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      For my grandfather, Nicasio,

      who taught me to persevere in the most difficult of times

    

  


  
    
      
        
        The eyes deceive more readily than the heart.

      

      

      
        
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      The dragon’s wings stretched so wide that they threatened to completely obliterate the sun. One second, the Suxle Sun had been so bright that it nearly blinded me, the next all I could make out was the monstrous outline that threatened death and destruction.

      Even though we were the dragon protectors—on good days, dragon charmers—I was under no delusion that we controlled the dragons. If anything, they controlled us. They dictated the ways of our people. We were there because of them, and we’d remain, because damn, what glorious creatures!

      “Move, Dram!” my brother yelled, but not at me. I wasn’t supposed to be there. I was never supposed to be anywhere. I wasn’t supposed to exist.

      I didn’t think Dram needed my brother to tell him to move. He was already running so fast across the rocks that he nearly took off in flight.

      “Faster! You need to make it to the cave.” My brother’s comments were most unhelpful, even though I realized he was trying to help. Dram was hightailing it toward the safety of the cave. If he didn’t make it, well, he’d be a dragon snack.

      That’s just how it went when you were part of a tribe that swore to protect all dragons. The most dangerous jobs were those working with them, and they were also the most coveted. I’m sure that said lots about us as a people, and it probably said even more about me that I snuck around to be close to the dragons I was forbidden from seeing.

      But then, I was forbidden from seeing everything. I was a secret greater even than the ways of the dragon charmers, with their mesmerizing whispers and abilities to enchant the ferocious beasts.

      Like the rest of the boys there, I pinned my eyes on Dram. As soon as my brother had realized this particular dragon wasn’t in a cooperative mood—and they usually weren’t—he’d sprinted toward the nearest cave, that dark pit of refuge within the mountains we called home. Rane’s friends followed.

      All except Dram. He’d stood in the dragon’s path a moment too long, seemingly mesmerized by the deep violet wingspan, which obscured everything else. When the dragon began its swoop downward toward him, Dram had finally reacted, but then he’d run toward the first cave his eyes spotted, the one that was farthest away. And distance might determine whether he lived or died.

      It was harsh, but so was everything about our lives. The threat of death was ever present, lingering around us like the cloying heat of dragons’ breath, that last thing you experienced if they ever got too close to you, and you didn’t know how to convince them you were something special too, not just lunch meat.

      All of our people, even those who had other jobs that didn’t put them in the dragons’ path, were in continual danger. I was in the greatest danger of all. The threats to my life came from all sides. Not just from dragons, but from the community I was supposed to be part of.

      Any one of my tribespeople might kill me on sight—if they could see me.

      My eyes widened even before I heard my brother’s voice ring out with desperation across the rocks, bouncing on all the hard surfaces, and reflecting his fear. I understood it. It didn’t look as if Dram was going to make it.

      He was close, but the dragon was closer. And the she-dragon, the most volatile of the two sexes, was in a dive.

      She’d pumped her wings and drawn them back against her body. It looked as if she might collide against the rocks when she finally reached them, but I knew better. Despite their gargantuan size, the dragons were agile, and incredibly strong. She’d pull up at the last second, before she crashed and just after she snapped her jaws around one of Dram’s quickly retreating body parts.

      I barely knew Dram. I barely knew anyone beyond those that lived in my home. I wasn’t allowed to meet anybody. But Dram seemed like a nice enough boy, with a reluctant smile that came out when he thought he was alone with his friends.

      Damn. He isn’t going to make it. He was going to die, right there in front of us all. My brother and his friends wouldn’t do a thing about it. No one was permitted to harm the dragons, not even when not doing so meant the death of one of our own. It had been that way long before Chieftain Pumpoo’s rule, since our people had left the capital city of Origins in self-imposed exile, thousands of years before I was born.

      The dragons were majestic, and our chieftain taught that it was our sacred mission to protect them from those who would do them harm. Who might manage to cause them significant injury, I had no idea. The beasts looked unkillable, and whatever raiders managed to reach us from Origins would only be human. But the chieftain was unwavering. Any member of the Ooba tribe who harmed a dragon, even if they didn’t kill the beast, would receive a death sentence. It was harsh, especially when the dragons killed so many of our own, but everything about our life was. Unforgiving, just like Chieftain Pumpoo.

      Our choice was simple: Live with the Ooba tribe and respect its ways, or leave. There was no in between, no leniency.

      I couldn’t do a single thing to save Dram—or rather, I shouldn’t do anything to spare him from what was looking like certain death.

      But I had to. I couldn’t stand by and do nothing, even if that was what was required of me as a member of the Ooba tribe. I lived within the umbrella of the chieftain’s rules although no one beyond my family unit was aware I existed.

      Perhaps I can do whatever I want, I thought. Yeah, if I don’t mind turning up dead.

      But the time for random, desperate thoughts had passed. The luxury to ponder what to do while the scene in front of me distilled into slow motion was long gone. I either acted, or the dragon would, extending her sharp, blade-like teeth toward Dram.

      I was in my own small pocket of a cave, one probably a bit too shallow to be safe from the she-dragon—if she noticed me. The dragons seemed not to see me, just like the tribespeople, though I hadn’t sufficiently tested my theory.

      I was about to.

      I should’ve thought my actions through, but I didn’t. There wasn’t time.

      I moved. I slipped from the shallow cave, safe from detection. My brother’s friends wouldn’t be looking my way, and neither would Dram. Besides, it was my experience that people rarely saw what they didn’t believe existed. They saw what they wanted to see.

      I was safe—more or less.

      The she-dragon was stretching her neck in anticipation of catching up with Dram before he reached refuge. The sun backlit her long, strong body, and I drew to a stop for an instant of admiration before remembering that I couldn’t afford to be mesmerized by what I both admired and feared. The big, long, fierce, violet dragon stood out against the dark orange ball of the sun, its claws protracted, its teeth bared, its tongue reaching ahead.

      I saw spots where I’d stared at the sun as I started my own run. I still hadn’t figured out what I was going to do, but I was moving faster than Dram, and I was gaining on him and the dragon. I was faster even than my brother, and he was one of the fastest boys of our tribe. But I’d grown up running and hiding; my life depended on getting out of the way fast enough to avoid detection.

      My bare feet hit the hot rock with a soft slapping sound, but for once I didn’t have to worry about anyone hearing me. I doubted they could hear a thing over their own rapid breathing and pattering heartbeat.

      Dram was no more than twenty strides from his target, and I was no more than twenty strides from him. The she-dragon was farther away, but she could cover distance faster.

      “No!” Rane screamed. No one would realize he was expressing his terror for me, not for Dram; no one else would have seen me.

      Not even the she-dragon seemed to have sensed me. I couldn’t tell whether that was because her focus was on her prey, or because dragons really couldn’t see me, just like people.

      Either way, I wasn’t about to stop. I was close enough to interfere. Maybe. I still had no idea what the heck to do. I grew up in the shadows of the beasts, but I didn’t get to train with them. I occasionally watched others try to tame them, with little success. That wouldn’t help me.

      The she-dragon extended her tongue toward Dram, I assumed to pull him toward her. Instead, she tripped him, and Dram went flying. He sprawled against the hard rock with a loud smacking sound, in this case, that of certain death.

      He didn’t bother grunting from the fall I imagined must have hurt; his knees and elbows took the brunt of the fall. He didn’t even bother turning around to see the face of the she-dragon that would be his last sight. He didn’t watch her pull her lips back to bare knife-sharp teeth, nor did he notice the gleam in her eyes that revealed that the creature was acting on instinct; killing was her nature.

      Dram had already accepted his fate, and he didn’t want to see it come to pass. Which meant he didn’t see me either. Not that he really could have, but he might have caught a glint of my shape as light hit me, or noticed how my body distorted the image of what lay behind me.

      No, I was safe from Dram’s detection. His forehead pressed in defeat against the rock, his eyes clenched shut.

      That was the only way in which I was safe.

      Rane was too far away for me to actually hear him talking, but I sensed him. I always could. He was terrified, and as much as he might like Dram, his terror was for me. I’m sorry, Rane, I thought, because I couldn’t afford to speak, not with Dram so close. This is something I have to do. I needed purpose for my senseless life, and if this was it, then at least it was something.

      It was now or never. I stretched my legs and leapt toward Dram and the violet she-dragon. Still in the air, I slapped, as hard as I could, at the dragon’s neck. Despite the strength I tried to imbue into my actions, my strike resounded with a dull, muted sound. I’d never touched a dragon before. Her scales were thick and dense, as if I were slapping stone instead of living, beating flesh.

      But it was enough to get her attention, and to sting the palm of my hand.

      I landed roughly against the beast’s neck, crashing into her. She whipped her head my way, in the direction of the attack, her teeth still bared, and knocked me off my feet.

      I held my breath while I scrambled to stand as silently as I could manage. When she swung her head back and forth, looking for me, I ducked to avoid her head and neck.

      I flicked a look at Dram. He was still on the ground, unmoving, every muscle clenched as he awaited the death he believed inevitable.

      He still hadn’t noticed he now had a window to escape. I wanted desperately to yell at him to get up and haul butt, but I couldn’t. If I survived this, then my secret had to survive as well.

      I felt the threat before I heard the dragon’s movements. For half a breath, my entire body tensed, then I was running again, this time because my own life was at stake. I knew what would happen the second the she-dragon scented me.

      Already a few strides away from her, I heard the dragon flick the air with a hiss of her tongue.

      My feet pounded across the rock, so fast I was a blur. But all I had to see was the small cave from which I’d emerged.

      A mighty, enraged roar shook the rock, concealing the sounds of my retreat. The beast wouldn’t fly now, I realized this from years of watching the dragons from afar. Their bodies were too big, their wingspan too wide to use flight to cover short distances. The dragon would run to catch me, and even though she was far more agile in the air, she was still fast on the ground. Nothing about the creatures was deficient. If she didn’t run, she’d release her fire, and I’d watched the stream of flame span forty, maybe fifty feet.

      I was quick, but I wasn’t that quick. What was I thinking? As usual, I hadn’t been.

      I pumped my arms, grateful my body was as swift as it was, and I urged myself forward. Magic—what the Ooba people called faithum, a remnant from our ancestors’ time in the royal city—was forbidden, but I still wanted to believe in it. How could I not, given what I was, whatever I was?

      I willed faithum to whisk me to the cave. I didn’t even blink as I felt my body move almost impossibly fast.

      “Run, dammit, run!” Rane shouted, and again I was the only one to understand he was calling to me. His friends would think he was talking to Dram.

      Dram reacted to Rane’s shout, and finally scrambled to conceal himself in the cave while the dragon was distracted. If only I hadn’t been the distraction.

      I felt the heat a second before the dragon released her fire, just as I was within reach of the dark cool cave.

      Something was happening to me, though I had no inclination to question what. My mind was suddenly blank of anything but streaming my movements for one purpose, and one only: to reach the safety of the cave.

      I could do this. I was the impossible girl. I could achieve the impossible; I’d been doing it all my life.

      I stretched my legs to inconceivable lengths. I lunged and pumped. And I leapt inside the cave just as the forefront of the she-dragon’s flames licked at the soles of my feet, ankles, and calves. They burned, but I moved too fast for the burn to take hold.

      I dove into the back of the cave, wishing it weren’t as shallow as it was. Because if the she-dragon figured out what was going on, I’d die burned to a crisp.
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      “What the hell were you thinking, Anira?”

      Rane only called me by my full name when he was mad or afraid. Today, I’d made him experience both emotions, and my brother tried hard not to be afraid. I understood him better than anyone, and I knew that being afraid was the one thing he didn’t allow himself often. Even though he was just coming into manhood, he’d self-appointed himself the head of the family when our father and older brother left one day and never returned.

      “You almost died.” His voice was low despite the harsh tone of his words, just as it always was when he spoke to me. Even when we were in the confines of our home, the one place where I could be myself, he kept his voice down. I was never fully safe, no matter where I was, not even in the forest we were traversing, not when someone could be hiding behind any one of the trees. If my brother was anything, he was careful, and when it came to me, he was paranoid. “It’s nothing short of faithum that the she-dragon didn’t scent you out and eat you.”

      I hadn’t said much at first, resigned to the berating. I figured I owed Rane at least that; after all, he was right, what I’d done was reckless and irresponsible. But he’d been saying different versions of the same thing for half the forest, and I was finished allowing him to beat me up about what I’d already done. I couldn’t take it back, so enough was enough. “But she didn’t eat me.” I wouldn’t deny that she’d scented me, because she had, but if Rane hadn’t realized that from the distance, I wasn’t about to tell him. “And she didn’t burn me to death either.” I knew my twin well enough to anticipate what he’d say next.

      “But she almost did. She was this close to cooking you before she ate you.” Rane held his finger and thumb a hair breadth apart while his eyes blazed.

      I sighed. “I know what I did was foolish.”

      “Foolish?” Rane’s eyes went wild. “Foolish! What you did was beyond foolish. It was….” He threw his hands up in frustration, as if there were no words in existence that might describe how terrible what I’d done was. He groaned, but then softened his voice, and my heart waffled. “It was horrible. Watching you sacrifice yourself like that, knowing chances were high that you’d die.”

      Oh man, this was worse than the anger. I could handle anger, but this? My strong brother with unshed tears shining in his eyes? This was agony.

      “I thought you were going to die, Nir, right in front of my eyes, and I wouldn’t have even been able to go to you. I would’ve had to pretend that nothing had happened, that luck had saved Dram, and that I hadn’t just lost the most important thing on all of Planet Origins.” Rane’s voice trembled. He cleared his throat and looked away, toward the trees we passed, even though I doubted he noticed a single one.

      I reached out and grabbed his hand. If anyone were watching, it would appear as if Rane were talking to himself, his hand held oddly out to the side.

      I was pretty sure no one was watching. I’d developed a special sense about things like that. Tingles ran across my body when I was being watched. I supposed it was some kind of self-preservation mechanism. If I’d had to be born invisible, then at least I had some special protections in place to avoid detection.

      I tried to pull Rane to a stop, but he kept walking, pulling my hand from his. “Stop,” I called after him as loudly as I dared. I’d spent my entire life speaking so softly that no one but the person immediately next to me would hear. I didn’t even realize I could yell if I wanted. I’d never done it.

      “Rane, please,” I tried again, assuming he’d hear me, even if he kept walking. My brother heard me when no other did. He saw me when no one else could. “I’m sorry.” And I was. I wasn’t sorry for saving Dram. I didn’t really know the boy, but he didn’t deserve to die just because the she-dragon was in a feisty mood and he chose the wrong direction to run. But I was sorry for making Rane suffer. I was always sorry when he suffered because of my choices, and he did more often than I wanted.

      Finally, Rane halted. He didn’t turn toward me, but he waited for me to catch up. When I did, I reached for his hand again. He let me take it, though he still didn’t look at me, pretending to be absorbed by the forest we walked every day of our lives.

      “Rane, I’m really sorry. I just had to do it.”

      He spun on me, letting my hand drop. “Why did you have to do it? Why does it always have to be you? No one even knows you exist. No one is kind to you. No one helps you. Why do you always have to be the one to put yourself on the line for everyone else?”

      “That’s not fair. I don’t risk myself for others a lot.”

      His rich brown eyes didn’t waver as they stared at me—or whatever it was of me he could see. “You risk yourself all the time, far more than you should.”

      I didn’t think he was right, but I didn’t dispute the point anymore. I would’ve been upset if he’d put himself in the path of a ferocious dragon too. I changed tactics. “You’re kind to me. You help me.” I felt the smile on my face, but wasn’t sure if he could see it. I was never sure what he could and couldn’t see. It seemed to change, depending on what, neither of us had much of an idea. “You always look out for me,” I said.

      “I try, Nir. But what about today? You didn’t let me look out for you. There was nothing I could do but watch on while you were on the path to getting obliterated by that dragon. I thought I was going to lose you.” He gulped noisily, and the guilt wracked me.

      I pulled him into an embrace. At first, his body was as rigid as the trees that surrounded us on all sides. But then he melted into me, his arms tightening around me as if the strength of his grip could ensure I’d never leave him. “Just promise me you’ll never do something like that again.”

      I wanted to promise him and put his mind at ease, I really did, but how could I? I kept any promise I made, and I couldn’t anticipate what the future would bring. As much as I lamented having put Rane through this torment, I wouldn’t change what I’d done. Dram was alive because of my recklessness. And I’d managed to survive it.

      Rane went rigid again. He withdrew his arms from around me, and held them by his side. “You’re not promising me.”

      I sighed heavily against my twin’s chest. Already, his body was filling out, his muscles growing rapidly as he approached manhood and the ceremony all men in our tribe underwent. “I can’t.”

      “It’s not that you can’t, it’s that you won’t.”

      “All right, I won’t,” I said softly, but my words were no less strong because of their volume. I hated causing Rane grief, the one person I loved the most in the world, but I couldn’t change who I was or who I wanted to be because of him. So many of my circumstances were beyond my control, yet the choices I made were something I could control, and I had to be the kind of person I could feel good about. It didn’t much matter that no one beyond my home knew what kind of person I was; I knew.

      “You won’t promise because you’ll put yourself in danger like that again, is that what you’re saying?”

      “I’m not saying that.” Not exactly. “But you know me, I always keep my promises.”

      “So promise me this.”

      I actually considered it some more, but no, I couldn’t allow myself to be someone I didn’t want to be. I already was someone I didn’t want to be in the physical sense. “You know I’d promise you if I could.”

      “Would you? I’m not so sure. You do whatever you want, whenever you want, not caring what it does to the rest of us.”

      “That’s not fair, and that’s not true, and you know it.”

      He did know it, I could tell, but he didn’t say it. “I’m only sure of what you showed me today. You were going to make me watch while you killed yourself.”

      “But I didn’t die—”

      “Aye, but by the oasis, you nearly did. You came so close to it, I swore I could smell charred flesh from where I was.”

      “I didn’t get burned.” I had, but not gravely enough to mention, especially not then. “And I didn’t die, and neither did Dram, that’s what’s important.”

      “I like Dram just fine, but he’s not what’s important here.”

      “He can actually contribute to our people. He can work with the dragons, fulfill our sacred purpose. I can’t do a dang thing.”

      That’s when Rane’s shoulders lost their edge. We’d had this conversation a million times before, and never did we reach a satisfactory outcome. That was my burden, to live a life without purpose, without reason or explanation.

      Rane said what he’d said before as well, perhaps also a million times. “Of course you have a purpose, and of course you’re important. You’re my sister, my twin.”

      “Aye, and twins are forbidden. There’s a reason twins are forbidden, and I’m sure this is one of them.” I pulled a hand from around Rane, and whisked it across my body to emphasize my point, but I had no idea whether he noticed or not. Most of the time, I didn’t ask because I didn’t want to know; I didn’t want to take on any more disappointment. The other times, I didn’t ask because I was tired of the same old story. We never reached any resolution. I was a screw-up of nature, and there was nothing either one of us could do to change that.

      “Twins might be forbidden, but we don’t really understand why,” Rane said.

      “Sure we do. The chieftain says twins are the curse of our people. If any twins live, doom and devastation will befall the Ooba.”

      “So the chieftain says.”

      That surprised me. “You don’t believe him?”

      “Maybe I do, maybe I don’t. I’m tired of believing things without proof. Just because he says something doesn’t mean it’s true.”

      I gasped at that, even though I’d purposefully tried not to react. But what Rane was saying was treason. If anyone heard him, he’d be in big trouble, like death trouble. The chieftain ruled with a firm hand. We had peace among our tribespeople, but that was because we all followed his directives. I didn’t always, but he wasn’t aware of me. “I didn’t realize you thought that. I always assumed you accepted what the chieftain said.”

      “I’ve been thinking about a lot of things lately. About you, about me, trying to figure it all out.”

      “You didn’t say anything.”

      He shrugged. “What’s there to say? I haven’t figured anything out, but I’m trying.”

      “You’re a good brother, you know that?”

      He stared at me, then allowed himself a smile. He carried too much worry for someone not even seventeen years old. “You’re a good sister too, when you’re not trying to give me a heart attack. I mean, you do realize you launched yourself at a dragon and slapped her, right? You slapped a freaking dragon.”

      I grinned. Now that the danger had passed, it was easy to see how ridiculous my actions had been. “I did slap her, didn’t I?” I laughed.

      “You slapped a wild she-dragon in the middle of one of her moods.”

      “And lived to tell the tale.” My eyes twinkled. I’d decided to make the most of my life while I could. When a death sentence hung over you since birth, the choice was constant fear or really living. I chose the latter.

      “You lived to tell the tale by the skin of your teeth.”

      “Aye, that I did. Race you?”

      “What, haven’t you had enough running for one day?”

      “Running for my life is different. I want to beat you.”

      “You? Beat me?”

      “You heard me.”

      “You know what, I’ll race you. Beating you will help me forget that you survived only because that she-dragon decided to turn back to chase Dram before he could hide from her.”

      That, and we’d had to wait her out. The hours had passed while we hid in our caves. Eventually she’d grown bored and taken to the skies. Once she faded from sight, we emerged from our hiding spots and split up to get to our houses as quickly as possible. The dragons didn’t come to the village; they hadn’t for thousands of years, even though nothing really prevented them from doing it—they seemed to like the mountains better than the forests where we lived. We all craved the comfort and relative safety of home. I’d slinked along in the shadows until my brother made his excuses and parted from his friends.

      I was ready to let loose. Hiding and sneaking always had that effect on me. Like being in a cramped space for a long time and then needing to stretch.

      “There’s no way on O you’ll beat me,” I taunted. “You’re far too slow.”

      “Too slow? Me? You must be talking about someone else, maybe Dram.”

      “Nah, I’m talking about you,” I said, then took off. Whether or not Rane could see me leaving him in the dust, I wasn’t sure, but he could hear me, and he soon took chase. He followed me all the way home, the last dwelling that edged the thick of the forest, where no one would discover the secrets it held.

      My twin and I tied, though I wouldn’t admit it. We’d each pretend we believed we won, until we finally dissolved into laughter, the quiet kind that wouldn’t escape the walls of our home.
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      “Rane, wake up.” Ma’s hushed tones woke me from my slumber, even if I wasn’t the one she’d intended to wake.

      Rane groaned and turned onto his side, bumping into me. “What is it, Ma? Isn’t it still early?”

      “It’s not that early, the Suxle Sun is already peeking above the horizon.”

      “The tall horizon marked by the mountains, or the low horizon of the rock plains?”

      “Does it matter? The chieftain has called all men, who have the inclination to train dragons, to meet with him.”

      Rane sat straight up, pulling the blankets off me. “What?” He suddenly sounded as alert as if it were the middle of the day.

      “The chieftain has called a gathering of all men who intend to work with the dragons.”

      “All men? Does that include me, you think?”

      “Of course it does.”

      “But I haven’t had my manhood ceremony yet.”

      “No, but you will soon. The chieftain’s proclamation was clear. Any of the tribe who are training, or who will soon be training. That means you.”

      “And what of the women?” I asked. “Are they allowed to be part of this gathering?”

      Ma looked at where she guessed I rested, next to my brother, where I’d slept since we were infants. He was my protector, even in sleep. “I assume his invitation includes women, but only those with special proclivities toward dragon training. Only those who already have a connection with the beasts. It doesn’t include you.”

      “But I’m the exact same age as Rane.”

      “Not quite,” he said. “I’m older than you.”

      “Aye, by a few minutes.”

      “I’m still older.”

      I ignored him. This particular argument was a favorite of his. I sat up too. “Ma, why can’t I be a part of this?”

      “You have no experience with dragons, Anira. I’m sorry, this isn’t for you, just your brother.”

      “What’s new?” I grumbled, and fell back against the bed loudly. “Nothing’s for me. Ever.” I rolled onto my side, pulling my legs into my chest, facing away from my brother and mother, not that she’d be able to tell. Even though she’d given birth to me, and all my oddity, she couldn’t see me.

      “Come on, Nir—” Rane started, but our mother interrupted him.

      “Anira, the job of working with dragons is dangerous. Your life is already dangerous enough. I live in constant fear of what might happen if anyone were to discover you. There’s no way you can do this. You can’t go to the gathering, and you can’t train with dragons, you realize this. Even if you had the talent to work with dragons, which we don’t know if you do, the dragon charmers would have to accept you into training. They’d have to find out about you, and they can’t. There’s absolutely no way to make it happen. The chieftain would order you killed before you could show up for initiation.”

      “Aye, I’m well aware of all that.” The blankets muffled my words and anguish. I’d only just woken up, and already I felt like crying. There were some days that just weren’t worth starting. I should go back to sleep and forget I wasn’t allowed to be part of the world into which I’d been born.

      Mother rounded the bed and came to my side. She used her hand to feel for my body before sinking onto the bed next to my feet. She patted my body until she found my back, and started rubbing it. “I’m sorry you’re disappointed, my little love.”

      “Nothing new there, and I’m not little anymore, Ma. I want to live my life already, but my life’s one big disappointment after another.” I sensed a shift in her energy, and immediately regretted my words. Her sadness washed over me in waves. I realized my situation was hard on her as well. Every day she hid me from the tribe, she risked her own life. If I were discovered, she’d be punished for bringing me into this world and allowing me to continue.

      But even with her life in constant danger because of me, what caused her the most suffering was accepting that I couldn’t really enjoy my life. At most, concealed in the shadows, I could live half a life. I’d never have a purpose or a family of my own. I’d never have the freedom to follow my heart. Always there’d be the constraints of my birth and freakish nature, of the rules that forbade my very existence.

      Mother suffered because of all of this, a burden she shouldered alone now that Father and our older brother were gone. It was a great weight for a single mother raising three children, one of whom was more trouble than all the rest.

      “Sorry, Ma, I didn’t mean it,” I said, even though I’d meant every word. The disappointments were all-consuming at times. Some days, it took all the strength I had to see the blessings in my life and decide it was worth living. “It’s just that I’d love to have the chance to work with the dragons, that’s all. It would be so great to be part of fulfilling our tribe’s sacred purpose.”

      Mother didn’t answer right away, but when she did, lament continued to lace her words. “I know you do. I understand you better than you think, and I’d give anything to gift you the freedom you long for.”

      I wanted to pull away from her, to retreat and feel nice and sorry for myself. But instead, I forced myself to bring my hand to her arm and say, “You’ve already gifted me with life. There’s nothing more I ask of you.”

      “I’ve gifted you with a life full of dangers and burdens too great for a girl your age.”

      I thought they were probably too great for anyone, of any age, but I didn’t say it. “I get to be who I am in our home.” I laced my words with an upbeat energy I didn’t feel.

      Mother looked around our house. It was small, as all of the houses of the Ooba tribe were. Even the chieftain lived in a house only a little bigger than ours. But within these four walls at least I could exist. I could live, no matter how limited a life it was.

      “Our home isn’t much of a place for you to live out your life,” she said.

      I felt like I should say something to make her feel better. This wasn’t like her. She was usually encouraging, helping me find my blessings when they were hardest to see. But I couldn’t get my mouth to say the words; I couldn’t find them beyond the heaviness of my heart. A meeting about dragon training? I dreamt of working with dragons, of contributing in important ways. If I was foolish in any way, it was in dreaming, hoping for what would never be.

      Rane came to my rescue. “Ma, it’s not that bad. We have fun, don’t we? We’re all happy enough. We’re blessed enough.”

      Are we? I thought, and for the first time I could remember, Mother voiced my innermost thoughts aloud.

      “Aye, we are blessed,” Rane said, to both of us, I imagined. If Mother was feeling me and reacting to my emotions, he almost certainly was. “Our family possesses the only set of twins in the entire Ooba tribe, possibly on all of Planet Origins. If twins are so dangerous, every tribe must be eliminating them. We have the rarest blessing in the entire world.”

      I had to give Rane credit, he put a good spin on things. I certainly was rare. I was a freak. The only one of my kind. Perhaps other families out there also concealed a set of twins. Planet Origins was a large place, after all, it was certainly possible. But I doubted there was anyone precisely like me. Because, really, how many invisible girls could there be in this world? Everything about me was forbidden. Not only was I a twin, but I was a manifestation of some unique... coming together of things... or something. I’d considered that it must have been faithum that caused my invisibility. I couldn’t come up with any other explanation that made any kind of sense, and since I was totally ignorant about faithum, I thought there might be something within it that accounted for me.

      But the chieftain made sure I’d never find out. He allowed no twins to live, and no person to practice faithum of any sort or degree.

      Mother hesitated at Rane’s words, as if it were the first time she’d ever considered thinking of me as a blessing. Even though she didn’t say it, and I could’ve been wrong, that realization shot a stabbing pain through my heart. If I wasn’t a blessing to my own mother, then what was the point of it all?

      “Of course Anira is a blessing,” Mother said, making her words sound believable. But I’d already planted the seed of doubt in my heart, along with the thousand others I’d placed there over my life, and it grew. I just wanted her to leave me alone. I’d stay in our house by myself today, where no one would come visit or discover my existence.

      “She’s been a blessing since the first moment I felt her heart beating against my chest,” Mother said, “when I lay her against my breast alongside you, Rane. The Something Greater blessed me with not one, but two beautiful babies.”

      But I wasn’t listening anymore, not really. How could she say I was a beautiful baby when she couldn’t even see me? For all she knew, I was hideous. For all I knew, I might be. I couldn’t see myself either, and all that Rane could see—on a good day—was the outline of my body as the light illuminated me in just the right way, at precisely the right angle.

      Mother’s energy had shifted again. Once more, she seemed like her usual optimistic self, a stance I’d wondered about. How hard did she have to work to maintain it? Or could it possibly be something that came naturally to her? A true gift to be able to see the good amid all the bad?

      “So are you going or not?” Mother asked Rane while she bent down to kiss my cheek. She ended up kissing my ear instead, but it was close enough. I was used to ‘close enough.’

      “Heck yeah, I’m going,” Rane said, already jumping out of bed. “Where’s the gathering? At the chieftain’s place?”

      “No, at the sacred pools.”

      Rane stopped riffling through his clothes. “The sacred pools? For real?”

      “That’s what the chieftain’s messenger said.”

      “Wow, this is serious then.”

      “The messenger didn’t say it, but I think the chieftain believes he’s dying.”

      Rane walked back over to the bed and plopped down. “Dying? Really?”

      “I think so. The messenger this time was Jore, and you know what he’s like, but that’s the impression I got.”

      “But Jore didn’t say it?”

      “No, it was just a sense I got from how he delivered his message.”

      “Your senses are right more than they’re wrong.”

      Mother shrugged, already moving toward the door. “Sometimes. But whether I’m right or wrong, you’d better hurry. The chieftain waits for no one. He’ll close the gathering when he arrives, no matter who else is there, and who’s still coming.”

      “Of course he will.” Rane popped up from the bed and started riffling through his clothes again, settling on the same pants he wore the day before and a clean shirt.

      “May you find the oasis, my son,” Mother said.

      He looked up. “You’re leaving?”

      “Aye. I left Traya doing the laundry. She’ll need my help. We’re doing the chieftain’s household this week.”

      “All right, see you later,” Rane said, already pulling on his pants.

      Mother opened the door, then said, “Don’t do anything to cross the chieftain. Be careful, both of you.”

      It was as if she guessed what I was starting to think. Perhaps she did. I was probably pretty predictable, always looking for the way to do what I wanted, even though that was the one thing I wasn’t allowed.

      The second she pulled the door shut behind her, Rane said, “You’d better hurry. I won’t be able to wait for you today.”

      I sat back up in bed. “What do you mean?”

      “Don’t play innocent with me, it never works. I can guess what you’re thinking, just as Ma probably does. So if you plan on coming with me, get your butt out of bed, and get ready. There’ll be no time for primping today.”

      “Primping,” I muttered while I flung the blankets off and hopped out of bed. “As if I ever primp.”

      “How do I know you don’t primp? I can’t see you. For all I know you primp all day long.”

      I laughed, even though I really didn’t want to. “You’re ridiculous sometimes, you know that, don’t you?”

      “As long as I’m not ridiculous all of the time.” He looked up at me, mischief dancing across his dark eyes. He looked straight where I was actually standing; he was the only one to ever do that.

      I pulled my basket of clothes out from under our bed, where no one would accidentally discover it should anyone happen to come into our home—which no one who didn’t know about me ever did, but we were still careful. I took out pants that reached my calves and a shirt without sleeves. The warm weather didn’t last long, and we were in the middle of it. I did my best to enjoy the heat while I could. I loved the feeling of the sun beating on my bare skin, and since no one could tell, I walked around naked whenever I was in the mood.

      But I wouldn’t be naked today. I wore clothes for my own comfort. Whatever I wore on my body became as invisible as I was. Like the rest of me, I had no explanation for it, and I didn’t understand why the effect didn’t extend to things I touched, but I was glad I didn’t have to walk around naked all the time. Even if no one could see me when I was naked, it just felt... weird.

      “I’m ready,” Rane said.

      “You look quite the handsome rogue. Is there someone you’re trying to impress?”

      “Aye, you,” he joked. “Now let’s go. Are you ready?”

      “Of course I am. And I’m sure Yana will enjoy the extra efforts you took with your appearance today.”

      “Yana? Are you serious? I don’t like her any more than I like anybody else. And what extra efforts? I didn’t do anything different.”

      No, he hadn’t, but I’d still gotten him going. “Sure you did. I know you like her.” No matter what he said, I could see how he looked at the red-haired beauty, whose coloring was so rare for our tribe.

      “I do not like her,” he said, in exactly the manner he’d say it if he actually did like her.

      “All right. Whatever you say.” But I had no intention of letting up on the topic. I’d get him to admit his feelings for her before I was finished. Today, though, he had to focus, and whatever I might think of my possibilities regarding dragons, I wasn’t about to do anything to mess up his chances. “You ready to show them your skills out there today?”

      “Do you think they’ll make me interact with the dragons?” He sounded panicked.

      “I doubt it, Rane, but if they do, you have as deep a connection with the dragons as anyone I’ve ever seen.”

      “That’s only because you don’t get to see the dragon charmers at work.”

      I did. Even Rane didn’t always discover where I went. I didn’t get to see the dragon charmers often, as I’d learned they were more aware of energy shifts in their surroundings than the majority of the tribe. Once, Dean, one of the most formidable of all the dragon charmers, turned and looked straight at the spot I was standing. I swore he sensed me. I couldn’t be certain, but I hadn’t been back since then, just in case.

      Rane continued. “The dragon charmers are incredible.”

      “Aye, well so are you. Didn’t you tell Ma that we’re rare, on all of O we might be the only twins alive? I might be the freak of the two of us, but you’re a twin too. If twins and the connection we share aren’t faithum, then I don’t know what is.”

      “Faithum is forbidden, Nir, you know that.”

      “Of course I do. It still doesn’t mean that the faithum we might be able to access isn’t important. You yourself said that maybe the chieftain isn’t telling us everything. I mean, do we really understand why faithum is forbidden?”

      “We do, of course we do. The seers say that faithum, if allowed, will be the destruction of our people.”

      “They also say that twins will cause the devastation of our people.”

      “Right, the two things we are. Well, I’m not so sure about the faithum part, I’ve only just started considering the possibility, but certainly the twin part.”

      “I’ve never actually met a seer, have you?”

      “No.” Rane stilled with his hand on the door handle. “They wander, never remaining in one place for long.”

      “So we’re told.”

      “Aye, so we’re told.”

      Our skepticism hung heavily in the air before I remembered that today was about Rane. I wouldn’t do anything to take that away from him. “Come on,” I said, putting a reassuring hand on his shoulder. “It’s time to show the tribe you’re ready to be a part of the Dragon Force, of our people’s sacred purpose.”

      He cast his eyes downward. “And if I fail?”

      “You? Fail? You’ve never failed at a thing in your life. You’re the fastest runner—”

      “One of the fastest.”

      “—and the best young archer.”

      “Aye, and why we practice archery doesn’t even make sense. Raiders haven’t attacked us in ages, and we don’t use arrows against the dragons.”

      “You’re the best friend, and the best brother.”

      He raised his gaze to meet my invisible eyes. “Am I the best brother?”

      “For sure you are, and I don’t have a single doubt that you’ll be an amazing dragon tamer. Maybe someday you’ll even become a dragon charmer, and if you do, you’ll be one of the very best.”

      “You really think so?”

      “I know so. No one watches you as much as I do. I see what you’re capable of. Besides, if I have faithum, so do you. And if being invisible to sight isn’t faithum, then heck, I need someone to explain exactly what faithum is.”

      He studied me, and then let loose his signature smile, the one I was certain Yana would eventually fall for. “You know, you’re a pretty great sister... when you want to be.”

      I slapped him playfully on the shoulder. “When I want to be? How about all the time?”

      He grew serious. “All the time, you’re the best sister there is.”

      “Don’t let Traya hear you say that.”

      “She knows. How can she not? We’re twins, there’s no closer bond than that.”

      “Aye, I guess so.” I was starting to feel a tiny bit blessed. “But now let’s go so you’re not late. You have skills to show off.”

      “Dang, I hope so. The chieftain makes me nervous. I hope I don’t have to deal with him watching while I also have to deal with dragons.”

      “The chieftain makes everyone nervous. You’ll be at no greater disadvantage than everyone else, and everyone else doesn’t have a secret twin sister who’s going to help them.”

      “No, Nir, no. You can’t do that.”

      “Why not? Of course I can.”

      “It’s too risky.”

      “My entire life is risky. Don’t worry, I won’t do anything crazy.”

      “You always do crazy things.”

      He had a point. “No, I don’t. I only take calculated risks, and this is one I’m going to take. I’ll help you if there’s any way I can help.”

      “No—”

      “Yes. By the oasis, I’m your twin.”

      “Exactly, and anyone who discovers you will have you killed.”

      “That’s old news, Rane.”

      “You heard Ma, you shouldn’t come.”

      “Oh, so now you’re changing your tune? You’re the one who told me to get ready to come with you the second she was out the door.”

      “Aye, but that’s only because I was sure I wouldn’t be able to talk you out of coming. You would’ve just followed me on your own.”

      “Exactly, so why are you wasting time trying to talk me out of what I’ll end up doing anyway?”

      He made one of his frustrated sounds. I elicited a wide range of them.

      “There’s no time to waste,” I said. “I’m coming with you, and if I see a way to help you, I will.”

      “Anira….”

      I squeezed his shoulder. “I’ll be extra careful, I promise.”

      “You promise?”

      “I do.”

      “All right. Then let’s go. I have some dragons to woo.”

      “That you do.”

      As I waited for him to pull the door closed behind us, I was left wondering whether he meant he had to woo the actual dragons or the chieftain and his emissaries. The chieftain could be as fearsome as the dragons.
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      “You’re very familiar with this path,” Rane said in the faintest of whispers. I understood all his words implied, which he wouldn’t dare express now. No one was allowed to visit the pools without the chieftain’s express permission. I visited them regularly. It was one of the few advantages I had in being the way I was, and I made the most of it.

      Others dotted the path, even though the Suxle Sun hadn’t yet broken free of the mountain line. No one walked with us though, which was the only reason I walked as freely as I did. No one was close enough that I had to silence my footsteps, but they would be soon. None of Rane’s friends had caught up with us yet, but they’d come. Perhaps even Dram would come. There was no greater purpose amongst the Ooba people than to train with the dragons. Anyone with even a chance at receiving the chieftain’s approval would attend the gathering.

      “You come here, don’t you?” Rane persisted, but I didn’t answer. He wouldn’t insist in our surroundings, and if I didn’t say anything, he’d be forced to let it go. When he brought it up later, I wouldn’t hide my visits to the sacred pools. I didn’t need to. He, of all people, understood my need to claim my freedom wherever I could get it. He wouldn’t deny me this, even if it worried him.

      I loved the sacred pools. It was the one place in the world where I felt at complete peace. Granted, I hadn’t seen the world beyond our village and its immediate surroundings, but that was world enough for me, and the sacred pools were one of the best parts of it.

      I slowed down so Rane could draw up next to me. “Everything’s going to go great. Just trust yourself like I trust you.”

      He nodded faintly. I could tell he was trying to convince himself he was up for whatever challenge the chieftain proposed. I gave him the quickest of hugs, so that no one would notice some invisible force squeezing him, and stepped away from the main path, toward the trees. I’d continue my approach through the forest that surrounded the sacred pools, giving them a sense of enclosure, as if they were a world all their own.

      We were close. I took my time, choosing my steps carefully. Nothing important would happen until the chieftain arrived.

      The men and a few select women, who already had decades of experience working with dragons, took seats on the ground closest to the pools. A few of the more skilled dragon charmers sat next to each other, the water of the largest pool occasionally splashing across their crossed legs.

      Those fresher faces, still smooth and eager, free of the experiences that delivered somberness to the others, took up the row behind them. The younger generation of hopeful dragon trainers struggled to stay still, while the others sank into the ground as if it were one of their few opportunities for rest.

      There were no girls. Other than the few women, who already wore the badge of the dragon tamer on their sleeves, there were none who hoped to take their place.

      My stomach sank, even though I wasn’t sure exactly why. What did it matter that no girls believed they had the potential to deal with the most sacred of our charges? It shouldn’t make a difference. This was a domain to which I didn’t belong.

      Then Jore and two other emissaries arrived. They sat, facing all of us, at the base of the sacred pools. Their backs faced the water, and I wondered how they thought that was the greater honor. My eyes were drawn to the water, which dripped, flowed, and gushed no matter what the hour or day, mesmerizing.

      Jore, the principal among all the chieftain’s emissaries, sat with his back straight and tall. He spoke without raising his voice, confident that all would strain to hear his message. “The great Chieftain Pumpoo will arrive shortly. Please wait in silence for His Greatness to arrive.”

      What little conversation had circled among the dragon trainers before ceased entirely. Jore looked pleased, as if his power had silenced everyone, instead of the threat of reprimand.

      I looked to the steep mountain trail, searching for the bright, colorful shade that accompanied the chieftain wherever he went. Even in the deepest days of winter, when the sun’s heat struggled to reach the village, an emissary always accompanied the chieftain, carrying the shade and keeping the sun from hitting him.

      I never understood this, as I longed to feel the sun against my skin. Whether it was the heat of the Suxle or the Auxle Sun, or even the eerie purple glow of the Plune Moon, to them I wasn’t invisible. Their rays shone upon me. They treated me the same as any other, and I longed to experience proof of that equality.

      I spotted the shade, with its bright red tones, and the emissary who struggled to hold it steady down the treacherous mountain trail. I also saw the chieftain’s violet pants walking beneath the shade. What I didn’t expect to see was two girls nearly running down the path to stay ahead of the chieftain. They were too close to him to be certain to escape any comment about their tardiness, although they wouldn’t theoretically be tardy when the attendees would have had to wake before the sun to find out about the meeting.

      Even as I experienced inexplicable relief that girls would be joining the group I desperately wished to join, I couldn’t shake the shock.

      I wasn’t the only one. Rane was trying to coach his features into passivity, but I could tell he was as stunned as I was.

      I had no idea how Traya had managed to escape Mother and what must have been her attempts to dissuade our older sister from joining the Dragon Force. Mother accepted that Rane would join. Our father had been part of the elite dragon charmers, and our missing older brother had been his apprentice. Rane would follow in their footsteps because that’s what men with any inclination toward dragon training in our tribe did.

      But women were different, and Mother would have resisted Traya’s involvement. I hadn’t realized Traya possessed such courage. She was the one to always help Mother, to ease the burden of a family such as ours.

      Yet here she was, and a swell of pride, maybe excitement, rolled through me at the same time as my palms began to sweat. Traya was putting herself not only in the path of the dragons, but also the chieftain. And next to her, doing the same, was the girl Rane liked.

      Traya and Yana took their seats at the very back of the crowd a minute before the chieftain took his up front. I prayed his scrutiny would escape them as much as I hoped it would avoid me. I was tougher than Traya, I always had been, even if now she was making me wonder who my sister really was, and why she’d never revealed this side of herself before.

      Any chance to wonder ceased the instant the chieftain cleared his throat and prepared to begin.
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      The chieftain was a small man, but he made the most of his slight stature by positioning himself at the highest point in front of the sacred pools. He was a man who liked to be seen. Everything about him was intended to broadcast that he was the most important person of the Ooba tribe.

      His back was perfectly straight, his attire impeccable. The village women took turns cleaning his clothing. He proclaimed it a sacred honor. I declared it ingenious manipulation. Whatever it was, no one denied the chieftain the honor, especially not Mother, with all she had to hide.

      His clothing was colorful when no one else’s was. The pigments used to create his clothes came from rare plants, and none of the tribespeople was allowed to harvest them without his permission. It seemed that even the omnipresent dirt and dust obeyed his will and didn’t dare tarnish his outfits.

