No use of a growl, a whoop, a roar, in the presence of that
beast! Vast, red-golden, huge tail coiled, limbs sprawled over
his treasure-hoard, eyes not fiery but cold as the memory of
family deaths. Vanishing away across invisible floors, there
were things of gold, gems, jewels, silver vessels the color .Om
blood in the undulant, dragon-red light. Arching mv.oﬁ him
the ceiling and upper walls of his cave were alive with bats.
The color of his sharp scales darkened and brightened as ﬁr.a
dragon inhaled and exhaled slowly, drawing new air across his
vast internal furnace; his razorsharp tusks gleamed and glinted
as if they too, like the mountain beneath him, were formed of
precious stones and metals.

My heart shook. His eyes stared straight at me. My wbon
and insides were so weak I had to drop down on all fours. His
mouth opened slightly. Bits of flame escaped.

‘Ah, Grendel!” he said. ‘You’ve come.” The voice was start-
ling. No rolling boom, as I would have expected, but a voice
that might have come from an old, old man. Louder, of
course, but not much louder.

‘We've been expecting you,” he said. He gave a nervous
laugh, like a miser caught at his counting. His eyes were
heavy-lidded, minutely veined, wrinkled like an elderly mead-
drinker’s. ‘Stand around the side, if you don’t mind, .vo%m he
said. ‘T get a cough sometimes, and it’s terrible straight out
front.’ The high dead eyelids wrinkled more, the corners oﬁ:w
mouth snaked up as he chuckled, sly, hardly hiding his malice.

I quickly ducked around to the side.
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‘Good boy,” he said. He tipped his head, lowering an eye
toward me. ‘Smart boy! He he he!” He lifted a wrinkled paw
with man-length talons for nails and held it over my head as if
to crush me with it, but he merely brought it down lightly,
once, twice, three times, patting my head.

‘Well, speak, boy,” he said. ‘Say “Hello there, Mr Dragon”’
He cackled.

My throat convulsed and I tried to get my breath to speak,
but I couldn’t.

The dragon smiled. Horrible, debauched, mouth limp and
cracked, loose against the teeth as an ancient dog’s. ‘Now you
know how they feel when they see you, eh? Scared enough to
pee in their pants! He he!” He looked startled by an unpleasant
thought, then cross. ‘You didn’t, did you?’

I shook my head.

‘Good,” he said. “That’s valuable stuff you’re standing on.
Boobies, hemorrhoids, boils, slaver (nyeh heh heh) . . . Now.’
He moved his head as if adjusting his flaking neck to a tight
metal collar and put on what looked like, for him, a sober
expression, like an old drunk preparing a solemn face for
court. Then, as if involuntarily, he cackled again. It was hor-
rible, horrible! Obscene! He couldn’t stop himself. He cackled
so hard a brilliant tear like a giant diamond rolled down his
cheek. And still he couldn’t stop. He raised up the taloned paw
and pointed at me. His head tipped back, laughing, blowing
fire out his mouth and nostrils. He tried to say something, but
the laughing got worse. He rolled over on his side, stretching
up one vast, wrinkled wing for balance, covering his eyes with
one claw, still pointing with the other, roaring with laughter
and kicking a little with his two back feet. I felt cross all at
once, though I didn’t dare show it. ‘Like a rabbit!” he brought
out. ‘Nyee he he he! When you’re scared, you look — nyee he
he he — exactly . . . (gasp!) exactly . . .’

I scowled and, realizing I had my hands out in front of me
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