes, how charming.” 

Ildar peeled back the wax on top of the small jar. Inside, two shriveled cherries sat submerged in a scant finger's-depth of honey. 

Riggy snaked forward to peer over his shoulder. “Might I suggest drizzling the honey over the bread such that it caramelizes in a pleasing crust?” they said hopefully.

“You may not,” Ildar said. 

“Here, take one of the cherries,” Bo said. With callous disregard for the internal battle Ildar was waging not to notice her body at all, she stepped closer, pushing an arm between him and the dragon to push two fingers inside the jar and withdraw one of the withered fruits. She gently took Riggy's elbow and held the cherry to the dragon's nose.

Her hand disappeared into their mouth up to the wrist, and Ildar tensed and grabbed the handle of the iron pan, wondering if he could brain the stupid beast, and if Bo's hand could somehow be reattached once the dragon had spat it out—

But Bo did not cry out in pain, and on second look he saw that the dragon's teeth were only set very lightly against the skin of her wrist. The priest looked at Riggy and then at Ildar, bemused.

“Demon for sweet things, then?” she said. 

“Yorgle slurp mrpmph,” Riggy said, busily licking every hint of honey off her fingers.

“You're worse than a goat,” Bo said.

I am not a goat, Ildar thought, which was not what he had intended to think, before a curly-headed, round-bodied human woman had said a different word right next to his ear. This is not special. I am not noticing this at all. I have been this close and closer to dozens of goblins, most of whom are far more beautiful than this—this—this person. This short, stumpy-legged, inelegant little person, whose breasts are not very elegant and are also resting on my shoulder right now. He tried to think of which goblins, specifically, were more beautiful than Bo, but his mind was oddly clouded. 

He found he could not move away but only go perfectly still.

You have kept company with the goblin court for centuries, a dry, annoying little voice said from deeper in his mind. You dare not count how many. Those older than you have died or turned to stone or disappeared. Those younger than you were children in your arms, and you will never forget that. 

This priest is practically a child! he snarled at himself, stabbing at the sausage slices with the arm that Bo wasn't leaning against. Especially compared to me!

Not your child, said the annoying little voice. And do you think she has much reverence for age?

Riggy finally let go of Bo's hand. “You must forgive me for losing my manners,” the dragon said, pitiful again. “I'm so very hungry.”

“So are we,” Bo said, sounding amused.

Ildar breathed hard through his nose.
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Riggy collapsed into a boneless heap as soon as they had consumed five slices of toasted bread, half of the fried sausage, six onions, a pudding made from the sausage grease and a square of hard tack—all of which Ildar had produced from his pack and cooked—a whole round of hard goat cheese, melted slightly in the cooling pan, the rest of the honey, and the other shriveled cherry. When Bo filled the cheese kettle with water to make mint tea, the dragon's crest and ear frills twitched, but they stayed asleep.

It was hard to be angry about the cheese and honey when she had eaten so much herself, she thought guiltily. For the first time in many months, her stomach ached pleasantly with fullness. The dried sausage had been enormous, and she suspected those provisions had been intended to see Ildar the rest of the way into the goblin kingdom. The half-loaf of bread was no more than a day old. Ildar said he had purchased it from a bakery in a town that Bo knew was considerably more than day's ride away.

Magic, she told herself. And less worrisome magic than Riggy had done so far.

“Is there a place in the village you can stay?” Ildar asked.

Bo's heart sank. She hadn't known what the wizard meant when he said that he wouldn't leave her alone with the dragon, but she should have expected it would be something unpleasant.

“I'm fine here,” she said. “I'm sure Riggy doesn't mean any harm.”

“I don't think it matters if they mean harm or not,” Ildar said. “What if they accidentally set fire to your hut?”

That seemed ... possible. Very possible. She sighed.

“I'm not staying in the village,” she said, “so it doesn't matter. I'm the priest, and my place is in the temple.” She congratulated herself on her authoritative tone.

“Why haven't you talked with the villagers about the tithe, then? Part of your duty to the temple is to make sure you have the funds to do your work.”

That stung. “How would you know? There aren't temples to the Two-Bodied God in the goblin mountains.”

“I've just spent two months in conferences with the queen and several dozen priests from all over the country, trying to figure out how to put the temples back in order so they can get food and medical care to those who need
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