      He drew out the silence of the dragon trainers, who waited for him to speak. He seemed to feed off their attention, waiting until he’d garnered enough anticipation to make it worth his while. If he was anything, he was a showman. I wondered, was he also a charlatan? But I suspected I was alone in that query. Plastered across the faces of all dragon trainers and hopeful apprentices was the appropriate level of reverence. Even Rane’s expression mirrored that of his neighbors.

      For once I was grateful the chieftain couldn’t see the expression I wore. My eyes narrowed in suspicion. With him in front of the pools, I was noticing something strange, something I’d never detected before. Perhaps it had never been there, but I suspected it had, and something about the pools allowed me to see beyond the ordinary.

      While we waited on the chieftain, energy traveled from every one of the people gathered there to him. It was faint, but I was certain of what I was seeing, and I wanted desperately to grab hold of Rane and Traya, and interrupt whatever the chieftain was doing.

      The edges of the tribespeople blurred and bled. Energy, essence, something of which I had no concrete understanding, trailed from them, crossing the open space until it reached the chieftain, who absorbed it. He behaved as if nothing unusual was happening, but he must have felt it. If it wasn’t intentional, he must sense such a great influx of energy.

      He must notice, and if that were the case, what did that mean? What did that say about his true intentions toward the people of Ooba? I’d never liked him, and I’d long thought there was something... off about him. But this? I’d never imagined he’d do something as extreme as this. Whatever this was, it was bad, and I didn’t need any training in the ways of energy transference to realize that.

      The glow around him grew stronger as he absorbed more energy from those present. I noticed my jaw clenched, but I couldn’t seem to release it. I wrestled with the need to interfere, to do something, anything, even though I had no idea what I might do to stop something I didn’t fully comprehend.

      The chieftain drew a deep breath, and colorful, bright swirls of essence, which didn’t belong to him, filled his lungs. I opened and closed my fists, forcing myself to disobey my instincts and stay put. Never had it been so hard to allow the shadows to swallow me.

      I was the only one there whose essence wasn’t escaping my body toward the vacuum, who sucked it all in.

      When the chieftain finally spoke, shivers ran through my body, and I experienced a concerning revulsion. This isn’t good, this isn’t good at all. I might not be able to put words to what was happening, but I could feel it. I never ignored my instincts; I knew better.

      “Thank you all for coming. I’m glad you were able to make it,” Chieftain Pumpoo began.

      I bet you are, I thought. Even my brain was tense against his invisible actions, the ones only I, the invisible girl, could see. Fitting, I supposed.

      “It’s for a very important purpose that I’ve gathered you here today.” The group as a whole leaned forward, wanting to learn more. The chieftain was a master at what he did. “A purpose to which I hope you will all be able to rise.”

      He took long pauses between his statements, allowing the anticipation to build.

      “You’re here this morning because you have an affinity for working with the dragons, those most sacred of beasts. As you know, the sacred purpose of our people is, foremost, to protect the dragons. To keep them from harm from any outsider.”

      There hadn’t been any outsiders in Ooba for hundreds of years.

      “But our purpose is also to train with them, to tame them, and the highest of all honors, to charm them. Many of you might not realize why this is so important.”

      He let his words hang in the air. A few of the novices fidgeted as they suppressed their need to know. The chieftain, with his unsettling blue eyes, scanned the crowd. “Your jobs are the most important of all because we aren’t safe in Ooba.”

      Several of the novices, including Traya and Yana, startled. The older tamers and charmers didn’t.

      “Though I’ve been able to maintain our safety for more than a millennium already, and my ancestors for several millennia before me, there is no guarantee that our safety will continue.” He paused. “In fact, it seems that danger is coming. Soon.”

      What little energy continued to leave the dragon trainers to enter the chieftain ceased then, as if the communal shock and apprehension could halt what they didn’t realize was happening. Even I found myself playing into his theatrics. How does he know danger is coming? Tell us!

      After the longest pause yet, he said, “The greatest seer of our time has foreseen it.”

      What? What has this seer seen? Waiting was almost physically painful. I had to restrain myself from pacing the way my body wanted. I needed to do something to let off this tension. But like everyone else there, I was rooted to the spot, waiting for this man to finish spinning his tale.

      “She has seen into the future of the Ooba people, and she sees a great threat coming across the horizon, across the rock plains.”

      “When, Your Greatness? Has she seen when this threat arrives?” Yoon, a dragon charmer, dared to ask. The charmers were the elite members of the Dragon Force. They were admired throughout the community, and it seemed that gave them a certain leeway with the chieftain, who didn’t censure Yoon for interrupting.

      “She has not, only that it will be in my lifetime.”

      So much for Ma’s sense that Pumpoo was dying. If the threat was coming during his lifetime, then I wished he might live for a long time still. Well, maybe I did. After seeing him sucking in everyone’s life force, I wasn’t entirely sure. Which was the greater threat? The outside threat the seer foresaw, or the threat from within, where the chieftain could do as he wished with the Ooba people with complete impunity?

      “Does she foresee what the threat is?” Yoon followed up, and Pumpoo raised a hand and smiled. His smile almost convinced me. It appeared genuine, like he was the friendly leader of our tribe, in this with us all the way. I wanted to believe him. It would be so much easier if what I’d witnessed weren’t true.

      Pumpoo said, “Please be patient, Yoon. I understand your concern as I also share it. I’ll explain all that I know if you give me the opportunity. This seer is renowned for her visions. She is the great-granddaughter of the seer who told us of the danger of twins and spared us from the destruction they would have otherwise brought.”

      Even my breathing stopped.

      “But the threat is upon us, despite our precautions in eliminating the danger by doing away with all twins born to our people.”

      “Doing away with,” a gentle euphemism for killing infants before they were allowed to live out their first day outside the womb. My heart thumped so intensely I thought someone else might hear it and discover me, a forbidden twin, hiding in plain sight. I looked to my brother. I could see the tension rolling off his body. But no one else would. No one would ever imagine that my likeable brother was half of a problem.

      “The seer has had a vision in which twins arrive across the rock plains and bring death and destruction to our people.”

      So I’m not the threat to our people? I’m not the bringer of death? Or were Rane and I going to wipe out the Ooba? We might approach our village across the rock plains any day.

      Pumpoo said, “The twins who come to destroy us will take the dragons with them.”

      The deepest silence yet settled across the crowd. Not even Yoon appeared capable of questions.

      “We are to protect the dragons with our lives. We’re their sworn protectors. We cannot allow these twins of death to take them from us, to rip from us our sacred purpose.”

      It was no longer clear whether these were the chieftain’s words or the seer’s. No one there seemed to care about the difference.

      “We’ll train harder than ever before. We’ll become the best dragon tamers and charmers in existence.” It didn’t matter that when Pumpoo said ‘we’, he didn’t really include himself. He was whipping into a frenzy those before him, those who would risk their lives every day to fulfill his wishes.

      “We’ll defeat these twins of death whenever they arrive, and we’ll keep the dragons where they belong. With us. With the Ooba people.”

      Nods and murmurs of assent disrupted the careful silence the Dragon Force had maintained.

      “This is our destiny. This is what we’re meant to do as a people. Now is the time when we’ll become the people we were always meant to be. Since we left the royal city of Origins to find safety from persecution here, amid the mountains, home to the dragons, we’ve trained and prepared, but never have we trained like we’ll need to now.”

      More nods swept across the crowd. Even Traya’s long dark hair bobbed up and down with the rest of them.

      “Every single one of you who came here today is meant to be here. The Something Greater has brought you here today to be a part of destiny.”

      Traya and Yana shared a look.

      “All of you sitting in front of me in this moment are now officially part of the Dragon Force. Those of you new to dragon training will apply yourselves to the task with the dedication such a sacred purpose demands of you, with the urgency I’ve outlined.”

      Enthusiastic assent was evident across all the bright and shiny faces, even Rane’s.

      “You’ll work harder than you ever have before. You’ll give it your all. Is that clear?”

      “Yes, Your Greatness.” The chorused reply sent another shiver across my bare arms and legs. I wasn’t cold, despite the cooler breeze that always swept through the canyon, which housed the sacred pools.

      “Those of you who’ve already dedicated yourself to dragon training, you have my thanks for your years of commitment. But now you’ll work harder still. You’ll give your everything to your personal advancement, and also to the new trainees. There is strength in numbers, and we’ll need all the numbers we can get.”

      “Yes, Your Greatness.”

      Yoon added, “It is our honor to do your bidding.” A few of the dragon trainees, tamers, and charmers added their agreement with more head nods. Dean, however, did not. I looked to the man with the unusual light brown hair, but his expression betrayed nothing of what he was thinking.

      “Very well. I’m pleased by your promise of dedication. You’ll be the salvation of our people.”

      “You are the salvation of our people,” Yoon said, to a chorus of agreement, and another shiver from me.

      Chieftain Pumpoo smiled and accepted Yoon’s comment with apparent humility. If my suspicions were right, it was anything but.

      He said, “The salvation of the Ooba people will depend on all of us doing our part. The Something Greater has put me in the position to guide you, and for that I’m grateful, that I may do my part to fulfill the greater purpose of the Ooba. But it will take all of us coming together as one unit to defeat the threat of the twins.”

      Calls of Yes and Aye popped up across the crowd.

      “There’s more,” Pumpoo said. “The seer has foreseen one final element. To save the Ooba people, not only must we learn to tame and charm the dragons as we’ve been doing for centuries, we must learn to ride them.”

      Jaws dropped open all across the Dragon Force. For some reason, my gaze found Dean. He alone looked as if he’d anticipated this. Even Jore, Chieftain Pumpoo’s preferred emissary, was unsuccessful in hiding his surprise.

      “To spare our people from the evil the twins will deliver, we must ride the dragons. I trust you won’t let me down. You won’t let our people down. Our very survival depends on every single one of you here. You’ll begin your training today.”

      On that terrifying note, Chieftain Pumpoo uncrossed his legs and rose. Jore leapt from the ground, and the two other emissaries present reached for the bright umbrella and moved, as quickly as decorum allowed, to shade the chieftain, who was a head shorter than any of them.

      Without another word, the small man with big messages began the trek back up the mountain trail.

      No sound beyond the flow of the water of the sacred pools rang out across the crowd until the chieftain and his shade began to fade into the distance. Then bedlam erupted, marring the serene message of the water: There is peace where there is natural flow.

      The chieftain had dragged every single one of us there into a flow of his own making.
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      Not even Rane, the one person I could usually count on to think of me, looked for me. He wouldn’t have been able to do so openly, I realized, but I could always tell when he was feeling for me.

      The chieftain’s words sucked Rane into the carefully crafted environment of hysteria, along with the rest of the Dragon Force. There was little that unified a people so well as an external enemy, one they could focus on amassing their strengths against, and Chieftain Pumpoo had delivered precisely that.

      The enemy now had a face—it had two. Twins would deliver devastation to our people unless we stopped them, and the dragons were our way to prevent the seer’s vision from coming to pass. Rane, Traya, and I were the only ones there to understand that twins weren’t inherently evil. The circumstances of our births alone didn’t guarantee that our character and intent would align with the prophecies.

      But no one else there was aware of that; it was apparent from the words exchanged. The energy of the dragon trainees whipped into something greater than it had been when the chieftain was there, and it was all aimed at one target. Twins grew more evil with each conversation.

      Never had I felt more exposed and vulnerable. Never before had I been this grateful I was invisible to the eye.

      A good while passed during which I believed Yoon was allowing the new members of the Dragon Force to blow off some of their agitation. Until I realized Yoon only appeared to be in control, and it was Dean and a reserved woman, Shula, who were the ones to take action to funnel the trainees’ determination in the right direction.

      When Dean spoke, he didn’t raise his voice. Even though the conversation was loud, his voice carried an authority much like the chieftain’s, and everyone, even the rest of the charmers, quieted to hear what he had to say. “That’s enough,” he started. “You heard what the chieftain had to say, we have no time to waste. For those of you who just joined us today, you have far more to learn than you anticipate. Dragons are more dangerous than even the outrageous tales told around the fire have led you to believe. If you’re to survive your dragon training, you’ll need to be sharp and alert at all times. So I say this once and once only. If there is anyone here who isn’t prepared to dedicate their entire lives to dragon training, with full acceptance that there’s a possibility, a probability even, that you’ll die in service to the Ooba people, then now is your chance to leave. There’ll be no judgment cast if you decide to go. Dragon training isn’t for everyone, and even if you think it’s for you, it still might not be.

      “When Shula, here, and I began our training many hundreds of years ago, we were two of more than five hundred who began with us. Some dropped out because they couldn’t take it, others persevered, only to find death at one of the many sharp, flaming ends of a dragon. Of the more than five hundred, we’re all that remains of that Dragon Force. From before us, there is none. None. Not a single one. Let that sink in for a bit.”

      Dean looked around at everyone, his green eyes sharp and free of intimidation. He wasn’t exaggerating. He offered only the truth; it was frightening enough.

      “The path of the dragon trainee is only for those who’ve come to peace with their own mortality. You must be prepared to die to truly live. Few of you will advance to become dragon tamers. You’ll either fail, become too injured to continue, or die.”

      New trainees visibly swallowed, more tense even than they’d been when the chieftain spoke. But no energy passed from them to Dean, I checked.

      “Fewer still will make it to the rank of dragon charmer for the same reasons. While dragons are magnificent, powerful beasts imbued with their own form of faithum—”

      He continued on as if he hadn’t just uttered the forbidden word. Faithum was prohibited even to dragon charmers, and attributing faithum to the sacred beasts had to be some form of heresy of the chieftain’s teachings. But Dean didn’t look like he gave a hoot. He was talking life and death, not semantics. I understood now why he alone appeared unfazed by the chieftain’s theatrics. He was beyond theatrics, and he had the scars to prove it. The most prominent one on display moved along the length of his neck with every word he spoke.

      “While dragons are all this that I say—” He swept his eyes across the crowd with a hint of defiance that I admired. I understood what went unspoken clearly. Dragons are possessed of faithum no matter what the chieftain or any of his seers say. “They’re also the most dangerous of animals that inhabit this planet. They’re animals both of the land and the sky, of fire and air. There is no greater threat you’ll find anywhere.”

      He ran a hand through thick hair and across stubble that dotted his face, and sighed, sounding tired, not of the day, but of the odds stacked against the Ooba people. “Don’t do this because your friend, neighbor, or blood has done this. Don’t do it because the chieftain said you’re a part of the Dragon Force without verifying your aptitude for this job. You alone will suffer the consequences of this vocation. Make dang sure it’s your decision, and yours alone, because even though we’re a team, and we’ll do everything possible to support you as you move forward, at the start and end of it, you come into this world alone, and you leave it the same way. There’s nothing that highlights this more than facing down dragons with their blazing eyes and hell fire.”

      He brought his hands to his waist, where corded muscle was evident even beneath his clothing. Dragon training took everything a man—or woman—had to give. And even then it took more. Dean’s gaze made one more sweep of the men and women, boys and girls, scattered across the clearing, then turned to Shula. “Do you have anything to add?”

      If Dean looked fierce, like he’d stared down death over and again and survived to tell us of it, Shula looked more so. Her bare arms were nearly as muscular as his, and her eyes continually shifted around her, as if always looking for the next threat. “Not really,” she said. “If anything, you’ve downplayed the dangers they’ll face in the dragons’ mountains.” Then she addressed the Dragon Force. “Because don’t think for a minute those are our mountains. They’re the dragons’, and we live here only because they allow it. How one of us will manage to ride one of the beasts, I have no idea.”

      “Nor do I,” Dean said, “but it looks like we’ll have to try.”

      “We can always try,” she said, and just then she sounded as tired of the overwhelming odds as Dean.

      He trained his focus back on the wide eyes that hinged on every one of his words. To them, Dean and Shula were legends. Their reputations were well deserved. All of the charmers, and even the tamers there, had earned their reputations a thousand times over. There were no shortcuts in climbing rank in the Dragon Force. You earned your title the hard way, until a dragon stripped you of it, along with your life.

      “I’ll give you a few minutes to think of what we’ve said. I recommend you use this time not to talk, but to really ponder the risks and dangers, and whether this is something you were truly born to do. Because if you weren’t, you should go home, you really should. There’s no shame in it. In fact, it’d be the smart thing to do. There’ve been days when I wished I’d gone home when I was given the chance, just as I’m giving it to you.”

      “Me too,” Shula said.

      “So feel the gravity of our words and make sure the decision you come to here today is the right one for you and your families. It doesn’t matter that the chieftain said you’re already part of the Dragon Force just for showing up to an introductory meeting. You can walk away, no harm done. Take the opportunity if it’s yours to take. Don’t waste it. You’ll be living with the decision you make here today for the rest of your lives, however long or short they may be, and so will your families. Choose wisely.”

      Then Dean’s features resolved themselves into a mask of resignation, and it became clear he wasn’t going to say more.

      Gradually, the proposed dragon trainees reacted. Some walked to the edges of the clearing, others took a seat right where they stood, and others still approached the sacred waters of the pools, slipping a hand into them with reverence, perhaps hoping the water would clarify the correct course of action. Among them all, not one of them took Dean and Shula’s warning lightly. The excitement the chieftain brewed had subdued. Each man and woman held their lives in their hands.

      Rane was one of those who approached the pools. But I was already certain what his decision would be. I imagined he was, too. He’d wanted to join the Dragon Force since he played make believe with me, when Father and Shean had still been around, sharing tales with us of the better sides of being a member of the Dragon Force. Rane and I’d pretended, and snuck around to watch Father and Shean more times than we should have risked. The need to be with the dragons pulsed through Rane’s veins.

      I recognized it, because it also pulsed through mine.

      Traya was different. I didn’t know what she might decide. Mother wouldn’t be happy about her attendance. Mother had already lost too much. It would be hard for her to be without the one daughter who was reasonable and level headed. I certainly wasn’t either of those things. I couldn’t take Traya’s place.

      Traya stood with her back against a tree, her eyes closed, as still as if she were sleeping. My sister was kind and pleasant, always willing to help another, to do what needed to be done. I supposed for her it might come down to what was the greater calling: to help Mother or to help her people. I doubted she’d make the decision thinking of herself. I’d never seen Traya put herself first.

      Her beauty was more evident than usual now that her face had settled into serenity. She had the long dark hair Mother had, the dark coloring of the majority of our people. Her features were pleasant, smooth and plump in all the right places. And I wasn’t the only one looking at her.

      Brune, another of the new trainees, watched my sister instead of taking the time to come to his own decision. I thought I understood why. His decision would be predicated on Traya’s choice. From the way his eyes softened when they swept across her curves, she was as important to him as any sacred purpose—even if she hadn’t realized it yet.

      When Dean called everyone back to attention, some looked as if they needed more time, others as if they’d never needed it. Either way, the time for a decision had come. And not a single one of them there chose to walk away, not even Dram, who knew firsthand how easy it was to become a dragon’s prey.

      Once everyone settled back on the ground in front of him, Dean’s demeanor changed. He was no longer the stern dragon charmer intent on warning others away from danger. He was one of a team, a team with a single aim: to survive long enough to fulfill our people’s purpose.

      Dean asked, “You all are certain then? You’re ready to become new members of the Dragon Force, to protect not only the dragons, but our people, in this most sacred of purposes?”

      Scattered voices punctuated the nods. “We are.”

      “Very well, then repeat after me. I am willing, able, and ready.”

      The chorus arrived immediately. “I am willing, able, and ready.”

      “To become a member of the Dragon Force.”

      “To become a member of the Dragon Force.”

      “I will dedicate myself tirelessly, and I will give my best effort.”

      The chorus of new dragon trainees repeated every word.

      “I will take care of my own life, and also that of every other member of the force. I will protect the dragons and the people of Ooba. I will dedicate my life to this purpose.”

      When Dean asked the final question that would make all those present members of the Dragon Force, no matter what the chieftain said, I whispered my own reply, safe amid the volume of the others.

      “Do you accept all the duties and responsibilities of a member of the Dragon Force?”

      “I do.”

      “Do you accept the sacred purpose of the Ooba people as your own?”

      “I do,” I said, as loudly as I dared.

      “Then I welcome you all to the Dragon Force. May the blessings of the oasis be with you and preserve your life.”

      Dean spoke to every single person there but me, the person who needed to feel his words more than anyone. I alone remained purposeless, my commitment to me alone.
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      Dean didn’t afford any more time to warnings that no longer mattered. Neither did Shula, who seemed never to relax. There were around a hundred trainees and about the same number spread across the tamers, and the most exclusive of the Dragon Force, the charmers. Far less than the five hundred the Dragon Force had numbered when Dean and Shula joined.

      Within these smaller numbers, there had to be at least one who could ride a dragon, something that had never been done before. In all the history of our people, since the Ooba left the royal city and moved to the opposite side of the planet, there had never been a tribesperson who could ride the beasts. Never. Not once. And now, if the chieftain and his seer were to be believed, the survival of our people depended on this singular unlikely achievement.

      Dean divided the Dragon Force, and no one questioned his orders, not even Yoon. Although the Dragon Force had no official leaders, it was clear that it possessed them in an unofficial capacity. Dean sent most of the tamers and charmers out to what he called ‘dragon territory.’ They were to continue improving their skills. This was of utmost importance since we all assumed that the dragon rider must be one of them who already knew enough about dragons to attempt the lunacy of riding one.

      Once the other tamers and charmers had gotten up to leave, Dean said, “Shula and Yoon, I want you to stay behind with me. Between us, we’ll take on the responsibility of training the newest generation of the Dragon Force.”

      Shula nodded, she’d been expecting this. Yoon said, “All right, that’s fine with me,” and cast just one longing glance at the retreating forms of his teammates.

      Dean turned back to the still-bright and eager faces. “Divide up into three groups. We’ll have our first lesson here. It’s not often we’re given permission to visit the sacred pools. I, for one, am inclined to make the most of it, especially since I figure we’ll need all the blessings and faithum we can get.”

      There he was again with the faithum. Did he know something I didn’t? I hoped so, and I noted Dean as a man to watch.

      “Well don’t just stand there, do as I say. So long as you’re a member of this team, there will never be time to waste.”

      The trainees, including Rane and Traya, scrambled into movement. They looked like an ant colony, its soldiers moving in different directions for a united purpose, though they took far longer than ants did to organize themselves. But the trainees managed it, and just in time too, Dean looked as if he was about to berate them when they settled into groups at opposite ends of the clearing.

      “Good,” Dean said, though he sounded like it was a dubious honor, and he took a seat in front of the closest group.

      I hesitated for only a moment, then took my opportunity before I talked myself out of it. Rane was in Dean’s group, as were Dram and the rest of his friends. Traya was in Shula’s, and though I was eager to hear what the reserved woman had to say, I was more interested in Dean.

      I applied my lifetime of training in going unnoticed and moved to the farthest edge of the pools, where the water couldn’t splash me and reveal my presence, and where no one could bump into me. I was at the edge of hearing range. It wasn’t great, but it was enough. I had a lifetime of experience in lowering my expectations, too.

      Dean began right away. “I’m not going to bother with introductions or names. I’ll get to know you over time. When you’re in my presence, you’re a dragon trainee, and that’s all that matters. My responsibility is to teach you how to be as careful as you can be so that you have the greatest chance of surviving. We’ll meet for these lessons until I’m satisfied that I’ve prepared you as best I can for actually facing the beasts. Only then will we begin working with the dragons.”

      I could make out a suppressed groan on Rane’s face, and he wasn’t the only one.

      “Don’t even start with the impatience thing,” Dean said. “There’s no sense in hurrying me, because I won’t decide you’re ready until you are. The fastest way to the dragons is to apply yourselves in our lessons. I consider each one of you my personal responsibility, and that’s one thing I won’t fail in. Am I understood?”

      I almost added my yes to everyone else’s. I caught myself just in time.

      “Good, then let’s begin. I assume many of you have known you’d enter the Dragon Force most of your lives, and you’ll therefore have tried to learn all you could about the beasts from other sources. It’s what I did, and as hard as it might be to imagine, I was once in the exact same spot as you. Regardless, not all of you will be familiar with the basics, so that’s where I’ll begin. I’ll also assume that none of you were as foolish as I was as a boy and that you haven’t tried to see the dragons on your own.”

      Dean was staring straight at Dram, Rane, and their two friends. It was obvious he knew what they’d done, even though the boys had agreed not to tell anyone.

      “Dragons aren’t like us, they’re completely different from humans. Of course, we would never hurt one of the creatures—and you won’t, under any circumstances, not even if it means the death of one of our own. But at rare times, they die of old age and injury. On one occasion, we managed to study the body of a male. All our information is based on this one source, and while it isn’t enough, it’s all we have. Never assume our knowledge is infallible, that might be your last mistake. Understand that dragons are ferocious and unpredictable. What they do one day might not be what they do the next. However, they do follow general patterns, and these can be invaluable in deciding how we interact with them.

      “Dragons are immeasurably fast in the skies. They can reach heights we can’t even see. They make their homes in the high mountains, but their domain isn’t restricted to where we’re able to observe them. They range much higher into the skies, and far beyond the village, we just don’t know how far they go or why. They’re fast on land also, but they’re not nearly as agile as they are in the skies. Their bodies are designed for speed in the air, and so if you ever find yourself pursued by a dragon—and as part of the Dragon Force I guarantee that you will—you’re far better off bringing the chase down to the ground. Caves are your best friends. The dragons are too big to hide themselves where we can. Make the most it.

      “But beware—always—of their fire. I’ve seen mature dragons stream it as far as a hundred feet. The older the dragon, the farther it can breathe its fire. But there comes a maximum point to this. Once the dragons mature, in a few centuries, they’ll begin their decline.”

      “A few centuries?” a boy I barely knew named Corey asked.

      “Yes, a few centuries,” Dean said. “If you thought you’d find an advantage somewhere, you were wrong. We’re at a severe disadvantage when dealing with the dragons. Our lifespan might be, give or take, a thousand years. Well, from what we can tell, so is a dragon’s. They’re bigger, faster, and stronger, and nearly impossible to kill, not that we’re allowed nor would want to harm them. They breathe fire and have talons that are as long as some of your forearms. Impenetrable scales protect their hide. They have only two weak points that we know of, their eyes and the center line of their underbellies, neither of which we’re allowed to harm, but it’s good to know anyway. The beasts are as intelligent as some of us, and on good days, they’re the most frightening thing you’ll ever see.”

      “And on bad days?” Corey asked, his voice betraying that Dean had him mesmerized.

      “On bad days, they’ll be the last thing you ever see. And that doesn’t even take into account what they’re like during mating season. Or worse, a female around her young. If I had my way, I’d warn you away from dragons—permanently. The smartest thing the Ooba people could do is leave the area to the dragons and never come back. The royal city, even with the threat of the Andarons, can’t possibly be worse than the dragons. Since we won’t do that, then heed this warning: If you ever spot a mother with her young, run the other way. And I don’t mean you run like you’re out to build strength and endurance, run like every step might be your last, as if your very life depends on it. Because it does. If a mother with her young spots you, it will take every single blessing of the oasis to get out of her path of rage alive.”

      “Do female dragons have young often?” Rane asked. We’d read the answer in books, but even from the short time we’d shared with Dean, it was clear he was the more accurate source of information.

      “Once every ten years.”

      “And... when will that be?”

      Dean smiled wickedly, as if he were insane enough to enjoy the additional challenge. “This year.”

      Rane gulped, his dark eyes wide and bright.

      “Are any of you regretting your choice to join the Dragon Force yet?”

      Most of the trainees shook their head no.

      “Then you’re more foolish than I was. You should definitely be questioning your sanity by now. The fact that you aren’t means you’re definitely in the right place. There’s no vocation better suited to you than this if the thought of an enraged mother dragon doesn’t send you quaking in your boots toward home.” He laughed. It was both a comforting and frightening sound, I couldn’t understand how it could be both at once.

      Dean was scary, but I already liked him. When he finally dismissed the class for the day, I couldn’t wait to talk to Rane about the guy, about Rane’s role as a dragon trainee, the chieftain, about all of it.

      But I’d have to wait. Rane and his friends had plenty to say too. I didn’t bother trying to sneak behind them up the mountain path. I knew from experience how difficult it was not to say anything when I desperately wanted to join the conversation.

      So I stayed behind at the pools, where I was able to forget that I was the freak among humans crazy enough to attempt to train the fiercest beasts ever to live.

      I thought everyone had left when I dipped both hands into the water and a voice rang out behind me.
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      I startled. My hands disturbed the water, causing an audible splash, and now there was no easy way to recover from my blunder.

      It was Dean, his husky voice was unmistakable. I wanted to ask him how he’d managed to sneak up on me, the one thing no one had done in the sixteen years since I’d understood that if anyone discovered me, I’d die. But I didn’t say a word. I stood unmoving, fearful of making a single additional sound, my heartbeat thrumming annoyingly loudly through my head. I needed to think, and I was having trouble doing it.

      This was bad, it could be the start of the end for me. All because I’d been careless enough to let him surprise me.

      I hadn’t heard him coming. The clearing in front of the sacred pools was empty, I’d been sure. It even had that empty sensation to it, that cool feeling that enveloped you like you were all alone in the world.

      This man had skills beyond those of a dragon charmer. Not even Rane, who could usually tell where I was and more or less see me, had managed to sneak up on me. Not ever, not even once in our nearly seventeen years of shared life.

      “Who’s there?” Dean asked, but his voice wasn’t accusatory. That confused me even more. I was used to persecution and the hiding and fleeing that it brought. His voice was gentle, and I had no idea how to respond to it. I focused on withdrawing my hands from the water.

      “I can feel you there,” Dean said.

      My heartbeat, which I’d believed couldn’t go any faster, picked up speed. I needed to get my hands all the way out of the water, and quickly, yet I forced myself to go as slowly as was necessary to avoid making more noises or ripples. I’d plunged my hands into the water up to my wrists; I’d managed to withdraw them up to the knuckles.

      I was almost free when Dean began approaching the biggest of the pools and the exact spot where I stood. I itched to yank my hands out and run. I forced myself to ignore my impulses and continue the gradual movement.

      I’d have time to get out of there before he reached the space I occupied—I hoped.

      “I mean you no harm,” he continued, and I wished I could believe him. Maybe he even truly intended not to hurt me, but that was before he realized I was half of the only set of twins who’d survived the ritual execution assigned to all twins of the Ooba people—to all twins of Planet Origins.

      Just the tips of my fingers were left in the water, and Dean was only steps away from me. I had no more time. I had to get away now, or I’d be trapped. I might be invisible to the eyes, but I was plenty solid to the touch. If Dean touched me, my life was over.

      I yanked my hands the rest of the way out of the water and moved. My steps were quiet but fast. I didn’t slow down until I got far enough away from Dean that I could breathe again.

      “Wow, that’s incredible,” he said. “You can interact with the physical world. You caused ripples!”

      I continued to back away—carefully. Now that I was far enough away that he couldn’t lunge at me, I chose my footing with my usual care. Large, ancient trees surrounded the sacred pools. They shed leaves, flowers, and seeds, and there was always the danger of something crunching underfoot. But these were common things.

      What I wasn’t used to was having a dragon charmer legend talk to me.

      I was finally far enough beyond the edge of the biggest pool that I might manage to slip into the trees and disappear into the shelter of the forest, when he said, “Are you the dragon spirit who’ll guide us out of this mess?”

      I stopped retreating and stared. Dragon spirit? I’d never heard of one before.

      “You are, aren’t you?” He sighed with great relief. “I had a feeling you’d come. The last time I connected to the Something Greater, I sensed that I’d receive sure guidance. I just never imagined it would be something—I apologize, I mean someone—of such great importance. I’m truly humbled. You have my deepest gratitude in coming to aid me and my people at our time of greatest need.”

      Dragon spirit? He actually thought the Something Greater would send him a dragon spirit to guide him? That was some serious wishful thinking, but I couldn’t entirely blame him for the confusion. After all, he didn’t realize there were invisible girls running around Ooba.

      “Just the fact that you’ve come is enough to make me believe that we’ll find the way to survive this. That my people won’t perish if the seer’s vision comes to pass. We’ll find the one among us who can ride the dragons, and defeat the twins when they arrive.”

      I didn’t say a word, of course I didn’t. But it wasn’t just because I couldn’t reveal myself, I also had no idea what to say. I obviously wasn’t the savior Dean wanted me to be.

      “Or am I wrong? Are you some other passing spirit or energy, not destined to help us?”

      When only silence rose to meet his questions, his angular features dissolved into disappointment, and his shoulders stooped. Immediately, I wanted to fix what my silence had done. Here was the strongest man of the Ooba people, and he looked defeated.

      “Will you not speak with me, or give me some sign so that I can understand what your presence means for my life and those of the people I’ve sworn to protect?”

      My breathing came unevenly. I wanted to soothe this man’s heavy heart.

      “Something? Anything?” His voice was agony. He’d survived centuries under improbable odds, witnessed countless friends die, and the obstacles only became greater. A dragon rider? There was a reason there’d never been one in our people’s history. Dragons could kill you with a puff of breath or a languid flick of their tail. The Ooba people didn’t ride dragons. The Ooba people survived dragons—when we were lucky.

      He said, “Will you please at least give me some sign that I’m not crazy and that you really are here? That there’s more to this world than what I can see with my eyes? That what I sense is real, and that there’s hope for us all?”

      I didn’t think. I reached into a pool and splashed water in Dean’s direction.

      Even though I’d given him exactly what he’d asked for, his green eyes grew impossibly wide, startlingly bright. He blinked and stared, shock etched all across his face.

      And he wasn’t the only one in shock. It was the most reckless thing I’d ever done, with the most dangerous man of our people—short of Chieftain Pumpoo—and I’d done it without stopping to think of the consequences of my actions. I’d listened only to that part of my heart that had suffered all my life, and wanted to ease any suffering, even if it was the suffering of another.

      Rane, Mother, and Traya would be horrified—with good reason. I’d placed myself entirely at Dean’s mercy. Even if he never realized I was a surviving twin instead of a dragon spirit, he’d still know something unusual was happening. My life was already dangerous enough without doing anything to make it worse.

      But I had, and there wasn’t a thing I could do to change that. Unexpectedly, I found that I didn’t really want to take the splash back. More than anything, I wanted to be normal. I wanted to be seen.

      When tears blurred Dean’s eyes and slid across his cheeks, I was certain I’d done the right thing, as little sense as it made. Here was the toughest warrior of our people, with scar after injury to prove it, and I’d given him hope. It was under a ruse of a dragon spirit, but how could I not give him this, when it was devastating to live day after day without hope? I knew exactly how difficult it was, because I’d endured all my life without it.

      I’d always be forbidden. I’d always be invisible. There was no way to change what I was—whatever I actually was. I was something as rare as a dragon spirit. It was oddly fitting that I’d more or less admitted to being a dragon spirit. I was something equally unlikely.

      Dean’s voice broke as he started speaking, pulling me back to the immediacy of what I’d done. “You... you’re real. Thank you.” The dragon charmer’s tears continued to roll. “Thank you for giving me a sign. I really needed that.” He gulped and fell to his knees amid the clanking of his sword and knives. All dragon charmers were armed, even if they’d accept their death before using weapons against a dragon. Our people had been defending against an unidentified enemy for centuries. Now the enemy had a face, and I feared the possibility that I might be half of it.

      “Dragon spirit, will you please guide me and help us as we face the greatest challenge of our people since we abandoned the royal city of Origins? We need help. We need a dragon rider. Will you guide me to finding him?”

      “Or her,” I said before I could stop myself.

      Dean’s head yanked up in my direction, and I froze. Oh no, no, no. What the hell was I thinking? Hadn’t I been enough of an idiot for one day already?

      “You can speak?”

      I didn’t say a word. I was debating whether I should run.

      Enough time passed that it became clear I wasn’t going to answer. “All right, you don’t have to speak if you don’t want to. Obviously, a dragon spirit understands far more than I do.” He rose to his feet, but didn’t advance. “Of course the dragon rider might be a girl. Shula is a woman, and one of the finest dragon charmers I’ve ever had the honor of knowing. It’s just that there are so few girls and women among the Dragon Force. Today, there were only two new trainees, and I didn’t feel that either one of them would be the one to ride a dragon—though one can never be sure.”

      “There are others,” I blurted out, amazed with myself and my recklessness.

      Dean seemed to be processing that possibility, or maybe it was the fact that he was having a conversation with an invisible dragon spirit. “You sound like a girl, are you the dragon rider? Is that why you’re here? To save us?”

      “I’m not your savior,” I said since I was on a roll, and it didn’t seem as if I could screw up much worse than I already had. “But I may be your dragon rider, though I might not be.”

      “Really? You might be the dragon rider?”

      “Yes,” I said, learning my thoughts for the first time. Did I really believe that? I discovered that I did. If one of the Ooba people had to do it, why not me? Oh, because you’re not supposed to exist, you’d be killed on sight if anyone could see you, and you’ve never touched a dragon beyond slapping one to save Dram’s life. You can’t ride a dragon because you have no experience in handling one, and dragons will kill you whether you’re invisible or not.

      “And was I correct in thinking you’re a girl?”

      I almost didn’t answer, but the part of me that had gone unseen for so incredibly long wouldn’t allow it. “Yes,” I whispered.

      “And are you a dragon spirit?”

      The reality of what I was doing reached through my emotions and tugged at me—hard. “I have to go,” I said, and started to retreat quietly.

      “Wait! Will you meet with me again?”

      “I can’t.”

      “Please, we need your help.”

      I was already circling behind the sacred pools to beat Dean to the path that led toward home. I needed to put distance between him and me, and fast.

      “Dragon Spirit?” he said. “Will you please meet with me another time, here, at the sacred pools?”

      “When?” I said, my voice already distant, as if I were truly neither a part of this world or the next.

      “When the Plune Moon is full.”

      Ah, when it’ll be easiest to see my body under the purple moonlight. “When the moon is new.”

      “But that’s nearly a full cycle away!” When I didn’t answer, he said, “I’ll be most honored to meet you at the next new moon. Thank you, Dragon Spirit.”

      And then I was off, before I could say anything else to make my already-impossibly-complicated life any more so. I snuck around the back of the pools, through the forest that surrounded them, and was racing up the path toward the village before Dean moved.
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      I raced up the mountain path so fast, my pulse pumping through my veins, that I soon caught up with the tail end of the dragon trainees. I was forced to pull back to stay just out of earshot, and to hope that Dean’s interaction with a ‘dragon spirit’ would be enough to encourage him to remain behind at the sacred pools for reflection. If he didn’t, he’d soon trap me between him and the others. Even so, my predicament was the least of the stupid moves I’d made that day.

      Rane, always one of the fastest and strongest for his age, was nowhere in sight. I couldn’t count on him to create a distraction if I needed it. I was sure he was too busy talking with his friends about their upcoming dragon training to think about the sister who couldn’t be a true part of his world. He and I might be twins, but our lives couldn’t be much more different. While I lived in invisibility, he lived a relatively free life, able to pursue an existence as a single child. We had no idea why I was invisible and he wasn’t. It seemed I’d simply drawn the short straw.

      The danger passed without incident. The dragon trainees ahead crested the mountain and dipped into its shadows, where our homes were, before I saw any sign of Dean.

      I stopped trailing the dragon trainees at the outskirts of the village, when the path to home diverged from the one everyone else took. The route through the forest toward home was one I could walk with my eyes closed, and before long, I found myself walking along free of thought or worry. There was something about the trees that did that to me. Nothing felt quite as serious as it had before I entered the forest, with its giant trees, which had lived far longer than I had, trees that would outlive me and the death sentence that hung over me like a shroud.

      I arrived at the small cottage that was home faster than I thought I would, my long legs carrying out the motions on their own. But the usual relief I experienced in the safety of home was absent. For the first time in my life, I’d done something to put myself in the path of real danger. Not even the walls of home would shield me from it, but I couldn’t find the energy to overly care. In a way, I was relieved. I’d done the one thing I’d been terrified of doing all my life, since Father and Mother started coaching me about stealth tactics.

      I’d exposed myself. Short of announcing I was an invisible twin, who’d only managed to survive because the midwife who’d helped deliver me was a merciful woman who couldn’t bring herself to condemn an infant for existing, I’d placed myself in the hands of fate.

      Home, without the presence of any of my family members or Marie, the kindly midwife, lacked its usual ability to soothe the ragged edges of my soul. No sooner had I reached it than I left, seeking more solace in the forest. I didn’t expect Rane to come home anytime soon, so I ambled all the way to the edge of the woods beyond our house. It took me hours to traverse, but I was in no hurry. I had no significant chores or responsibilities—one of the few benefits of being a person who isn’t supposed to exist.

      Rane hadn’t even looked for me when I was right there with him, and no one else would miss me until dark, when Mother would start worrying about the dangerous monsters the night might conceal. I hadn’t figured that one out. When the Ooba people intentionally surrounded themselves with the most ferocious beasts alive, what else was there to fear?

      I stopped only when I couldn’t go farther, when I reached the precipice that plunged thousands of feet down into the rock plains. I sat. Here, I was safe. No one traveled this far from the village. The danger of dragons increased closer to the cliffs, where they favored making their homes, but there were no dragon nests or lairs at this low altitude. None that I’d ever seen, anyway. As deadly as the fall would be if I toppled over the edge of the cliff, its height was nothing compared to the heights to which dragons could soar.

      The sounds of nature were just what I needed. The sun warmed me. The wind whistled and caressed my hot skin. I lay back against the warm rock, and allowed my arms and legs to roll outward.

      Before I realized it, I was asleep. But sleep didn’t last long.

      When something rough licked at the side of my face, I sat up and opened my eyes so abruptly that it was entirely impossible to decide who was more surprised: me or the little dragon staring at me, the invisible girl.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

        

      

    

    
      I jumped back from the dragon, a strangled scream dying in my throat. I scrambled to get away and to my feet at the same time. But startled from sleep into panic, I moved in the wrong direction. I reached the edge of the precipice in the same moment as the dragon reached me, and deposited a second sticky, gooey lick along the side of my face.

      “Ew,” I said, torn between terror and disgust. “That’s gross.”

      Seemingly immune to my complaints, the dragon just looked at me.

      Holy crap. The dragon is looking at me. Looking. At me. Invisible girl.

      When the dragon licked me again, I didn’t complain. I stared back.

      What the hell was going on? Was I dreaming? I pinched myself hard, and I felt it. I wasn’t dreaming—or was I dreaming of pinching myself and hurting? It was impossible to tell, just as it should have been impossible for this dragon to see me.

      I stared, and the dragon stared. If the dragon had been a dog, there would have been lots more licking and tail wagging. I scooted back from the edge and a few feet toward the dragon, who moved with me.

      “All dragons are supposed to be dangerous, but you’re not like other dragons, are you?” I asked.

      Where the dragons I’d seen had eyes that glowed red in the sunlight, this dragon’s eyes were deep and dark.

      “You’re smaller than most dragons.” In fact, the dragon was very much smaller than any dragon I’d seen or heard about. Dean had said that mother dragons would be having young this year. “Have you lost your mother?”

      I reached for the little dragon. This time, she jumped back. Wariness hooded her large eyes.

      My eyes did a fast sweep over her body. Not only was she significantly smaller than most dragons, she was also rounder, plumper. Not much like the hunting and killing machines that dragons were supposed to be.

      “Oh no,” I gasped. “You’re hurt!” I reached for gashes in her side and hind leg. She retreated again, but not as far. I put both hands up. “Shh, it’s all right. I promise I won’t hurt you, but you need to let me help you.” Even as I said the words, I wondered if they were absurd. After all, here was a dragon—granted, a strange-looking dragon, but a dragon no less. What could I do to help such a beast, even if she was a little beast?

      I had no idea, but I had to try. I didn’t advance, but smiled at the dragon, who continued to appear suspicious of my approach.

      Even though the dragon wasn’t going to answer, I imagined my conversation might soothe the creature—or maybe it was just keeping me from freaking out. “How did I not notice your wounds before? They’re pretty big, you poor thing. Oh, no. You have another cut on the back of your neck.” I brought a hand to my chest. “And your tail has been nearly severed.” The words caught in my throat.

      I reached a hand forward and touched the creature. This time, she let a second pass before backing away from my touch.

      “You need to let me help you. You’re really hurt.” I reached my hand toward the dragon—a female, I decided conclusively—more slowly this time. “Shh, it’s okay, it’s all right. I only want to help.”

      When I touched my hand to her again, I thought she’d bolt. In the end, she stayed, and when I didn’t hurt her, she finally leaned into my touch. “You poor girl, this must hurt like crazy. What happened to you? Dragons don’t usually show up this far down, and they aren’t often hurt.” Even so, I was formulating a theory, and I was afraid I might be right.

      I stood to better examine the dragon, but when I did, I towered over her, and she started retreating. Immediately, I sat back down. “I don’t mean to intimidate you.” I chortled. “Trust me, I really don’t. I don’t intimidate a thing. I’m the one who’s always running for my life, not the other way around.”

      I ran a soothing hand against the little dragon’s back. She pushed into my caress. “Your scales aren’t that thick, are they, girl? Is that because you’re a baby? You know, it’d be really nice if you could tell me what’s going on. But... you’re not going to. Because you’re a dragon, and dragons don’t talk. But you don’t mind if I talk, do you?” It wasn’t much different than talking to myself, and it was nice to have company.

      This little dragon could see as only Rane did, maybe the creature could even see more. She seemed to be following every one of my movements as if I were a normal human. Not even my twin could do that. And I didn’t think dragons could see me. The violet dragon that had almost snacked on Dram hadn’t seen me. If the dragon had, I’d be hanging out in a digestive track, or worse, coming out the end of it.

      “We need to get your wounds cleaned and treated. How are we going to do that? It’s not like I can stride into the village with an injured dragon. Actually, I could if I weren’t invisible. You see, my people are dragon protectors, so they won’t hurt you; they’ll just hurt me.”

      The dragon rubbed her truncated snout against my shoulder and neck. I laughed. “Hey, that tickles. Does it worry you that someone might hurt me?”

      She rubbed against me again. I brought a hand to her neck, the uninjured side. “Don’t worry, I won’t let them. I’ve hidden all my life. I don’t take unnecessary risks.” But I had. I shook the thought away. “Is there somewhere I should take you? Is there a mama looking for you?”

      The dragon nearly plopped herself in my lap. I umphed at the weight, she whimpered in pain, and stood back up.

      “It’s as I thought,” I said, heaviness settling over my heart. “You have no one.”

      The dragon looked me in the eyes, and I was certain she understood me. I’d never heard that dragons could communicate with humans, but this one could. I felt it. “Did your mother reject you because you were different from other dragons? Because you’re smaller?”

      If a dragon could nod, this one did.

      “Don’t worry, little one. I’ll take care of you, I promise.” It was a promise I was determined to keep, even if I had no idea how I’d manage it. This little dragon had no more fault in being born the way she was than I did. Her injuries told a morbid tale, one that didn’t entirely surprise me. The dragons were the fiercest creatures alive. They wouldn’t accept weakness, not even in their own offspring.

      This little, plump dragon had escaped execution. Either her mother had tried to kill her and she’d managed to flee, or her mother had thrown her off the edge of a cliff before she learned to fly and she’d somehow managed to survive the fall. Whatever the exact story, it was something like I was imagining. The sad feeling in my heart affirmed it. The dragons had cast her out of the world into which she’d been born.

      “You’re with me now, okay? I’m not going to let any more harm come to you. I’m going to help you heal and gain strength. I’m going to help you figure this out. You can count on me. No matter what, I won’t abandon you.”

      Her eyes were big, round, and shiny black, and some of the friendliest I’d ever seen.

      “We’re going to get along just fine. I’ll fix you up and then—” And then what, Anira? There was only one place this little dragon could go, and it was a place I couldn’t follow. “Well, you can’t go back to your family, they’ll just hurt you again, but you could go to my village. The Dragon Force will keep you safe.”

      The dragon nudged her snout into my side. “No,” I said, thinking I understood what she was asking. “I can’t go with you to the village. I can only help you get better and then my people will take care of you.” I’d just met the little one, and already I felt as if I were losing a friend. That’s what happened when you didn’t have friends.

      “Come on,” I said, standing slowly so as not to startle her. “We don’t have healing wands in our village. The last of them we brought with us from Origins finally broke ages ago, but we have herbs and tinctures that work well. They’ll set you right.” I started walking, but the dragon didn’t follow.

      I turned. “Come with me.” I smiled again, and it seemed as if all she’d been waiting for was my smile. “I’m going to give you loving until you’re healed.” I had no good plan, but it was turning out to be a day for not caring about trouble.

      “My name’s Anira,” I called over my shoulder. The dragon trailed behind me. “There are only a handful of people who’re aware I exist: my mother, sister, brother, and the midwife who delivered me. My father and older brother are dead, so that’s it. My brother is actually my twin, and he’s the only one who can see me, and he can’t always see me well. How come you can see me?”

      I realized it was foolish, but I still waited for a response. After an existence that was supposed to be impossible, with more questions than answers, a single explanation would have been life altering. Alas, none came from the petite injured dragon, who followed me across the open rock clearing, back toward the trees.

      “What do you say, should we give you a name? If your people—” Was it strange that I was talking to a dragon as if she were a person? Probably. But I was used to strange. I was strange. I corrected myself. “If your kind tried to get rid of you, then I’m going to guess they didn’t bother giving you a name. How about Fire or Flame or Air? No, those are too strong for someone as sweet as you. Maybe Wind or Snow or Winter? Tell me what you like. This is going to be your name, not mine. We don’t want someone calling you something terrible like Runt just because you were the runt of the litter. So pick something good before someone else tries to name you.”

      We walked while I waited. “No good ideas? Okay, how about Rose then? I’ve always liked the name Rose. It’s simple yet elegant. Each rose is unique, and you’re certainly unique. Roses grow and flourish in the unlikeliest of places. Even in the middle of the snow, every once in a while a rose will shoot through. And roses have thorns, besides, which means you’ll be protected and, well, roses are beautiful, just as I think you are, no matter what the mean dragons think. But what do you think? Are you a Rose?”

      From the way my little dragon friend bunched up her snout in what looked like a dragon smile, and the way her eyes sparkled, she was most definitely a Rose. Once more, she looked as happy as she had when she scared the crap out of me with that first lick to my face.

      I had no idea how my day had taken so many bizarre turns. I’d exposed my secret and found a dragon. Still, I didn’t regret a thing.

      “Rose. Rosie,” I said, trying the name out. “You know what, Rosie? I think you and I are going to be the best of friends.”

      From the look on Rose’s plump dragon face, she thought so too.
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      “Are you out of your mind, Anira?” my normally gentle mother said. “You thought our lives weren’t dangerous enough without adding a dragon to the equation?” She was whisper yelling, but within the confines of our home, it was plenty loud.

      I pulled Rose closer to me at the hearth. “What was I supposed to do? Just leave her there to die, all alone?”

      “That would have been the smart thing.”

      I leaned in and whispered to Rose. “She doesn’t really mean that, she just thinks she does now because she’s angry.”

      “I do too mean it, don’t deign to tell me what I do and don’t mean, young lady. You can’t bring a dragon into our home.”

      “But I had no place else to take her. I need to treat her wounds, and she needs time to heal. Our house is on the edge of the village, far away from prying ears and eyes. Isn’t that what you always tell me? That our home is removed from the village so that we can have the privacy to do as we want within our space?”

      “As you well know, Anira, we haven’t isolated ourselves because it’s fun. We did it because if not people are sure to discover and kill you. Do you understand the gravity of that?”

      “Of course I understand,” I snapped. “I live with it every blasted day. While you’re all out doing your thing, getting to live, I’m hiding. Why? Oh that’s right, because I’m always hiding. Because that’s all I get to do. I don’t get to live, I get to hide. Lucky me.”

      Mother moved her jaw side to side. She looked angry, disappointed, and sad—terribly sad—all at once.

      “I’m sorry, Ma, I didn’t mean it. I know you sacrifice a lot for me. I know you worry about me all the time.”

      “I do. All the damn time.”

      Mother never said ‘damn.’ I didn’t dare say anything else.

      “I worry not just about you, but your brother and sister, and even Marie. Because if you were caught, they’d kill you for sure, but who knows what they’d do to the rest of us?”

      I understood what she was saying, I really did. I understood it wasn’t just about me, and that my condition put everyone who knew about me in danger as well. But I couldn’t help that it stung that she would mention the plight of everyone else along with mine, as if they weren’t vastly different. At least everyone else got to live. They got to be seen, have friends, join the Dragon Force, something I’d dreamed of since I was old enough to realize where Father went every morning.

      I really didn’t want to cry, but I couldn’t stop the tears from welling in my eyes. At least no one there, beyond perhaps Rose, would notice. My mother couldn’t even see her own daughter. “I understand,” I said, working hard to keep the hurt from my voice.

      “It’s not just your own life that you endanger when you do insane things like bring a dragon into our home.”

      Good thing she doesn’t know I talked with Dean and pretended to be a dragon spirit.

      “You endanger all of us,” she continued, “and you make it a thousand times harder to protect you.”

      I stood. “Fine, I’ll go.” Rose was the only one to look straight at me when I said it.

      “What do you mean, you’ll go? You mean you’ll take the dragon back where you found her and leave her there?”

      I’d never had to stand up to Mother before. Sure, I made a fuss about things off and on and made my wishes clear, but never before had I been prepared to go my own way over a disagreement. My voice was measured, but I meant every word. “I will not leave Rosie where I found her, alone and almost certainly condemned for her small size and odd shape. She’ll die out there, as I have no doubt was the intention. I might not have gotten to choose much about my life, but I won’t abandon a creature who’s suffering and condemned to a similar fate as mine. If anything, my life experience will serve to help her.”

      “Your ‘life experience?’ Anira, I’m nearly three-hundred years old. You’re not even seventeen yet. You’re barely coming into womanhood.”

      “That may be so, but I have enough experience to tell right from wrong. I’m doing this. I’m helping Rosie. There’s nothing you can say that will change my mind. I might have only sixteen years of experience on this planet, but I’m a seasoned expert in what it’s like to live when no one wants you to.”

      “That’s not fair.”

      “Maybe not, but it’s what it feels like. I’ve been a burden to everyone in this family since I was born. I won’t expose you to more danger by bringing Rosie into the home, but I won’t abandon her. I won’t.”

      Mom tried to stare at me, and more or less succeeded. Her kind but weary eyes held a spot a foot away from my head. I saw the moment when resignation arrived, and she realized she had to change tactics. “I see that this... creature is important to you. We’ll help her, but then she has to go.”

      “Fine,” I said, knowing full well that when she went, I’d go too.

      “We can take her to Chieftain Pumpoo. He’ll assign someone to take care of her.”

      “No!” I said, then immediately lowered my voice. “Not Pumpoo.”

      “Why not? He’s our chieftain, it’s the logical option.”

      “I don’t trust him.”

      “Anira! You can’t say that!”

      “Why not? Because he’ll execute me for my treasonous remarks?” I laughed a bitter laugh. “I don’t trust him, and I won’t allow Rosie to go to him. I mean it.” I was making up for all the years I hadn’t had much reason to stand my ground.

      “So what do you suggest we do with her?” Rane, who stood watching, asked.

      “If she has to go to someone in the tribe, then let it be Dean.”

      “Dean? Are you sure?” Rane said.

      “Completely. I trust him more than Pumpoo, that’s for sure.” But I wasn’t sure he’d do for Rose what I would. Still, there was no point arguing about it. I’d just have to wait and see.

      Mother turned to Rane. “You think he’d take the dragon in without too many questions?”

      “Aye, I could always tell him I found her.”

      Mother faced my direction again. “All right, Anira. You don’t have much time. Let’s get her fixed up and out of here as quickly as we can. Rane will take the dragon to Dean, and then that’s the end of it, understood?”

      “I understand.” But just because I understood, didn’t mean I agreed, now did it?

      “Traya, fetch my healing kit, will you?”

      Traya, ever molding herself to the greater good, nodded, and set to retrieving the kit from the back of the cabinet, behind the pans. Mother liked to keep her herbs shielded from the sun. She said it preserved their potency.

      Rose’s saggy expression told me she was in pain. We were going to need all the potency we could get. And luck, a whole lot of luck, because I was ready to fight for my injured friend.

      Finally, I had a purpose beyond my own survival. I wouldn’t let her down.
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      Rose was skittish with Mother and Traya at first, but once she realized their touch was gentle, she relaxed and was a good patient. Traya applied the salve Mother made and kept on hand to treat the regular injuries Rane and I received. I might have been invisible, but that didn’t stop me from hurting myself.

      “She’s pretty cute,” Traya said while she spread salve on the gash along Rose’s neck. Traya moved slowly and carefully. Even though she was a constant reminder of what my life might have been like if I’d been able to be a visible daughter of this family, I never resented Traya. I couldn’t. She was the gentlest person I’d ever met.

      She rubbed her free hand along Rose’s back while she applied the salve. Rose looked as if she’d be happy to stay at Traya’s side forever.

      Mother delayed in commenting. I dared to hope that maybe the unusual little dragon had charmed her, too. But then Mother said, “The dragon isn’t cute,” and dashed away my hopes. “She’s a dragon, and don’t you forget that for a moment.”

      “But, Ma,” I protested, “just look at her. She wouldn’t harm anyone.”

      “Maybe not now that she’s a baby. But what do you think will happen once she grows into a full-size dragon?”

      It was something I hadn’t thought about—on purpose. I wanted to keep my friend.

      Mother pressed on. “Do you think that just because she’s smaller than other dragons she won’t become far larger than any other animal in our village? No matter how much of a runt she is, she’ll still be bigger than the oxen. And she’ll still be a dragon.” Mother dropped this last part as if it were the damning fact that proved her case.

      Maybe she was right about some of it. I had no idea how large Rose might become. But if there was one thing I did know, it was that no one person—or dragon—was necessarily the same as another of its kind. “We can’t possibly predict what will happen to Rosie as she grows,” I said.

      “Of course. We can’t be sure of anything at all in life, let alone the growth cycle of a stunted dragon. But we can be certain that this little inoffensive-looking dragon that you’ve brought into our home will be able to cause us harm. Not just us, but maybe all our people.”

      “Aye, well, there’s always the possibility of the craziest of things happening.” I was proof of that. “But she won’t hurt anyone, not Rosie.”

      “Oh really?” Mother scoffed. “You can be so sure of this after spending barely any time with the creature?”

      “Aye, I can.” I squared my shoulders to Mother, and crossed my arms over my chest.

      “Are you going to make me ask, Anira? How can you be so sure?” Mother looked up from her seat next to the dragon to where I’d stood a few minutes before. There was nothing there but air now—and it looked no different to her than it did when I’d been there.

      I let my arms drop to my sides, and I moved to crouch next to Rose. Even as a baby, her body was large enough that Traya, Mother, and I could surround her, and each have room to touch her. I rubbed my hand across her head, where the forming scales were soft as hair. “I’m certain Rosie won’t hurt us because I can feel her, Ma.”

      “You can feel her? That’s what you want me to hinge the safety of our family on, your feelings about a dragon?”

      “That’s exactly what I want you to do. My senses about things are important. They guide me away from danger, and they’ve never betrayed me.”

      Mother leaned back against the stone edge of the hearth, and turned to me. This time, she accurately looked at the space my face occupied. “Your feelings? You have senses about things that guide you?” Her voice was softening with each word. I could almost see the change in our mother as she let go of her protectiveness, and allowed her nurturing side to come forward. “You’ve never spoken of this before. Do you feel these... sensations often?”

      “Aye, I do. I haven’t spoken of it before because so much of my life is beyond your experiences.”

      “What’s it like?”

      “What’s it like to be guided by my senses?”

      Mother nodded, a few strands of her dark hair, still nearly as silky as Traya’s, slipping free of their clasp.

      “It’s no stranger than anything else about me. I’m an invisible girl, a fact we have absolutely no logical explanation for.” I shrugged—invisibly. “Is it really that surprising that I would have invisible senses... or forces that guide my actions when I need them to?”

      “No, I suppose not.” Mother shifted her stare to the fire, where she seemed to look without focus.

      When no one followed up, I explained. I didn’t want them thinking I received answers to life’s big questions. Obviously, I didn’t. I could only guess why I was the way I was. That would’ve been extremely helpful information, and yet I received no answers about it. “I don’t get these feelings about everything. They’re unpredictable and don’t always make sense in the moment. But when I follow whatever guidance I feel, it usually works out best in the end. Almost always.”

      “Almost always?” Rane asked from his perch at the worn wooden table, which served for dining, darning and folding clothes, making tinctures and salves, and every other thing a family our size might need to do when we alienated ourselves from the rest of the Ooba people and much of their free-flowing barter system. “What does that mean?” Rane spoke around a piece of bread.

      “Chew with your mouth closed, Rane,” Mother said. “I’ve told you a thousand times.”

      “More like ten thousand,” Traya said, her voice free of sarcasm.

      “Aw, come on,” Rane said. “We’re talking about more important things than how I eat.”

      “Given how much you eat,” Mother said, “it’s something that concerns us all.”

      “I’m growing into a man. I need sustenance to grow strong and healthy, isn’t that what you’ve always told me?”

      Mother smiled, but didn’t point her smile at Rane. The flickering flames within the charred hearth held her attention. “It is, my son, it is. You’ll soon be a man your father would have been proud of. I wish he could be here to see you.”

      A tangible melancholy settled over the room, as it so often did when we remembered the father and brother no longer with us. Our thoughts drifted to the images of the men we loved, which faded more each day. Time was the one thing that managed to chip away at everything. No memory or person could withstand its influence long enough.

      Conversation of my senses and their whispers died away, Rane’s questions unanswered, until the sounds of the crackling fire soothed our hurting.

      We stayed that way for so long that Traya finished her ministrations, and Rose settled between her and me. The dragon turned in circles a few times until she managed to position herself so that her torn tail, now sutured, wouldn’t be aggravated. She rested her head against the hearth, draped a paw across my leg, and closed her big eyes.

      “Is she sleeping?” Traya asked.

      “I think so,” I said, smiling at the thought that my little dragon friend might feel safe enough to get the rest she needed to heal.

      “Should we move her back from the fire a bit? It doesn’t seem safe to leave her this close to the flames.”

      “She’s a dragon, Traya.”

      Traya chuckled, and moved an errant strand of hair from her face. “That’s right. It’s easy to forget. She’s just so... gentle.”

      “That she is.” I caressed Rose’s back. With the light of the flames flickering across her body, I could make out the divisions of the forming scales, but to the touch, it felt like one fluid stretch of silk. “She’s special.”

      “Aye, that she is. Anira?”

      I looked to Traya. “Yes?”

      “Why can she see you?”

      I took in the stunted snout, and the contented look across Rose’s face. The round, plump features instead of hard lines of muscle, designed to inflict a swift death. Little Rosie was hardly like the dragons our people protected.

      And I was hardly like our people.

      “I have no idea why she can see me, but she can see me better than Rane can.”

      “Really?” he said around another piece of bread and cheese. “She can actually see you see you?”

      “No one will ever accuse you of using complicated terminology,” I jabbed.

      His mouth was too full to quip back.

      “Aye, she can see me see me,” I said. “How much she actually sees of me, I’m not sure, but she can make out my features at the very least. She always looks at me and touches me exactly in the right spot.” Unlike the rest of you, my family, my blood. “I was sleeping when she came up to me. She licked my cheek.”

      Rane whistled. Crumbs flew from his mouth.

      “Ew, that’s gross, Rane,” Traya said.

      He didn’t care. He was a boy growing into a man. A lot of what he did was gross. “If she could do that,” he said, “then she can definitely see you. I couldn’t do that.”

      “You couldn’t lick my cheek?”

      “Maybe some days I could, when the lighting is just right.” He grinned around his mouthful, and I realized he’d just accepted an unspoken challenge, one which I’d had no intention of issuing.

      “Rosie is special,” I said, deflecting the attention from my lick-free cheek. I wanted to keep it that way.

      “She’s definitely special,” Mother said, finally drawing her gaze from the fire to the small dragon. Then she reached a hand toward mine, and I took it. “Just like you are, Anira. You’re my very special daughter.”

      That’s one way of putting it. “Does that mean we can keep her?”

      “Of course I don’t mean we can keep her. Seriously, Anira, you’ve got to let the hope go. She’s a dragon. She doesn’t belong home with us.”

      But that’s exactly where she belonged. She belonged with me, I could feel it. And I never gave up hope once I found it. My life would be nothing without it.
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      Rose nudged me awake earlier than usual, before the Plune Moon set and the Suxle Sun rose. “What is it, girl?” I mumbled, still hoping she’d let me go back to sleep. But of course, Rose didn’t speak, she just nudged me again.

      I peeked an eye open. Rose’s dark eyes were alert and wide awake. I groaned. She wasn’t going to let me go back to sleep.

      Rane turned away from me. I rubbed my eyes, and tried to come awake when my body told me I should still be sleeping. “What is it, girl?” I asked again in a whisper. Everyone but Rose slept. There was no movement from the bed Mother and Traya shared.

      Rose gestured her head toward the door. My eyes widened. “You need to go out? Is that it, Rosie?” I slipped from the blankets, and padded toward the door. Rose was right next to me.

      As soon as I opened the door, she sped out, moving better already. She ambled beyond the trees closest to home and peed.

      “Of course,” I said to myself. She was an animal after all, a baby one at that.

      When Rose returned to my side, I said, “You’re a very smart girl, telling me what you need me to do for you. I’d bet you’re hungry too, but what do you eat? Do you drink water?” Even as dragon protectors, the Ooba people were certain of little when it came to the animals. Studying a deceased adult male, isolated from his home environment, didn’t tell us enough.

      “Let’s go back inside and figure it out.” Inside where there were no animals for a dragon to hunt down. Maybe I could train Rose to be a vegetarian. That would be much nicer than having to track down live animals to feed her. I didn’t like hurting anything.

      I was busy feeding Rose bread while rousing the fire from sleep, when the others started waking. Mother slid on her coat and joined me by the fire.

      “What are you doing up?” I asked.

      “You didn’t actually think we could sleep with you going on with Rose, did you?”

      She’d called her Rose, not dragon. That boded well. If she was Rose to Mother, maybe the little dragon had ingratiated herself enough to stay.

      “Sorry,” I said. “I didn’t mean to wake you. It’s just that Rosie needed to pee, and I didn’t realize to let her out before she fell asleep.”

      “I see that she also wanted to eat.”

      “Aye, isn’t it great? She’s eating what we already had in the house.”

      “I see that. She’s eating our breakfast.”

      “Sorry, I just didn’t know what else to feed her.”

      Mother stared at Rose and me for a while before saying, “It’s okay. I’m up early, I’ll make more bread, and Traya can get more milk when she’s out.”

      “Yes, Mother,” Traya said while she brushed her long hair. Since no one could see mine, I rarely brushed it, leaving it in a waist-length braid most of the time.

      “Why is everyone talking?” Rane groaned, sitting up in bed. “The moon’s still up.” He yawned.

      “Cover your mouth, Rane,” Mother said, “or you might swallow us all up.”

      Rane didn’t bother, he shuffled out of bed and over to Rose and me. He put a hand on my shoulder. I was relieved that he placed it in the right spot. Rane tended to see me well next to the fire. He said the flickering light illuminated my edges. “How’d she do last night? She looks like she’s feeling better.”

      “I think she is.” I looked up at my twin, relief all over my face. But even illuminated by the flames, he wouldn’t notice. “She’s much more animated.”

      “I can see that.” Rane patted Rose’s head.

      Traya came over. “Let me take a look.”

      “As long as she doesn’t need to stop eating,” I said. “She’s hungry.”

      “That’s good,” Traya said. “That means she’s feeling better. If not, she wouldn’t have much of an appetite.”

      Mother was already pulling the ingredients for bread from the cupboards. “It’s a good thing after today she’ll become Dean’s responsibility. We don’t have enough to feed a growing dragon and our family.”

      We had just enough for us, and a pang of guilt sprang to life. I couldn’t drain my family’s resources, but I was hoping I wouldn’t have to turn Rose over to Dean. I hoped to find another option. Maybe I could teach her to eat leaves, there were plenty of those in the forests.

      But Mother continued speaking of a different plan. “Rane, when you go to your class this morning, you’ll take Rose with you and hand her over to Dean.”

      “I can do that. No problem.”

      Instinctively, I wrapped an arm around Rose. “Already?” I croaked out.

      Mother didn’t even turn in my direction. “Of course, Anira. The sooner, the better.”

      The panic in my chest obstructed any words.

      “I’ll go soon,” Rane said. “Since I’m up already, I might as well get an early start. We’re meeting at the Sacred Pools again.”

      “Really?” Mother said. “That’s surprising. I didn’t think the chieftain would allow it.”

      “I didn’t either, but I’m glad he’s letting us. I like it there.”

      “I love it there,” I said, before thinking.

      Now Mother turned her full attention on me. Even though I realized she couldn’t see me, I still squirmed under her scrutiny. “You love it there?”

      I swallowed. She caught me in a trap of my own making. “I do. It’s really beautiful. The pools are so peaceful. The trickling sound of the water relaxes me.” I was rambling.

      Mother cinched the apron around her waist. “And you’ve noticed this because you go there, a place Chieftain Pumpoo has specifically forbidden.”

      “It’s the safest place because it’s forbidden,” I said meekly. “No one goes there, so I’m safe.”

      “That’s what you think, is it?”

      “Aye, mama.”

      Mother harrumphed, turned around, and started banging around ingredients and utensils.

      Rane put a hand on my other shoulder, and said softly, “You’ll have to let me take her, Nir. We can’t do anything to freak Ma out any more than she already is.”

      I looked at Mother, and I looked at Rose.

      “Nir, you have to.” He squeezed my shoulders in a comforting gesture. He whispered, “She’s a dragon. She can’t live with us, not when any misstep could expose you. She’s sweet and only a baby, I get it, I really do, but you have to let her go.”

      Rane didn’t get it, he didn’t get it at all, but it wasn’t his fault that he didn’t. It wasn’t his fault that luck delivered him to the world for all to see, and made his twin invisible so he could carry on the existence of a single child. He didn’t understand what it was like to experience your own life from the outside. He might comprehend more than most because of his connection to me, but he couldn’t possibly grasp what it was to live as I did. He couldn’t understand what it was like to find a friend in a little dragon that needed me as much as I did her.

      Regardless, I said what my family needed me to say. “I understand. You can take her with you when you go to Dragon Force lessons.” The ones I wasn’t allowed to take part in, no matter how much I wished I could.

      “I can help you with her,” Traya added, doing a wonderful job of reminding me that both my siblings got to take part in what I couldn’t. Even though the dragon had come to me—something that had never happened before to any of our people—I was the only one who wasn’t going to train to learn how to work with the creatures.

      “That’d be great,” Rane said, unaware of my plight, even though I couldn’t imagine that my inner turmoil wasn’t rising to the surface of my skin. “What time are you meeting Shula?”

      “At sunrise.”

      “That’s the same time we’re supposed to meet Dean. But I was thinking he might get there early. He strikes me as the kind of man who likes to arrive and settle in before distractions.”

      “He’ll be there early,” I said, working hard to keep the resentment from my voice.

      Everyone, even Rose, more or less looked at me. Mother was the one to say, “And you know this how?”

      “I told you, sometimes I just know things.”

      “And you know things about the fiercest of the Dragon Force charmers?”

      “I do,” I said, with more of a snap than I intended.

      “I see.” Mother wiggled her jaw like she did when she was upset, then turned around to beat dough into submission.

      Rane asked, “You feel connected to Dean?”

      I thought about it for a second, but then realized it was unnecessary. I already knew. How I was connected to Dean was the better question. “I am connected to him. He’s a good man.”

      After a beat, Rane said, “Then there’s no better person to deliver Rose to.”

      I didn’t bother saying anything. Rose belonged with me. Every exchanged word and passing moment convinced me more of it. Not even Dean would be able to persuade me otherwise. He’d defer to the wisdom of the dragon spirit.

      I was connected to Dean, which meant he was also connected to me. And Rose was meant to be at my side.
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      Mother was firm in her stance that Rose had to go, but she had a big soft spot for her children, even the invisible one. I could tell she wanted to lock me up in the house and keep me there within the relative safety of its walls, but she agreed that I could accompany Rane and Traya to deliver Rose to Dean, something I would have done without her permission, anyway. But what a mother doesn’t know, worries her less.

      Mother told me I could walk with my siblings and Rose all the way until the mountain path met the clearing of the sacred pools. Then I was supposed to turn around. I said I understood, which I did, though I planned to stick around to see what Dean did about Rose. I had no intention of abandoning her to someone else’s judgment.

      “I hope Dean will be there,” Rane said.

      “He will,” I said, because I just knew. Since revealing myself to the dragon charmer legend, I felt him in a way I never had before. Even if he believed me to be something I wasn’t, he sensed my energy, too. He was aware that I existed in some form, and it appeared that was enough to tie me to him in some way.

      Rane arched an eyebrow at me in question, but didn’t ask. We’d been over it before, and soon enough, we’d see whether my feelings that concerned the dragon charmer were accurate or not. The strong purple glow of the Plune Moon continued to illuminate our path. No one should be at the sacred pools yet, not even the most eager of new dragon trainees.

      “I think I’m going to miss seeing Rose,” Traya said, speaking the thoughts I’d be having if I weren’t certain that I wasn’t going to let her go. “She’s really grown on me in this short time.” Traya patted Rose’s head.

      Already Rose was moving much more easily than she had when I first met her. She was healing faster than a human would, implying that either dragons had advanced healing capacities, or she, the special dragon, did. Either way, I was glad for it. Her tail, which had hung on by a painful looking thread of flesh, had already sutured itself halfway back to her body. Her step was springier than before, and I imagined that once she completed her healing, there wouldn’t be a more pleasant dragon—or animal of any kind—around.

      “We don’t have to get rid of her, you know,” I said, realizing it was futile, but saying what was on my heart just the same.

      “Of course we do,” Rane said. “You heard Mother.”

      “Ma doesn’t understand.”

      “There’s a lot Ma doesn’t understand when it comes to you, that doesn’t mean she’s not right when it comes to Rose.”

      “You think she’s right?” Even though I was reasonable enough to admit that Mother had a point, it still stung that my brother—my twin—would take her side over mine.

      He sighed, and I could tell he knew what I was feeling. “You have to admit she has a valid point, Nir.”

      I didn’t have to admit anything.

      “You’re already in enough danger without adding Rose to the mix.”

      “As are the rest of you, is that what you’re about to say?”

      “No, it’s not what I was about to say.” His tone was firm, as if he realized Mother’s earlier words had hurt me. “What I would’ve said, had you given me the chance, is that I don’t want any harm to come to you.”

      “Rosie isn’t harmful.”

      “I agree. I don’t think she is now.”

      “Don’t say it. We’ve already been over this with Ma.”

      “We have, and her points are right on. Besides, Dean will take care of Rose. He’s one of the top dragon protectors. He’ll be able to take care of her better than you.”

      “No, he won’t. He’s never taken care of a dragon before either, particularly not a special baby one. She came to me because I need to take care of her. Who better to help a reject than me?” I tried to keep the bitterness from my voice, but from the sympathy that colored Traya’s face, I realized I’d failed.

      Rane sighed again. The sound was filled to the brim with frustration, but it wasn’t directed at me. He was my twin, and I knew he suffered when I did. Perhaps he got to live a life free of many of my burdens, but he was still connected to me; he wasn’t able to escape them all. “You have to let this go. You just have to. I know it hurts, but you have to find the way.”

      It did hurt, and I couldn’t see the way, not when I didn’t want to. Not when I’d been born amid loss. Not when Rose was the most exciting thing to happen to me in a long time.

      “Nir,” Rane started. Sometimes I thought he knew me too well. “Promise me.”

      “No, I’m not going to. I don’t have to.” I ran a hand along Rose’s spine. She hadn’t left my side since we walked out of the house, even running into my legs and tripping me a few times.

      Traya was watching the exchange, but she didn’t say anything. She rarely did, preferring to let the tension blow over instead of interfering. But even if she didn’t speak, she wasn’t missing anything. She was as intelligent as she was kind. She might not share the same connection Rane and I did, but she knew me well enough.

      She and Rane would both be suspecting that I wasn’t going to turn Rose over to Dean as I’d implied I would.

      Rane said, “Don’t make this harder than it has to be.”

      “I won’t. I promise.”

      “Oh, so you can promise me that?”

      “Aye.” I had no intention of making things hard on anyone. But that didn’t mean I wouldn’t fight for what was important. That was one thing I’d always do, no matter who wished the contrary.

      The four of us walked along in silence until we neared the bottom of the trail. While the purple glow of the moon set some of the Ooba people on edge, it energized me. I admitted that its glow was eerie, but beneath it I could more easily sense those feelings that had no name, those sensations that pointed me in one direction over another, that told me to keep going or to stop. There was no better time to visit the sacred pools, which were extraordinary in their own right, and if Mother weren’t so paranoid about me being out of the house at nighttime, I’d roam under the moon every night.

      “The purple glow makes her look redder,” Traya said about Rose.

      “It does,” I said, enjoying everything about my dragon friend. During the day, her developing scales were the color of the Auxle Sun, a burnt orange. Now, like a chameleon, she was the color of blood.

      Rane’s hand on my arm, his touch gentler than usual, brought me to a stop. “It’s time,” he said.

      I could make out the clearing, which housed the sacred pools. “Not yet. We’re not at the pools.”

      Rane smiled sadly. “If Dean is there as you think he is, he’ll hear you if you get any closer.”

      “But....” I let the complaint die on my lips. There was nothing useful I could say to delay any longer. I’d hoped for an idea to prevent this, but I’d arrived at none. I had to say goodbye to my only friend, most likely forever. Once Rane and Traya handed Rose over to Dean, the tribe would go crazy over her. They wouldn’t let her out of their sight. Which meant my time with her was at an end.

      I’d believed it wouldn’t come to this, and yet it had. I hadn’t found a single way to stop it. I was a fool for believing I could do anything to help Rosie. I can’t even help myself. I was stuck in the current of my messed-up life. It carried me along with its usual abandon, and I had no choice but to go along with the ride, and hope I didn’t get beaten up too badly along the way.

      Even though Rose was the injured one, I felt bruised and battered. My heart ached as I crouched to say goodbye to Rose and get it over with before I started crying. Once the tears started, they might never stop, and that was one thing I wouldn’t allow. If I let myself fall apart, I might never put myself together again.

      Life seemed intent on giving me more challenges than was reasonable.

      I swallowed, and my throat hurt. “I’m sorry, Rosie. I’ve failed you.”

      “You didn’t fail her,” Traya said as she drew to my side.

      Not even Traya’s soothing words could reach me. This was between Rose and me. No one else would understand. No one ever understood me, not really. Only a fellow freak could appreciate what it was like to be me.

      I kissed the smooth scales between the dragon’s eyes. “I’m sorry. I’ll never forget you, Rosie. And if there’s ever anything I can do for you, I’ll find the way. I promise you that. You might be out of my care, but you’ll never be out of my thoughts. I’ll always think of you, and I’ll always be there for you.” Somehow.

      Rose’s red face and sad dragon smile blurred through my tears. “I’m sorry, girl, I really am.” I kissed her again, swiped at my nose with my hand, and stepped back roughly.

      “Aw Nir,” Traya started, bringing a hand to my shaking shoulder, but I cut her off. “Go,” I said, and with that one word I felt myself break into a million little pieces. I stepped away from Traya’s comforting touch. When no one moved, I said, “Go now, dammit.”

      Rane nodded. “Come on, Rose. Let’s go, girl.”

      Rose looked at me, at Rane, and then at me again.

      “Go with him, Rosie. I can’t go with you.” I tried to say more, but the words caught in my throat. So I pointed the direction away from me with my arm. “Go, girl.”

      But Rose only moved closer to me.

      Rane gave me a look, then walked over to me. He bent over the dragon. “You need to come with Traya and me,” he said with a firm look that said he meant business. It worked with the oxen, but not with dragons, apparently—at least not with my little dragon friend. Rose sat on top of my feet.

      I halfheartedly tried to push her off me. “You have to go, Rosie girl. You have to leave me.” I swiped at my running nose.

      Traya bent over Rose too. She cooed, “Come on, sweet girl. You can do it. No one’s going to hurt you.” She scratched behind floppy ears that looked more like a dog’s than a dragon’s.

      “Up you go,” Rane said, signaling an upward direction with his arms.

      Rose brought her head to her paws and got comfortable. Her body heat seeped through my boots.

      Rane huffed. “Nir, you have to help us, or we’re going to have to pull her up.”

      “We can’t pull a dragon up, Rane,” Traya, the voice of reason, said. “She might be little, but she’s still a dragon. The only way we’re going to get her to go with us is if she wants to.”

      I sniffled. Rose was making it clear. She was exactly where she wanted to be. With me.

      “Help us,” Rane said to me.

      But I didn’t want to. I hadn’t wanted to do this from the start. “She’s still healing, and she’s only a baby. It’s too soon.”

      “Do you want to be the one to tell Ma why we came back home with a dragon? Do you want to explain why she’s going to have to stress out about having enough food for all of us?”

      “The Dragon Force will provide for you and Traya.”

      Rane hadn’t thought of that, I could tell. “Yeah, but it’ll still stress her out. She’s already nearly sick with worry half the time.”

      It was my turn to sigh. I was being forced to choose between my love for my mother and my dragon friend. Why was life so insanely difficult?

      “Rosie,” I cooed, imitating the soothing sounds of Traya’s voice. “You need to go. It’s best.” But whom was it best for? Not for her, and not for me. For Mother, I reminded myself firmly. “Come on, Rosie.” But the dragon pretended like she wasn’t even hearing us.

      “Fine,” Rane said. “You don’t want to do it, then I’ll have to.” The statement was a bit unfair since I was trying, even though I could’ve tried harder.

      He wrapped strong hands around her shoulders, careful of the wound along her neck, and pulled. Rose was smaller than most dragons by a long shot, but she still didn’t budge. Rane heaved harder with the same result. “Are you kidding me?” he asked no one in particular.

      “You’ll have to come with us,” Traya told me, and I was surprised our sister caved so quickly. She wouldn’t want to upset me, but she’d be more worried about our mother. Our father and brother’s deaths had been harder on her than on anyone else.

      “What do you mean, she’ll have to come with us?” Rane asked. “Anira can’t come with us.”

      “Do you see another option?”

      Rane looked at me and at Rose.

      “Exactly,” Traya said. “There’s no other way.”

      “And what happens when we hand Rose over to Dean, and Rose doesn’t want to leave Anira’s side then either?”

      “We’ll just have to hope that doesn’t happen. Dean is a dragon charmer of legend, after all. He has a way with dragons that we don’t. He’ll know how to get her to go with him.”

      “I guess.” But Rane didn’t sound convinced.

      “We can’t return home with Rose.”

      “No, we can’t, but we can’t put Anira at risk either.”

      “She’ll hide like she always does, won’t you?” Traya asked me.

      “Aye, I’ll hide, just like I always do.” An odd mixture of bitterness and enthusiasm colored my voice. This wasn’t the ideal situation I envisioned, but Traya and Rane didn’t know about Dean’s dragon spirit. I had no idea how this might turn out, but Dean might surprise me. It was better than accepting I’d never see Rose again. This might be no more than a delay tactic, but it was something. “I won’t let Dean see me, I promise.”

      “You with your ready promises now,” Rane said, “but Dean can’t see you, so that promise doesn’t count.”

      “Whatever, I’ll hide, I’ll be as inconspicuous as possible. I’ll move in the shadows, as always. Whatever’s best for Rosie.”

      “Whatever is best for you, you mean.”

      That comment stunned me. “Are you for real right now? What’s best for me? What’s best for me?” I was already emotional, and my twin just implied that I was taking advantage of the situation to make life good for me. I hadn’t made a single thing good for me at the expense of my family in my entire life. “Here, let me help you deliver the only cool thing that’s ever happened to me to the Dragon Force, which you get to join, by the way. I don’t, of course, but hey, that’s what’s best for me, right?”

      “Nir….”

      “Go to hell, Rane.” When I addressed Rose, I toned it down. “Come on, pretty girl, I’ll take you to Dean myself.” The dragon rose right away and walked next to me as I resumed the walk toward the sacred pools. “Because that’s what’s best for me,” I said over my shoulder. This time, I didn’t bother to hide my bitterness.

      “Nir,” Rane pleaded, but I didn’t even slow my step.

      I had a point to prove, even if I didn’t really understand what it was to begin with. More importantly, I had a baby dragon to help. I didn’t question my intuition, nor did I question the path that opened up before me. I might be invisible, but I was far from stupid. I knew that when I didn’t follow the path life laid out for me, things went badly, and fast.

      I wasn’t thrilled with the hand life had dealt me so far, but I was all in. And Rose was at my side.

      Traya and Rane hurried to catch up.
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      By the time we spotted Dean by the sacred pools, it was clear he’d been watching us long before we saw him. And while we must have been an intriguing sight in the company of a stunted dragonling, he didn’t say a word until we reached him, and even then, he waited for Rane to speak first.

      “Pardon us for interrupting you, Dean, but, as you can see, uh, we have a situation.”

      Dean looked to Rose, my brother, and then Traya, before sweeping his eyes across the space next to Rose that I occupied. Rane and Traya noticed and their eyes widened in alarm before they managed to subdue their reactions.

      “A situation,” Dean said. “I think this is a bit more than a situation.” He advanced on Rose, and she pressed against my legs. A flash of panic crossed Rane’s face before he stashed it away.

      I tried to back away from Rose, something I’d done multiple times on the way through the trees to the sacred pools. Just as before, she didn’t allow me to leave; she followed my retreat.

      Dean’s sharp eyes didn’t miss a thing. The large trees that surrounded the sacred pools shielded us from the purple of the moon. But I imagined for someone as open-minded as Dean, it might be apparent that Rose was leaning into something—someone.

      Dean looked at Rose, then swept his gaze upward to me, then again at Rose. “It’s okay,” he said, extending a cautious hand toward her. His hand was large and calloused, but Rose seemed to sense that he meant her no harm. She flinched at first, but not for long. Dean settled onto his knees and placed his hand beneath her nose for her to smell him.

      I controlled my breath so it came slowly and evenly, and so softly that not even someone with the acute senses of a lifelong dragon charmer would hear me. I didn’t move, and even though I willed my body to relax, my muscles were clenched. The moment I managed to relax one set of muscles, the next tensed, until I gave up on the futility of the exercise.

      If Dean moved unexpectedly, it was entirely possible that his hand would reach beyond the dragon to me. And there wasn’t a thing I could do about it except sweat and try not to panic, something I was barely managing.

      But I was doing better than my brother and sister. I experienced another round of guilt when I saw their stricken expressions. They stood behind Dean, rooted to the spot, and I actually feared one of their hearts might stop beating. Rane’s usually caramel-colored skin had drained of its color, and a sheen of sweat beaded along his hairline. Traya looked as if she’d stopped breathing entirely.

      I needed Dean to hurry in winning Rose over, but the little dragon wasn’t in the hurrying mood. Dean held his hand out for her, but she took her time, acting the part of the disinterested little dragon before giving him an indifferent sniff.

      Dean smiled, and his face looked hundreds of years younger, like he was the adolescent still coming into manhood, not my stricken brother behind him. “That’s it, little one. I won’t hurt you, I promise.”

      I couldn’t help but realize that Dean spoke to Rose a bit like I did. I supposed that was a good thing. Maybe he’d take decent care of her, after all. It wouldn’t be me, but it might be okay. My heart sank around my feet. Who was I kidding? Nothing would be all right without Rose in my life.

      “She’s hurt,” Dean said for Rane and Traya to hear.

      “Yeah, that’s how I, uh, found her. Like that. Hurt.”

      “Who patched her up?”

      “Our mother and I did,” Traya said, sounding far more in control of her faculties than Rane.

      “Is your mother the one who did the sutures?”

      “Aye, I only applied the salve.”

      “Well you both did a fine job of it.” He ran his hand along the uninjured side of Rose’s neck. “Where’d you find her?”

      “Uh, um, out in the forest.” Rane hadn’t asked me where I’d found her.

      “In the forest, huh? That’s unusual.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “I’m not ‘sir.’”

      “Aye, sir, I mean, uh, Dean?”

      Dean almost chuckled as Rane fumbled, but he caught himself. “Dean is fine,” he said. “It’s my name after all.”

      “Yes, sir.” Rane’s pale face finally regained its color, but it was the wrong tone. His neck, cheeks, and nose grew red. “Dean.” He clamped his lips shut, looking like he might pass out at any moment.

      There were few things I enjoyed in life as much as ribbing my twin, but not in moments like these, not when he was truly suffering. I wanted to end his torment, which I knew was because he was terrified for me, but I couldn’t figure out what to do to speed things up. Rose was taking her time becoming comfortable with Dean, and the dragon charmer was far too experienced to hurry the foundation of trust.

      We were trapped.

      Dean examined Rose without moving anything but his gaze. “These wounds don’t look like they were inflicted by another dragon. I think she fell, or was pushed, off a cliff.” It didn’t take Dean long to arrive at the same conclusion I had. “She’s lucky to have survived. Some of these wounds are pretty serious, and from the way she keeps wanting to lay down, she probably has internal injuries, too.”

      It was a logical conclusion if you ignored the fact that she was leaning on an invisible shadow walker.

      “You did the right thing in bringing her to me.” Dean ran his hand the length of Rose’s body, his hand just a foot from my legs. It was a good thing Rose was large, if not Dean would have touched me already.

      Rane and Traya looked incapable of speech. Each time Dean lifted his hand to pet Rose, they flinched as if it were their bodies he almost touched, not mine.

      “I’ll take care of her,” Dean said, and I wondered if we were following what he was saying as closely as we should. I could barely concentrate over the whoosh whoosh whooshing pulsing through my head. “I assume that’s why you brought her here.”

      When no one answered, Dean turned to Rane and Traya. “Hey, are you guys okay?”

      “Yeah, aye, we’re fine,” Rane said far too quickly.

      “You don’t look fine,” Dean said, and stood. “What’s going on?”

      “Nothing, sir, Dean. Everything’s fine.” Rane pursed his lips shut.

      Dean took his time studying Rane and then Traya. My siblings looked as if they were struggling to relax, with as much success at it as I was having. “Maybe you should take a rest before class starts. You look like you could use it.”

      “We’re fine, really,” Traya said.

      “No, no you’re not. Something’s wrong, and if you won’t tell me what, then I’ll deal with you as I see fit. You don’t have enough time to go all the way back to your house to rest before class, so what you’ll do is go back up the trail until you reach the first clearing in the forest to the left. Do you know which one I’m talking about?”

      “Aye,” Traya said.

      “Good. You’re both to take a lay-down until the Suxle rises. I don’t want to see you back here even a moment before, am I clear?”

      “Yes, sir.” Rane didn’t even try to correct himself this time. He looked mortified and terrified all at once.

      “I mean it, you’re to follow my directions. Up to the clearing, then rest until class time.”

      “All right,” Traya said, sparing Rane the torment of tripping over his tongue.

      “Good. Now go.”

      “Right now?”

      “Right now. Or is there a reason you shouldn’t that I need to know about?”

      “No, no reason,” Traya said, and it wasn’t a lie. There was a reason, but not one he needed to know about.

      Rane flicked a look at me, then started to back away. When Traya didn’t follow, he took her hand.

      Dean said, “Thank you for bringing the dragon to me. She’s most extraordinary, the most extraordinary thing I’ve ever seen.”

      He watched until Rane and Traya left earshot, then he turned and looked, not at the extraordinary dragon at my feet, but straight at me.

      “Most extraordinary indeed,” he repeated. This time, I understood he meant me, not the dragon he’d prepared to study all his life.
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      “Are you going to tell me what’s going on, or should I start guessing?” Dean asked, his focus on me, no longer the little dragon at my feet.

      My brain was processing his words, but nowhere near as quickly as usual. I hadn’t decided what I should or shouldn’t do by the time he continued.

      “Okay then, my first guess is that you’re the dragon spirit, who’s accompanied this injured dragon because you’re some kind of dragon protector. Not like we are, but one that operates in the unseen world to help the majestic dragons.”

      Well, he has the unseen part down, that’s for sure. But that was about it.

      “Am I right?” he continued. “Are you the dragon spirit I met the other day in this same spot?”

      My breathing, which I’d been careful to control since we met Dean, came faster, and I was struggling to keep it below the audible range. If I couldn’t get my act together, Dean was going to have plenty of evidence that someone was there, dragon spirit or not.

      “Will you answer me? I promise you, I won’t do anything to harm you or this dragon. And I keep my promises.”

      I’d heard that about him, but beyond that, he just felt like the kind of person who would keep a promise. Not all of our people understood the importance of honesty, but I did. My integrity was one of the few things I actually had control over. It was the one thing no one could take away from me.

      Dean allowed sufficient time for me to answer, but I didn’t say a word. Too many conflicting thoughts raced through my overwhelmed brain. I wasn’t used to this. Walking in the shadows, I was normally able to follow my instincts about what I should do next—more or less, more than the other tribespeople, I was certain.

      But I didn’t know what to do. There was a strong part of me that believed Dean could be trusted as he claimed. I wanted to share my secret with him, the one that’d been festering inside me for so long that it felt as if I would burst if I didn’t get to come out of my self-imposed isolation—the one that was necessary to my survival.

      Yet there was another part of me that warred against my instincts—the voice of reason—which Mother had fueled with warnings of what would happen if I were discovered. If my sense of trust for Dean turned out to be mistaken, my entire family, along with the midwife, would pay for my misplaced trust. Perhaps they wouldn’t die as I certainly would, but life as they knew it would be over for them. And they didn’t deserve that.

      It didn’t matter much that I didn’t deserve the condemnation that my condition subjected me to either. Trusting Dean with my secret wasn’t my choice to make.

      I yearned to reveal myself to the dragon charmer. But I wouldn’t.

      My breathing quieted as I came to the decision. It wasn’t a decision I was happy with, but I’d never been truly happy with my life, despite my attempts to see the best in it. When you could see life, and it couldn’t see you, it was hard to feel complete. My heart, already bruised from the thought of releasing Rose to Dean’s care, squeezed.

      My life stunk, but there was nothing new about that. It was time to suck it up and do what I needed to do, just as I always did.

      When I moved beyond the loud pulsing in my head and tuned into what Dean was saying, I realized I’d missed something big. What he was saying didn’t make sense. How did I manage to miss a conversation that I was a part of? Because this is all too much. I pushed away the thought, but not my reactions to it. My situation in life was a lot for me, it always had been. But even when I didn’t feel strong enough to face the challenges that came from being the way I was, I still had to rise to meet them.

      Just like I did then.

      Dean said, “Will you do that?”

      “Will I do what?” I said. Then I froze.

      Dean’s green eyes grew wide, but he otherwise hid his shock at hearing the voice of the supposedly empty space in front of him.

      I hadn’t thought. I’d just done what was natural. I’d spoken, forgetting for that instant, which I regrettably couldn’t take back, that I wasn’t like other human beings. I was in big trouble now. Not only had I revealed to Dean that I was there, beyond his suspicions, but that I was right next to him, and right above Rose.

      Dean moved as carefully as he did with the dragon. He directed his gaze at my face slowly, so I wouldn’t startle.

      It was too late for that, I was beyond startled. I was so freaked out that I’d passed the point of complete freak-out and arrived at resignation and acceptance, all in the flash of a second it took to understand that I’d clumsily put my life in the hands of this dragon charmer—again.

      I wanted to run, but I wouldn’t leave Rose. Dean might be able to take care of her, but she was my charge. Even if my job as her protector was self-imposed, her body language indicated that she agreed.

      My brain, finally working properly again, told me I was in danger, the worst of my life. But my body just wouldn’t get in line with my brain. My shoulders relaxed, my breathing slowed of its own accord, and I felt like smiling, even though my brain was adamant that was the last thing I should be doing.

      Dean stood, and I finally noticed he hadn’t answered my question yet. When he drew to his full height, he was a head length taller than me, and Rose attempted to wrap herself around me entirely. She whimpered when her movement stretched her wounds, especially her tail, but she continued, and it made me think perhaps she was trying to protect me. The irony of it was that neither one of us could do much to protect the other if this man wished to do us harm.

      He was armed, but I doubted he’d need to withdraw any of his weapons to hurt us. He moved with the confidence of a born warrior. He was fierce-looking, the long scar at his neck proving he was the kind of person to keep fighting no matter what the odds. His green eyes held me pinned in place, even though I still doubted he could see me. Everything about him spelled danger.

      And yet my body wasn’t reacting that way. My heart was at ease, in total opposition to my mind that was screaming at me to run and leave Rose behind.

      Fast as the deadly Vikas vipers, Dean lashed out at me. I flinched and tried to pull back, but I had a dragon on my feet and didn’t manage even a step of retreat before Dean captured my wrist. His strong hand wrapped around my slender wrist entirely. A low growl rolled through Rose’s chest, revealing that she did wish to protect me as I did her.

      “It’s okay, girl,” Dean said to Rose. “I won’t harm either one of you, I promise. I will never do anything to put either of you in harm’s way.”

      Rose’s growl faded into nothing in her chest. It seemed that she both understood and believed him.

      Conflicting thoughts fought for dominance. Yank your wrist from his hold and run as fast as you can! Holy moly, he caught my wrist as if he can see me. I don’t feel like running, I want to stay right here, with Rosie and Dean. That last thought was the most dangerous of them, but it was how I felt.

      When I didn’t struggle, he released my wrist, and brought his hand to hold mine. His hand was nearly twice as large as my own, and it reminded me of what it’d felt like to have a father who would hold my hand, allowing me to pretend I was just like the rest of my siblings.

      “What I was asking you,” Dean said, as if he hadn’t just confirmed that I was physical substance, “is if you would guide me in caring for this little dragon?”

      I wasn’t sure what to say. This entire experience was beyond anything I was prepared for.

      “It appears that it is you, and not me, she wants to be with.”

      With difficulty, I pulled my eyes away from the intensity of Dean’s stare and looked at Rose. She was looking up at the exchange between me and the man that towered above both of us.

      Should I speak? I asked myself the question when it was a little too late for caution. There was no way I could hide from Dean now, and I didn’t want to.

      “Will you assist me in helping this dragon, who was probably rejected by her own kind for her differences?”

      I hesitated for a second, but then spoke. “I’ll do everything I can to protect her.”

      Dean startled again, but he did a good job of hiding his reaction. I guessed it would take a while for him to get used to someone he couldn’t see speaking to him. “Good, that’s very good. Are you the one who actually discovered her, not that boy, Rane?”

      “Yes, but I asked him to tell you that it was he.” Rane had been the one to suggest it, but I’d more or less agreed to the plan. I hadn’t outwardly objected to it, at least.

      “Where did you find her? I’m sorry, I’m not really sure how to address you. I have no concept of your powers or level of faithum. I don’t know if you just happened to find her, or if you know everything that goes on, and went directly to her aid. So please forgive me if I misspeak or misinterpret things.”

      “As long as you’ll forgive me when I misspeak and misinterpret.” I was guaranteed to do both.

      That seemed to surprise him nearly as much as hearing me talk. “You are not— You’re not infallible then?”

      “Oh no, I’m far from it.”

      “I’m grateful you’re speaking with me. It’s very difficult to understand what’s going on with little to guide me.”

      I doubted Dean had little to guide him. I got the feeling that he listened to the whisperings of intuition as much as I did. But I was unique, and not even I understood myself, or my condition.

      Dean asked, “Was I correct in thinking you’re a dragon spirit? It seems you’re most certainly a dragon protector, given how this little dragon leans on you for support.”

      “Her name is Rose. I call her Rosie.”

      “Rosie.” The hard lines of Dean’s face softened in a smile that reached his eyes. “That’s a very fitting name.”

      I stared at him hard. I took in the warmth of his smile and the light that illuminated his green eyes. I trust him. I wasn’t looking for the thought, but it arrived nonetheless. That part of me, deep within, that I’d learned never to question, had spoken. I would listen. I’d vowed to myself long ago that I always would. When you’re part of the unseen world, it’s easier to believe what occurs within it.

      “I wasn’t sure that you’d have a physical body,” he said, “but I thought you might. What do you look like?” He moved his hand along my forearm so gently that it felt like the wind’s caress.

      “I don’t know what I look like. I can’t see myself either.” I spoke now with unfiltered honesty. My mother would have a heart attack on the spot if she learned of my behavior, but I was following a guidance beyond this world. The beat of life and the universe spoke to me, and it outranked Mother.

      “Is that difficult for you?”

      “Very.”

      “Are you— Do you know— Are you a spirit?” He fumbled along. There were so many possibilities to consider if he had no idea what I was.

      “No.”

      “What are you then? If it’s proper to ask. I mean no offense, I’m just trying to understand.”

      You and me both, buddy. Should I tell him? If I did, it would imply trusting him completely—and I already did. “I’m a girl.”

      A pulse of surprise ran through Dean’s body and into his hand, which still touched my arm. “A girl? Really? You’re a... human being?”

      “I believe so.” I couldn’t be certain. How could I be when there was no one else out there like me? I’d built my concept of myself around calculated guesswork.

      “Wow, by the oasis, this is incredible. A girl.”

      “Aye.”

      “And how do you find yourself here among the Ooba people?”

      “This is where the universe delivered me.”

      His eyes widened. “Here? You’ve been here, among us, for what? A while?” I’d never heard Dean express himself so ineloquently, but I didn’t blame him. It was clear that my existence was blowing his mind wide open.

      “I’ve lived with the Ooba people for almost seventeen years.”

      He whistled. “Seventeen years? And no one knew you existed until now?”

      “Something like that.”

      He studied me, and it seemed as if he decided not to press the point. “So let me see if I understand this. You’re a human girl, who’s invisible?”

      “That’s right.”

      “Are you like humans in every way except for being invisible?”

      “Pretty much. It’s hard to say for sure since I can’t see myself.” I was leaving the likelihood of looking like my twin completely out of it.

      “But you’re connected to something greater than humans, right?”

      “I am connected to something greater.” But weren’t all humans, whether they realized it or not?

      “Are you connected to the Something Greater?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe.” I had difficulty in accepting the notion that a specific power, greater than us, governed the happenings of human lives. I felt connected to everything around me. To all parts of life, not just one concentration of it.

      “How is it that you’re invisible? Is it faithum?”

      “I have no idea why I’m invisible. None at all.”

      “But certainly you must possess some faithum.”

      “Yes, perhaps.” It was a thought I hadn’t spent enough time contemplating. There had to be some explanation for my existence. Faithum seemed like the best one—if faithum really existed.

      “You have faithum. I can feel it.”

      Now it was my turn for surprise. “You... feel... faithum?”

      “Of course I do. Don’t you?”

      “No. Or, well, maybe I do. I’m not sure. But faithum is forbidden.”

      “Faithum is only forbidden because one man says it is.”

      “And his ancestors before him.”

      “Right, one line of people has proclaimed that faithum is forbidden.”

      “Are you saying that faithum isn’t... forbidden?”

      “I’m saying that I answer to a power far greater than Chieftain Pumpoo.” He spit the chieftain’s name out, not bothering to hide his feelings for the man. I guessed he didn’t figure an invisible girl would tattle on his treasonous comments. “Faithum is real.”

      “Are you certain?”

      “Completely.”

      “How can you be so sure?”

      “Because long ago I discovered the most important thing about faithum.”

      “And what is that?” I asked, nearly breathless. Finally, here was a man who possessed worthwhile answers.

      “That the only way to see and feel faithum is to believe it exists.”

      “That makes no sense,” I said before stopping to think.

      “It makes plenty of sense. You have to be attuned to the energy of faithum to be able to experience it.”

      My jaw dropped open. That did make sense. “Which must be why you can feel me. Because you’re attuned to the energy of things beyond the seen.”

      Dean nodded, and finally let his hand drop from me. “I can feel you because faithum runs through you.”

      I had no response to that. Of all the possibilities I’d ever considered for my life, that wasn’t one of them.
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      “What is your purpose in being here with our people?” Dean asked before I managed to recover from his suggestion that I possessed faithum. In reality, his statement had been far more than a suggestion, more like a certainty, and that was what had left me reeling.

      “I have no purpose,” I answered, before I considered how pathetic I sounded. Regardless, it was the truth. There was no explanation for me—beyond now, perhaps, faithum—and I had no purpose. “As much as I might wish it, there’s nothing that directs my life.” But even as the words left my lips, they felt like a lie. I just wished I understood why they felt that way. What is my purpose, dammit?

      “Nonsense,” Dean said. “Of course you have a purpose. If I were a betting man, I’d bet everything I have on you having a purpose far beyond your imagining.” A beat passed before Dean added, “Please excuse me if I seem presumptuous. I can’t help myself sometimes. My nature is to move forward once my guidance signals the correct path.”

      “You know of the path?” In all my life, I’d never heard anyone else speak of feeling the path pointed out to them. Even though I’d only spoken with those few who knew of my existence (before now), I’d overheard plenty of conversations when no one knew I was there. Never had anyone mentioned the guidance that placed one on the right path.

      “Aye, I know of the path,” he said. “I feel something greater guiding me along the path destined for me.”

      “Destined?”

      His eyes didn’t waver. “I believe destiny guides us all in the direction we must go. Whether we follow that direction or not is up to us.”

      “And if the person doesn’t listen and feel for this guidance?”

      “Then that person ends up on the wrong path, which is, I fear, what has happened to so many of the Ooba tribespeople.”

      “Including Chieftain Pumpoo?”

      “Especially the chieftain.”

      “Do you see the energy the chieftain takes from everyone?” I regretted my words as soon as they left me, and I remembered that Dean’s energy had streamed into the chieftain along with the others.’ But I quickly reconsidered, and decided not to regret a thing. Finally, here was someone who understood the strange things I saw and felt.

      “You can see that?”

      “I can. I mean, I did, just yesterday.”

      “Wow. What’s it look like? I’ve felt it, but I can’t yet see it.”

      “You sound more amazed than worried. I freaked out a bit when I saw what the chieftain was doing. It’s the first time I’ve seen energy like that. It looked like he was sucking the light out of everyone. Their energy swirled in colors, and entered him.”

      “I figured something like that was going on, but I’d love to see it. I sound amazed because this is amazing. The chieftain is just one man, one that we’ll find the way to overcome. But faithum? That’s far greater than any one of us, and faithum will provide the way to defeat Pumpoo.”

      “We are going to defeat Pumpoo?”

      “Why of course we. Why else would the Something Greater send you and this little dragon to me?”

      I had no good answer, but I had a million questions.

      “See? There’s no other good explanation for it. Nothing happens by accident.”

      “Nothing?”

      “Nothing.” He was certain, and I latched onto that certainty as if it could save me from myself. “Everything happens for a reason.”

      That meant that I happened for a reason. And if I were to believe him, and I wanted to, then I’d happened for a good reason. I said, “I could see him taking your energy as well.”

      Suddenly, Dean’s hard edges were back. “I thought so. I could feel myself growing weaker, that bastard.”

      “How long have you known about the chieftain?”

      “For a long time, years.”

      “All that time?”

      “Yes, and it’s felt like even longer.”

      “Why haven’t you done something?”

      “Because I didn’t know what to do. If I exposed the chieftain for what he is, I’d need proof, which I didn’t have. And even with proof, I had to have enough of the Dragon Force behind me to improve our chances of success. If not, the chieftain would just out me like a lunatic, exile or kill me, probably the latter, and that would be it. He’d continue in power and...”

      “And you wouldn’t be around to protect our people.” I thought I was beginning to understand Dean.

      He sighed loudly, and I glimpsed some of his inner turmoil. “Exactly. I had to wait until any action I took might be able to actually do something about Pumpoo. He’s a greater threat to our people than King Oderon’s raiders. We might train to protect the dragons from raids, and to protect our people from those soldiers that might march across the rock plains, but Pumpoo is more dangerous than any raider or king from across the world. He’s the real enemy.”

      “Because he hides and controls from within.”

      “Exactly. Because everyone trusts what he says, and believes his motivations are pure.”

      “And they’re not.”

      “Oh no, they’re definitely not. Only a wizard as skilled as Pumpoo could hide so much darkness and malice so convincingly.”

      “You think he hides malice?”

      “Of course I do. How else would you describe stealing his people’s energy? I didn’t even realize what he was doing for the longest time. No, don’t let him fool you, he knows exactly what he’s doing, and he’s excellent at what he does. He has all the Ooba people eating right out of his hand.”

      Even Mother, who’s probably doing his colorful laundry right now. “You say he’s a wizard? What’s that?”

      “Long before our people abandoned Origins for our mountains, they believed in faithum. It was real to them. Back then, there were some who called faithum magic, and those men that practiced it called themselves wizards, and the women, witches.”

      The features on my face slackened. I’d never heard any of this before. The only time I ever heard the word “faithum” was when Mother was scolding me for thinking about it. “Tell me more please.”

      “I’ll tell you all I know—in time.”

      “Can’t it be now?” I’d waited long enough to understand, didn’t he realize that?

      “There will be plenty of time. Our paths are linked now.”

      “They are?” I realized I kept asking basic questions, but Dean was blowing my mind, not the other way around.

      “Certainly. I told you I hadn’t done anything about Pumpoo because I hadn’t seen the way yet.”

      “And now?” I nearly whispered, because I already guessed what he was going to say, and I barely dared believe it.

      “I see the way now. The path is bright and clear. The Something Greater has sent you and Rosie to me. We’ll walk the path together. Destiny has joined us to set things right.”

      “It has?”

      He smiled. “It seems difficult to believe that someone as extraordinary as you would never have realized her importance.”

      “I’ve always believed I was a mistake.” There, I’d said it. I’d bared the deepest fear of my soul.

      And Dean took that fear, imbued it with light, and blew it away. “There’s no such thing as mistakes, only turns in a path we can’t see properly yet. You’re no mistake, I promise you that. You’re the greatest gift I’ve ever seen.” His smile grew. “Or not seen. You’re amazing. You are faithum, ancient magic, whatever you want to call it. Together we can save our people from Pumpoo.”

      “And the Andaron Dynasty’s raiders?”

      “We can deal with them too, though I find it highly suspicious that no one’s ever seen any of these raiders, don’t you?”

      “The raiders have attacked many times since our people settled here.”

      “And who told us that?”

      “Everyone told me that.” My world was small. Everyone to me meant my family. My world was in the process of getting a whole lot bigger.

      “But have you ever come across anyone who was alive at the time of the raiders?”

      “No.” I realized what he was getting at, but I still resisted. It was crazy to think so much of what I’d based my life on was a lie.

      “Exactly. We have Pumpoo’s word, and before him, that of his ancestors. His word isn’t worth its weight in dragon poop.”

      “Dragon poop?” That was a new one.

      “That’s right. Pumpoo is worse than dragon poop, and trust me, dragon poop is smelly and gross, and that’s coming from someone who loves nearly everything about dragons.”

      “Even when they can give you scars like the one on your neck?”

      “Even then. It’s not their fault; it’s their nature. They’re just being what they’re meant to be. Just as now, you’ll be who you’re meant to be.”

      “I will?” I was a broken loop of pointless questions.

      “Yes, you will.”

      “I’m not so sure.”

      “Then I’ll be certain for the both of us until you see the path ahead of you. Because you will, I know it. I can see it as clearly as I see Rosie at your feet.”

      “But you don’t see me.”

      “No, I don’t, not yet, but it’s just a matter of time. Now that we’ve come together, everything will start aligning itself to support us as we embrace this purpose.”

      “You really believe that, don’t you?”

      “Absolutely, and someday, so will you. You won’t be able to help it. I feel this all the way down into my bones. I’d been waiting for you, I just didn’t realize it.”

      “And Rosie?”

      “I must have been waiting for her too.” When I didn’t say anything, he filled the silence. “You don’t believe me.”

      “I’m trying to.”

      “There’ll come a point when you won’t have to try any more. You’ll believe. Don’t worry.”

      It seemed that I’d have to take his word for it. His enthusiasm and conviction were contagious. And while he claimed to have been waiting for me, I certainly had been waiting for him—or at the very least, the information he had to offer.

      He turned to look over his shoulder. “Students will be arriving soon, including Rane and Traya. They were acting plenty strange. Do you know what that’s about?”

      I tensed. I’d been playing it all loose and trusting with Dean, but that was before he brought my family into it.

      “Never mind, we don’t need to talk about them.” I heard the unspoken yet at the end of his words. Even though he couldn’t see me, he read me better than Rane. “We need to hide Rosie.”

      “Why? I thought you were going to take care of her now? With my help.” I still wasn’t about to abandon Rosie to Dean, not even now that I trusted him. I’d made a promise to take care of her myself, and I still intended to keep it.

      “I’m going to take care of her, and you, if you’ll allow me. I’ll protect you both with all the skills I’ve learned over the centuries, and with my life. Your lives are worth far more than mine. But now, we need to get Rosie out of here.”

      “You don’t trust the students?”

      “I trust them more than I trust some of the others higher in the ranks of the Dragon Force. Pumpoo has a hand everywhere, make sure to remember that. You can’t trust anyone beyond me for now. If the students learn of Rosie, then so will Pumpoo, and I still don’t understand how Rosie is involved in all this. But I know she is. So get her out of here. Take her to the other edge of the forest beyond the sacred pools, where no one will go. I’ll come find you once classes are finished for the day. But go now. They’ll be able to spot us soon.”

      “All right. Come on, let’s go, Rosie.”

      Rosie looked at me, but didn’t get up.

      “Come on, girl. Come with me.”

      She didn’t move. I touched her head, and tried again. She didn’t budge.

      “She’s not going to go,” Dean spoke the obvious.

      “What do I do?” I said, trying not to let the panic I was starting to feel grow.

      “I don’t know.” He crouched next to the dragon. “Rosie, you need to leave now, do you understand me? These people coming might not want to hurt you, but there are others who might.”

      “Why? Why would Pumpoo want to hurt her?”

      “I’m not sure that he will, I just know that he isn’t good. Rosie is important to defeating him, even if I can’t see how yet. I don’t want to take any chances with her.”

      “Neither do I.” I crouched down next to Rosie too, something that wasn’t as easy as you might think given that she was sitting on my feet and she was a baby dragon, who probably weighed as much as ten of me. “Rosie,” I cooed, “let’s go, girl. Let me take care of you.”

      Rosie responded with a lick to my face, but nothing else.

      “I’ll go try to intercept the students and keep them occupied until you can get her out of here.” Dean started to walk away from the sacred pools and toward the mountain path.

      I stood. “Dean?”

      He turned. “Aye?”

      “There’s no need.” I had no idea where the words were coming from, but I trusted them. “I can make her disappear.”

      “You can?” He moved back to Rosie and me. “By the oasis, that’s incredible.”

      “You say I can do faithum, right?”

      “Absolutely, I’m sure of it.”

      “Then I’ll do faithum.” I said it as if I said and did things like this all the time, when it was more like never.

      “Can I watch?”

      “Sure.” Why not? I’d already leapt over the edge of the cliff into crazy zone, what was a witness to my lunacy? “You say all I have to do is believe.”

      Dean seemed to understand what I was getting at, as if he could see inside my heart and mind. He put a reassuring arm on my shoulder—and he actually found the right spot the first time. “You have faithum, a hundred percent. I can sense it. All you have to do is align with that belief, and therefore align with faithum.”

      “That’s it?”

      “That’s it. Easy enough.”

      “Easy enough,” I repeated, because why not? Crazy was crazy, degrees of craziness didn’t much matter at this point.

      I hugged Rosie, laid my cheek on her back, and closed my eyes. I pictured whatever it was that made me invisible spreading to encompass her. I saw her red, round body disappearing into our surroundings.

      I experienced a warm sensation running through me, and extending to surround her. But that was it. No big bang of light. No sparks. No faithum.

      “Incredible,” Dean whispered so softly that it felt like a dream. “You did it.”

      I opened my eyes.

      Holy crap. I’d done it. My invisible arms hugged an invisible dragon and proved that faithum was indeed real, and I was full of it.
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      The dragon trainees, still bright-eyed and excited by their new role, began arriving. Among the first to filter into the clearing in front of the sacred pools were Rane and Traya. They looked more relaxed than they had when we’d brought Rosie to Dean, but not by much. I suspected they hadn’t rested a wink despite Dean’s orders.

      As soon as my siblings arrived, their gazes swept the area for me or Rosie. Even Traya looked when she knew she wouldn’t be able to see me if I were standing right next to her. But I wasn’t. I remained where Dean had left me, and as much as I wanted to relieve Traya and Rane of their worry, there was no easy way to do it.

      I couldn’t get my brain to move past the one, huge, ginormous, amazing fact that kept pulsing through my brain: I’d extended my invisibility to include Rosie. Holy crap! I extended my invisibility to protect Rosie. I did faithum. Dean is right, I have faithum. My mind cycled through different variations of the same feat, and I couldn’t seem to move on from it.

      I’d believed myself a mistake for so long that I hadn’t yet managed to absorb the possibility that I might be a blessing. My invisibility was no accident, as Dean said, but a gift. In all my seventeen years of life, I’d never considered it. I hadn’t seen much to be thankful for, and now I realized it was just because I hadn’t been looking the right way. It was all about perspective. This one act was sufficient to open an entire world of possibilities that I’d never considered before, but that I liked very, very much.

      If I wasn’t a mistake, then I was special, and if I was special and could do special things, well, then my entire life had just turned on its head. I could be someone, I could do things. I might be invisible, but I wasn’t unimportant. And I’d realized all of this thanks to Dean.

      Rosie and I were far enough away from where Dean was gathering the students as they arrived that I decided it was safe to stay. I pulled my feet from under her, and sat next to her, running my hands along her body, always avoiding her healing cuts. I couldn’t see Rosie, but I could feel her. She was just like me now. Well, not quite, she was a dragon after all, but I felt closer to Rosie than I did to my twin just then. She and I were the only invisible ones on all this great big planet. And I’d made her invisible. My face was starting to ache from all the mad grinning.

      It was only because I was fascinated by dragons that I was able to force my focus onto Dean when he started to speak. Now, more than ever, I didn’t want to miss a word of this dragon charmer’s wisdom.

      That morning, as the Suxle Sun broke the tall horizon of the mountains with a spectacular show of color and light, all of Dean’s students were seated and ready. They were early. I predicted they’d be early every day, no matter how hard Dean pushed them. It’s what I’d do if I had the privilege of learning from a legend.

      When Dean began to speak, Rane was still looking for me, trying to be discrete about it, but failing.  Every student followed every one of the dragon charmer’s movements, and hinged on every one of his words.

      “Good morning, everyone. It’s good to see you all today. It appears that you’re as crazy as I thought you were. Every one of you returned after my warnings of yesterday. That bodes well. The crazy dragon tamers and charmers are usually the best ones. And by that I don’t mean to throw caution to the wind and not care about your life, but dragon training requires a certain—how shall I say it?—insanity. By showing up here today, you’ve confirmed you possess it to a certain degree or another. We’ll soon enough find out how much.

      “As you can see, I asked Shula and Yoon to meet with their students at another spot so we can focus without distraction. Why? Because time is of the essence. We were out of time long before any of you were born. The faster you learn, the sooner I’ll be able to take you out to the dragon zone. The sooner we do that, the sooner you’ll be able to become active contributors to the efforts of the Dragon Force. We need the help more now than ever. You all heard the chieftain. We need to find a dragon rider among us—or somewhere else.”

      My breath hitched. He was referring to me and my offhand comment that I might be the dragon rider. Clearly I couldn’t be, I didn’t know a thing about dragons beyond books. I’d spoken without thinking, as I was prone to do. I hoped the dragon charmer wouldn’t attribute too much importance to my remark. He couldn’t rely on me. I might have discovered I was capable of some degree of faithum. I hoped my ability to extend my invisibility was just a start, but I didn’t need pressure. My whole life I’d lived with enough of it to drown me. I needed to dig myself out from under all that weight—on my own.

      Dean didn’t look behind him to where I was. He continued without giving anything away. “If it’s true that twins are going to come across those rock plains to try to take the dragons away, and that we need a dragon rider to defeat them before they can rain devastation on our people, then we need to prepare. King Oderon, as his ancestors before him, has been sending raiders to our lands for millennia. Every time, we’ve managed to defeat them. They never managed to take a single dragon to add to their army. But we’ve suffered heavy losses.

      “We never know when another raider attack might come; we always have to be prepared. Every sunrise could deliver an attack, and every sunset that doesn’t is a blessing. I’ve said it before, you’ll need to train incredibly hard. And I want you to remember the reason why. It’s because your skills might be needed when you least expect it. The better prepared you are, the better your chances at survival, and I intend to keep every single one of you alive. It might be an impossible feat, but it’s one I’m going to give everything I have toward securing.

      “You learn and train like King Oderon’s army marches toward Ooba as I speak. You train as if the dragons decided to attack us, and not the army that marches on us. You train because life is one big mess, and we need to find the way to live it anyway. And to that add the responsibility for all those members of our tribe who aren’t learning to fight. We’re the last and only hope of the Ooba people. We are the only force that stands in the way of defeat. Our enemy might be invisible now, but it won’t always be invisible.”

      Again, my breath hitched. But there was no reason for it. Dean was earning my trust.

      “Are there any questions before I move on? I realize I already said much of this yesterday, but I want to be sure you really comprehend the situation. The moment you entered the Dragon Force, you took on the responsibility not just for yourself and your fellow members of the Dragon Force, but for all of the Ooba people. So, questions?”

      Corey, the boy who looked just like most boys in our tribe, with his shiny black hair, black eyes, and caramel-toned skin, spoke. “You said if the prediction that twins will come across the rock plains is true. Do you not believe the seer?”

      Dean stared at Corey for several beats before scanning the rest of his audience. Finally, he said, “Whether the seer’s prediction is true or not isn’t the most important question. The fact is that it might be true. Just as danger might arrive from a different direction in a different form. Those possibilities are enough for us to train as if they are true, because at the end of the day, it makes little difference. We must be prepared because there is a chance—a good one—that the seer’s prediction is true. That’s all we need to know.”

      Dean didn’t answer Corey’s direct question. If Dean could divert the focus from his own beliefs so smoothly, then maybe I could trust him with my biggest secret yet. I ached to tell him I was a twin, mostly because now that I’d shared some of myself with Dean, I wanted to reveal all of it. I was fed up with the shadows I’d been forced to live in all my life. I wanted to fully step free of them. But I remembered how my actions would affect Mother, and Rane and Traya and Marie. Until now, I’d risked only myself—at least, that’s what I kept telling myself. Once I revealed myself a twin, I involved my family.

      “Are there any more questions?”

      “Aye,” Brune, who’d already snuck a few glances at Traya, said. “How long does it usually take a student to prepare enough to begin working with the dragons?”

      “That depends. Are you intending to be an ordinary student?”

      “No, sir.”

      “Good, we have no need for ordinary students. We need those who’ll do what’s never been done before. We need at least one of you who’ll have the guts to ride the beasts that will do this to you—” he pointed to the large scar that ran the length of his neck “—when they don’t even mean to. A friendly dragon did this to me, when I was still too inexperienced to realize that you should always be wary of a dragon, no matter how much the dragon appears to accept you. We can’t change their nature, nor would we want to. They are how they are, and that’s precisely what makes them the majestic beasts we’ve sworn our lives to protect. Back to your question. It’s Brune, right?”

      Brune looked surprised. “That’s right, sir.”

      “Good, well, while we’re at it, my name isn’t ‘sir,’ it’s Dean. I like my name just fine, so use it.”

      “All right, Dean.”

      “Brune, there’s no good answer to your question. Students need anywhere from a month to a year to be ready to work with the dragons. It all depends on you. I evaluate each of you on an individual basis. I only take you out to the dragon zone if you’re ready for it. If you’re not ready, I don’t care if it’s been a century, I’m not bringing you there. Because all it takes is one mistake.” He gestured to his neck scar again. “And you can end up with an injury far worse than this. You can end up dead.”

      He waited until his warning settled across the students. Their eager faces became a bit less so. I had the feeling we’d hear warnings of the danger of working with dragons every day. I also had the feeling that every student there would keep showing up, day after day, warning after warning. The children of the Ooba tribe grew up in the shadow of the threat of dragons and invading raiders. Our skin was nearly as thick as the dragons’ scales.

      “The best you can do is work hard, learn even harder, and you’ll get to see those fantastic, scary beasts sooner. Keep your focus and apply yourself, Brune, and all of you, and you’ll make it out where the real danger is faster.”

      Serious nods swept across shiny heads of hair, mostly black.

      “All right.” Dean clapped his hands, making Rosie startle. I leaned closer to her, petted her head, and whispered soothing sounds in her ears. “Let’s get started with the real stuff.” I was amazed at how quickly Dean’s emotions shifted. “Who’s with me? Who’s ready?” he asked with enthusiasm.

      “Hell yeah, I’m ready.” I distinguished Rane’s voice from the rest. He wasn’t looking for me any longer. He’d seemingly all but forgotten me under Dean’s spell.

      “Good. Now, who brought something to take notes with?”

      Hands shot up across the group.

      “Excellent, good thinking. I like that. Thinking ahead and anticipating needs.”

      Rane’s face fell, and I knew he’d brought nothing.

      “I want you to put your materials away and never bring them to class again.”

      “Really?” Corey asked.

      “Really. I need your attention fully focused on me and the information I’ll be giving you. We can’t afford to have you half here and half in your notes. We’ll go over the material enough times that if you’re sharp, you’ll learn all you need. And then all you’ll require to survive is luck.”

      A few students exchanged looks.

      “Okay, materials away, and stand up.”

      The dragon trainees shuffled to their feet.

      “If you have anything in your hands, put it down. Good. Now, what’s the first thing you should do when you see a dragon?”

      “Run!” someone from the crowd shouted.

      Dean chuckled. “That’s a very smart answer. That’s exactly what you should do now, and what every person of the Ooba tribe who isn’t trained to deal with dragons should always do. But remember, you’re going to be dragon tamers, maybe some of you will even be dragon charmers. What should you do when you see a dragon as a trained member of the Dragon Force?”

      A hand shot up from the crowd. I was surprised to see that it was gentle Traya, the one who never spoke up in a crowd—until now. “Well, wouldn’t we need to know what our purpose in interacting with the dragon would be on this hypothetical occasion to decide what we would do when we see a dragon?”

      Dean appeared surprised by Traya’s question as well. “That’s exactly right, Traya, is it?”

      “Aye.”

      “It’s a good question because it very much depends on what we intend to do with the dragon when we meet the beast. Do you all know some of the ways in which you’ll interact with dragons as members of the force?”

      More hands shot up.

      “You,” Dean pointed to Dram. “The one who barely survived his last encounter with a dragon.”

      Pink colored Dram’s caramel cheeks while trainees around him strained their necks to see him. They didn’t seem to know of Dram’s close call.

      “Well,” Dean said, “are you going to answer my question?”

      “Aye, uh, we protect the young dragons from the males who try to kill them.”

      “Correct. That’s a very important responsibility. If not for our interference, the dragonling numbers would dwindle to hardly anything. We keep the males from the young, and we keep the males and mothers from killing us in the process, something not always possible.”

      “Dean,” Rane said, ignoring the hands raised around him.

      Dean faced my brother and arched an eyebrow. “Yes?”

      “Before we move on from this point, will you please explain how it is that dragonkind survived before our involvement? I mean, if the males regularly kill their young without our interference, then how is it that dragonkind survived before us?”

      “That is another good question. You and Traya are siblings, right?”

      “That’s right.”

      “Hunh. Do you have any other siblings?”

      Rane hesitated only a beat, but it was enough for Dean’s intelligent eyes to narrow onto Rane’s face. Rane noticed and hurried to answer. “No. Shean was a member of the Dragon Force, but died.”

      “Of course I know Shean. What happened to him and your father is a great shame. Your father was one of the best dragon charmers the Dragon Force has ever seen.”

      “Thank you.” Rane kept his words clipped. I knew how much emotion talking about Father stirred up in him. In me too. It’d been a couple of years, but the wound felt as raw as if Father and Shean had disappeared just yesterday.

      “No other siblings to perhaps inherit your father’s skill, huh? That’s a shame.” Dean’s comment was odd enough to make me wonder. Did he discover my connection to Rane already? “Anyway, back to your question, Rane. The dragon numbers were much lower when we left Origins for the mountains. It’s due to our interference that the dragons have flourished. Before us, the males and mothers would fight, the males to prove their dominance and kill the young, the mothers to prevent it. The battles were bloody and deadly, and it was a tossup as to which of the dragons would win. Remember, the females with young are as fierce as any dragon alive. We work to keep the males from the young, and so this doesn’t happen as much anymore. With the growing population of dragons, we never manage to prevent all the fights, and so a few dragonlings die every decade. But what we do makes a huge difference to prevent avoidable loss of dragon life.”

      “But with us unnaturally interfering with the dragons’ ways, isn’t there a danger that the dragons will overtake all animals beneath them in the food chain in the entire area?” Rane asked.

      Again, Dean studied Rane for a long while, making it clear that little escaped him. “Yes, there’s a faction among the Dragon Force that believes that we interfere too much, and that we risk throwing off the natural balance of dragonkind. Because dragons are the greatest predators, the theory translates into our interference throwing off the balance of all nature.”

      “What are your thoughts on this theory?”

      “I think you’re better off not knowing my thoughts on this so you can make up your own mind. I’ll tell you, however, that through the involvement of the Dragon Force over the centuries, I’d estimate that the population of dragons has multiplied at least tenfold.”

      Scattered whistles dotted the group.

      “But remember, we’re sworn dragon protectors.”

      “Why?” Traya asked.

      “Why?” Dean asked.

      “Yes, why? Why are we sworn to protect the dragons when they seem to do a pretty good job of taking care of themselves? Why do we protect them at the risk of our own lives?”

      Now I understood why Traya had decided dragon training was more important than helping Mother. I’d had no idea she was this perceptive when it came to the ways of the Dragon Force.

      “That’s an insightful question. Wait, weren’t you supposed to be in Shula’s group, Traya?”

      “Uh, I was yesterday.”

      “Then you should be with Shula.”

      Crap. Traya was here because she’d accompanied Rane to hand off Rosie. She didn’t have time to go to wherever Shula was meeting her group.

      “My apologies, Dean. I didn’t realize I had to remain in the group I chose yesterday.”

      Dean crossed his arms. “You know what? You don’t. I’d like you to remain in my group for now.”

      “Aye, thank you, I’d like that.”

      “So, Traya, why do you think we protect the dragons when they can protect themselves?”

      “Honestly?”

      “Always. You’re safe here. This goes for all of you, what’s said here remains here. Am I clear? You are now brother and sister with every trainee of the Dragon Force. You keep private what is said in sessions of the Dragon Force. It’s dangerous to repeat what is said, especially out of context. We don’t want Chieftain Pumpoo or his emissaries misinterpreting things.”

      By that he meant we didn’t want Pumpoo to hand out punishments for treasonous talk. I was right there with him.

      “You all take a vow of confidence by being members of the Dragon Force. Am I absolutely clear on this?”

      A chorus of affirmation rang out. With the piercing eyes of a dragon, Dean glared at everyone who hadn’t said yes. How he’d singled out those who hadn’t agreed, I had no idea, but he’d done it. Those who hadn’t spoken before hurried to do it, and it looked as if they’d realized they weren’t going to be getting away with any crap.

      “You learn to keep confidences, or you’ll be dealing with me directly.” It was a threat, plain and simple.

      Nods dotted the group, and dragon trainees shifted on their feet as they saw their teacher in a different light. Dean hadn’t become the legendary dragon charmer he was for handing out cookies.

      “With that settled, Traya, go ahead.”

      “Well, I can’t say that I really get why we protect the dragons at such a great cost to our people. I realize what Chieftain Pumpoo says, that one of the great ancient seers saw that this was our sacred purpose, but I’m not sure I understand the reasoning beyond this.”

      “When you begin working with the dragons you’ll start to feel a connection to the dragons pulsing through your own veins. You’ll feel that desire to continue the existence of dragonkind.”

      “To protect and help them multiply?”

      “That is Pumpoo’s teaching. That is what he says is our sacred purpose. We do what he tells us, what he interprets the guidance of the seers to be.” There was so much that Dean said in between the lines. “I protect the dragons because I feel connected to them. Because I believe one of us will connect with the dragons to such a degree that we’ll ride them. And this isn’t because one of Pumpoo’s seers said it, it’s because it’s what I feel.” Here was a man who sensed things the way I did.

      “But as to the rest of that question,” he continued, “I’d like each of you to come to your own conclusion, and later share it with me. You can approach me privately, if you’d prefer. But it’s something important to figure out. You must understand why you’re doing what you’re doing before you risk your life doing it. Now, back to where we started. Dram accurately described one of our main roles, to protect the mothers and their young. What else? What other roles do we have?”

      Hands that had come down in the detour to the question shot back up. “You.” Dean pointed to Corey.

      “We help injured dragons.”

      “Correct. We might do all we can to prevent dragon fighting, but it’s impossible to prevent it all. It’s part of their nature. They’re territorial, and there will always be fights for territory and mating partners. This is about to get really bad this year as more and more females come into mating season. By aiding injured dragons to heal, we spare many of them that would have died without our intervention. What else?”

      Dean called on another boy, Jace.

      “We help distribute the dragons evenly across territories, so they don’t fight as much.”

      “Exactly. It’s all about encouraging the flourishing of the dragon species, and this is an important part of supporting that. Dragons will fight if they’re too close to each other. What else?”

      But we wouldn’t find out what other roles members of the Dragon Force played, and how those roles ultimately came back to answering Dean’s original question of what a dragon trainer should do when they see a dragon. At least we wouldn’t that day.

      I’d been in the middle of thinking how incredible it was that Rosie was still invisible, and wondering how long the effect would last, when I started worrying that I might not be able to hold the effect long enough—when Rosie’s invisibility began to wear off.

      As if Dean sensed what was happening before it did, he turned toward where I sat with Rosie. Every set of eyes among the Dragon Force followed his.

      With the attention of an entire third of the new dragon trainees on Rosie and me, panic started to simmer within me. I tried to force my mind to hold Rosie’s invisibility in place. But the more I tried, the more her invisibility wavered, until the panic went from a simmer to a full-on boil.

      I watched in terror as my hold over Rosie’s invisibility trembled and then broke entirely.

      Rosie was the last to notice as her red, plump body became entirely visible before a rapt audience.

      Shocked gasps circled the crowd, and there was nothing Dean, Rane, Traya, or I would be able to do to hide the dragon among us now.
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      More eyes looked my way than ever before in my life, but not a single one of them saw me, save Rosie, who looked up at me, confused by all the attention. Not even Rane would be able to see me at this distance, dappled by the shadows of the large trees.

      A wave of unexpected emotion, so strong, rushed through me, leaving me shaking and on the verge of tears. Not much of what I was feeling made sense, but that fact didn’t make it any less real to my heart. I’d betrayed Rosie because I hadn’t been able to keep her invisible and safe from whatever might come next. Of course, I realized this was silly. I hadn’t betrayed her, not really. I’d done faithum for the first time in my life, and failed to maintain it. And yet... it felt as if I’d let her down. With the scrutiny of so many dragon trainees fixed on her, I got a really bad feeling, the kind that was almost always right.

      I bent over Rosie and ran my hands along her plump body, wherever I could touch her. I didn’t have to worry about how I would distort her image. The trees above filtered the sunlight. The trainees would attribute any distortion I caused to tricks of the light, and I had to do something to reassure her.

      Rosie was nervous. She tried to curl onto me even more—which wasn’t possible—undoubtedly creating a peculiar scene of a stunted dragon circling in place in the middle of a forest clearing.

      I wanted to pick Rosie up and run. But I realized I couldn’t do that either. Our fate was in Dean’s hands, because there wasn’t a fat chance in hell I was going to abandon Rosie. The Ooba people might have been sworn dragon protectors, but one man controlled them, and I trusted Chieftain Pumpoo less now than ever.

      I’d seen and heard enough from Dean to tread carefully with Pumpoo but, had Dean been any other person, I might have continued to give the chieftain the benefit of the doubt. Was it likely that he didn’t notice he was draining his people’s energy? No, but it was possible. Most people were unaware of what went on in the unseen world; he might have been too.

      But beyond the energy draining and other minor facts that didn’t quite add up, caution bells wouldn’t stop going off in my head, telling me to be careful with Pumpoo. So I would be. And since Pumpoo ruled everything about our tribe, down to the color of the clothing we were allowed to wear, Dean would have to figure something out.

      Across the clearing, Dean appeared to be reading my mind. Either that, or his mind was spinning looking for a way to explain the inexplicable—beyond the truth—that had unfolded right before the scrutiny of all these students. It was hard to tell, his expression was both pensive and fierce at once.

      “Is that... is that a... dragon?” Jace asked, finally interrupting the shocked silence.

      I watched Dean square his shoulders against all he’d have to do now that part of my secret had been revealed. He turned to face the students, his back to Rosie and me. I strained my ears to make sure I heard every single word—because these words would be important. They would define much of my immediate future.

      I willed Dean to be the man I believed him to be. If he wasn’t... well, the reality was I had no idea what I’d do if I’d trusted the wrong man. All my life, my family had warned me not to share my secret. I’d disobeyed, and now my choices were being put to the test.

      “Shhh,” I whispered to Rosie, so softly that no one else would hear me. “It’s going to be all right.” I hoped I wasn’t lying.

      “That is most definitely a dragon,” Dean said to Jace, and to every student that hung on his words as closely as I did. Even Rane and Traya, seated on the ground, leaned forward.

      “Why doesn’t the dragon look all that much like a dragon?” another of the students asked.

      “Because this dragon, a female, isn’t like other dragons. Her development appears to have been stunted, and she was rejected by her mother because of it. Her mother threw her off a cliff to her death. This little dragon, named Rosie, somehow survived, with great injuries.”

      Dean took what had been theory and converted it into fact, and I thought I understood why. If he spoke with authority, the students were more likely to do what he told them.

      “Why is she so small?” a third student asked.

      “Because she’s a baby,” Dean said, and I could hear the smile in his voice despite the tension. Rosie was pretty darn cute. “I told you guys that this year was dragon mating season. Well, apparently it started earlier than I thought.”

      “She’s really small though,” the same student said.

      “Aye, she is, and that’s almost certainly the reason why she was cast away. That, and perhaps some of her irregular growths.”

      “Are they deformities?” Jace asked, and I covered Rosie’s ears. They weren’t deformities, they were unique features. I’d spent too much of my life believing I was one giant mistake, and I didn’t want Rosie to go through the same—even if she was a dragon, and I couldn’t be certain she understood speech.

      Dean answered, “Well, certainly her body shape and size are irregular, and her snout is rounder and shorter than a normal dragon’s. Her ears are also different, a bit floppier. But from what I’ve been able to examine of her, she’s still a healthy dragon, and once she totally heals from her wounds, she’ll be as strong as a normal dragon—at least, I hope that’s the case.”

      The students appeared to be processing Dean’s explanations as fact. I thought the first question from the students would have been about Rosie’s sudden appearance. It would have certainly been mine. Rane and Traya looked as if they were about to pass out from the tension. Even though they couldn’t have known how I’d made Rosie invisible, they must have imagined I had something to do with it, being the only invisible anything around. But no one asked. I couldn’t believe my luck.

      “And how did this baby dragon materialize out of nowhere?” Brune asked, and my luck came crashing down. My arms tightened around Rosie. When she squirmed against the hold, I loosened my grip. How the hell would Dean answer this question?

      “That’s a very good question,” Dean said and turned back to look at Rosie.

      Crap, he doesn’t know how to answer the question! I was hoping he’d have some sort of feasible story. But the truth was that I wouldn’t have known how to answer the question either, not without revealing the truth.

      “That’s a very good question indeed,” Dean repeated, bringing his hands to his hips. I guessed he was scrambling to come up with a good explanation.

      Seconds passed and drew out into a full minute while the students waited for Dean’s answer. When he finally turned back to the students, I found myself leaning forward, yearning to find out what he came up with. I totally didn’t anticipate his answer when he finally delivered it. But if anything, Dean showed me he was honest. In all he’d explained, he’d told the truth. He might have withheld information, but he hadn’t lied. He didn’t now either.

      “I don’t know how the dragon appeared out of nowhere. The only explanation I can think of is forbidden.”

      Dean didn’t have to say it, the word hung in the air for all to hear. Faithum. Faithum was the only explanation for a dragon materializing out of nothing. I was beginning to understand that faithum was the only explanation for me as well.
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      “Do you remember how I told you that, in the Dragon Force, we look out for each other?” Dean asked.

      Assent echoed through the gathered students, even though most of them seemed to be in a state of disbelief.

      “The bond between us must be strong. We face dangers no one else in the Ooba tribe does, and we need always to be sure we can trust—and I mean completely trust—each other. If we can’t trust one another, then we can’t rely on each other out on the dragons’ mountains, and trust me when I tell you that you need to be able to count on one another there more than anywhere.”

      Dean let that sink in before continuing. “Part of that trust means keeping confidences. In the Dragon Force, we bend, and sometimes even break, the rules.”

      All eyes were on Dean now. As children of the Ooba tribe, we’d been raised to follow every single rule. Even me, though it hadn’t worked much—my very existence broke the rules.

      “As dragon tamers, and especially as dragon charmers, who interact with the dragons more closely than anyone else, we risk our lives every single day. This is something Chieftain Pumpoo and his emissaries can’t possibly understand. When your life is at stake, or the life of one of your teammates, rules don’t matter much. The only rule we always keep is that we don’t harm dragons—ever. Other than that, all rules fall away when you’re staring down the fiery eyes of a dragon. If you don’t understand this need to operate by our own rules now, you soon will. The very moment when your first dragon chases you down and tries to kill you, you won’t care a bit about not using every skill at your disposal, even if it’s forbidden.”

      Is he implying what I think he’s implying? Is he talking about faithum again? Does everyone else get that’s what he’s saying? That we can all access faithum... is that it? Even while I lived as what was apparently a prime example of faithum, I was still having trouble believing what Dean was saying. Dean taught more by what he didn’t say, than what he did.

      Some of the students looked confused. My brother and sister looked so astounded they forgot to subdue their expressions. They, too, had been trained most of their lives to hide a secret, the one Dean was skirting around.

      “In the Dragon Force, we must maintain confidences. It’s a necessity of our way of life. This dragon, Rosie, needs to remain undiscovered by the rest of our people—for now. We need first to understand how to help her and what the reasons are behind her differences. We can’t risk exposing her to the rest of the Ooba until we understand more.”

      Corey said, “But won’t all of our people protect her, just like us? Chieftain Pumpoo would protect her. He’s the one who’s constantly reminding us that our sacred purpose is to protect the dragons. He wouldn’t harm her.”

      I wished I could see Dean’s eyes then, but he hadn’t turned back around.

      “Chieftain Pumpoo has said all that.” Dean was treading very carefully, I could tell. He had to. Pumpoo didn’t allow disagreement with his teachings. None. “But we are the dragon experts. The dragon charmers especially, we know how to deal with dragons in a way that Pumpoo doesn’t, simply because he hasn’t spent the endless days working with them as we have, as I have. If we turn Rosie over to him, he might harm her without intending to. Or someone else might. Because he’s right in saying that protecting the dragons is part of our sacred purpose, we need to keep her hidden until we’re absolutely certain she can’t be hurt by a lack of understanding.”

      I heard everything Dean said, but I hinged on how he’d said protecting dragons was part of our people’s sacred purpose. What was the other part? Was there something else I didn’t know about, or was he just fumbling to give a satisfactory explanation to a very bizarre situation?

      I couldn’t see Dean’s face, but I could see Corey’s, and he didn’t seem convinced by Dean’s explanation. Neither did a few of the others. Uh oh.

      “We won’t delay in sharing the information with the chieftain any longer than necessary. But for Rosie’s sake, we have to. I’m not asking that you keep secrets, I’m just asking that you trust me on this, and keep this necessary confidence.”

      He was exactly asking them to keep secrets, and I doubted a single one of the dragon trainees had missed that fact.

      “I’m asking that you not tell anyone about Rosie, not even the students from Shula and Yoon’s groups. For now, the fewer people who know, the better. Once we determine that Rosie is safe, we’ll tell everyone.”

      “Safe from what though?” Corey asked. “Our people would never hurt her. What are we protecting her from by keeping this ‘confidence?’ We have skilled healers among our people, and they aren’t members of the Dragon Force. They might be able to help her.”

      “By keeping her presence among us quiet, we protect her from... well, from the unknown. She’s too important to risk taking any chances, however small. We’ll wait until I say so. You may share the news of Rosie with others, but only once I say you can, after I’ve had the chance to confer with Shula and some of the other more experienced dragon charmers.”

      His reasoning was weak, and everyone there saw it, including him, I thought. But what else could he say? That the chieftain wasn’t to be trusted? That there was far more than Rosie we didn’t understand, and that we couldn’t trust hardly anyone with that knowledge?

      “Am I clear on this?” Dean asked. The usual authority in his voice faltered, as if he understood that he was asking a lot, premised on a weak foundation. “Rosie is to be kept among those of us here, and no one else. I need to understand why she could appear out of nowhere first. No one is to tell anyone.”

      “Agreed,” Rane said, and Traya, sitting next to him, nodded.

      Dean said, “I need to be certain all of you agree, not just these two trainees. We’re in this together. Do you all understand the importance of keeping this confidence?”

      The students dutifully called out yeses and ayes.

      “Good,” Dean said. “We’ll dismiss early today. I need to see to this dragon. Once I check her out, maybe she can become a part of our classes, and you can be the few lucky ones who get to learn directly from a dragon far sooner than most dragon trainees. I’ll send word of where we’ll meet tomorrow. I’m not sure where it’ll be yet, it depends on her. But it’ll be at the rise of the Suxle Sun, so be ready.” Dean nodded his dismissal. “Until then, remember, not a word to anyone.”

      Dean watched the students disperse, including Rane and Traya, who looked over their shoulders at Rosie, and what they supposed was me, several times. When everyone was far enough away that they couldn’t hear what he said, he moved right over to Rosie and me.

      “Are you still here?” he asked me.

      “I am,” I said, still getting used to the fact that I was talking with someone outside of my immediate circle of family and Marie.

      “What happened?”

      “I don’t know, I’m sorry. I couldn’t hold the invisibility over Rosie any longer. It just stopped working.”

      He bent down to pet Rosie. This time, she didn’t flinch. “It’s all right,” he said. “If that’s the first time you did something like that, then it’s amazing that you managed it for so long. It’s just unfortunate how things worked out.”

      “Why unfortunate?” I asked, even though the sinking feeling in my chest seemed to already know.

      “Because now we have to find a way to protect Rosie, and you—and fast. If Pumpoo comes to get her, I don’t know if I’ll be able to keep her from him.”

      “But he won’t come, will he? The students said they wouldn’t tell.”

      “They did say that.”

      “You don’t believe them?”

      “It’s not that I don’t believe them, it’s that I know how well Pumpoo has taught his people to do as he wishes.”

      “And you think the students would tell?” I’d just seen them all agree to keep the secret.

      “I think it’s difficult to expect someone to do differently than they’ve been trained to do. Had the trainees been full-fledged charmers, then I’d say, without a single doubt, that our secret was safe, even with Yoon, who idolizes Pumpoo. We charmers have been through too much together, we understand we have to have each other’s backs no matter what. But the trainees don’t get this yet.”

      “They said they did. I’m young and untrained too, but I understand the importance of confidences. They can do the same.”

      “As little as I know about you at this point, I know your life couldn’t have been like anybody else’s. You’re nothing like them. Our experiences shape us. Chieftain Pumpoo has shaped them, most of them for sure. They might say they understand the need for confidences, for breaking the rule that any news must be delivered to Pumpoo immediately, but they may not feel the need for the confidence and rule breaking right here, where it matters.” Dean brought a palm to his chest. “Once you’ve been through what charmers have, you believe what your heart tells you is far more important than any man’s rules. But the trainees don’t realize this yet.”

      He turned his gaze toward where the students were still visible as they began the steep climb of the mountain trail. “Some of them might feel what we sense simply because they’re more open to it. But the others...”

      “You believe we’re in danger.”

      “I don’t believe it, I know we are.” He stood and faced me. “Unfortunately, I don’t know what to do to avoid it. As soon as Shula finishes with her class, I’ll confer with her.”

      “You don’t want to do that now?” He’d just said we were in danger. “Why wait?”

      “Because if I interrupt Shula’s class with an urgent matter, all her students will wonder. They’ll ask my students and Yoon’s if they know what happened. No, we need to wait. She’ll come see me as soon as she finishes. She’ll feel the urgency. She’ll know to come. You don’t get to be a dragon charmer for centuries without learning to feel the energy around you.”

      “So we just... wait?”

      “For now. Until Shula gets here. And in the meantime, I’m going to check out Rosie and hear all you have to tell me about yourself and your situation.”

      “You want me to tell you about myself?” My skin suddenly turned cold.

      “Absolutely. I need to learn all about you if I’m going to help you. I’ll do everything I can to protect you—”

      “You think I need protection?” The words felt rough as they left my mouth.

      “I know you do. Things have been set in motion, and they’re heading toward Pumpoo. I don’t understand much of what he’s doing, but I don’t trust him. So, do you think you need protection?”

      I nodded, forgetting he couldn’t see me. But he responded as if he had. “I’ll protect you with my life, but it would be helpful to understand who I’m risking my life for, and why.”

      “I don’t have the answers to those questions,” I said, with all the sadness I felt about it.

      “Then we’ll figure it out together. Start talking.”

      I hesitated for a moment, long enough to push away all of Mother and Father’s warnings, and then I followed my intuition. I started talking, and once I did, I wondered if I’d ever stop.
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      I’d told him everything I dared to, and probably far more than I should have—or maybe not, my intuition was humming along nicely. I stopped short of involving my family. I explained again that I’d been born into the Ooba tribe, and lived here all my life. But I omitted other details, and he didn’t press the issue. He still didn’t realize I was a twin, and Shula arrived just in time to prevent any questions I’d have to refuse to answer.

      Dean was the first to spot Shula, winding her way efficiently down the mountain trail. I only noticed her because his attention shifted from Rosie and me to the path. Some of his senses were honed far beyond mine, and my life depended on being able to feel people before they got too close.

      But Dean continued examining Rosie even after he noticed Shula. He’d demanded answers before examining the little dragon, even though I could tell he was anxious to make sure she was all right. He ran both hands along Rosie’s body, careful to skirt her injuries. “Wow, girl,” he said, “you were really lucky to survive that fall. That must’ve been really scary for you, huh?” Rosie looked up at him with those deep wells of eyes. “You must’ve fallen a really long way to get hurt this badly. Your tail almost came all the way off.”

      He addressed me. “Where did you find her?”

      “At the edge of the cliffs, the ones past the forest beyond the village.”

      “That makes a lot more sense than Rane’s story of finding her in the forest, though the cliffs are pretty far away.”

      I hurried to speak before he could bring up more about Rane—or Traya. “I like it there. Anyway, Rosie actually found me. I was sleeping when she licked my face.”

      Dean laughed when I didn’t expect him to. “I bet that woke you up nice and fast.”

      I laughed too. “It sure did. I almost pushed myself right off the cliff trying to scramble out of her way. Until I realized she was as scared as I was.”

      Dean nodded. “I don’t know if you’re aware, but dragons are incredibly resilient to injury. They can take a beating, by a dragon, and still walk away mostly unscathed. Now, with Rosie this is a little different. She’s young and her scales haven’t fully developed yet. She has less protection than most dragons. Even so, her mother must’ve pushed her off from very high up, because even with her wings underdeveloped as they are, she probably was able to use them to break her fall somewhat at least. Dragons are able to fly shortly after they’re born. Skill at flying comes with time, but they can do the basic almost right away. I think Rosie’s wings are a bit stunted. Again, remember, we’ve never been able to study dragon babies up close, and barely from far away. Mother dragons are vicious when their young are with them. There’s no way to do it.

      “Based on my calculated guess after working with dragons for... well, let’s just say a very long time, I think Rosie’s development in all areas is stunted. Beyond her injuries, which look like they’re already healing remarkably well, she looks healthy. But she isn’t like other dragons. She never will be.”

      I was thankful he hadn’t said she was deformed. Rosie had already been made to feel bad enough for her differences. There was no greater price to pay for them than intended death by her mother. I’d do everything I could to shield her from any more.

      “You’re going to be just fine, Rosie,” Dean said to her. “You’ll be recovered from your fall in no time.” He shifted his gaze to where he thought my head was. “Assuming dragons don’t hold on to trauma. If it were me, I’d be a bit sore about being launched from my family to my death.”

      Aye, as I would be. Lucky for me, my family didn’t consider that option. I might have been stuck with my own ‘differences,’ but at least my family had always wanted me as a part of it, no matter what the risk. “I’ll help her get through it even if she does. I’ll take good care of her.”

      “You’re really serious about taking care of her.”

      “Hell yeah I am,” I said, then blushed. That was a pretty forceful statement to someone who was not only my elder, but also a dragon charmer legend.

      But he chuckled, and the heat began to recede from my invisible cheeks. “Well I’m glad of your determination, at least. I could use more of that among the dragon trainees.”

      “Can I be a dragon trainee?” I spit the words out, which revealed a deep, secret desire, before thinking.

      My question surprised Dean too. He ran a hand along Rosie’s back again, and stood. “You want to train dragons?”

      Since my desire was out there, along with almost all of my other secrets, I figured there was little additional risk in complete honesty. “More than anything.” I couldn’t tell him that it was in my blood, that my father was a dragon charmer, one of the best.

      He studied me, which I imagined must be a difficult task when he couldn’t see me. But that didn’t stop him from bringing his hands to his waist, narrowing his eyes, and looking as though he could read everything about me from sharing space with me. Finally, he asked, “Do you think you could do it?”

      “I know I could.”

      “Is what you said earlier, when you let me believe you were a dragon spirit, true?”

      “Uh, what part of it? I’m sorry for leading you on with the dragon spirit thing, but you understand why I couldn’t tell you who I really was, right? Especially before deciding to trust you.”

      “I understand. I would’ve done the same thing, I suppose. And I’m asking you about when you said you might be the one who could ride a dragon.”

      “Oh. That.”

      “Aye, that. Do you think you could do it?”

      “I don’t know. It was just something I said without thinking.”

      He studied me some more. “Sometimes the things we say before thinking are more of our truth than anything else.”

      I wasn’t sure I agreed, but I didn’t say so. There was no way I was going to be the one to ride a dragon. It took dragon tamers years to be able to touch the beasts, and dragon charmers far longer than that to develop a relationship with one dragon who wouldn’t kill the charmer on sight.

      Shula was traversing the trees that separated the mountain path from the sacred pools. Dean didn’t turn to watch her approach, but he realized. I could tell by the way he hurried to ask his next question before she entered ear shot. “May I share your secret with Shula?”

      My heart thumped. I had a lot of secrets. My heart thumped again. I’d decided to trust Dean, but nearly seventeen years of habits didn’t realize that. My body was tightening as if I were about to run. I forced myself to breathe and calm myself. “Are you sure she can be trusted?”

      “Completely. She’s the person I trust most on this entire planet. I promise you, because I know her so well, that she will guard your secret and your life, as well as Rosie’s, with her own. And she’s tough, trust me on that.”

      I didn’t have to. She looked tougher than tough. She looked like she could be the one to ride a dragon, simply because she might intimidate the dragon enough that the beast would submit to her.

      Shula was walking fast and with purpose, as I imagined she did everything. She’d reach us soon.

      “May I? It will be really helpful for her to understand the full picture of what’s going on. If she doesn’t, it’ll be harder for her to help us. And I—we—need her help. If Pumpoo tries anything, there’s no one I’d rather have on our side.”

      “She’d stand with us against Pumpoo?”

      “Aye.” Absolute certainty colored that single word. “You have to tell me now. Shula doesn’t miss much.”

      Meaning, she’s almost here, and she’ll either hear us or read body language or whatever else a kick-butt dragon charmer could do.

      “What’s your decision?” Dean pressed.

      “Okay.”

      “Good,” Dean said, and turned to welcome the dragon charmer, who looked like she ate small diplomats like Pumpoo for breakfast.
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      “What’s happening?” Shula, woman of succinct expression, asked the moment she entered Dean’s hearing range.

      “You finished class early?” he asked.

      “Aye, I sensed you needed me.”

      I was amazed by what I was hearing. Shula was referring to a connection like the one I shared with Rane, the kind that I’d believed was reserved for twins.

      “And I do,” Dean said. “I need your help.”

      “Tell me,” she said, arriving at the scene, her eyes registering everything about it, including the petite dragon who remained at my feet, but who’d raised her head to look at the newcomer.

      Dean opened his mouth to start, but then shut it. Shula turned to look over her shoulder. He said, “We don’t have a lot of time. Those two will be upon us fast.”

      “Those two” were Rane and Traya, but I didn’t know whether I should tell Dean that or not. I’d already taken too many risks that might end up involving them. While I deliberated, the dragon charmers moved on without me.

      “Yoon?” Dean asked.

      “I don’t know. He wasn’t with my group,” Shula said.

      “All right. Let me get through this before those two arrive. We have a baby dragon named Rosie. From what I can tell, her mother probably pushed her off a high cliff because Rosie’s development is stunted and deformed.”

      There was that deformed word I hated. He said it with kindness, but still.

      “She probably flew some to prevent the fall from killing her, but not enough. She was found on the lower cliffs beyond the village with severe injuries, but none deadly. The worst to her tail, but she’s recovering well.”

      Shula nodded once, her eyes, green like Dean’s, sparkling with intelligence. “Who found her?”

      “Well, that’s a story right there, one I’m still figuring out. But for now, let me introduce you to Anira.”

      “Anira?” Shula looked confused, something I doubted she often was.

      “Aye. She was born into our tribe, but she’s remained hidden since birth.”

      “Where is she?”

      My voice broke as I said, “Here.”

      Shula’s head snapped over in my direction so fast I thought the woman might hurt her neck. Instinctively, her hand went to her sword. Shula looked to Dean, her expression demanding immediate explanation.

      “It’s okay. She’s one of us.”

      I couldn’t help it, a warm sort of feeling spread through my entire body, starting in my chest and ending in my extremities.

      Shula relaxed her hand from the pommel of her sword, but moved it only to her hip. “How come I can’t see her?” she asked Dean.

      I answered. “Because I’m invisible.”

      “Invisible?”

      “Aye, invisible. I always have been, I don’t understand why.”

      “Faithum,” she said, as if the answer were obvious and I the only dense one not to have arrived at the conclusion earlier.

      While I recovered from hearing such a simple explanation of my condition, Dean answered her. “Yes, I believe so too. It makes sense.”

      Shula’s shiny black hair reflected an errant beam of sunlight as she nodded. “Are you always invisible?” she asked me. “Or can you turn it on and off?”

      “Hunh. I, um, have never tried to turn it off, actually. I assumed I would always be this way.”

      “Because you didn’t realize you had faithum?”

      Shula was smart. No wonder Dean counted on her.

      “Yes, because I always believed I was a mistake without reason.”

      Shula simply harrumphed, but her hmph spoke volumes. If only I’d revealed myself to them sooner, I might not have suffered my assumption that I was a universal error for so long.

      “The two are almost here,” Dean said.

      Shula asked, “Should we hide Rosie?” I liked how the woman already referred to Rosie by name.

      “Unfortunately, there’d be no point to it. All my students already saw her.”

      Shula looked at Dean with alarm.

      “I know,” he said. “It wasn’t how I would have planned it, but it’s what happened. Now we have to deal with things as they are.”

      “They’re running down the trail, that doesn’t bode well.”

      “No, it doesn’t.” Dean drew up next to Shula. Together, they formed a human wall of protection around Rosie and me. “I have a feeling we’re not going to like what arrives with those two.”

      “Me too. I have the sense that whatever they deliver will change things in a way we can’t undo.”

      I had that feeling too. But my apprehension was different than theirs. Because I realized whatever news the two were running to deliver was likely to be bad for me, specifically.

      They were still too far up the trail for Dean and Shula to recognize, but not for me. I’d recognize them anywhere. “The two trainees are Rane and Traya, and they won’t harm us.”

      Dean and Shula both turned to look at the space I occupied. Dean asked, “You’re sure?”

      “Absolutely. They’d do anything to protect me.” I might have revealed too much, but I didn’t think it mattered any more. Whether I wanted it or not, Traya and Rane were smack dab in the middle of things. And at the rate they were tearing down the trail toward us, things weren’t looking good.
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      Rane arrived several moments before Traya, but they both arrived out of breath.

      “What is it?” Dean asked them before Traya came to a full stop. They were both bent over at the waist, hands on their knees, breathing hard.

      “Chieftain Pumpoo,” Rane said. “He’s coming. He found out about the dragon.”

      I could tell Rane and Traya were trying hard not to look over at Rosie too long, trying not to give away my existence.

      Rane and Traya would freak out if they realized Dean and Shula knew about me, but I had to tell them. I couldn’t allow them to be the only ones there not to recognize what was really going on. It wouldn’t be fair, not after all they’d sacrificed to keep me safe.

      “They know about me,” I said, but then hurried to clarify before they said something that revealed that Rane and Traya were my family, and that they’d been harboring me in secret. But I wasn’t sure how to fix it without giving it all away. “I told them I was born into the tribe, and that I’ve been invisible since birth.”

      I sensed disappointment, fear, and anguish in my twin. Traya looked like she was probably going through some of the same. My heart, which had felt more buoyant than usual as I shared myself with Dean and then Shula, beat uncomfortably in my chest. I hadn’t wanted to disappoint my siblings; their disappointment felt awful.

      Dean said, “She told us because she had to, because it’s important for the safety of our people.” I wasn’t sure how Dean connected my revelation to the safety of our people, but he appeared to sense my siblings’ reaction and mine. How, I had no idea, but he had. At the very least, he’d sensed some of it; his comment made little sense otherwise.

      He said, “You can trust Shula and me. We’re not like everyone else.”

      Well, that much was clear.

      “We’ll protect Anira and Rosie with all the skill and experience we have.”

      “Anira?” Rane whispered and looked to the spot above Rosie.

      But Dean, and not I, was the one to answer Rane’s unspoken accusation that I’d shared too much. “Aye, she told us her name and some about herself. But only about her. She didn’t involve either of you, nor did she mention you’ve been the ones harboring her.”

      Rane, Traya, and I gasped.

      Dean continued unfazed. “She didn’t implicate either of you in anything, but I can put the pieces together. You live on the edge of the village, where hardly anyone goes. On its own, that’s not suspicious, your family could just prefer solitude. But now I understand. You’ve concealed Anira, an invisible girl, since birth.”

      Neither my siblings nor I spoke. Dean was exposing our family secrets, and we stood naked before him. He was dangerously close to adding up the facts to determine that I was a twin. The only real explanation for how my mother could have birthed me without questions—because she birthed another child too, and it could be assumed that it was a single pregnancy.

      “Which means Anira is Alden’s daughter,” Shula said.

      Rane stood from his hunched position and froze. Traya’s eyes were fearful, something I couldn’t remember ever seeing from my gentle older sister before.

      Dean put a hand on Shula’s shoulder. “You’re right, my friend. These are Alden’s children.”

      “Which means we’ll do anything, anything at all, to protect them.” Shula’s words held an intense kind of ferocity. “Anything.”

      Dean’s green eyes glittered when he looked first to me, then to Rane and Traya. “We both owe Alden our lives. We weren’t able to save him or his son, your brother, Shean, but we can save you. All of you, go. Now. Leave Rosie with us and get out of here.”

      “I’m not leaving Rosie,” I said.

      “Don’t be stupid, Anira,” Rane said, and I tensed. He never called me stupid.

      “Don’t call me that,” I said, harsh as my instantly bubbling anger.

      “You can’t put a dragon before your safety.”

      “I can and I will. It’s my life.”

      Then Rane got angry too. “Is it really? It’s just your life, and the rest of us don’t suffer your decisions? I don’t suffer your decisions?”

      “She needs me, and I won’t abandon her.”

      “I need you.”

      My anger evaporated. My brother was just a big brute sometimes, but he had a good heart. “I promised her,” I said.

      “And I promised to take care of you. These are dragon charmers. If anyone can take care of her, they can.”

      “While this is all heart-warming,” Shula said without emotion, “we don’t have time for this.”

      “You need to get out of here now,” Dean said.

      “It’s too late,” Traya said. Her breathing was even again. “The chieftain already saw us.”

      “He did,” Rane said. “We left just a minute before he started down here with his entourage. There’s no doubt he saw us racing down the path ahead of him.”

      “He saw you?” I asked, injecting my voice with all the horror I felt. “But now he’ll associate you with the baby dragon who was invisible... until I couldn’t hold it any longer.”

      “Yeah, well, our choice was that or let Pumpoo surprise you all.”

      “It would have been fine. You should have stayed out of this. Pumpoo won’t harm us.”

      But no one, not even easy-going Traya, fed my wobbly hope. A sense of urgency and danger, as thick as the deep mists of the high mountains, was enveloping us. Dean and Shula had an air about them as if they were preparing for battle. It was impossible to miss, and nearly as difficult to avoid feeling.

      Dean skipped right over my hopes that Chieftain Pumpoo might be the man he presented himself to our people as, and said, “Then go hide in the forest, the other side.” He signaled with his head beyond where I stood, in the direction hardly anyone went. People came here, when the chieftain allowed, to see the sacred pools, not the trees beyond them. “Go. Now.”

      Rane and Traya moved, but I didn’t. “Rosie won’t stay without me,” I said.

      My brother and sister drew up to my side, and stopped. “It’s true,” Traya said, sounding as if this were terrible news. Was it? I couldn’t tell anymore. My life was changing so rapidly, I was having trouble keeping up.

      “He’ll spot them if they don’t leave now,” Shula, who hadn’t moved her eyes from the mountain trail, said. “He’s entering range.”

      Range of what, I didn’t know.

      Dean ordered, “Rane and Traya, you go. Hide until I come to get you. Anira, you stay, but you don’t let anyone see or hear you. Pumpoo doesn’t realize invisible girls live in his village. Even though Rosie is curled up on you, he won’t figure it out. He’ll just think the dragon is afraid. He likes people and animals being afraid of him. He’ll go with that conclusion. Shula and I will figure out what to do as we go. And if we’re lucky, the chieftain will just be coming here to see the oddity of a runt of a baby dragon, and nothing more.”

      Not one of us there looked like we felt that lucky.

      Dean turned to face the chieftain, who was easy to spot even among the crowd that arrived with him. For once, I was glad for his colorful shade and clothing.

      “Rane and Traya,” he said without turning, “you’d better not still be here. If you care for your sister, the best thing you can do is leave, that way the chieftain can’t associate you with her. He won’t see her. Now, get out of here.”

      Rane kissed my cheek as he passed, something he hadn’t done since we were children. I smiled a frightened smile he probably didn’t see, and told them both, “I’ll be fine, we’ll all be fine. I’ll come find you soon.”

      I heard them start to pick their way across the forest floor. When I turned to look for them, they were gone.

      Believing them safe, I watched the chieftain grow closer. Dean and Shula didn’t say a word as they waited. Whatever was about to happen, Pumpoo was going to set the terms. I tried to shake the heavy sense of foreboding away with little success. My instincts were rarely wrong. And just then, I was scared.
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      As the chieftain and his entourage approached, I had time to think. Neither Dean nor Shula spoke while Pumpoo drew nearer, and they certainly didn’t look over their shoulders at me. They even ignored Rosie, and I suspected that was because they didn’t want to draw any more attention to her than necessary. Of course, if that was the case, it was a wasted wish. Pumpoo would go straight to see the dragon in our midst. Any tribesperson would. Every Ooba, even the invisible ones, had been raised almost to revere the dragons, and we didn’t get to see them up close.

      While Pumpoo, beneath an orange shade, wove his way down the mountain, the crowd behind him grew larger, its numbers increasing after each bend. The Ooba people revered him. I was certain I’d seen energy transferring from the dragon trainees to Pumpoo just the day before, but it was possible the energy transference had occurred all on its own, simply because his people gave them their personal power.

      It was further possible that Pumpoo put the well-being of the Ooba people at the forefront, as he often claimed to do. After all, he’d been guiding our people for centuries, as his ancestors had done before him. Just because I didn’t like the man didn’t mean he concealed nefarious purposes behind his colorful wardrobe. It could just be that he wasn’t my type, but that he still desired to advance what was best for our tribe, even if I didn’t always agree with the means he used to achieve it.

      I could be wrong about all of it. Pumpoo could be coming to see Rosie because he’s as curious as the rest of us. We sacrifice so much to protect dragons, yet we rarely see them. It makes perfect sense that Pumpoo would want to see Rosie.

      By the time Pumpoo finally entered the clearing in front of the sacred pools, I’d decided to be open -minded and give him a chance. No person was perfect, and we were in this struggle of survival together. Every single one of the Ooba people worked toward fulfilling our purpose of protecting the dragons so that they might endure. We endured too, in the shadows of the beasts. We might all be different, but we were all on the same team. Pumpoo just happened to be its leader.

      He drew to a pause next to Dean and Shula, who bowed their heads as was expected of them. “Your Greatness,” Dean said.

      “Good morning, Dean, Shula. I hear we have a baby dragon.”

      “Aye, an injured baby dragon.”

      Pumpoo looked beyond the dragon charmers. He spotted Rosie right away and smiled. Even though I tried not to react, his smile sent a shiver through my body. Rosie felt it, and started to turn to look up at me. I hurried to bring a hand to her head and still her. “Shh,” I said so softly that no one else in the clearing could hear me. “It’s all right, Rosie girl. Shh.”

      She curled back in on herself and plopped her head down on my boots. I hoped no one would notice the slight lift in her head, because most of the people who crowded behind our chieftain peered curiously at Rosie.

      It’s all right, I told myself. Just because you don’t like a man doesn’t mean he’s evil. But when I looked at his smile again, my greatest urge was to look away. I continued petting Rosie, though I was no longer sure whom I was trying to soothe, her or myself.

      Pumpoo brought his attention back to the charmers, and I breathed out in relief. “Why did I not find out about the dragon from you?” His voice was even and calm, but my whole body tensed with a sense of danger. So much for remaining open minded. He said, “It was your obligation to tell me right away.”

      So Dean had been right, and the dragon trainees weren’t to be trusted. It hadn’t taken long for one of them to spill our secret.

      “Of course, Your Greatness,” Dean said, “I’m well aware of my obligations. I wished only to examine the creature before coming to you with the news. If I’d allowed the dragon to perish because I left her to go tell you, I would never have forgiven myself.”

      “So your duty was to the dragon first?” It sounded like a simple question, but it was far from it. Shula’s body was as tense as I imagined it must be before battle.

      “As a member of the Ooba tribe, and especially as a dragon charmer, my sworn duty is to protect the dragons. I didn’t realize you would arrive before I had the chance to tell you of the dragon. My thought was only to secure her well-being since her condition was urgent.”

      “You could have sent a messenger to tell me. Any of the dragon trainees that were with you at the time would have sufficed.”

      “Indeed, they would have relayed the message well, no doubt. I wasn’t thinking about delivery of the message because I intended to tell you myself. Once I made sure the dragon was well and her injuries tended to.”

      “So the dragon is a female.” I didn’t understand why Pumpoo’s statement spread terror through me, but it did. My petting of Rosie became more frantic.

      “Aye, the dragon is a female,” Dean said slowly, as if he too were searching for the reason why Pumpoo’s focus on the fact should feel so terrifying.

      “And is she now stable and recovering? I take it a couple of dragon charmers were able to handle her level of injury.”

      I trained my gaze on Dean’s back. He could not tell Pumpoo that my family had treated Rosie’s injuries.

      “The dragon is recovering well. She’s healing at a remarkable rate, as I believe most dragons do.”

      “Excellent, most excellent indeed.” Chieftain Pumpoo shifted his attention back to Rosie. I stilled my hand on her hand and slowly started to withdraw it. Even at this distance, if someone were to look closely, they might make out the distortions my invisible hand caused.

      “Yes, it’s a relief that she’s doing so well.”

      There was so much more information that Dean could have given Pumpoo. He could have explained her mother’s rejection, her fall, her name even. But Dean seemed to be giving only those responses necessary to appease the chieftain. Dean had done everything right since Pumpoo’s arrival, and yet what I read between the lines was loud and clear: He didn’t trust the man. Neither did I despite my attempts to do so.

      “Is she safe to approach?” Chieftain Pumpoo asked, nestled between Jore and another emissary, who held the orange shade above the shorter man’s head.

      “I wouldn’t recommend it, Your Greatness. Though she hasn’t shown any aggression toward us, she’s still a dragon. I don’t wish for you to expose yourself to such great danger. If she were to do something violent, which is within her dragon nature to do, I wouldn’t want you to be at risk of being hurt.”

      Chieftain Pumpoo looked annoyed, until Dean added, “Your Greatness is too valuable to our people to take such a chance. Risking my life is part of my job, and what I’ve trained to do. Allow me to put myself at risk so that you may avoid it—for the sake of our people.”

      Pumpoo said, “I appreciate your concern for me, but I must be strong for the Ooba people. This is the first live dragon we’ve ever had among us, and I believe it’s my responsibility to spend time with her to discover more about our purpose as a whole. Guiding the Ooba people is my duty, and I take it seriously. If the Something Greater has sent us a dragon, then I must interpret the message intended for me to understand.

      “You’re to bring her to my home. I’ve installed the necessary precautions to protect myself from the dangers of a dragon. There I can work with her without pressure, and if it’s necessary, I can bring seers in to spend time with her as well. It’s necessary to discern what the Something Greater intends by sending this dragon to us, and that’s my job. I take it that she’s able to travel. She can make it up the mountain trail to my home?”

      “With all due respect, Your Greatness, it isn’t possible to keep a dragon inside a home, if for no other reason that the dragon, however docile, will eventually set fire to it.”

      “I have all precautions already in place. There’s no danger I haven’t accounted for. I read your reports, dragon charmer. I know what to do to deal with dragons. And this one is a baby, a deformed one at that. She won’t have the usual strength of a dragon.”

      “But—”

      “But nothing. Do as I’ve asked you. With Shula’s help, you should be able to manage it, right? Or do I need to call in some of the other dragon charmers to do your job for you?”

      There was a drawn-out pause where Pumpoo and Dean locked in a stare down. But Dean finally said, “Shula and I can do it. We’ll bring the dragon to your home, Your Greatness.”

      “Good.”

      Dean and Shula stood there, looking remarkably stoic. I, however, was freaking out, and doing all I could not to scream at Pumpoo that he couldn’t have my dragon friend. And after that, I wanted to scream at Dean and Shula, because how could they agree to bring Rosie to the chieftain? It didn’t matter a bit that I already knew the answer.

      “Well?” Chieftain Pumpoo said.

      “Well what, Your Greatness?” Dean said.

      “You aren’t moving.”

      “No, we’re waiting for you to leave, so that we show you the respect you deserve while you’re here.”

      “I’m not leaving without the dragon. You’re coming with us. Right now.”

      I swallowed hard, and discovered my throat was dry. My hand shook as I tried to reassure Rosie. But there was no one to reassure me.
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      Everything happened too fast. Once the chieftain demanded that Dean, Shula, and Rosie go with him, there was no way to delay without causing more problems. Rane and Traya were somewhere in the forest beyond the pools. I couldn’t tell if they were close enough to overhear—most likely they weren’t—but there was no opportunity to explain my sudden absence. When Dean and Shula started going through the motions of leading Rosie away, I had to go with them. Rosie still wasn’t going anywhere without me.

      I had to move more carefully than ever before in my life. Not only did I have to disguise the sound and sight of my footsteps, but I had to make sure no one could knock into me in a crowd of people, and that Rosie’s continuous nearness to me would go unnoticed, with the bright sunlight shining all over me. Rosie was walking so close that she nearly tangled in my legs on several occasions. I hoped the crowd would attribute her unusual movements to her stunted, atypical form. They’d never seen a baby dragon before, and they’d never seen a dragon like Rosie.

      Dean and Shula walked to either side of Rosie and me, doing what they could to protect my presence. “Stay away, people,” Dean would say at regular intervals, “dragons are dangerous, even baby ones. We don’t want any injuries today.”

      Shula didn’t say a word, but whenever anyone drew too close, she spread her arms wide and advanced. Anyone with thoughts of coming closer soon forgot them in the shadow of the looming dragon charmer.

      Dean and Shula’s interference helped, and with a bit of luck, I managed to make it all the way to the chieftain’s residence without revealing my existence. It helped that the people were distracted by the excitement of the dragon. I managed to hold onto the secret I’d maintained all my life for a while longer.

      While we walked up the treacherous mountain path, with all the things I needed to be mindful of, I barely gave any thought to what would happen once we arrived at the chieftain’s house. But once we did arrive, the chieftain ordered the people away under the pretense that the dragon charmers needed to secure the dragon, and we were left alone with the chieftain and his emissaries before I’d had the chance to prepare for what he might do—not that it would have mattered much, anyway. He was the chieftain of our tribe, and I was but a girl, an invisible one at that. Even Dean and Shula would be forced to do whatever he commanded.

      And he got right to the commanding part. “Jore will lead you down to the area I’ve set aside for the dragon. I assumed you’d want to be near the dragon to fulfill your duty to protect her, so your accommodations will be with the beast. As a baby, with both deformities and injuries, she’ll require more care. This way, you’ll be positioned to give her what she needs.”

      “Very well,” Dean said while Jore moved to lead us all. “You had time to prepare these accommodations since you learned of the dragon? I only discovered her a short time ago.”

      “A good leader of his people must be prepared for anything. Besides, I work with seers. I know things long before others do. It’s part of my job.”

      “I understand,” Dean said, and it sounded like he was understanding a whole lot more than what the chieftain was saying with his words. “In that case, since you’ve set up the accommodations so that I’ll be near the dragon, then I think it will better serve our people if Shula returns to the Dragon Force. I’ve already developed a good connection to the baby dragon, and she seems manageable. I’d feel better about things if Shula were out there teaching the dragon trainees and preparing them to move forward. She can incorporate my group of students with hers and continue lessons so that we don’t lose any time.”

      Chieftain Pumpoo seemed to be considering it.

      “If we need to find someone capable of riding a dragon, then we need to continue lessons and progress in the Dragon Force. If I’m not there to do it, there’s no one better to take my place than Shula.”

      “And Yoon? He seems sensible and plenty capable.” Yoon also came close to idolizing the chieftain. “He could take over both of your groups for classes. It’s more likely that the dragon rider will be one among the dragon charmers, anyway, not the new inductees.”

      “Maybe. But no one in the dragon charmers has even come close to riding a dragon, not even Shula or me. Dragons resist this more than any other intervention. We’ve tried.”

      “Then this dragon might hold a key to riding dragons. The work with this dragonling is as important as working with the inductees. No, I think you and Shula will both stay here. Yoon will take over.”

      “Your Greatness, I respectfully ask that you reconsider. I’ll be at greater ease if Shula is handling the Dragon Force, and I’ll be better able to focus on my work with the dragonling.”

      “I don’t need to reconsider. I’ve made up my mind. You and Shula will stay and focus entirely on the dragon.”

      “But—”

      “Are you questioning my judgment, dragon charmer?”

      Dean hesitated just long enough that I thought he might speak the truth. But he chose caution instead. “I mean only respect, Your Greatness, and to do what is best for our people. I will do as you wish, as will Shula.”

      “Good. Keep your focus on the dragonling, and everything will go well,” the chieftain said. I had no doubt he meant everything would go well for him. “Now, go with Jore. I have other matters to attend to.”

      Jore started to lead Dean and Shula, who continued to walk on either side of Rosie so I would be protected, to the back of the house.

      “Dean,” the chieftain said from beneath his orange shade.

      “Your Greatness?”

      “I expect that your oversight in informing me of the dragon right away won’t happen again. You will deliver any news to me first and right away, is that understood?”

      “Of course. I understand.” Dean’s “I understand” sounded a whole lot like the one I gave Mother. Just because he understood didn’t mean he agreed. The chieftain started to walk away when Dean stopped him. “Your Greatness?”

      Pumpoo turned, and the two emissaries that carried his shade turned with him. “Yes?” It was neither a patient nor a gentle kind of yes.

      “Will you kindly tell us what it is exactly that you hope us to achieve in working with this dragonling? So that we can focus on accomplishing this goal as rapidly as possible?”

      Pumpoo studied Dean, then Shula, before saying, “Your focus should be on finding a way to charm dragons sufficiently that they’ll allow you—or someone else—to ride them. And you should discover any link this dragonling might have to faithum.”

      “Faithum?” Shula broke her silence to ask about the art that was forbidden to our people—by the chieftain.

      “Yes, faithum. Faithum is dangerous, as dangerous as dragons, if not more, which is why I’ve forbidden it. But if the dragons possess faithum, we can’t ignore that. We have to understand it so that if we need to wield it against our enemies, we can. King Oderon’s raiders could invade our lands again at any time. Or the twins the seer saw could walk across the rock plains. Or the dragons could turn against us. Any matter of threat could descend upon our people at any time. Do I want to use faithum? Absolutely not. Do I believe it’s a terrible risk to take? Yes. But if anyone will take the greatest risk of all for our people, it will be me.”

      Dean and Shula’s green eyes were wide with restrained reaction. The chieftain was lying, and I didn’t need the centuries of experience of the dragon charmers to figure that out.

      Shula asked, “What makes you believe the dragons have faithum, or that faithum even exists?” The charmer with her fierce demeanor and severe braid down her back didn’t possess the smooth diplomacy of her friend. Dean hurried to take over. “Shula asks, I’m sure, because the information would be helpful to deliver what you ask of us. We’ve never looked for faithum before, as it was forbidden.”

      Again, Pumpoo studied Dean and Shula while he appeared to deliberate. After he seemed to reach some conclusion, he said, “I know faithum exists, and that the dragons have it, because I feel faithum.”

      Dean and Shula stiffened. Rosie, between them, sensed the shift in their bodies and looked from one to the other and then to me. Thankfully, the chieftain was too busy pinning the charmers in his stare to notice.

      “Because I sense faithum, I know better than anyone how dangerous it is. That’s why I forbade it. To spare all my people from the terrible dangers of this magic of old. I need to understand more about faithum, how to access more of it, to further protect our people from it.”

      Ah. Finally. The truth comes out. He wants to access more of it. The chieftain was dangerous enough already without amassing more power, more... faithum. It seemed insane even as I thought it. I’d barely allowed myself to consider the possibility of faithum all this time, even being the way I was. And then since I revealed myself to Dean, two of the strongest men of our tribe had admitted to the existence of faithum.

      Faithum. It was a thought I had every intention of wrapping my mind around.

      The chieftain continued. “Now you understand why you must perform your work in isolation. No one can find out about faithum nor any advancement we make in it through work with the dragon. No one can hear rumors or draw assumptions.”

      “We understand,” Dean said, and his face told me that he understood even more than I did, far more than what the chieftain was outwardly revealing.

      “If you have no more questions, follow Jore. We all have work to do, and the sooner we do it, the better off our people will be. I’ll check on your progress later.”

      Before Dean or Shula had the chance to respond, the chieftain turned again and started to walk away. When his back was to them, a look of ferocious intent settled across Dean’s face—for just a quick moment, long enough for me to hope the charmer had a plan that would save us from the chieftain. Because the chieftain was brewing some terrible plan. I didn’t bother trying to have an open mind or hope the leader of the Ooba people wasn’t the charlatan I was rapidly becoming convinced he was.

      “Follow me,” Jore said and set a quick pace to the backside of the house. Dean and Shula exchanged looks, but followed. I led Rosie behind them.

      “I didn’t realize there was anything back here,” Dean said.

      “That’s because it wasn’t your business to know,” Jore said. He led us past the house and onto a faint, narrow trail through the trees behind the chieftain’s house. He lived at the edge of the village, just as my family did, only on the opposite side. It never occurred to me that the chieftain, like us, might have something to hide.

      “There’s something this far away from the village?” Dean asked after we’d walked a bit.

      Jore didn’t answer, until he said. “We’re here.”

      “Here where?” Shula asked.

      “Your accommodations.”

      “Our accommodations?” Dean said. “Are you serious?”

      “Deadly.”

      “Then where the hell are these accommodations?” Dean sounded angry. I took comfort in his anger, I allowed it to wash over me and take the place of my fear. Anger was better than fear, especially when a big, fierce, muscular dragon charmer of legend backed it up.

      “Here,” Jore said again, this time with a malicious sneer. He bent over to dust leaves off what looked very much like a trapdoor... to a trap.

      “You’re kidding me.”

      “Not a bit.” I’d never had reason to dislike Jore—until then. He finished dusting off the trapdoor and pulled it open. “The Great Chieftain Pumpoo asks that you leave your weapons here before entering.”

      “And why would we do that?” Dean asked.

      “Because your chieftain orders it, of course.”

      “I’m in the habit of thinking for myself.” Dean’s anger was back, and so were his borderline treasonous statements.

      “The Chieftain Pumpoo doesn’t share his reasoning with me.”

      “I’ll bet he doesn’t.”

      Jore scowled. “I follow orders, as should you. Everything the great chieftain decides is for the good of the Ooba people. Now, leave your weapons, or I’ll be forced to go get the chieftain and tell him you refuse to follow his orders.”

      When neither Dean nor Shula moved, Jore said, “What’s it going to be? Just remember that the chieftain will put you to death for defying a direct order in contravention of the people’s well-being.”

      Both Jore and the chieftain liked throwing around ideas about the well-being of the Ooba people. I was getting the sinking feeling they no longer knew what that was, if they ever had.

      “What are you getting out of this?”

      “Why whatever do you mean? I simply follow orders.”

      “Cut the crap, Jore. What’s he giving you?”

      “Unlike you, I don’t require reward or reason to follow the chieftain’s orders.”

      Dean glared until Jore snapped, “I’m the chieftain’s closest adviser. You figure it out with your great reputation and legendary prowess.” Jore spit out the accolades like insults. “If you’re so great, you figure it out, figure it all out. You’ll have plenty of time to think, that’s for sure.” He laughed, and it was a sound nearly as ugly as any I’d heard the chieftain make. “Last chance. Give me your weapons, or I’ll tell the chieftain and the execution officer.”

      Shula looked to Dean. Only when he started to slowly unfasten his belt, sheaths, and scabbards did she do the same.

      “I expect every single weapon back in perfect condition,” Shula said as she placed her weapons belt on the ground. She stood the same height as Jore, but I would have bet all I had that she could take him down, and keep him down, without breaking a sweat. “Or you’ll answer to me.”

      Jore twitched before holding his head high and saying, “Nothing will happen to your weapons while you’re in there.”

      “I expect them back,” she said.

      “You’ll have them back when the chieftain approves.”

      “I’d expect nothing less from you.”

      Jore looked as if he couldn’t tell if the warrior woman had insulted him or not. “Leave all your weapons on the ground. I’ll collect them after I close the door. Now get in.”

      Dean, hands on his unfastened weapons belt, holding it in place, moved toward the door and looked down. “How exactly do you expect us to get a dragon, who weighs far more than any of us, down a ladder?”

      “That’s not my problem.”

      Dean took a step toward Jore. “Then whose problem is it?”

      “Yours,” Jore said, his chest puffed out. “Get moving, or I’ll tell the chieftain.”

      “You’ll tell him what exactly? That we have no way to get a dragon down a freaking ladder?” Dean huffed. “This is ridiculous. We’re not doing this. Shula, take your weapons back.”

      Shula reached, but Jore was closer. He pulled one of her knives and held it in front of her face. “Stop, or I’ll cut you.”

      Shula didn’t look frightened in the least. If anything, she looked energized, like he was finally giving her something she could work with.

      “I mean it,” he said.

      “What are you going to do?” Dean asked. “No one’s here to back you up, and the chieftain is long gone by now.”

      “You don’t think the chieftain didn’t anticipate your resistance, do you? The two most fearsome charmers?” The deranged smile was back. Chieftain Pumpoo chose quite the crew. “He thought you might resist.”

      “He did, did he?” Dean said, taking a step toward Jore and the knife he pointed at Shula.

      “Oh yes. He authorized me to deliver a message for him.”

      “How kind of him.”

      “If you don’t get down there with the dragon, without your weapons, he’ll take out someone you care about.”

      “Shula and I don’t have families. There’s no one for him to threaten.”

      “Oh, that’s where you’re mistaken. The chieftain has plenty of leverage.”

      “We’re listening. Spit it out already.”

      “If you don’t get in there, he’ll take out one dragon trainee for each time you refuse.”

      “And by ‘take out,’ you mean kill?”

      “Aye.”

      “Kill?” Shula said. “The chieftain would openly kill his people?”

      “Oh, I’m sure it won’t come off that way. The chieftain is skilled at what he does. He’s brilliant.”

      “So you’re not pretending anymore, huh?” Dean asked. “No more the great and mighty Pumpoo who sacrifices everything for his people. No more fake smiles and speeches.”

      “The chieftain is a great man. His vision for the Ooba people is beyond what little minds like yours are capable of comprehending. If he puts on a show, it’s only to bring about the greater good for all.”

      Dean shook his head. “He has even you fooled.”

      “He does not. It is you who are fooled, and I’m out of patience. Are you going to be responsible for the death of young students of the Dragon Force?”

      “No, I am not. You are the one who’s chosen to share responsibility for the chieftain’s actions. So go tell him if you must, and tell him you’ve shared his real intentions while you’re at it.”

      “Oh, I haven’t shared his real intentions. Not even close. You have no idea what he’s capable of, or what he’ll manage to achieve. No idea. You’ve never glimpsed his brilliance as I have. Too bad you won’t be around to see any of it.”

      Even though Jore scrambled to cover up, I could tell he hadn’t meant to say that last bit.

      “We won’t be around to see any of it? Is that why you’re telling us all this now, because the chieftain intends to get rid of us?”

      Jore didn’t respond. He’d said too much.

      “And what, the chieftain is planning on killing the dragonling too?”

      “I don’t need to tell you anything more, and I won’t. Get in. Now. And give me your weapons belt.”

      “After what you told us, why would I do that?”

      “Because the chieftain orders it, so you must.” Jore was out of arguments.

      “If you’d like to take my weapons, go ahead.” Dean stretched his arms out to the side, making me duck and hurry to move out of the way. His weapons belt didn’t slide down as I expected it would. He’d refastened it when I hadn’t noticed.

      Jore looked at him, and then at Shula. “Just get in. I’m going to get the chieftain.”

      “Good for you,” Dean said, holding Jore’s jumpy eyes.

      In one smooth step, Shula bent to retrieve one of her knives, and hit Jore in the back of the skull with its pommel. Even pointing a blade at her, he hadn’t stood a chance. He crumbled to the ground, the blade falling from his hand, and a foot hanging over the edge of the trapdoor, where only a deep and plunging darkness rose to greet him.

      “Wha... What did you do that for?” I asked. Jore couldn’t hear me anymore. He couldn’t do much of anything. His mouth hung open as if he were in a deep sleep.

      “If we went down there, we’d never come out,” Dean said, as if he’d realized Shula was going to knock Jore out all along. “They would’ve killed us sooner or later.”

      Shula was already refastening her weapons belt.

      “Really?” I asked, even though I’d heard Jore threaten dragon trainees with death.

      “Without a doubt. You don’t survive the constant danger of death everyday like we have without learning to feel when it’s coming. They would’ve killed us for sure. Which can only mean one thing.”

      “Pumpoo is getting ready to do something bad, very bad,” Shula said. “So bad that he doesn’t want us around to protect against it.”

      “Exactly. And you know what that means, don’t you?”

      Shula appeared to. I had no freaking idea. “What? What does that mean?”

      “We’re going to take Chieftain Pumpoo down before he can do whatever he means to do.”

      “Precisely,” Shula said. “We’re all that stand in the way of Pumpoo and his evil machinations.”

      “We?”

      “Oh yes,” Dean said. “You didn’t think you weren’t a part of this, did you?”

      I’d been kind of hoping....

      “Because there are no such things as accidents,” he continued. “You have faithum, and the chieftain claims he does too.”

      I waited for the next unbelievable statement to pass the lips of these hardened dragon charmers.

      “We’ll fight faithum with faithum,” Shula said. “You’ll teach us how.”

      “Me? How on O will I do that?”

      “Where there’s a will, there’s a way.” She smiled the first smile I’d ever seen on her face. “All we have to do is find it.”

      “That’s right. Come on, Anira. We have a battle to prepare for.”

      “We do?”

      “The chieftain will come at us with nothing less than his all.”

      “Finally,” Shula said. “We get to fight out in the open. I couldn’t stand Pumpoo’s game of secrets. Fighting out in the open, now that’s something I can do.”

      “True. There’s no one better at it than you,” Dean said.

      “Except, perhaps, you.”

      “True, true. Come on, Anira, catch up,” Dean said, sounding all too jovial.

      “Wait, what about Jore?” I asked. “Are we just going to leave him here?”

      “You know what, you have a good point. I figured he’d be out long enough to give us the time we need, but better to take more time than less.” Dean moved back to the emissary’s side, and rolled him through the trapdoor. Jore landed with a loud, painful-sounding thump. Dean pulled the trapdoor shut and latched it closed. “That’ll buy us time to gather what we need and get out of the village.”

      “Who we need, you mean,” Shula said.

      “That too.”

      The charmers marched purposefully ahead while my brain struggled to catch up. When they noticed I wasn’t right behind them, and so neither was Rosie, they stopped. Dean said, “Don’t worry, we saw this coming. We’re ready for it.” Even though he couldn’t see me, he must have sensed my concern. I wouldn’t have been surprised if it was oozing off me in tangible waves.

      “You are?”

      “Absolutely. We’ve got this. Now come on. We have to move.” Dean successfully brought an arm to my shoulders, and led me as he walked, Rosie immediately behind me. “Just trust and believe in your faithum.”

      It seemed as if I was being given little choice. It was either quake in my boots with fear, just as the chieftain would want, or believe in faithum—something that had been forbidden to me all my life.

      Even if I hadn’t planned it, I’d already made my choice. Each step forward brought me closer to a future free of the chieftain’s tyranny and a constant threat of death. Each step brought me closer to understanding myself and why I was the way I was, so different from everyone else, even my twin.

      For the first time in my life, I felt as if I might soon be ready to be seen. After a life lived in the shadows, I was ready to step into the light. And as I walked next to the dragon charmers and a small dragon that was as unique as I was, I glimmered, and for the briefest of moments, my invisibility fell. I walked as a member of the Ooba tribe, strong and proud, ready to take on the world and my role in it, for all to see.

      Only no one noticed my moments of visibility. Our eyes were trained forward, toward the path that would deliver us somewhere unknown, but toward the honoring of who we were (the only path ever worth walking). Together, Dean, Shula, Rosie, and I were a force to be reckoned with, even if Pumpoo didn’t know it yet.

      I might not have known where I was going, but finally, I was moving forward with strength. I wasn’t a mistake, I was a gift. I wasn’t a burden, I was a weapon in taking on Pumpoo and setting right all he’d done wrong.

      Pumpoo claimed he wasn’t afraid of anything, but he should be afraid of me. Because I was finished being afraid. I wouldn’t cower any longer. I was ready to be all I was capable of becoming.
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      For my grandmother, Elsa,

      who was able to see what others couldn’t

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Sometimes all that stands in your way is you.

      

      

      
        
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      Something startled me from a deep sleep. I reached out for my twin, Rane, but he wasn’t there. Instead, I touched soft, silky flesh that didn’t feel human. I froze until the first wave of reality hit me: Rosie, the dragon I’d sworn to protect.

      I barely breathed while I strained my ears to pick out the sounds beyond those of the forest and the splashing water of the sacred pools. Something had woken me, and whatever it was meant trouble. My body tensed, and the cool air of the summer caressed my skin with electricity.

      Rosie sensed something too. She lifted her head, with its stunted snout, and flicked her forked tongue into the air above me. She was a baby, but she was still a dragon, and I wanted to ask her what she smelled in the nighttime air.

      But I didn’t. I didn’t dare reveal my presence. Beyond a small dragon lying curled against my side, there was nothing else to give me away. There weren’t many who’d imagine that an invisible girl walked among the Ooba people. Besides, the large, ancient trees above us blocked most of the rays of the Auxle Sun, the weaker of the two. Without the sunlight illuminating my edges, there was no chance the intruder would spot me.

      And it was an intruder. I didn’t know what made me so certain of the fact, but there it was, one of those certainties I’d learned not to question. My intuition had saved my life more than once. I had the feeling I’d be relying on it more and more over the next several days—or however long it would take us to resolve the issue of Chieftain Pumpoo and his deceit of our people.

      I registered the subtle sound of leaves crunching underfoot. Any one of the people Rosie and I shared this clearing with could have crushed leaves as they woke to relieve themselves. But it didn’t feel like that’s what it was. I wrapped my arms around Rosie’s neck and hugged her tightly.

      I scanned the clearing, looking outward among the thick trees beyond it. Dean, the legendary dragon charmer, would have posted sentries while the rest of us slept. As little as I trusted the chieftain, Dean trusted him less. He wouldn’t take our safety for granted.

      I didn’t see any sentries, but then, maybe I wouldn’t. Every single person who rested in this clearing was far more skilled than I was. I’d become a member of this force of resistance by default, because there was no one alive who was the way I was. Chieftain Pumpoo and his minions would kill me on sight—if they ever saw me, which they couldn’t.

      But while I couldn’t be seen, I could be touched. Another sound, so soft if I’d been sleeping I wouldn’t have noticed it, crunched in the night.

      I turned my head and scanned the clearing and the trees surrounding it. At first sweep, I noticed nothing out of the ordinary. Men and a few women slept on the ground, wrapped in blankets. It was just as it’d been for days.

      I swept my sight across the shadows again, and just as I decided there was nothing, and I should go back to sleep, I noticed something. A dark smudge moving through the darkness. Moving toward Rosie and me.

      I wanted to scream, to wake every member of the Dragon Force who slept. They’d know what to do. After all, they were the professionals, even if they were trained to deal with dragons and not men. But how much could dealing with the fiercest of beasts differ from confronting a man? Well, I guessed it probably was pretty different, but compared to dragons, who’d kill you a thousand different ways, it seemed as if a man should be no problem.

      Only, the more I watched the man’s approach, the more rigid my body became. The more I wanted to grab Rosie—an impossibility; she weighed much more than I—and run.

      The man was perhaps not a man at all. He skimmed the shadows like he was a part of them, as if he were both a part of this world, and not. A bit like me.

      He was picking his way across through the trees around the clearing. Where were the sentries, and why weren’t they doing anything? As useful as it would be to alert the others to the danger among us, I would also be alerting the intruder to my presence. And it was likely he didn’t know about me yet. Hardly anyone did, and I aimed to keep it that way. That’s how I survived, by skirting the same shadows with which the intruder was melding.

      But he was close, too close. I squeezed Rosie. My heart thumped so loudly I soon wouldn’t be able to hear any sounds beyond the whooshing of my pulse through my head. Rosie squirmed in my hold, but I didn’t loosen my grip. I wanted to whisper words of reassurance and comfort, but I had none. I was terrified, but would do nothing to reveal myself.

      Ba-bum. Ba-bum. Ba-bum. I tried to focus beyond my beating heart, but I’d never felt more helpless, and this was after seventeen years of feeling like my life was beyond my control.

      Then the thought arrived like a flash of light in the darkness. Dean. I had a connection with Dean, one I didn’t quite understand. But he sensed me. Would he sense me now, in my moments of panic, when he was probably asleep? I had no idea, but I had to try. If not, I’d have to scream, and then the shadow that seemed to hunt us like prey would discover me, as would all the members of the Dragon Force.

      Dean! Help, there’s someone here! I called out through the waves of my mind. But as the words left me, I realized they wouldn’t reach him. I was too unsettled. I would accomplish nothing with the rising panic inside.

      I focused on calming my breath, and settling the erratic beating of my heart. Dean! Wake up! There’s an intruder.

      But again, it didn’t work. I could tell even though I’d never tried this form of communication before, not even with my twin, who felt me in a way no one else did.

      I needed to be calmer. I needed to trust myself more. I watched the stranger advance a few more careful paces toward me, and then I closed my eyes. I couldn’t stand not watching danger advance, and I flung them right open.

      But no, it was the only way. I had to do this, or reveal my secret, and deliver myself to even greater danger.

      I closed my eyes again, and fought the impulse to open them. I aligned myself with the rhythm of my breath. Then I merged with the whooshing of my pulse in my head. I could do this. Hadn’t Dean and Shula, the female warrior as fierce as him, told me I had faithum—that magic that Pumpoo had forbidden to our people?

      If I had faithum, then I could do this. All I needed to do was believe. It should be easy, right? It felt anything but; I’d do it anyway. I had to find the way. I was finished feeling like a victim of my life circumstances. I was born invisible when no one else was. I was one half of forbidden twins, who’d be killed if discovered. Instead of the burden I’d always believed these two points to be, I was determined to see them as gifts. Being a twin when there were no others on Planet Origins was the greatest blessing of all. I was connected to Rane in a way I couldn’t imagine being connected to anyone else.

      I wasn’t a curse, I was a blessing. I wasn’t a freak, I was special. And I could do this. I’d be damned if I failed these people because I was incapable of believing in myself, in the notion that I, inconsequential girl, could be powerful, could have a purpose far beyond any I’d ever imagined.

      I wasn’t sure if I was calm enough to reach Dean, but I was going to believe I was. I was going to believe until I became all I was meant to become. And there was no time like the present, with a shadow lurking toward Rosie.

      Dean! Wake up! There’s someone here, skirting the shadows, and he’s heading toward Rosie and me.

      There, I’d done it. I wasn’t quite sure how I knew it’d worked, but I did. Dean had heard me.

      I allowed myself to open my eyes again. I immediately lost whatever calm I’d managed to achieve. The shadow lurker was too close. I didn’t think it had taken me long to reach out to Dean, but it must’ve taken longer than I realized. He was a dragon’s length away—not a dragon’s length like Rosie, who was both a baby and a runt, but like a real, full-grown adult, with all their terrifying claws, sharp tails, and reaching fire. It still wasn’t far enough.

      Maybe I hadn’t reached Dean as I thought I had. Maybe I’d failed. He didn’t answer back, and I hadn’t heard a single movement from the area in which he slept.

      Resignation settled across me like a damp blanket. I’d revealed my existence to Dean and Shula after a lifetime of keeping the secret. Now I’d have to reveal myself to a portion of the Dragon Force. After that, there was no reining the secret in. No matter how much I trusted the men and women who’d amassed to oppose Pumpoo—and I trusted them mostly because Dean and Shula did—I wouldn’t be able to contain my secret. My invisibility would blow their minds wide open, and that reaction would be too difficult to control.

      I took a deep breath and opened my mouth to scream. Just as I let the start of it loose, a heavy thump silenced me.

      I waited, my heart going crazy in my throat. My eyes trained on the shadows where I’d last seen the intruder, I finally noticed movement. I barely made out the outlines of a man hovering above the lump that was now the trespasser, but I realized it was Dean. No one else moved with the same stealth, efficiency of movement, and a self-assurance I envied.

      Dean crouched over the man, ran his hands across him, then scanned the forest around us. His eyes alighted on Rosie, but only for an instant before he moved on to scout the rest. He stood while sliding the man’s knife and sword into his own belt, then he approached me.

      He whispered, “Are you all right?”

      I nodded, until I remembered he couldn’t see me. “Aye,” I whispered back.

      “Rosie?”

      “She’s okay too.”

      “Stay here while I deal with this.”

      Again, I forgot myself and nodded. When Dean started to rise, I asked, “Did you... did you feel me? Am I the one who called you?”

      When Dean turned back around, there was no missing his smile, not even in the dim lighting. “I did. I heard you as if you were whispering in my ear.”

      I didn’t know what to say. My tongue felt as thick as some of these tree trunks. I did it. Holy moly, I did it.

      Dean’s smile grew into a grin, then he slipped away, the night swallowing the sounds of his retreat.

      Until he sounded the alarm.
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      “Everyone, up!” Dean said. Throughout the clearing, bodies sprang into motion. The members of the Dragon Force, even though principally trained to interact with dragons, were also the soldiers who’d be called upon if raiders ever arrived. They shrugged out of their blankets, grabbed the swords they’d left within reach, and were moving toward Dean before I had the chance to adjust to what was going on.

      Shula reached Dean first. She didn’t ask. She waited, alert eyes trained on her leader and friend.

      Dean said, “Check the sentries. They should’ve spotted this guy before he was able to get so close.”

      “What guy?” Shula asked.

      “This one,” Dean said shortly, turning to where he was pointing. “Holy crap. He’s gone.”

      I sat up so fast my blanket fell off, and a piece of it slid out of my energetic field and lost its invisibility. Roughly, I tugged it back around my body, and it disappeared from sight. I thought no one else had noticed. Their focus was trained on their leader. As odd as a dragon was in our midst, I hoped the crisis at hand was enough to distract them from Rosie... and me at her side.

      “Everyone, spread out,” Dean barked. “Scour the forest. Find the sentries.”

      “What are we looking for?” one of dragon charmers, Crush, asked.

      “A man, so dark he bled into the shadows. He’ll be mostly unarmed now. I took a sword and a knife from him, but I didn’t have the chance to pat him down.”

      Crush and the rest of the Dragon Force, all but Shula, dispersed into the forest that surrounded the clearing on all sides. The only path led to the sacred pools, and eventually back to our village. The other directions led into deeper and thicker forest. The intruder could be anywhere. I clutched the blanket against my chest even though I hadn’t been cold moments before.

      Dean and Shula waited until everyone else was gone before moving to my side. They pretended to be examining Rosie in case anyone saw.

      “Did you see where he went?” Dean asked.

      “No. I didn’t see anyone leaving. I didn’t notice any movement.”

      Shula, who was more succinct with her words than Dean, asked, “You saw him?”

      “Aye, but barely. I don’t know, it was weird, he seemed to disappear into the shadows.”

      “He would with how dark it is around the trees.”

      “No, not like a normal person would. There was something... strange about him. I can’t explain it. He really seemed to disappear in the shadows, almost as if he were part of them, even though I know that makes no sense.”

      “It might not make sense,” Dean said, “but it’s what I experienced too. Dammit, I should never have turned my back on him.”

      “Why did you?” Shula said.

      “Because I was a fool, because I came to check on Anira and Rosie.”

      “Hmph” was all Shula said.

      “I know, I know, I should have known better. It’s just that I thought I’d knocked him out cold. I hit him on the back of the skull, and he crumbled.”

      “He should still be out then.”

      “He should, but he’s not, dammit. Where the hell did he go?”

      “I’m more interested in finding out how he got up after one of your hits. I wouldn’t be getting up.”

      If Shula wouldn’t have gotten up after Dean hit her in the back of the head, then how did this guy? Shula was no average woman. Nearly as strong as her male counterparts, she looked as if she could reduce a man’s skull to dust with her bare hands.

      “Could it be...?” I started, but then stopped. “No, never mind.”

      “What?” Dean and Shula asked at the same time.

      “It’s nothing, it’s ridiculous.”

      “We’re listening,” Dean said.

      “Seriously, it’s nothing.”

      “It isn’t nothing if you don’t want to say it.”

      “Okay, fine. He seemed to blend into the shadows so well, it’s almost as if he wasn’t normal. Kind of like me. He wasn’t like everyone else.” When they didn’t respond, I said, “See? Ridiculous. There’s no one like me.” I restrained myself from calling myself a freak. I was trying hard not to think of myself that way anymore.

      “It’s not ridiculous,” Dean said.

      “It isn’t?” My voice trembled.

      Dean stood and brought his hands to his hips. “No.”

      Shula stood too. “What?”

      He ran his hand through his hair. I caught the familiarity of the motion even in the dim, dappled light. “I was already wondering. There was something off about the guy. When I touched him, he was solid enough, but he felt different. A bit like Anira does.”

      “Are you serious?” I blurted. “He felt like me?”

      “Aye. He definitely wasn’t invisible because I could see him.”

      “As could I.”

      “But I couldn’t see him well, and it went far beyond the scant light. As if the edges of his body faded into his surroundings.”

      “As if he were part of the shadow world,” I said, and we all grew quiet.

      Finally, Dean said, “Yes, exactly like that. As if he walked in the shadows.”

      “What does that mean for us?” Shula asked.

      “Hell if I know, but I’m quite sure it means this fight to overthrow Pumpoo just got a whole lot more complicated.”

      “It was difficult enough,” I said from the ground, allowing the burden of my new path in life to echo through my words.

      Shula ignored me. “You think he’s working with beings from the shadow world?”

      “Maybe.”

      “Wait,” I said. “There are beings of a... shadow world?” I could barely bring myself to say it. Wasn’t my life bizarre enough without adding this kind of stuff to it?

      “Why not?” Shula said. “You exist.”

      It was hard to argue with that succinct argument. I did exist, and I was an impossibility. There was no guarantee I was the only impossibility on our large planet. I’d just never considered the likelihood before.

      Dean said, “We’re not ready to fight the unseen world.”

      “The unseen world?” I asked. I couldn’t help myself. “Are you for real?”

      “Totally.”

      “What do you mean by ‘the unseen world’?”

      “I mean all that exists beyond what most people see with their two eyes. All that moves beyond ordinary life.”

      I had nothing to say to that. My mouth hung open. I’d gone from assuming I was the only freak in the world... to this.

      Shula asked, “You think Pumpoo was behind it?”

      “I think he’d want to be. And it’s probable he was. There’s no such thing as coincidence, and the timing of things seems a bit much. We rebel against Pumpoo and suddenly a shadow figure slinks into our area?”

      “Agreed, it must’ve been Pumpoo. What do you think he wanted to accomplish?”

      “He was heading toward Rosie and me,” I said.

      “You’re sure?” Shula asked.

      “Sure enough.”

      “I think she’s right,” Dean said. “It did look as if he was heading toward them when I stopped him.”

      “Do you think he saw her?” Shula asked Dean.

      My mouth dropped farther open.

      Dean sighed. “He might have. If he is different, like Anira, then he very well could have seen her.”

      “You really think so?” I asked, shock dripping from my words.

      “I do, though there’s no way to be sure. If he were vibrating at a different frequency than the rest of us, a frequency you vibrate at, then he very well could have.”

      “What do you mean? Explain please.”

      “It’s entirely possible that you might not be invisible at all.”

      My heart skipped a beat.

      “It might just be that you vibrate at a different level than the rest of us on this planet. Maybe you vibrate faster and higher than the rest of us, which is why you can drop to our level and see us, but we can’t see you unless our energy frequency meets yours.”

      “Mmph,” Shula said, “that actually makes sense.”

      It did? “But, how? How do you know this?”

      “I’ve been thinking about it since I met you,” Dean said. “I have no doubt now that faithum exists, but I also think that what we call faithum may be energy manipulation we don’t yet understand. Every solid thing breaks down into energy that vibrates at such an intensity that we experience it as solid matter. If you vibrate at a different level than the rest of us, it would affect how we interact with you.”

      “So... I might vibrate and disappear from sight, but you’d still be able to touch me?”

      “Maybe, I’m not sure. That part doesn’t make clear sense to me yet. The way I figure it, you’d disappear from our vibration both in sight and touch. But obviously, I’m missing something because here you are. We can’t see you, but we can touch you.”

      “Mmph,” Shula said again. “You’re right. The part about being able to touch her doesn’t add up.”

      “I know,” Dean said. “But do you agree with the rest of it?”

      “I do. It makes sense. It would also explain why she’s capable of faithum.”

      “Right, because she’s manipulating energy. It appears as faithum to the rest of us who aren’t able to interact with the energy as she can.”

      “Which also means there’s a chance we could someday perform significant faithum too, if we figure out the energy part of it.”

      “That’s right, my friend.” Dean patted Shula on the back with a loud thump. “This means that the possibilities are endless, even for us.” Suddenly, he sounded jovial and as though it didn’t much matter that we’d lost the shadow lurker.

      “But if this guy is still around,” I said, “how can we know we’re safe from him?”

      Dean’s smile dropped. “We don’t, but we’ll figure it out.”

      “Have faith,” Shula said.

      “Faith?” I said. “That’s all the advice you guys have for me?”

      “Oh, Anira,” Dean said, as if I were a cute child oblivious to the obvious. “There’s nothing greater in this world than faith. Belief is the difference between having faithum and not having it, between leading an ordinary life and an extraordinary one.”

      “Faith is everything,” Shula said, “and it’s the one thing Dean and I have plenty of.”

      “That’s right,” Dean said, “and I haven’t even told you the most exciting bit.”

      “Oh?”

      “Do you know how I found out about the shadow man?”

      Shula waited, allowing him his theatrics.

      “I heard Anira.”

      “You heard her? I didn’t.”

      “That’s because she spoke in my mind, didn’t you, Anira?”

      So I had managed it. Here was irrefutable proof. Holy crap.
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      When the men and one woman Dean had sent to secure the area returned, their expressions broadcast their news long before they found the words to deliver it.

      Dean and Shula left Rosie and me to meet the members of the Dragon Force in the middle of the clearing. “You found them, the sentries?” Dean asked. His question was cautious, as if he didn’t want to find out what happened.

      The biggest dragon charmer I’d ever seen, Brute, looked to the others, then said, “They’re dead.”

      My breath hitched, and I squeezed Rosie even harder. Poor baby dragon, I was finding comfort in her, instead of offering her the comfort I’d promised her.

      Shula took a step forward. “All of them? All three of them?”

      Brute nodded, his shaggy brown hair sliding across his forehead to conceal sad eyes.

      “I’ll kill that man.”

      Given the opportunity, I didn’t doubt Shula would.

      “Only if you’ll let me kill him with you.” Brute brought a hand to a broadsword so large I doubted I could lift it at all.

      Dean sat on a large rock, right where he’d stood. If a person could visibly deflate, he did. He brought his elbows to his knees, his shoulders and back rounded, and he sank into himself. Without looking up at those who watched him as carefully as I did, he said, “I’m so sorry. I had no idea....”

      “What?” an angry Shula said. “You had no idea that the chieftain who supposedly swore to protect his people would send an assassin out in the night to pick us off?”

      “Aye, I had no idea, but I’ve long seen through his antics. I should have been able to predict that he’d escalate things like this. I should’ve seen it. I should’ve done something in time to prevent this terrible loss.”

      “How could you foresee that Pumpoo would do this?” Brute spit Pumpoo’s name out. “That devil has hidden his true nature for too long. We realized he hid things from us, and that every word from his mouth was as likely to be a lie as a truth, but this? None of us saw this coming. He killed his own people.”

      Dean rubbed big hands across his face, and I longed to see his expression, which I imagined would reveal a shock and sadness as deep as mine. But I couldn’t make out his face from my place on the ground, huddled in a blanket that no longer seemed to deliver enough warmth.

      I wouldn’t be able to remain at the fringe of this rebellion for long. It wasn’t fair to the rest of them. Sure, each time I revealed myself, my risk increased. But people had died, and I couldn’t help but feel responsible somehow. If I hadn’t brought Rosie to Dean, if I’d just left her out there on the cliffs on her own, none of this would have happened. Rosie would have died, a sad and lonely dragon.

      There was no winning in a world ruled by the likes of Chieftain Pumpoo.

      It seemed as if everyone in the clearing was immersed in grief, until Shula asked, “How?”

      I didn’t know what she meant by that one, terse word, but everyone else there seemed to. “Their throats were cut,” Brute said. “Sliced clean through from the back.”

      A woman who seemed far too petite to achieve anything within the Dragon Force said, “I don’t understand how it could’ve happened. They were sharp. They would’ve heard something, seen something. How could anyone have sneaked up on them?”

      Dean finally looked back up, over his shoulder to Rosie and me before settling his attention on his team members. “You’re right, Peachy, no ordinary person could have sneaked up on any of them and done this. They were too skilled for that. There’s no way.”

      “Who did this then?”

      “Maybe the better question isn’t who, but what.”

      “Hell, no way,” Brute said.

      “We’re dealing with a what?” Peachy said. “Are you for real?”

      “Regrettably, I am,” Dean said. “And now three of our own have paid the ultimate price for my mistake.”

      “How exactly is it your mistake? You didn’t know.”

      “No, but dammit all, I should have.”

      “Far as I know, you haven’t figured out how to read the future yet, so you’re off the hook, and you need to let yourself off the hook.”

      Dean started shaking his head, and the petite woman revealed how she could be a part of the Dragon Force despite her size. “You shake that crap off, Dean, right the hell now. We need your head in the game, not lost in laments. If Pumpoo killed some of us, then he declared war on us, and I, for one, am ready to fight.”

      “I can’t ask that of any of you—” Dean started, but Peachy wasn’t listening. “You’re not asking, we’re telling. We realized when we signed up for the force that we might not survive. We all knew that, including those that just gave their lives.”

      “It’s one thing to sign up to fight dragons—”

      “Dean, how is knowing that we might be called to fight King Oderon’s raiders any different than fighting the enemy that lives among us?” When Dean didn’t answer, Peachy kept going. “It’s no different, in fact, it’s more important than ever that we band together and fight. An enemy within is a gazillion times more dangerous than an outside enemy, especially when that enemy is as devious, deceitful, evil, despicable, and hideous as that Pumpoo demon.”

      Dean stood. “I appreciate the sentiment, Peachy, trust me, I really do. It’d be a great relief to wipe Pumpoo from the surface of Origins. But I can’t—won’t—ask any of you to risk your lives in this way. Clearly, Pumpoo doesn’t fight by the rules. He has no problem fighting dirty.”

      “Obviously,” Brute said. “I’d bet not even King Oderon’s raiders would fight with such a lack of honor. To sneak up on somebody like that and not give them a chance to defend themselves? That’s wrong a thousand different ways. Pumpoo has no honor, so we don’t need to worry about treating him honorably.”

      “Except for the fact that we do have honor, and so we should fight in a way we can feel good about.”

      “Oh no.” Brute was shaking his shabby head of hair again. “No, no. We can’t fight a man like Pumpoo with honor. We’ll all end up dead that way. No, he’s sneaky, and he’ll lash out at us as fast as the Vikas vipers. We need to fight the same way.”

      “Agreed,” a hearty man named Boom said. “It might not be our way, but if we don’t fight fire with fire, we won’t manage to eliminate Pumpoo, and then all of the Ooba people will be in danger.”

      “They’re already in danger,” Peachy said. “Every moment we leave the Ooba in his care, anything could happen to them. Most of them would probably march straight off the cliffs if he ordered them to.”

      Brute was nodding again. “Right, we need to stop the devil immediately. We need to send him flying off a cliff.”

      “We might have to deal with his emissaries too,” Shula said. “Jore especially. Even with Pumpoo gone, his emissaries might be crazy enough to try to continue his work.”

      “Aye,” Peachy said, “Shula’s right. They worship Pumpoo as if he were the Something Greater walking the rock, under those ridiculous dyed shades. They might just believe in his teachings, whatever they truly are, enough to carry out his dying wishes or some damnable nonsense.”

      “This is a mess,” Dean said. “I need to think.”

      “No amount of thinking is going to change all this,” Boom said. “You know it now, just as you’ll know it later. The only end for Pumpoo is death; it’s the only way to save the Ooba. We can’t imprison him. He’d just manipulate whomever and however, and get out, or worse, manage a force to oppose us from his confinement. For a man like Pumpoo, there’s only one way to stop him.”

      “You know Boom’s right,” Peachy said.

      Dean ran his hands across his face again, as if the situation might change if he rubbed it enough. “Aye, I do know Boom’s right. You’re all right. Now that Pumpoo has started openly killing, he won’t stop until we’re all dead. Because he knows he won’t be able to win us over to his side.”

      “Hell no, he won’t,” Peachy said.

      “Right, and he understands this. The only end he sees for us is the same we see for him.”

      “Then let’s beat him to it.” Brute brought his hand to the hilt of his sword as if he were ready to take on Pumpoo in that very moment. From the looks of the dragon forcers, they’d mow Pumpoo down to a stump if he were in the clearing.

      “I can’t—” Dean started, but no one let him keep going.

      “If you’re going to start with that whole ‘you can’t ask us to do this again,’ save it,” Boom said.

      “We’re already in this,” Peachy said. “And we’re in it all the way.”

      Brute said, “Let’s call the rest of the force and build our strength in numbers before Pumpoo gets his hands on them.”

      “We can’t,” Dean said.

      “Can’t or won’t?” Brute said with an arch of bushy eyebrows.

      “Won’t. We certainly can’t even consider the new trainees.”

      “I wasn’t referring to the trainees.”

      “Many of the tamers and some of the charmers have families. None of us do.”

      A man with burn marks across the backs of his hands stepped forward. “Is that why you chose us to come here to protect the dragonling? Because we don’t have families?” He sounded angry that might be the case.

      But Dean didn’t shy away from the truth. “Don’t get mad, Scar, that’s only part of it. I wanted you here to protect the dragonling because you’re the best of the best.”

      “Hell yeah we are.”

      “And we see what happened. Those on sentry duty were the best of the best too.” Dean seemed to be going out of his way not to mention the sentries’ names, as if that would somehow diminish the reality of the loss.

      Scar ground his jaw, and his eyes set with ferocity. “He won’t get the better of us again.”

      “I wish I could be as sure of that as you, but you guys didn’t see the assassin either.”

      “Even so, we won’t let him best us again,” Shula said.

      “Can we be sure of that?” Dean asked with a look at Shula, who knew there were extraordinary people, like me, among them.

      “We have to be. If we don’t believe in our victory, we’ll have lost before we even start.”

      “She’s right,” Peachy said. “We have to believe in each other, or we’re doomed. Don’t you always tell us that, Dean? That half the battle is belief? Well I sure as hell believe we can put down this assassin and Pumpoo and any of his minions who refuse to think for themselves.”

      “Even if that assassin isn’t a normal person?” Dean asked.

      “You said that before. What do you mean? Now isn’t the time to give us information in trickles. Speak plainly, man, and be quick about it.” Peachy’s personality more than made up for her small stature. I’d thought no woman could be more intimidating than Shula. I still didn’t think I was wrong, but Peachy was a close contender for the title. Her name must be a nickname, and an ironic one. There was nothing warm and fuzzy about Peachy.

      “You’re right. Okay, here it is, as plain as I see it. The assassin was some kind of shadow man... or something. I’m not sure. I’ve never seen anything like him before. The edges of his body seemed to bleed into the surroundings. I know he was solid because I knocked him out.”

      “You thought you knocked him out, apparently,” Scar said.

      “Right. I hit him at the base of the skull. He crumbled. I went to check on Rosie, and when I returned to the guy, he was gone. I didn’t hear or see a thing.”

      Brute whistled. “The guy got up after one of your hits to the back of the head?”

      “Aye.”

      “Then you’re right. He’s extraordinary. No mere mortal could get up after a hit like that, much less walk away without being heard.”

      “If he somehow managed to get up,” Boom said, “he should’ve been stumbling and swaying. You would’ve heard him for sure.”

      “Exactly,” Dean said. “See what we’re dealing with here? He was solid, but barely. He obviously has capabilities beyond those of regular humans. And worse, I have no idea what he might be.”

      “If you don’t, we certainly don’t,” Peachy said. “You’re our expert on weird crap.”

      “A dubious title,” Dean said. “But yes, and I have absolutely no idea what this guy could be. He snuck up on the best from the back and took them out without a sound. He crept among us while we slept without a single one of us becoming aware of it.”

      “You knew,” Peachy said.

      Dean deflected the comment away from me. “As terrible as our losses are, we got lucky he didn’t take all of us out.”

      “So what’s the next step? What do we do?” Crush asked.

      “For the first time in a long time, I don’t know, and I won’t risk all of you, especially when I’m so unsure.”

      “Enough of that already, Dean,” Peachy snapped. “No more. We’re in this together, am I right, guys?”

      “Hell yes!” Boom answered before the rest of them, but it was clear it was the shared sentiment.

      “So, what do we do?” Peachy asked again.

      When Dean didn’t answer, Brute said, “We should get the others. The tamers and the rest of the charmers.”

      “Maybe not Yoon, though,” Scar said. “He has a weird kind of adoration for Pumpoo.”

      “We’re not getting any of them,” Dean said, though he stopped short of saying he couldn’t risk them. “Not yet at least. We need to know more of what Pumpoo’s up to before we bring anyone else in. I need some time to feel into what’s going on and see if I receive any guidance.”

      I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. Dean didn’t hide his connectedness. On the contrary, it seemed as if the Dragon Force relied on it.

      “You do that,” Crush said. “We have some friends to send off.” Even though Crush’s voice was strong and he managed to keep the heaviness of the task from it, I could sense the depth of emotion everyone there was experiencing.

      The team had suffered a loss that wouldn’t leave them any time soon, but they would fight on because they were the only thing that stood between the Ooba people and a madman.
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      Only Dean and Shula stayed behind while the seven remaining dragon charmers went off to take care of the grizzly task of seeing their dead off. Ordinarily, the Ooba people built funeral pyres for the dead, reducing the physical body to ashes, which blew away in the wind. After all, only the eternality (the soul) mattered once the body was gone.

      But the dragon charmers wouldn’t risk building a fire and drawing any more attention to themselves. They hadn’t mentioned what they were going to do with the bodies, and I was grateful for my ignorance. I didn’t want to know, anything to lessen the sadness I experienced even though I hadn’t been friends with the three sentries. I was certain to have seen them in the village at some point, but the Dragon Force kept mostly to itself, the dragon charmers especially. Their ways were just too different from those of the rest of the tribe, the risks of their everyday separating them from ordinary village life. The only person able to truly understand a dragon charmer was another. It was just the way it was, and the more time I spent in their company, the more I appreciated it. There were some life experiences that prevented you from ever returning to the way you were before. I feared our fight with Pumpoo was only just beginning, and already I could tell I’d never be the same.

      Dean and Shula had remained behind because someone needed to protect Rosie. That was the partial truth they shared with the others. And since Dean appeared to be the mastermind of the group, they were all relying on him to come up with the answer to their situation. But as time ticked by, and Dean evaluated different alternatives while Shula paced behind him, I imagined what he’d eventually  decide. We needed more information on what Pumpoo was planning before we could figure out what to do.

      One thing was for certain: Pumpoo was out to increase his own power at the cost of his people. But that intent encompassed a wide range of actions. Beyond understanding that he was seeking information about faithum, something he claimed already to have, we didn’t know enough.

      Which meant we needed to find out more. Nobody would turn on Pumpoo easily. The small leader was as intimidating as any of the dragon charmers, with their bulging muscles, hard attitude, and wild glint in their eyes.

      The only way to figure out what Pumpoo was up to was to spy on him. To do so successfully, the man couldn’t realize he was being spied on. We needed to manage it in secret.

      Which left me, the only invisible person among our tribe. I was the only one who could manage to eavesdrop on Pumpoo’s plans. If Dean hadn’t arrived at this conclusion, he would soon, and by then the others might have returned.

      I stood. My blanket suddenly became visible as it left my energy field. “You stay here, girl,” I said to Rosie, but she stood anyway. I patted her head, which reached my hip. “Just stay, I won’t be going far.” But when I moved over to where Dean and Shula were, Rosie followed, her body pressed against my legs as I went.

      Dean looked over at us, his focus faraway at first. Then he took in the scene directly in front of him, and smiled a bitter smile. “She doesn’t want to leave your side.”

      “I don’t mind,” I said. “She’s had it tough.”

      “Aye, that she has.”

      Shula stopped pacing and drew next to Dean. Even though I was no threat to the legendary dragon charmer, her stance was protective. I suspected she did it without realizing, a longtime habit.

      “I have a solution,” I began.

      “I suspected you would think you did,” Dean said, “but there’s no need to even start. No way are you going to be the one to spy on Pumpoo.”

      I shouldn’t have been surprised that he’d figured out what I was going to say, but I still was. “There’s no other way.”

      “Of course there are other ways.”

      “All right, then there are no other good ways.” He didn’t dispute it, so I continued. “If anyone else spies on him, sooner or later, he’ll find out. At that point, whatever information we’ve managed to gather will be corrupt, and Pumpoo might discover the spy before we realize it, and feed us misleading information, increasing the risk that we might make a wrong move. I’m the only solution that makes sense. He won’t know I’m there. He doesn’t know an invisible girl exists, so I’ll be safe.”

      “Oh I wouldn’t believe for a second that you’ll be safe around Pumpoo, whether he knows you exist or not.”

      “But I’ll be safer than anyone else would, and I’ll be able to recover more accurate information.” I was talking the talk of courage, but the reality was, even though I’d do this because I believed it needed to be done, I was more frightened than ever before in my life. The thought of spying on Pumpoo, with the threat of imminent discovery, was terrifying. But this was a battle I was determined to fight. I hadn’t had a purpose until now. I had a dragon and an entire people to protect, and I was uniquely suited to my role. I wouldn’t shun my duty, just as none of these dragon charmers did.

      “She’s right, you know,” Shula said.

      “Of course she’s right,” Dean snapped. “That doesn’t mean it’s what we’ll do.”

      Shula drew up in front of Dean and brought her hands to her hips. She was as large as the unofficial leader of the Dragon Force, and just as imposing. “We’ll all be taking risks in this fight. There’s no way around it, and you know it. Accurate information about Pumpoo’s plans is the best hope we have of fighting him. Sending an invisible spy to do the work is the best edge we have. Pumpoo has the advantage of numbers and a firm hold on the Ooba people. We have her.”

      “There has to be another way.”

      “There isn’t.”

      Dean and Shula turned to look at me. They hit on my precise location since Rosie seemed permanently attached to my legs.

      “Can you do it?” Shula asked.

      I can’t, I thought but I said, “I can. I will.”

      Shula put a hand on Dean’s shoulder. “We have to.”

      He looked as if he were carrying the weight of the world on his shoulders. To me, he said, “The others will have to know of your involvement if you do this. There’s no other way to explain the information you’ll be able to bring back.”

      Even though I hadn’t taken a single step toward Pumpoo’s home, already my nerves were tingling, as if all it took was the decision I was arriving at to deliver me to danger. Since Pumpoo had already killed, it was more important now than ever to preserve the secret of my existence. He’d kill me without hesitation. “Are you certain I can trust them with my secret?” One of my secrets. I had one more, just as deadly.

      Shula answered before Dean could. “They’d die before revealing it.” Certainty rang through her words.

      “Then let’s tell them.”

      “You’re sure?” Dean asked.

      No. “Yes.”

      “I hear them now. Once they enter the clearing, there’ll be no turning back. You’re certain this is the step you want to take?”

      “Aye.”

      “Then may the Something Greater help us all.”

      I had the feeling we were going to need all the help the Something Greater, or any other force that deigned to interfere in the affairs of humans, would give us. I wasn’t ordinarily one to think of the Something Greater—I didn’t like putting my trust in something I couldn’t see or prove existed—but I wouldn’t refuse any assistance, no matter how unlikely. I’d take whatever help I could get.

      As I squared my shoulders to the seven dragon charmers entering the clearing, my stomach sank, my palms started sweating, and I ran them nervously over Rosie’s head.

      I was about to enter this fight in a way that allowed no turning back.
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      “What is it?” Crush asked the moment he entered the clearing along with the others.

      Dean glared at Crush, but it wasn’t unfriendly. “You don’t miss much, do you?” It was the same thing I’d thought of Dean. Perhaps all dragon charmers were more aware and alert than the rest of the Ooba people. It would make sense; they were in constant danger.

      Crush’s youthful-looking face split into a grin. “Never.” He drew in front of Dean and Shula. “So? Enough with the delay tactics. What is it?”

      I didn’t think Dean had actually been delaying, but maybe he had. I was starting to realize I knew even less than the little I thought I did about the charmers.

      “Enough with your nonsense,” Dean said, but he sounded almost jovial, hinting at the camaraderie this team might enjoy under ordinary circumstances, when their lives weren’t in immediate danger—if there was ever such a time. “If you’d all stop dilly dallying and get your butts over here, I could tell you already.”

      “Yea, yea, quit your griping,” Brute said with his own smile.

      When the seven charmers, with their assortment of muscles, scars, and weapons, drew to a stop, Dean’s smile fell. “I haven’t been entirely forthcoming with you.”

      That seemed to stun a few of them, but they waited, expressions not betraying a thing, eyes alert and watchful.

      “We have an advantage in this fight against Pumpoo, but I couldn’t tell you until now.”

      “And why is that?” Scar said, and this time there was an edge of bitterness to the question. “I thought our agreement was honesty at all times. Since when does this apply to all of us and not you?”

      “Since the secret isn’t mine to tell. Since telling this person’s secret would endanger her life.”

      “Her?” Peachy asked.

      “Aye, a girl.”

      “A girl? What do you mean a girl is an advantage to us? Oh, damn. Wait a second. Can she ride a dragon? Is that what the secret is about?”

      “You all are just too impatient for your own good,” Dean said, but with the unmistakable pride of a man who considers those he leads his family.

      “Well if you’d stop playing with words, we wouldn’t have to be,” Crush said. “Spill this secret you kept from us. Who’s this girl, and how can she help us?”

      “This girl is an Ooba, and she’s going to help us by spying on Pumpoo and bringing back intelligence we can use to defeat him.”

      “A girl? Is going to do all that?” Scar asked. His weathered face settled into lines of incredulity.

      “Aye. She is.” Dean suggested a confidence in me he hadn’t earlier, one which I didn’t have myself.

      “And how’s she going to do it?”

      “She can get in and out without him seeing her, that’s how.”

      “Are you serious? You’re going to send a girl to do such dangerous work?” Peachy said. “You do realize that if Pumpoo catches her he’ll kill her on the spot, right? Or actually, he probably won’t kill her then, he’ll make a public show of it, make it really painful, so no one dares to ever defy him again.”

      Of course, besides Dean and Shula, the rest of them didn’t realize they were discussing me and my aptitudes—or lack thereof—in front of me. Perhaps Peachy would have been more careful with her words if she realized I was listening. I’d tried to ignore the thought, but of course, she was right. Pumpoo would kill me, and he’d enjoy making a show of it.

      My hands shook until I had to clasp them in front of me. Rosie seemed to sense my distress and drew closer.

      Dean sighed in resignation. “I’m in agreement with all of you. The dangers are great, and I wish there were someone else we could send to do the job.”

      “Of course there are others you can send,” Boom boomed. “What are all of us? Steaming heaps of dragon poo?”

      “This girl is uniquely qualified to do the job.”

      “How so? Spit it out already, man!” Crush said.

      Dean looked to me, and Crush looked as if he was biting his tongue so as not to yell at Dean for delaying by looking off into space.

      I wasn’t ready to do it, but I doubted I’d ever be. “I can spy on Pumpoo because he won’t be able to see me.” My voice was little more than a whisper, but that’s all it took.

      Crush’s impatience vanished, and his jaw drew slack. Brute’s brown eyes grew wide in his huge head, making him look like a stunned giant, and Scar ran his gaze back and forth across the space I occupied. Peachy said, “What the—” and Boom laughed.

      He said, “You know, man, no matter how long we’ve known each other, you never cease to surprise me. What on O is going on here?” But now the charmers weren’t frustrated. Boom looked positively alight with the thought of new possibilities. He laughed again, and it was the kind of laugh that was infectious. It was easy to understand where he got his nickname.

      “Well,” Dean said, “this wasn’t my surprise. You should’ve seen me when I first found out.”

      “I bet y’almost pooed your pants.”

      Dean chuckled but grew serious almost immediately. “Everyone, this is Anira.”

      “And Anira is...?” Peachy trailed off.

      “Anira is an invisible girl.”

      Brute whistled. “Holy moly. And she lives among our people?”

      “Anira, do you want to answer the questions?”

      I didn’t, but what the heck? “I’ve lived in the village for seventeen years.” My voice wobbled only at the start, and I was proud of myself.

      “Where were you before then?” Scar asked.

      “Nowhere. I’m seventeen, almost eighteen years old.”

      “A girl.” He said it like it was a defect.

      I said it like it wasn’t. “A girl.” I puffed my chest out even though they wouldn’t notice.

      “And Rosie is always leaning against you, which is why she looks so awkward, like she’s off balance,” Crush said, putting it together.

      “That’s right. I’m the one who found Rosie. She’s grown a bit attached to me.”

      “Won’t that be a problem?” Crush asked Dean. “If Anira leaves to spy on Pumpoo, what will Rosie do?”

      I was pretty sure that if roles were reversed it would take me a lot longer to digest the fact that an invisible person existed. But the dragon charmers rolled with the punches. Crush had already moved onto strategy.

      Dean said, “We’ll have to figure something out, because obviously Rosie needs to stay here.”

      “We could restrain her,” Peachy said.

      “No!” I said a little too loudly.

      Peachy’s voice softened, and she again turned to look where I stood. “Just until you can leave the area and she can’t follow. We’d never hurt her, you must know this.”

      I didn’t know nearly enough. I’d kept my secret for so long, I felt as if I were losing control of it. There were seven people in the clearing aside from me, and now they all knew. Any one of them could tell Pumpoo I lived, and he’d make sure I didn’t.

      “You can’t tie her up,” I said, even though I had no idea how else they could make her stay here while I left. I didn’t want to leave her in the first place.

      “Are you always invisible?” Scar asked.

      “Aye.”

      “Are you able to reveal yourself?”

      “No.” But even as I spoke, it felt like a lie. But it wasn’t, was it? I’d never revealed myself to anyone. Not even my twin had ever seen what I looked like. I didn’t even know what I looked like.

      “She’s learning,” Dean said. Was I learning to become visible? I didn’t think I was. But Dean carried on. “She’s only just discovered she has faithum.”

      “Oh,” Boom said, and several of them nodded their heads, as if that made perfect sense. As if faithum were something they’d known about all along. I felt more shocked than any of them looked.

      “Which makes her an even better option to spy on Pumpoo. Last time we saw him, when Jore tried to stick us down a hole, Pumpoo said he had faithum.”

      “We remember,” Scar said. “It’s not something we’re likely to forget. He forbade all of us from even considering faithum, meanwhile, he’s all into it, building his power. That’s one thing I have every intention of making him pay for. He limited his ‘people,’ making us feel less powerful than we might be, all for his pathetic little power trip. He’s gonna get it from me if I have any say about it.”

      “Your intentions are noted,” Dean said, as if the charmers made threats to the chieftain every day. Maybe they did, he certainly deserved them.

      “Wait,” I said. “Are you suggesting that all of the Ooba people might have... faithum?” It was a ludicrous question, but none of them looked as if it they thought it was.

      “Why not?” Scar said. “If that sniveling rat, who hides under a shade he can’t even bother carrying, can have faithum, then we sure as hell might. We certainly deserve it more. We’d do good with it, not what that creep would do.”

      Dean said, “We’re only as limited as we believe we are, right?”

      “Right,” Brute said. “You’ve been telling us that since the start.”

      “Well, if there was ever a time, now is most definitely the time to believe in ourselves and our potential. Not only do we have to defeat a power-hungry chieftain, who has all our people in his pocket, but we might also need to find a way to ride a dragon.”

      Boom chortled. “Sure, that’s an easy one. Who the hell’s going to ride one of the crazy beasts? No offense meant to you, Rosie.”

      So I wasn’t the only one to talk to Rosie as if she were a person....

      “Besides,” Boom continued, “that’s what Pumpoo claimed one of the seers said, one of the seers we conveniently never see. It might all be dragon dung.”

      “It absolutely might be. Pumpoo is filled to the brim with dragon dung. But there’s something about it that makes me think there might be something to it. Maybe it isn’t exactly how Pumpoo said it, but there’s... something there.”

      “Is this one of your feelings?” Peachy asked.

      “Aye.”

      “Then we need to take it seriously.”

      Dean nodded while I reeled. What? They take feelings and senses seriously? This was a way of life I’d never imagined possible. Is this how Father was? With a pang, I realized how much I missed him, especially now that I realized he might have actually understood me better than I understood myself. These were his people. This was the crew he ran with before he died. He would’ve shared their beliefs. He would have completely accepted me, and he would have even perhaps been able to guide me into becoming something more than the error I’d always thought I was.

      Damn, I missed him. I missed Rane too, as if I were missing an appendage. I’d never been separated from him for long. I missed Traya and mother. I missed the life I’d thought I couldn’t wait to leave behind. And now I had no idea when I might be able to return to it, if there was any returning.

      Scar said, “So we can send Anira to spy on Pumpoo, but we have some problems. What to do with Rosie, and this dragon rider issue.”

      “And the shadow man,” Shula, who’d remained quiet till then, said.

      “Aye, the shadow man,” Dean said. “I have no idea how we’ll deal with the shadow man.”

      From the reactions of the other charmers, Dean didn’t lack ideas often.

      “It’s possible—maybe even likely—that this shadow man was heading toward Anira when he came here.”

      “But he could have also been heading for Rosie, right?” Crush asked.

      “Right. We don’t know if he managed to see Anira or not.”

      “Can anyone see her?” Peachy asked.

      “No,” I said. Not even my twin. “But I think Rosie can. She’s the only one.”

      “So dragons can see you.”

      “Uh, no, not all dragons.”

      “And you know this how?” Dean asked, sounding a bit like Mother.

      “Because I, uh, have gone to see the dragons... a bit.”

      “A bit, huh?”

      “Aye.”

      “And they can’t see you?”

      “They don’t seem to.”

      Scar said, “But if the dragons are far away, they might see you and still not attack. They don’t always attack us.”

      “But we’re charmers,” Boom said. “We’ve earned a certain level of trust with them. They wouldn’t be that way with someone they didn’t know.”

      “It’s true,” Brute said, in his deep bass.

      “I’m sure they can’t see me,” I interjected before they could continue belaboring the point. “Other than Rosie, they’ve never seen me, and before you ask, I know because I’ve touched one before, and she didn’t know where to turn to find me.”

      For the first time, silence filled the clearing.

      “You... touched a she dragon?” Peachy asked.

      “Uh, yeah. I, uh, slapped her, actually.”

      “You slapped a she dragon?”

      “Mmm, aye.” It wasn’t one of my proudest moments. “I only did it to save someone’s life, it’s not like I go around slapping dragons or anything.”

      “Dram.” Dean said only the one word. He was far too perceptive. What else did he see that he didn’t let on about?

      “Aye, Dram.”

      “What about Dram?” Scar asked.

      Dean said, “The boy nearly got mauled by a she dragon. But he didn’t. The dragon had him pinned down, and then she turned and ran the other way, long enough for him to get to safety.” To me, he said, “Did I get it right?”

      “More or less.”

      “So you’re the one who got Dram to safety.” It wasn’t a question, it was a statement.

      I didn’t answer. There was no need. They seemed to know more than I did.

      Boom barked in laughter. “I like this girl.”

      “Aye,” Peachy said. “She’s crazy enough to fit in with the lot of us.”

      I wasn’t sure I wanted to be looped into their kind of crazy. Legend had it that it knew no bounds. An undeniable warmth spread through me anyway.

      “You’ll like her even more once I tell you who her father is,” Dean said.

      “Oh? Who would that be?” Peachy asked Dean.

      But Shula was the one to answer. “Alden.”

      A second bout of silence filled the clearing. Then Peachy, with what looked suspiciously like a tear in her eye, said, “Well then welcome to the family, Anira.”

      “Hear hear,” Boom said, and even the gruff Scar said, “Now you’re one of us.”

      And as the dragon charmers drew nearer, I was certain my secret was safe with them.

      Too bad I still had another one I hadn’t shared, and it would get me killed more readily than my invisibility.
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      Once the dragon charmers realized I was my father’s daughter, as a group, they became protective. What Father had done to earn so much dedication and loyalty, they didn’t tell me, but they left no doubt they took their promises seriously. Which was a good thing, except that now they didn’t want me go spy on Pumpoo.

      “It’s too dangerous,” Scar said for the umpteenth time. “Not just Pumpoo, but whatever this shadow thing is. If he can see Anira, then she can’t leave our side.”

      “We don’t know if he can see me,” I said, also not for the first time.

      “So you’ve said. But you can’t be sure he doesn’t, which means you going out there to spy on Pumpoo is not an option.”

      “It has to be an option. We have no other ones. We have to learn what Pumpoo’s up to. If we don’t, we’re at his mercy.”

      “I don’t think mercy is the word to use with him,” Crush said.

      “No, out of the question,” Scar said, crossing his arms across his chest, concealing the scars on the backs of his hands. “We owe Alden. We can’t send his daughter into that viper’s nest.”

      “I agree,” Dean said, “but what else do you suggest? Because I’m out of ideas.”

      “Then we’ll just have to wait until you come up with something, because I’m not letting her go.”

      “Since when do I need your permission to do anything?” It came out harsher than I intended, but I wasn’t used to strangers telling me what I could and couldn’t do. I ignored Mother’s wishes half the time, and I didn’t even know these people. They knew my father, not me.

      “You might not need our permission, but I don’t care. Your father wouldn’t want you to go, so I’m not letting you.”

      I made an exasperated sound, but no one cared. These men and women dealt with dragons on a daily basis. I doubted there was much I could do to intimidate them, especially when they couldn’t see me.

      “You want to go,” Brute said, “but what would you do if the shadow man found you?”

      When I didn’t have an answer, Scar said to the rest of them, “See? This is why she can’t go? The shadow man took out three of our own. Three of us, and you all know what we’re capable of, how honed we are to our surroundings. If the shadow thing could surprise them, she doesn’t stand a chance.”

      Even though every word he said was true, it made me want to go all the more. I realized it was a reckless desire, and it was probably immature, but I didn’t like it when people told me what I couldn’t do. Who did? I’d lived a life where I was told all the things I couldn’t do. Now that my secret was out, I wasn’t having any of it. “The reality is that you can’t stop me. If I decide to spy on Pumpoo and help our people that way, I will, because none of you can even see me to interfere.”

      That’s when I discovered that Scar didn’t back down from a fight. He seemed only to grow stronger. He took a step forward. “We might not be able to see you, but we can see Rosie.”

      Dammit. He was right. “You said we’d need to tie up Rosie so I could do this anyway, didn’t you? Then I’ll tie her up.” I said it, though I didn’t mean it. But I didn’t back down from a fight either, even if my fights had been far smaller than a man’s who’d earned the nickname Scar.

      “You wouldn’t,” he said. “You were just saying how you wouldn’t do that to her.”

      “That was before I realized you’d try to control me.”

      “I’m not trying to control you, I’m trying to keep you alive.”

      His words touched my heart, but I still said, “My life, my choice.” It was why Mother called me hard headed.

      Scar glared at me. I glared right back, even if he couldn’t tell. He said, “You won’t tie her up.”

      “Oh yeah? Just watch me. Does anybody have some rope?”

      But when Brute pulled some rope out of his pack and handed it to me, I realized I couldn’t do what I’d threatened to do. Rosie nuzzled my thighs, and I wouldn’t allow her to pay the price of my big mouth. When my hands stilled on the rope, Dean came up to me, put a hand on my back, and said, “You don’t have to do it, you know. No one would blame you. It’s not cowardly, it’s the smart thing to do.”

      “It’s not that,” I said, even though it was, just a little bit. “How else will we gain an advantage in this fight if I don’t do this? Pumpoo has the odds stacked in his favor. If I don’t do this, things will only get worse. I mean, he has a shadow man working for him!”

      “We think the shadow man’s working for him.”

      “He must be. It’d be too much of a coincidence if he’d just shown up out of nowhere at the same time as Pumpoo announces he’s looking to amass faithum. Didn’t you tell me there was no such thing as a coincidence?”

      “I’m sure he did,” Peachy said. “It’s not like we haven’t heard that same thing like a thousand times.”

      “If Pumpoo has shadow men at his disposal, what else does he have? What else will he be able to surprise us with? He was looking for a connection between the dragons and faithum. It could get bad really fast.”

      Dean allowed the weight of the burdens he carried to pass through his hand. It felt like it weighed as much as him across my shoulder.

      “See?” I said. “There is no other way. I don’t like this either, and I especially don’t like leaving Rosie behind, but if I don’t do this, the entire Ooba tribe could pay the price. Tell me that isn’t true, and I’ll stay.”

      He hesitated. “I can’t.” The admission pained him.

      “Exactly. I have to go.”

      “You could die. Pumpoo could kill you. The shadow man could kill you. Something else we haven’t seen yet could kill you. Anything—”

      “I get the point,” I said, cutting Dean off. “Lots of things could kill me. Well, I have news for you. That’s an ordinary day for me. I’ve lived with a death sentence over my head my entire life.” Dammit! I didn’t think, and I’d voiced my deepest thoughts. I hurried on, hoping they’d believe the death sentence was from being invisible and not a forbidden twin. “I’ve lived my entire life without any purpose. I need to do this, not just for our people, but for me.”

      Dean looked at me so hard I almost believed he could actually see my eyes. “All right. Do it, but promise me you’ll be more careful than you’ve ever been in your life.”

      “I promise.” That was one I could make. I had every intention of returning. “But I can’t tie up Rosie. We need to find another way.”

      “Try talking to her.”

      “Huh?”

      “I’ve seen you talk to her like a person. Dragons are like all animals. They understand us more than we think. That’s one of the few things that set us charmers apart. We believe this.”

      “It’s true,” Crush said.

      “All right,” I said, feeling awkward about talking to Rosie in front of everyone there. “Rosie, girl, I need to go somewhere, and you have to stay behind. You can’t come with me, do you understand? I want you to stay here. I’ll be back, but until then, they’ll take care of you.”

      Rosie took me in with those deep eyes, and I swore she understood. I smiled. Maybe there wasn’t all that much to this dragon charming business. “Good girl. I’ll be back soon, all right? Now, stay.”

      I took an experimental step away, and she stayed. I laughed. “Good girl.” I took a few more steps away, and Rosie watched. She let me get all the way across the clearing before she bounded toward me, without evidence of her former injuries. “No, Rosie. You need to stay. Stay.” But when I took several more steps away from her, she bounded toward me again.

      “She’s a baby. She thinks it’s a game,” Brute said.

      “Dragon babies play games?”

      “Considering Rosie’s the first baby we’ve ever gotten to spend time with, I’d say, yes. All babies play games, all animals, even dragons.”

      “Then what do we do?”

      “I have a sleeping potion,” Peachy said. “We could put her to sleep. By the time she wakes up, you’ll be gone.”

      “And she’ll be all right? I mean, this sleeping potion won’t hurt her?”

      “It shouldn’t.”

      “It shouldn’t, or it won’t?”

      “I’ve used it on full-grown dragons before, just never on babies. I’ll err on the side of too little for dosing. After all, she doesn’t need to sleep long, just enough for you to get away. She should be fine.”

      I stared at Rosie and sighed. Dammit, why couldn’t life be simple? “All right, let’s do it,” but even as I said it, I felt the weight of a premonition settling across me, whispering, Don’t do it. But what other choice did we have? I couldn’t very well spy on Pumpoo with her along. “Let’s give her the sleeping potion.”
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      I got just far enough away that I couldn’t return to the dragon charmer camp fast enough to prevent whatever was going to happen. I didn’t know what would happen, but I sensed it wouldn’t be good.

      I was about halfway up the mountain path that led to the village when the first whimpers reached me. But though they sounded like whimpers to my ears, they couldn’t have been. The sound traveled too far to be anything less than a sharp, agonized cry.

      And that wasn’t the worst of it. I’d already turned back around to return to camp, because I realized who was causing the sounds. Though the cries were unlike any I’d heard before, they tugged at my heart with familiarity. Rosie had woken up and was crying for me.

      I had to be the one to spy on Pumpoo; there was no putting aside that obligation, but I wouldn’t go like this. I didn’t know of another way, but I’d find it. The dragon baby had already endured more suffering than was reasonable. I wouldn’t contribute to her torment.

      I was making good progress when the crying turned into a keening that wove its way across the distance to pierce my heart. I ran. As fast as my feet could carry me, I tore down that mountain path. The keening only grew stronger.

      I tore past the sacred pools that I’d never before passed without stopping to appreciate. I flew into the clearing, eyes scanning desperately for Rosie. Every one of the charmers but Crush, who stood back and watched both the group and the surroundings, huddled around Rosie. They’d backed her into a thick copse of trees at the edge of the clearing, and though I knew they meant her no harm, she might not.

      “Oh thank the oasis,” Crush said. “She’s here!”

      As if I were some sort of savior, the dragon charmers parted for me. I expected Rosie to dash to my side, but she whimpered and cowered. A thousand different ways, I regretted having decided to leave her behind. It didn’t matter that I hadn’t seen any other way to do what I needed to save our people, nothing was worth the betrayed, hurt look on her plump dragon face.

      “Rosie,” I said as I slid my arms around her. “I’m so sorry, girl. I didn’t mean to upset you. The last thing I’d ever want to do is cause you any kind of harm.” I pressed my head against her snout, and only then did she collapse into my arms.

      After the umph of the initial surprise of her weight against me, I was careful not to further indicate that she was too much for me, to in any way suggest she might be some kind of burden. “I’ll never leave you again. I’m so sorry.”

      She licked my cheek; it was the start of forgiveness, and even though Rosie was still visibly upset, and her body was beginning to shake, she hadn’t lost her trust in me. We could come back from this.

      As I had that thought, and relief began to take hold, I froze with Rosie still in my arms.

      In an instant all the charmers, including Crush, were at my side.

      “What is it?” I asked. “What’s that terrible sound?” But even before they answered, I knew. There was only one thing that could make them react the way they had. There was only one thing that would have these seasoned dragon charmers casting worried glances to the tree canopies and beyond.

      “Dragons are coming,” Dean said.

      “That’s what that sound is?” I asked. But of course it was. I had the habit of deflecting truths I didn’t want to accept by delaying their acceptance. I might not have ever heard these piercing sounds—so unlike the dragons’ usual ferocious roars—but my instincts understood that they were rallying calls. The dragons were signaling each other to come together. I hoped I was wrong.

      “They’re calling to each other.”

      Damn. I was right.

      Shula said, “We need to move Rosie.”

      I was finished delaying until I understood. The dragon calls were growing closer with each passing second. I stood up and brought a guiding hand to her neck. If Rosie had been shaking before, now she was trembling so hard I worried she might not be able to walk.

      What she perceived as my abandonment was one thing. The approach of what sounded like multiple full-grown dragons, when dragons had been the ones to fling her to her intended death, was more than a shocked baby could handle.

      “Where to?” I asked. When none of the charmers answered right away, I realized we were in greater trouble than I thought. “There are no caves here, are there?”

      “No,” Dean said. “The dragons never come this low, never below the tree line.”

      “Until a baby dragon puts out a distress call.”

      “Exactly.”

      “Crap. Dean, where do we go?” Brute asked, and I took it as a very bad sign that the giant had to ask what to do.

      “Dammit, I don’t know.” Dean was spinning in a circle, looking in every direction, his eyes frantic. “Where do we go?”

      “What’s beyond this side of the forest?” I asked. As much as I’d explored our village and beyond in secret, I’d never had reason to go farther beyond the forest than we were then. Whenever I’d come here, it had always been to visit the sacred pools.

      “More forest,” Peachy said.

      Shula said, “Aye, but past the forest, there’s a small rock plain area.”

      “It’s too far away.”

      “I don’t see any other choice. We can’t go back up the mountain path; we’ll be easy pickings for the dragons. We can’t go to the pools; they offer no protection. If we stay here, we’ll be lunch. We need to move.”

      Everyone, including me, looked to Dean. He hesitated, but only until the next screech arrived from the skies. “Leave what you don’t need; we’re running.”

      A few items dropped with a thud, and then we were off.

      It was a good thing I was experienced in running as if my life depended on it. If I hadn’t been, there was no way I would have been able to keep up. And if Rosie hadn’t been a dragon, even a stunted, baby one, she wouldn’t have been able to move at the charmers’ lightning speed. If I thought I’d had practice running to save my life, apparently it was nothing compared to a life in the Dragon Force. These men and women could run.

      There was no path this far into the forest—where no one from the Ooba people had reason to travel—but the charmers leapt over obstacles and whipped between trees as if they had borrowed grace. Even Brute, whom I’d assumed would lumber clumsily due to his size, kept pace. Rosie and I were the only ones to struggle.

      In minutes, sweat was streaming down my face. Branches lashed at my arms and face, and I’d tripped once, something I rarely did; I was too used to picking my step carefully. “Will we make it?” I managed to get out over my heavy breathing.

      “Aye,” Dean said from right behind me, where he was hurrying Rosie and me along. “We have to.”

      He hadn’t exactly answered my question, but it didn’t much matter. There was only one way we’d survive this run. Whenever there was a smooth patch of ground, I flicked my vision upward to the tree line, searching for its end. It was nowhere in sight.

      “They’re tracking us,” Shula, who ran on my other side, said.

      “Aye,” Dean said. “We’re making enough noise.”

      The charmers were conserving their focus and breath. I was reading between the lines and had questions, but wouldn’t ask them. I doubted any of the charmers would keep going on their own if the dragons swooped for attack before we could reach safety. Which meant that how fast Rosie and I could move determined the survival not just of us, but of all the dragon charmers too. The most seasoned charmers were there, the ones the Ooba tribe relied on for protection. The only ones with the nerve to stand up to Pumpoo.

      The weight of that burden tried to settle on me, but it didn’t. I was moving too fast. Tree branches continued whipping at me, and small prickly plants tore at my bare legs. But I didn’t slow down. I was cut and bleeding, but I felt light as a feather.

      To both sides, Dean and Shula suddenly looked up. I didn’t know what drew their attention to the skies, but when Dean roared, “Faster,” I picked up the pace. I thought I’d already been moving as fast as I could; I was wrong. Somehow, we all moved faster. Even Rosie kept up. The stunted dragon, for all her unique differences from the usual sleek dragon form, could still move.

      “We’re not going to make it,” Scar said from up ahead.

      “Scar,” Dean berated.

      “Right, we’re going to make it,” he corrected, “but we need to move faster.”

      This time, there was no more speed to attain. I was nearly flying, and there was no more my long legs could manage, not while keeping a small dragon moving along with me.

      We hadn’t yet cleared the trees when I sensed a large form close. When the shadow of the first beast moved in to block the sun, I still couldn’t see an end to the trees.

      When the first beast to reach us let loose an almighty roar, a shiver ran through me, throwing me slightly off balance. I kept going, the surge of nerves and energy continuing to pump my legs, arms, and heart.

      “No matter what you see, you keep running,” Dean said. I was as amazed by his sentiment as by the fact that he could speak a whole sentence without wheezing. And I’d thought I was in better shape than them, with the decades and centuries they had on me.... They ran armed, with swords and knives, and they still ran as fast or faster than me, twin to the fastest boy in the tribe.

      I didn’t like the sound of what Dean said. It sounded entirely too... self-sacrificing. But I was moving too fast to consider what it might mean.

      The first of the dragons swooped down and couldn’t get past the tree canopies, thick enough to blot out the sun almost entirely. The dragon perched, and trees, older than time, creaked and groaned under its weight. Cracking sounds marked our retreat as the first of the trees broke and started to come down.

      “Move!” Dean roared as the dragon roared too. Even through the protection of the tree canopies, I felt the heat along my body. The stream of the dragon’s flame, which I imagined and didn’t turn to see, set the tree canopies on fire. The crackling sound was instantaneous, as loud as the terrifying sound of streaming flame.

      I was certain I couldn’t move any faster, and that I’d die in a charred pile, along with the best men and women of our tribe. At least Rosie would be all right. Fire wouldn’t affect her—I didn’t think it would, at least. She was a dragon, but one with underdeveloped scales. Maybe she wasn’t impervious to dragon flame yet, after all. And maybe the dragons, who were intent on rescuing her now, were only responding to animal instinct. They heard a call of distress of a baby, and they’d set out to save her. But they hadn’t yet made out the unusual form of the baby. They’d tried to kill her once, what would stop them from trying to kill her again? Nothing.

      “Faster, Rosie, faster,” I said, while I willed my tired legs to pump impossibly fast.

      “Faithum,” Dean said.

      “What?”

      “You have faithum.” Even his breath was coming heavily now. “Use it.”

      My mind, focused only on survival, tried to skip over what he said. Faithum, use it. Whatever, I couldn’t think about that now. It was a marvel that Rosie and I had made it this far and this fast.

      “Don’t think, do,” Dean said, as if he could read my mind. That’s when I remembered that I’d been able to speak to him through my thoughts. Not that I would do that now; it required a concentration I couldn’t hold. But it did remind me I was capable of more than I’d realized.

      Dean, legendary dragon charmer, wanted me to do faithum? Fine, I’d do faithum. Whatever. Nothing could be more over-the-top than my current reality. I mean, I was running for my life because dragons were trying to burn me to a crisp.

      I had no idea what I might be able to do, and I didn’t try to figure it out. I held just one thought aloft in my mind while I urged my feet to keep moving, no matter what sounds I heard above me, no matter how they grew, as the fire spread from tree canopy to tree canopy. Faithum, that’s all I thought. Over and over. Faithum. Faithum.

      I ran, unsure of what else to do.

      I didn’t realize something was going on until Rosie and I started leaving Dean and Shula behind. I didn’t notice that I must have activated faithum somehow until Rosie and I passed Crush and Peachy, who were in the lead, marking the pace for the rest of us.

      It wasn’t until I looked to Rosie and saw that she was flying that it really sank in. Faithum. I’m doing faithum. Or something, I was definitely doing something, and if it wasn’t faithum, it was still something extraordinary.

      Rosie’s flight was clumsy, but fast enough. Her wings were stunted and awkward, but they worked, and she jetted ahead to safety. I matched her pace.

      Whatever I was doing, I wanted to share it with the charmers, but didn’t know how.

      A set of twin roars sounded overhead, and I stumbled. I picked myself up and continued, not even daring to look behind. I heard another dragon land on the trees with the same crunching, destructive sound. Another roar, this one accompanied by flame, and another wave of heat and crackling that wanted to pull at my heart.

      I wouldn’t let it. Finally, I could make out the end of the trees up ahead. It was still far, especially since the dragons were overhead. But at least I had a target in sight.

      Faithum. Whatever it was, and however much of it I might possess, I willed it to spring to life, to grow and stretch like the dragons’ flames. I held the vision of myself and Rosie, and the rest of the charmers, running onto the rock beyond the trees. I didn’t see it in the future, I saw it now.

      I didn’t notice it happening with my eyes as much I did with my body. A feeling I’d never experienced before spread through my entire body at once, an explosion of tingles.

      And just like that, my feet pounded across rock in a whirl.

      One of the charmers, Crush I thought, said, “Whoa.” Without turning, I knew I’d brought every one of the dragon charmers to safety with me.
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      The part of me that registered that I’d just done some sort of faithum started to slow down. Whether I’d done a lot or a little, I’d done faithum, something I’d been told all my life I shouldn’t do.

      “Don’t stop,” Dean barked, unmistakable panic in his voice.

      “Wha—?” I looked behind me. If I’d been in a daze before, I sure as hell wasn’t any more. Four giant dragons, silhouetted by fire, flew toward us. The forest was burning, and the dragons were still after us.

      “Run!” Shula said with so much ferocity that my legs snapped back into motion before my brain managed to register what I was seeing and what it meant to the fragility of human life.

      My feet pounded across the hot rock—or maybe I was the one who was hot, sweat leaking from every pore. Rosie continued her inelegant flight.

      Caves were in sight across the rock, but there was still no guarantee we’d make it. Even as I moved I could recognize the silhouettes of the dragons above as they blocked the sun. Distorted shadows of wings, claws, and sharp tails marred the plain gray rock, spelling out doom in continually moving images.

      The seven dragon charmers were a blur, and this time Rosie and I moved right along with them, as fast or faster.

      A myriad of caves dotted the edge of the rock plains. I’d learned my lesson from Dram. I wouldn’t pick the first cave I saw, I’d follow the charmers wherever they went. They’d choose their target more wisely than I. All I had to focus on was getting my legs to keep working, to keep my breath coming, and to keep my frantically beating heart from erupting inside my chest. I just had to keep myself and Rosie moving. The charmers would have to figure out a plan to deal with the four dragons. That was beyond my skill set. I knew only to run and hide, the skills I’d been practicing all my life.

      “They’re in a dive,” Shula said without turning. I thought she said it for my benefit and not that of the others, since no one else turned either. Maybe they’d already predicted it, or maybe they understood they couldn’t afford the second they’d lose if they turned to look.

      When I started hearing the flapping of giant wings with crisp clarity, I realized our time was nearly spent. We’d crossed half the distance to the caves, but if I could hear the dragons’ approach this clearly... well, there could be nothing good about that.

      “Faithum,” Dean said again, but this time the suggestion induced panic. I’d managed to do faithum, but I didn’t know how I’d done it—I certainly didn’t know if I’d manage to do it again.

      As if he read my mind another time, Dean said, “Don’t think. Do.”

      All right. So I stopped thinking, and I just held that one thought—faithum—in my awareness, just as I’d done before.

      Faithum. Faithum. But what if I fail? I hadn’t meant to think that, but there it was. My fear. If I failed to do this energy thing, we’d all die.

      The flapping sound grew louder. A roar shook the blood in my veins and rattled my eyeballs. Fire streamed behind us. My bare feet felt the heat, and whatever ability I’d had to hold onto the thought of faithum melted along with my resolve.

      I tried it anyway. But it was useless. Like vapor on my breath on a cold night, I’d form the thought of faithum, but as quickly as I did, it’d dissolve.

      I tried to envision the charmers, Rosie, and me in the depth of one of the caves—of any damn cave—but it didn’t work. I felt it even before the failed result came to pass.

      Faithum, faithum, faithum. But whatever magic I’d been able to touch before was out of my reach.

      Another roar. Another blast of flame. This time, it licked at my heels, and my flesh burned.

      I barely felt it over the taste of fear in my mouth. My burned feet continued pounding at the rock. I stumbled, but didn’t allow myself to fall. Any fall now would’ve secured my death.

      While I tried not to let go of my tenuous hold on faithum, images of my twin took over. Rane. I loved him. He of all people had managed to make me feel like a real person, even if I didn’t always give him the credit he deserved. Sweet Traya, a gentle big sister, who had the courage to put others before her own well-being, every single time.

      For Rane and Traya, and for Mother, whose broken heart couldn’t afford my loss, who’d suffered enough already due to my recklessness—I put energy I didn’t believe I had into those last strides. Because if these last strides didn’t find the way to propel me toward safety, death was all that awaited. I was sure of it as I imagined every dragon charmer with me was.

      Every one of them ran with a power I hadn’t realized they possessed. Even after all the legends and stories of their feats, I didn’t imagine it would be like this. That it would take so much courage, so much resolve, to lead the life of a dragon charmer, to fulfill the noble, sacred purpose of the Ooba people. And to survive long enough to do it again the next day.

      The dragons roared again. This time it sounded as if the four beasts had united and merged their fury to rain destruction on every one of us. There wouldn’t be a single survivor among us. Not even Rosie could survive such wrath.

      Fire heated the rock behind us, marking pace with our escape.

      And then, out of nowhere, as if I hadn’t been trying to achieve this goal all along, the caves were within reach. I might actually make it. We all might actually survive.

      Then my mind went completely blank. I no longer tried to reach faithum. I no longer tried to hold onto what apparently wasn’t mine to touch.

      All I did was run, run, run, and run some more. Until I reached the coolness of the caves.

      And then, I leapt.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      Laughter erupted in the cave long before I was ready for such a joyous sound. I thought I might never be ready for laughter again as I shook like a leaf in an uncaring wind. I pressed my head against Rosie’s side, squeezed her as if she alone could make me forget the four gigantic dragons that waited for us outside.

      We were far enough back into the cave that it was too dark to make out faces. I couldn’t tell who was the first to laugh, but it sounded like it might have been Boom or Brute. The laughter was deep and resonant, but there wasn’t a single part of me that considered joining in.

      “Are we even sure we’re safe?” I snapped without meaning to. The laughter of now two dragon charmers grated on every one of my nerves as my heart pounded and my chest heaved. “Can their fire stream this far back?”

      I wanted to ask Dean, but I couldn’t figure out where he was in the group of dragon charmers, Rosie, and me, all of us sweaty and hot. No one had answered me when someone stepped on my foot. “Ow, watch yourself!”

      A deep voice chuckled, and said, “Sorry, Anira, but if I can’t see you in the middle of daylight, I sure as hell can’t see you in a pitch dark cave.”

      “Still. Be careful. Just because I’m invisible doesn’t mean I don’t get hurt just like the rest of you.”

      “Duly noted,” Crush, I think it was, said.

      “So? Is anyone going to answer me?” I didn’t mean to be snarly, but how could they laugh when I wasn’t even sure we were safe yet. “Are we safe or not? My heart’s about to leap out of my body.”

      A big, hearty laugh, which more than a few joined in, preceded Boom’s answer. “Aye, we’re safe enough.” This time I was sure it was Boom. His voice echoed against the walls of the cave.

      “‘Safe enough’? What the hell does that mean? Can the dragons’ fire reach us in here or not? Can those four huge dragons stream fire all the way in here to kill us or not? Clarity, please.” Apparently, running for my life in such a tangible way didn’t do wonders for my usually calm personality. “Before I go crazy.” Hopefully I wasn’t yet, despite being in a cave with the craziest of all dragon charmers.

      I heard someone moving, adjusting, bumping into a few of the others, and then settling at my side. Dean clamped a hand to my shoulder, after missing only once, and said, “As Boom said, we’re safe enough.” I started to protest, he stopped me. “What he means by that is that it’s unlikely that the dragons will stream fire that will reach us.”

      “‘Unlikely’? I’d prefer certainty when it comes to dragon fire, please.” This got a good laugh out of what sounded like all of the charmers but Dean, and probably not Shula either, since I didn’t imagine the serious woman ever laughed. I knew better than to antagonize a crew of dragon charmers, especially when I wanted their protection more than ever, but patience and restraint had never been my strong suits. “How can you laugh at a time like this? Is there something funny about death that I’m missing and you’d like to fill me in on?”

      This elicited a fresh wave of laughter, but I could still hear Dean over the rowdy sounds. “What else are they supposed to do?”

      Uh, I could think of a million, including melting in a puddle of fear and overwhelm.

      “We just survived the wrath of four adult dragons, when it wasn’t clear at all that we would.”

      “You can say that again....”

      “Our lives are high stress. The intensity we barely survived is a bit beyond our every day, but not by much. We need to have a way to retain our humanity through it all. We don’t want to be merely soldiers, to be simply dragon charmers. We’re men and women, capable of dying just as we are of living. Laughter is good medicine for the eternality. It releases tension so the body doesn’t hold on to it.”

      “Do you go into fits of laughter every time dragons nearly kill you?”

      More laughter. I tried not to be annoyed this time, with little success.

      “If we did, we’d do nothing but laugh. Dragons try to kill us most days.”

      I was silent for a few moments, listening to the laughter. It was loud and carefree. I listened to it long enough that I noticed my own tension start to leave my body. Maybe Dean was right about laughter being good medicine, but I wasn’t ready to admit it. Instead I asked, “How do you do it? How do you stare down dragons like this, not knowing whether you’ll survive the day?”

      Dean started to answer, but I interrupted. “I don’t mean the answer I already know. That it’s our sacred purpose. That it’s an honor to do the work, and that’s reason enough to persevere. I’m asking for the real answer. How? Why do you do it? Why do all of you do it?” I asked everyone in the cave.

      Dean removed his hand from my shoulder, and didn’t answer at first. When he did, it was soft. “We each have our own reasons.”

      “All right. What are some of them? I honestly don’t understand after what we just endured. I realized that dragons were dangerous before, but this, this was something entirely different. This was death on wings.”

      “Death on wings. I like it,” Peachy said in an upbeat voice, as if she had a true death wish.

      Maybe that’s what it was. “Is that it? Do you all just have a death wish?”

      A chuckle circled the back of the cave, but the boisterous laughter was now absent. I’d seemingly put an end to it, and as much as it annoyed me before, I discovered I missed it. I wanted it back, and I experienced a bit of guilt for denying the charmers their relief.

      “Coming to peace with our own deaths is different than having a death wish,” Peachy said.

      “We all know we might die every day we get out of bed and head out to the dragons,” one of the men said, either Crush or Scar. I wished I could see them.

      And that’s all it took. A simple wish. A single thought.

      Suddenly we were engulfed in a subtle purple glow, strong enough to illuminate everyone’s faces around me, just as I’d wished for.
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      Everyone, including me, was too shocked to react. Dean was the first one to break the silence and the stares. “I told you. You have faithum.”

      I didn’t attempt to deny it, even if my mind was reeling at the implications, like a trapped mouse running back and forth and never settling. My mouth hung open. I tried to get it to form words, but all I managed to do was stare at the purple glow that rolled off my bare skin. Like heat leaving my body in a cold night, the purple light coated my skin.

      Then Boom hooted, Brute laughed a big bear laugh, and Scar grinned maniacally.

      “Whoa, Anira. You’re amazing,” Peachy said. “How are you doing that?”

      “I have absolutely no idea. I just thought how I’d like to see your faces, that’s all. I didn’t do anything.”

      Dean said, “Faithum, in its purest form, is nothing more than desire made manifest. You wished for light, and you received it.”

      “But... but nothing like this has happened to me before.” I couldn’t take my eyes from the purple glow. It was the most brilliant purple I’d ever seen, like the brightest color of sunset. “I’ve wished for plenty of things before that never happened. I wished not to be invisible like every single day of my life. I never got that wish.”

      “The problem might be as simple as that you wished for what you didn’t want, instead of what you did.”

      “No, I’m sure I must’ve wished for things I did want many times.”

      “Aye, I imagine you did. Maybe it just wasn’t time. When things are meant to happen, they do, but not a moment before they’re meant to. I think for faithum to happen, you probably need to believe it’s in you. Your belief in yourself, in your faithum, gives it power.”

      “How do you know so much about faithum?” I asked. Before Dean, I could never get anyone to barely mention faithum. Beyond my conversations with Rane, no one said the word for fear of the chieftain’s retaliation.

      But Dean didn’t tell me how he knew about faithum. Immediately, I began wondering, how did Dean know so much about things no one else did?

      He said, “You did faithum when we were running through the forest too, or didn’t you notice?”

      “Oh, I noticed. I also noticed how I didn’t manage it at the end, once we reached the rock plains. Just as I’d done in the forest, I envisioned all of us in the caves, but it didn’t happen. We didn’t move a foot without our own efforts.”

      “Why do you think that was?”

      “I don’t know,” I replied immediately, but I realized that I did know, I just didn’t want to say it.

      “Fear,” Dean said, as if he were in my mind again, reading my deepest concerns. “Fear of failure.”

      I didn’t respond. An uncomfortable sensation ran through me, and I buried my face in Rosie’s warm body.

      Dean continued, but more gently, and the rest of the charmers listened to their leader, as if they appreciated the wisdom in his words as much as I did. Even if I didn’t feel like hearing what he had to say, I needed to. “If faithum needs pure belief to work, then fear of failure is its complete opposite, because it keeps you from accessing all you’re capable of.”

      “I’m not sure I know how to believe. I’ve believed myself the greatest of mistakes for so long....” I blushed, embarrassed to bare my true thoughts in front of all these people I’d only recently met. But there was something bonding about surviving four gnarly dragons, along with the fresh reminder of how easily life could be stolen away, that urged me to be truthful. They were truths I didn’t like, but it seemed we’d left behind the time for conservative action long ago.

      “It’ll come. Belief is the most natural state for us. It’s how we’re born. Doubt originates here, and when you begin to understand that there are things not of this world, you’ll accept that you can access that which is beyond the visible. It should come easier for you than most.”

      “Why’s that?”

      “Because you already are a part of the unseen world, of that part of existence that operates beyond that which we see with our eyes. But just because we don’t see something, doesn’t mean it doesn’t exist. You of all people should know that. Just because you don’t yet see the proof of faithum everywhere around you, within you, doesn’t in any way mean you don’t have it.”

      “Hmph.”

      “Faith requires believing before you see. Believe in yourself, and in your ability to do faithum, and you’ll be able to. Faithum, after all, even contains the word ‘faith’. There’s a good reason for that.”

      “What about you guys? Why don’t you have faithum if you can believe just as much as I can? Once I wrap my mind around all of this.”

      “Belief has little to do with the mind, don’t confuse the mind with the heart.”

      “You didn’t answer my question.”

      “I did not.”

      “So, are you going to?”

      “When it’s time.”

      “What does that mean? I need answers. I’ve needed answers since I was born into this world the way I am.”

      “When you were born into this world, you had all the answers. You’ve since forgotten them. Now you’re beginning to remember.”

      I tried a different approach. “Is this the same thing that happened to all of you? Have you remembered or whatever? Do you believe?”

      “Oh we believe all right.” This was the reserved Shula, and I stared at her and her unusual forcefulness of response.

      “You do?” I asked her, shocked again, without understanding the full reasons why.

      “We work with the most magical of beasts every day. What do you think?”

      I turned back to Dean, his intelligent eyes, sparkling in the purple glow, still on me. “So what Pumpoo said is true? The dragons do have a connection to faithum?”

      The strong lines of Dean’s face cracked into a smile. “Of course they do. There is faithum all around us. It doesn’t always have to come in big containers or in big displays of power. Faithum is everywhere, and it’s most certainly in the dragons.”

      “So Pumpoo will find it!”

      Boom laughed, but his laughter had none of its original mirth. “Pumpoo couldn’t find his own rear end with two hands and a looking glass.”

      Dean said, “What Boom is trying to say, most colorfully, is that Pumpoo has never approached the dragons. He doesn’t have the ability to work with them. Wanting to figure out the dragons’ connection to faithum is one thing. Being able to do it is another entirely.”

      “That’s why he tried to take us,” Shula said, and I knew she was referring to when Pumpoo’s principal emissary, Jore, tried to throw Dean, Shula, Rosie, and me into a pit with a trap door.

      “Because he wanted you to access the dragons’ faithum for him,” I said, finally starting to piece together some of the errant pieces of this puzzle.

      “Right,” Dean said. “When he saw Rosie, he thought she’d be an easy way to do it.”

      “Because she isn’t aggressive?”

      “Exactly. But he still needed us because he doesn’t know how to deal with the dragons at all.”

      “Aye,” Brute said, “he likes to talk the big talk about how working with the dragons is our sacred purpose and all—”

      “As long as he does it from the safety of his ridiculous shade,” Boom finished.

      “What’s with the shade, anyway?” I asked. “I’ve wondered before. He uses it even when there’s no sun, and the sun is glorious.”

      “He hides under that damn shade, you mean,” Boom said. If I hadn’t already known the hearty man, with his broad chest and easy smile, wasn’t a fan of the ruler, I’d have been left without doubt of his animosity now.

      But Dean’s response was serious, his green eyes pensive, alert. “I’ve wondered that myself.”

      “So you don’t know?”

      “No, I don’t know.”

      Peachy chuckled. “I know it’s easy to believe Dean has all the answers, but he only acts as if he does.” But her comment was merely playful ribbing. Every charmer there admired the man; it was obvious.

      Dean said, “I have only some answers, and no certainty, for there is little to be certain about in such a fleeting existence.”

      “You’ve lived centuries already!” I said.

      “Aye, and once you do, you’ll realize that time plays tricks on you, no matter how long you’ve lived.”

      “And faithum? What about faithum? Have centuries been enough to do faithum?”

      “Not really,” Shula said, moving to crouch down in front of me, her eyes moving from where I was to Rosie. “But we don’t practice every day for nothing.”
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      “Practice?” I asked, not bothering to mask that I was clueless as to much of what the dragon charmers were really about. “You practice... faithum?”

      “Aye,” Shula said on a grin. I stared at the hardened woman, noticing how different her face looked when she smiled. She looked lighter, as if she didn’t carry all the weight of the world and our people’s fate on her shoulders.

      “I can’t believe it.”

      “That’s what you have to shift,” Dean said. “What you do and don’t believe.”

      “I didn’t mean it like that. It’s just an expression. I didn’t mean that I literally can’t believe it. You guys are changing a lot of my notions of what I do and don’t believe.”

      “Whether you meant it or not doesn’t much matter. Words, and the thoughts behind them, have great power. They’re energy, just as faithum is. Once you learn to harness that energy, well, then faithum will be easy for you.”

      “Easy. Right.”

      Dean just stared at me.

      “Right, easy enough.” This time, I left out the sarcasm.

      “It truly is as easy as you believe it to be.”

      “And you all practice faithum regularly. Right.” I was trying hard to absorb all they’d shared.

      “You didn’t really think we spent all our time with those magnificent, unmanageable beasts, did you?” Peachy asked.

      “Actually, I did.”

      “Well you’re in for some surprises then.”

      “You mean more surprises.”

      “They aren’t surprises at all,” Dean interjected. “You’ve known these things all along, you’d just forgotten.”

      I didn’t have anything to say to that. I could see the world unmoving in front of my eyes, but it felt as if it were spinning, or as if I were spinning my way through it.

      “Now,” Dean said, and he turned away from me, to his team. “We need to get back out there.”

      “Get back out there? Are you out of your mind?”

      “It’s been suggested,” Dean said with a quick glance back at me, and a small smile. But then his attention was back on the others. “If we can calm them, we need to.”

      “Calm the dragons? The ones who just tried to incinerate us?”

      “The very same.” But Dean didn’t even look at me this time, and I stopped interrupting. “If we can’t calm them, we need to disperse them. Even if they go off fighting amongst themselves, we need to get them out of here, before the whole of the Ooba people arrive to see what’s going on.”

      “It’s too late for that,” Crush said. “With the racket they made, there’s no way at least some of the Ooba aren’t already on their way.”

      “Which means that so is Pumpoo,” Peachy said with just the right amount of vehemence.

      “On the bright side, the rest of the Dragon Force should be heading our way too,” Boom said.

      “Including those we can’t fully trust,” Scar said.

      “Wait,” I said. “I thought you could trust all the Dragon Force. Dean, you said that the members of the Dragon Force were loyal to each other, no matter what.”

      “And for the most part, that’s exactly right.”

      “It’s just that it only takes one,” Crush said.

      “One is enough to reveal our secrets,” Scar said. “To betray us to Pumpoo.”

      “Who is this one? Do you know?” I asked.

      Scar turned his unwavering gaze on me. “If we did, the person would have long ago ceased living.”

      “We haven’t wanted to let on that we know there’s a chance someone is reporting to Pumpoo,” Peachy said. “Once we let on, then the spy becomes even more careful—assuming there’s a spy.”

      “And then we really won’t find them,” Crush said.

      “What about Yoon?” I said. “He seems awfully fond of the chieftain.”

      “We’ve suggested it many times before,” Crush said, “but Dean dismisses the theory every time.”

      “Aye, and with good reason,” Dean said.

      “One you haven’t told us.”

      “As I’ve told you many times before, it’s one I’ll share the very moment I can.”

      “You always tell us we don’t keep secrets from each other, that secrets destroy.”

      “It’s true, but this isn’t my secret to tell. If it were, you’d know it by now.”

      Dean and Crush stared each other down. Finally Crush said, “Fine,” and I realized how great a level of trust the dragon charmers had in their leader.

      Peachy put a hand to my back. “Is it tiring you?”

      “Is what tiring me?”

      “Maintaining the light.”

      “You know, I forgot I was doing it.”

      “Really?” She smiled, her pretty face lightening. “Why, that’s marvelous. Did you hear that guys?”

      “We’re right here with you,” Scar said, “‘Course we heard it.”

      “I think Dean’s right,” she said to me, her ordinary brown eyes looking anything but in the dance of the purple light. “Once you start believing, you’ll be able to do anything.”

      “Until then,” Dean said, “we need to get out there and deal with the dragons. People will start arriving soon, and it isn’t safe for them. We have to secure the area before they get here. Either we calm the dragons, or we get them the hell out of here.”

      If it wasn’t safe for the Ooba people, it wasn’t safe for the dragon charmers either. But I didn’t say it. They knew—far better than I.

      “Peachy, Crush, Brute, Boom, and Scar, I want you all out there. Work together to make it happen.”

      “What about you and Shula?” Boom asked. “Four riled up dragons? We could definitely use the help.”

      “You’re the best there is at what you do. Remember that. Shula and I will be with Rosie and Anira, working to subdue the forest fire.”

      Crap. In my terror, I’d totally forgotten that the dragons had lit tree canopies on fire. Maybe the fire hadn’t spread too much. I loved the forest. It was more home to me than anything else in these mountains.

      I scrambled to my feet. “Come on, Rosie. We need to put the fire out.” I moved toward the entrance of the cave.

      In seconds, they stood and caught up with me. “Whoa. Hold up there, Anira,” Crush said. “I appreciate your enthusiasm, but you can’t step out there with four dragons waiting for you. They’ll eat you.” Crush said it in a funny voice, but the weight of his words hit me hard regardless.

      Crush, Brute, Boom, Scar, and Peachy muscled past Rosie and me. “We’ll handle this,” Peachy, dwarfed by the men surrounding her, said.

      The purple light I maintained faded to nothing as I swallowed my fear for the dragon charmers. They walked up the length of the cave with sureness in their step. I was the only one who appeared to be terrified when they exited the cave and spread out, away from the cave entrance and my sight.

      My breath hitched in my throat, which was suddenly as dry and brittle as bone. Just like the bones dragons liked to munch on to sharpen their teeth. I’d only read it in a book, but it had to be true. Dragons totally seemed like they’d gnaw on their victims’ bones.

      I didn’t even hear Dean and Shula stop behind me over the terror that had seized me. I felt their hands on my back. “Come on,” Dean said. “They know what they’re doing. We need to take advantage of the distraction they’re causing to get into the cover of the forest.”

      “We need to hurry,” Shula said to Dean, not me.

      “Aye, I feel it too,” Dean said, and I wondered what they were referring to.

      But the moment we reached the entrance to the cave, I understood. They were feeling the forest burning, the life within it writhing and extinguishing.

      I felt it too. The forest was alight with the flame of dragons.

      I had no idea what Dean and Shula could do to put the flames out, but I ran toward them, purposefully not looking at the dragon charmers and the dragons hovering overhead. If I was to keep my nerve, I’d have to ignore parts of my reality. Otherwise it would be far too much for an invisible girl to handle.

      I ran toward the raging inferno as sparks rained down from above.
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      I believed I was ready to do my part, both to save the forest and to help the charmers subdue the dragons overhead if they asked for my help. But when I reached the edge of the forest, and managed to duck beneath the relative safety of its trees, I stopped, and couldn’t seem to get myself to move another step forward. Dean and Shula advanced farther into the forest without me. I didn’t think they realized I hadn’t followed, Rosie hanging back at my side.

      The trees at the edge of the forest weren’t yet burning, but they would be soon. Everything would burn if we didn’t find the way to stop it. The dragons set fire to the trees in several different areas in their pursuit of us, and the different patches of fire were reaching for each other, burning with a terrifying rage. Even where I stood, apart from the fire, the heat whisked across my bare flesh, and pressed what little clothing I wore against my skin. Flecks of ash rained down, swirling and flying everywhere on the currents the heat created.

      The forest I loved, the forest, which had offered me refuge from the harshness of my life so many times, was alight. The fire was loud, its flames roared, nearly masking the panicked sounds of the animals fleeing the area. Those that could, left in flight; those that couldn’t ran in the direction of the caves, if they were close enough, or the sacred pools, if they weren’t. Squeals and whinnies, and calls and brays, accentuated the sounds of the fire. I worked to keep grief over the loss from completely immobilizing me.

      A group of birds, all with a wingspan as wide as I was tall, streamed overhead, jetting out into the rock clearing in the gap between the bottom of the tree canopies and my head. They didn’t spare me, or my little dragon friend, a glance. We weren’t the danger.

      I lost sight of Dean and Shula. The smoke swallowed them up, just like the fire threatened to swallow everything else. I was aware I should follow them. That was the job they’d assigned me, but I couldn’t get my feet to move in the right direction. In any direction.

      I really didn’t want to, but even so, I found myself turning back toward the direction of the caves. With the raging heat of the flames at my back, my terror grew even more. The five charmers were specks compared to the gargantuan size of the dragons swarming overhead. Of the four dragons, I recognized only one. The violet she-dragon I’d slapped to spare Dram’s life. She was furious then, she was even more furious now.

      I stared, mouth open, until smoke made me cough. I snapped my mouth shut, but couldn’t tear my eyes away. There, at the center of the dragons’ focus, was Peachy, the smallest of all the dragon charmers. None of her weapons were drawn. She stood, with legs apart, arms reaching up to the skies, palms facing forward.

      What the hell is she doing? Even in my mind, my thoughts were panicked. She’s out of her mind. Those dragons will rip her in half with as much ease as they flick their tails.

      Crush, Brute, Boom, and Scar surrounded her in a half circle. As Peachy did, they stood strong before an unreasonable challenge, but they held their arms out to the sides, palms open and forward.

      I skipped a few breaths as I watched, barely hearing the crackling behind me anymore. As much as I’d snuck around and attempted to watch dragon charmers—or even the lesser skilled dragon tamers—at work, it wasn’t an easy feat—mostly because the charmers worked in conditions like this, ones no sane person would want to get near.

      The violet she-dragon roared her fury, and I started trembling. I tried to stop but I couldn’t, despite the growing heat. I was afraid not for myself, but for them. No wonder Father and Shean died, I thought before I could prevent it. I tried not to think of them because of the pain it brought, but I couldn’t help it. I understood now why the universe ripped them from our lives. No human being should be able to do what these charmers were attempting and survive it. The dragons were ferocious beasts, made by nature to be the very pinnacle of the food chain. There was nothing about them that suggested they could be tamed, and it was only an error in design that allowed Rosie to be at my side.

      The charmers shouldn’t be able to do anything to calm the royalty of the sky. There was nothing a person could do to intimidate a dragon. We didn’t have a single advantage in this fight, just as Dean had warned all the new trainees in his orientation.

      And yet... I found myself wishing with all my strength that I might witness some miracle. That I might watch the charmers do something to subdue the ferocity overhead. That I might be witness to the legendary charms of the Dragon Force that allowed them to work with the dragons in remarkable ways, to fulfill the sacred mission of our people. Part of that mission, as Dean also mentioned in the orientation, was to relocate the dragons when necessary to avoid conflict. It was something dragon charmers supposedly did, though I couldn’t fathom how.

      The beasts above were gigantic, nearly blotting out what was left of the sunlight, that which the smoke hadn’t yet been able to touch. Their occasional shrieks were discordant. I experienced each dragon sound as a knife, which didn’t cut but only scratched against bare flesh. They hovered awkwardly above what I could only consider their prey. The dragons’ bodies weren’t meant to float, stationary; they were meant for streamlined flight, for the active pursuit of prey.

      In such close proximity to each other, the four dragons struggled for dominion of the air space. An orange dragon and a red one bumped into each other, the wing of the orange throwing the red off balance. The red dragon craned its head and snapped its jaws at the offending dragon. Knife-like teeth sunk into the long neck of the orange dragon, who didn’t make a sound. It didn’t thrash, but just flapped its wings once to maintain altitude.

      I definitely stopped breathing, and despite my worry for the five charmers below, I couldn’t tear my gaze from the dragons, locked in what had to be the precursor to an all-out dragon fight.

      The red dragon held on for a very long time. When it finally disengaged its jaws, I thought that would be the end for the orange dragon. I pictured it plummeting, out of control, to the rock beneath, where I hoped the charmers would get out of the way in time.

      But that didn’t happen. Instead, it flapped its wings, using that momentum to launch itself at the neck of the red dragon, and clinched maws around its throat. It shook the red dragon with such violence that I feared they’d both drop from the sky. All their focus on each other, the dragons knocked into the violet and green dragons, who roared their almighty fury. The violet dragon sank her teeth into the orange’s wing, and the green one lashed at it with its spiked tail.

      And all the while, the charmers stood unmoving beneath the scene. What can they possibly do to control the dragons? There was nothing they could do. How Father and Shean had returned home at the end of a day like this, and managed to act like a loving father and older brother, was beyond my comprehension. I was shaking, and I wasn’t in immediate danger.

      The four dragons were locked in a nasty fight, each now engaged in the violence. Each dragon took turns both inflicting injury and receiving it, without any concern for the forest that burned within sight.

      The dragons, as deadly and fierce as they were, mesmerized me. I only drew my eyes from them because I sensed something going on below.

      The men and Peachy linked hands, forming a circle, and tilted their heads upward.

      My fear for them was real when Peachy snapped her head in my direction and yelled, “Your fear is interfering. Stop it.”

      Startled, I didn’t know how to respond.

      “Join us or leave. But you can’t do this. We don’t have time.”

      I stared at Peachy, the small woman who looked as determined as the other charmers.

      “Now, Anira.” Her sharp voice rapped me into motion.

      I gave only a brief glance behind me, to my beloved forest and its impending demise. Even though Dean had told me to help Shula and him with the fire, clearly I wasn’t going to.

      My feet started moving on their own, Rosie along with me. When they hit the rock, they picked up the pace, and before I knew it, I was running toward the charmers and their precarious position.

      I drew up to Peachy. “You ready for this?” she asked. Before I could respond, she said, “Never mind. It doesn’t matter.” She brushed off Boom’s hand and made room. “Get in between us, Rosie behind you, touching you, but in the center of the circle.”

      I had no idea how any of this would help the disaster unfolding overhead. The violet dragon was gnawing on the wing of the orange, and the red and green dragons were snapping at each other. It was everything the Dragon Force worked to prevent.

      “Now,” Peachy barked, and I sprang into motion.

      I took her hand and Boom’s, with Rosie pressed against the backs of my legs. “What do I do?”

      “Just follow my lead. We’re going to do faithum.”

      I widened my eyes and looked at her, but she wasn’t looking at me anymore. Her bright brown eyes were staring at the dragons overhead with such an intensity that I wondered if that was it, if her piercing gaze was enough to force the dragons to behave.

      “Focus,” she said, without looking at me, and she closed her eyes.

      I didn’t know what else to do, so I closed my eyes too. As soon as they were closed, something yanked me out of the worried thoughts of my mind, so fast that I felt my internal world tilt. For a long moment, I hung in a nauseating lack of balance, and then my internal compass shifted back to normal.

      That’s when I finally understood what it was that these men and woman were attempting to do. It was only once I stopped looking to identify that which operated only in the visible world that I was able to see the more important action.

      I sensed energy flowing from Peachy to me, and from Boom to me, and I realized I was interrupting the flow of energy. It was meant to circle around the charmers and then... well after that I had no idea, but I could do the part I understood.

      I’d never done it before, but I had to open up my flow of energy to join that of the others. How the hell do I do that? But before I could go down the road of doubt and mess up whatever the charmers were trying to do, I got over myself. Without planning, I acted. Without understanding, I trusted.

      I willed my energy, my faithum, whatever it was, to meld with that of the others. Perhaps there were some specifics I should have taken into account, some disclaimers or limitations, but I did none of that. I opened up the flow, and once I did, it was like a torrent. It was too much for me to handle.

      A warm flow, which tingled as it moved through me, sped across my body and into the connection with the others. It obliterated everything else. Every fear that tried to take hold failed. There was no place it could take root, everything within me was aflame in its own way, a rushing gush of energy and maybe the faithum Dean believed I had.

      My body sprang into rigidity at first as it tried to process an overload of energy, but as some of it began to leave and flow into the others, I relaxed—as much as I could considering I was doing something I had no idea I could do while dragons battled overhead, and the forest burned to my left. I tasted ash and breathed in smoke, but the most significant fire now raged within. It wasn’t the kind that burned, it was the kind that could mold reality.

      I felt some of my energy going into Rosie, and was surprised when I felt her sending some of her own back. My little friend was doing her part. Even if she didn’t understand, she trusted me enough to respond. I would have smiled, but the energy was too great for that. My focus was both pinpointed and vague all at once.

      And then any notion of myself as an individual evaporated in the force of our communal merging. The energy pushed through every bit of my body, pulsed and moved from me to the reality outside of me.

      It was so bright within my consciousness that I could no longer make sense of anything. Any notion that had once defined me was gone, perhaps forever. If I was once Anira, invisible girl, now I was vibrating energy beyond form.

      With a blast of light, I gave it my all. And then the world went dark.
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      I came to and blinked against whatever sunlight managed to filter through a thick covering of smoke. It took me only a few seconds to remember I’d joined the charmers in subduing the clashing dragons instead of helping Dean and Shula as I was supposed to.

      The only dragon in sight now was Rosie, who licked at my leg. The dragon charmers had somehow gotten four belligerent dragons to leave. But... had they all survived? From my place against the rock, I swiveled my head.

      “Ah,” I groaned. The movement caused a sharp pain to shoot through my head.

      “You’re awake!” Peachy said, but Rane and Traya were the ones to rush to my side.

      “Where’d you come from?” I asked my siblings, noticing a slight slur to my voice.

      “Shhh, don’t talk,” Traya said in deep soothing tones. She drew up to my side, sat next to Rosie, and felt about gingerly until she found my forehead. “You might be hurt. You fell.” She probed at the back of my head with gentle fingers. “Does this hurt? Are you bleeding?” Traya showed signs of becoming as skilled a healer as Mother, but it wasn’t easy when she couldn’t see her patient.

      “I don’t know,” I mumbled and groaned again when every one of the dragon charmers crowded over to look at me—or the spot where I lay, surrounded by a baby dragon and my siblings. My head throbbed. “Too much,” was all I managed to get out, but Traya understood.

      “Back off, everyone. She needs some space.” Traya sounded less like the gentle sister I knew, and more like my protective twin.

      Rane sidled against my free side. “Nir, you scared the crap out of me. Don’t ever do that again. Ever.”

      This was how my twin showed his affection. I tried to smile, but it hurt; he wouldn’t have seen it anyway. “I’m all right,” I eked out, for his sake.

      “Like hell you are.”

      “You can’t even see me.”

      “True, but I can see enough, and feel enough, to know you’re not all right.”

      I tried to sit up, and with Traya’s help, I managed to sit some and lean on her more. “What happened to me?”

      Peachy said, “You joined us all in doing faithum, and then you blacked out.”

      “We did it? We did faithum?”

      “Hell yes we did. You did a crap load of it.” Dragon charmers were known for taking action, not poetic wording. “That’s probably what blacked you out. You streamed as much energy as all the rest of us combined.”

      “I... did?”

      “Mmm-mph.” Peachy sounded happy. “You sure did. Didn’t she, guys?”

      “Oh yeah,” Boom said, and I cringed. He was always loud. Everything he did was loud, and right then he was too loud. “I’ve never seen anything like it.”

      “Well you didn’t see me, did you?”

      “We might not have seen your physical body, but we saw you, that’s for damn sure.”

      “What?”

      Peachy said, “We saw you lit up by the energy you were streaming.”

      “You— Wait, really?”

      “Really. You were lit up as bright as the Suxle Sun.” Peachy was definitely happy.

      “More like the two suns and the moon combined,” Brute chimed in.

      I didn’t know what to say.

      “It was amazing,” Scar said, sounding far more uplifted than I’d ever heard him.

      I squeezed Rane’s hand, and searched for Dean and Shula in the sea of faces. Dean was smiling, but it didn’t reach his eyes. Shula appeared as concerned as my siblings.

      I tried to look at them while I spoke. “Dean, Shula, I’m sorry. I was supposed to help you with the fire, and I didn’t.”

      “You did do what you were supposed to do,” Dean said.

      “What of the fire? What of... what of the forest?” My precious forest.

      “It’s gone. The fire ate through all of it. There was nothing we could do.”

      “How much?”

      “It burned from the rock clearing here all the way to the mountain path. It burned itself out at the sacred pools.”

      Rane rubbed his hand up and down my arm. He alone knew how deep my connection to the forest ran. My friends were the plants and the animals, those that wouldn’t condemn me for being who and how I was. He said, “The fire consumed everything but the pools themselves.” He sounded as saddened as I was.

      Tears budded in my eyes. I didn’t bother holding them in. “What stopped the fire from charging up the mountain path to the village?” My voice sounded lifeless to my own ears.

      Rane had no answer for that. Dean said, “Luck maybe, though I don’t imagine any of us feels all that lucky. Maybe the wind worked in our favor, or the fire found less to burn with the water from the pools, and it just petered out. Whatever caused it, I’m grateful.”

      “Grateful?” I chortled without mirth. “You’re grateful for all this?”

      “Aye.”

      “What’s there to be grateful for?” I sat up a little higher and leaned on Traya a little less.

      “There’s always something to be grateful for, no matter how hard it might be to find it.”

      “These forests have been here for longer than the Ooba people. There’s never been a fire here before. And if it hadn’t been for me, there wouldn’t have been one now either.”

      “Blaming yourself is easy but unwise. The forest has never burned before because the dragons have never had reason to come this low to attack.”

      “To defend. They were trying to defend Rosie, not attack. I was the one who found Rosie, and the one who left her. They responded to her, the dragon baby they tried to kill.”

      “And here are all the blessings that came from this. We’ve been practicing faithum for a long time, but we’d never attempted to use it to subdue enraged dragons, and never more than one. Today we discovered that we’re learning to harness our faithum, to wield it, to direct it. We learned that you’re able to access so much faithum that it overpowered you this first time. With practice, that will change. We learned that you’re one of us, and that your brother and sister are too.”

      I looked to Traya and Rane. Only Rane couldn’t help but grin, even under the circumstances. “What did they do?” I asked.

      “This is the second time they’ve risked their lives and exposure to warn us of Chieftain Pumpoo’s actions.”

      “Do I even want to know?”

      “Probably not. So back to the blessings. The forest might have burned, but the animals managed to escape. We lost many ancient trees, but they’ll grow back. It will all grow back.”

      “Aye, but how long will that take?”

      “As long as it takes. It’s not our place to question the flow of life. It is what it is, and the forest will recover. There’s nothing we can do now but perhaps work faithum to speed up its recovery.”

      That snapped me to attention. “How? What do we do?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe you’ll be the one to teach us.”

      Finally I brought myself to look to the forest, where the smoke still continued to billow in thick, dense clouds of a deep gray. Soot rained down upon us, marking some of my body as the ash settled on its contours. My sight blurred until I forced myself to see beyond the damage. To see with the hope Dean’s voice carried. “If there’s something we can do to help the forest heal and grow, then I’ll do it.”

      “Good. That’s the kind of thinking we need as part of the Dragon Force. Because the Dragon Force isn’t just about dragons. It’s about faithum. It’s about finding balance for all life, not just the dragons.”

      My focus settled on one thing. “Part of the Dragon Force? Do you mean me?”

      Dean threw his head back and laughed as if the world weren’t crumbling around us. “Of course I mean you. According to your fellow charmers, you were a sight to behold. I’m sorry I missed it.”

      “So... I’m a member of the Dragon Force?”

      “Aye. If you’ll have us.”

      It was too bad no one could see the grin that split my face. It was the biggest one I’d ever had. It was enough to forget the evidence of concern that surrounded us. It was even enough to forget about Pumpoo and the shadow man—for now. It was enough to see the blessings Dean outlined and some of my own.
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      The Suxle Sun began to set with its usual brilliance, and after all that had happened, I couldn’t muster the energy to think or worry about what would come next. The forest still smoldered to the left of the rock clearing, and against the suddenly bright sky, it was both eerie and remarkable at once, the starkness of the dark, burnt shades contrasting to the oranges and reds of the sunset.

      “So they know about you,” Rane said after a period of silence. Traya, he, and I sat in the middle of the clearing, surrounded by the comings and goings of the dragon charmers.

      “Aye,” I said, not taking my eyes off the expanse of color in front of me, absently running a hand along Rosie’s back.

      “That’s a lot of people to know your secret.”

      “Seven people, all trustworthy.” I was finished worrying whether or not the dragon charmers there would keep my confidence. Every single one of them had proven they could be trusted with my life, and with tasks far greater than that. “I didn’t have much of a choice, Rane.”

      “Aye, I guess not. Things sure have escalated rather rapidly. You’re sure you’re safe, that they’ll keep your secret?”

      “Why don’t you tell me. You’ve seen them. What do you think?”

      He didn’t say anything for a long while, ash raining down us as steadily and quietly as a light snow. “Aye, they’ll keep our secret.”

      “Not our secret. My secret. They don’t know I’m a twin.”

      “They might not know now, but how long will it take them to figure it out?”

      “I don’t know, but I can’t worry about everything anymore.”

      “Since when do you worry about everything?”

      I turned to look at him sharply. “Since always.” He looked at me as if he hadn’t realized it. “You can’t be serious,” I said. “What, you thought I didn’t—don’t—worry about things?”

      “I didn’t. I mean, I guess I didn’t. You always just seemed to, I don’t know, roll with things, I guess.”

      “‘Roll with things’? Roll with all the circumstances that’ve twisted my life into something different from everyone else’s? That make me a danger to the people I love?”

      Rane seemed as if he was about to say something, then changed his mind, and said something different. “Let’s not go there right now. We’re all members of the Dragon Force, and that’s awesome. Even Traya is.”

      I wasn’t sure it was time to smile, with the ash falling as a constant reminder of the danger we were in, even if we couldn’t see it. But I smiled anyway, and turned to Traya. “I totally didn’t see it coming, Tray. I was so surprised when I saw you coming down that mountain trail with Yana. What happened?”

      “What do you mean, what happened?”

      “Well, you’d never expressed any kind of interest in joining the Dragon Force before. Why’d you show up for the first meeting?”

      “I’ve dreamt of it all my life.” She never took her gaze from the sun as it dipped all the way below the line of rock in front of us.

      “Why didn’t you ever say anything?” Rane asked. “All the times I mentioned the Force and wanting to be part of it, all the times Nir joined in, why didn’t you say anything?”

      “Because the two of you always say enough for all of us.”

      “And you didn’t want to worry Mother,” I said, knowing my sister better than she thought I did, even if I hadn’t foreseen her ambitions.

      A beat passed in which Rosie turned in circles several times, adjusted her position, and plopped on top of my thighs.

      “Aye, well,” Traya said, “there was no point in causing her any more worry than necessary. The two of you also did enough of that for all of us.”

      “How long have you known you were going to join the Force?” I asked.

      “As long as you did.”

      “I didn’t know I was going to.”

      “Well then, neither did I.”

      I was going to ask another question, but Traya interrupted. “She’s doing a lot better.” Traya leaned in from her seat to my right and ran a gentle caress along Rosie’s side.

      I watched my elegant sister, her usual caramel tones tinted orange by the fading sun. Her brown eyes appeared almost black in the fading light, but I knew them to be filled with intelligence and kindness. “She barely seems to compensate for her injuries anymore. I think she’s mostly healed, though I’ve been a bit too, uh, busy to examine her lately.”

      Traya chuckled softly, and the pleasant sound caressed my bare arms. “Busy, huh? I’d say so, wouldn’t you, Rane?”

      “Hell yeah. I hear you’ve been amazing, Nir. The charmers wouldn’t stop talking about what you’d done when we first got here. It was all Anira this, and Anira that.”

      I blushed. “You exaggerate. I’m sure it wasn’t like that for real.”

      “Oh it was. The charmers, and remember we’re talking about the most legendary crew of all, were amazed. And these are the Alpha Team.”

      “No! This is the Alpha Team? I didn’t realize it.”

      “Well who did you imagine you were dealing with? You know Dean and Shula are the best of the best. Who did you think they’d run with? These are the elite of the charmers. This is the Alpha Team Pa used to talk about.” Rane snapped his lips shut. He hadn’t meant to bring Father into it. He never did.

      “Pa was a member of the Alpha Team,” Traya said. “He was training Shean to be a part of it too.”

      Even though we’d long avoided dredging up the pain of Father and Shean’s disappearances, something about the magical colors of the sky made it feel safe to do so, as if we were apart from the real world that delivered us ordinary life.

      “Today, they lost three more of the Alpha Team then,” I said.

      “Really?” Rane said, his voice revealing the pain of our family’s loss, still fresh despite the years.

      “When we first arrived here there was some kind of shadow... man, I guess. I don’t really know exactly what he was, but he killed three of the charmers who were on watch duty.” Saying it aloud made it real, and suddenly I felt exposed there in the middle of the rock clearing. It didn’t matter that the charmers buzzed with activity around us. The shadow man had infiltrated their forces before.

      “By the oasis, that’s awful,” Traya said.

      “I know. I didn’t even learn their names, and once they died, the other charmers haven’t mentioned them.”

      “Kind of how we all do with Pa and Shean.”

      “Yeah, just like that.”

      “This shadow man, you saw him?” Rane asked.

      “I was the first one to see him, actually. I warned Dean.” I’d warned him through my thoughts. I’d nearly forgotten about that.

      “What was he like?”

      I had to think about it for a few moments. “It was as if he were here but also not at the same time. His edges were unclear. At times I could see them, at others I couldn’t. He’d fade in and out of his surroundings. He moved fast too. I noticed him only by chance.”

      Rane was alert now, his upper body turned to face me. “Did anyone else see him?”

      “Dean did, but he was the only other one.” And Dean doesn’t seem normal either.

      “What does he have to say about this shadow man?”

      “You should ask him yourself,” Traya said. “He’s coming up behind you.”

      I turned to watch Dean, covered in soot, approach us in the clearing. Shula, who’d been walking with him, hung back and started talking intently with a few of the other charmers. He called ahead, “Are you guys doing all right?” He asked all of us, but his eyes were fixed on me—or, the spot where I was.

      “We are,” I said. “I was really tired after everything. Rane and Traya are keeping me company. And Rosie too, of course.”

      “I can see all that.”

      His words were an appropriate response, and I thought nothing of them for a few beats. Until it hit me. The way he’d said it. “Wait, can you see me right now?”

      Rane whipped his head to look at Dean, then me, then Dean again. “You can see her?”

      “Actually, yes, I can.”

      Rane, who’d been slumped back against the rock, legs extended, hands behind him, snapped to a rigid seated position. “You can see her?”

      “I believe that’s what I just said,” Dean said, but he was smiling. He reached us and took a seat in front of us.

      “How much of her can you see?”

      “Well now, that’s a very strange question, wouldn’t you say, Rane?” But in my situation it wasn’t.

      I peered into Dean’s shaded face, but it revealed nothing. The last of the sunset at his back, the hard lines of his face were soft and dark. “Can you see all of me? Can you actually see my whole body?”

      “I can.”

      The words bubbled out in an excited rush. “You can actually see every single part of me? Can you see my face? Can you see my coloring? Do I look like Rane? And, uh, Traya?” I added hurriedly. If I weren’t a twin, I’d look as much like her as Rane. “Can you see the color of my hair and eyes?”

      Dean leaned forward. “Are you telling me that not even you can see yourself?”

      “That’s exactly what I’m telling you.”

      “Well that’s a real shame. You’re beautiful.”

      Again I blushed, and then I tried not to, realizing that Dean might be able to see that. But the more I tried to stop it, the more I blushed. I’d never had to worry about someone noticing my reactions before.

      Dean hadn’t spoken anything but the truth, it was plain from the way he said it. But, me beautiful? I’d never thought of myself in those terms.

      “Don’t make us wait any longer, man,” Rane said, seeming to forget who he was talking to in his excitement. “What’s she look like?”

      Dean studied me. I squirmed, and when I couldn’t stop squirming under his scrutiny, I hugged Rosie closer. Eventually he said, “The easiest way to explain it would be to say that she looks just like you.”

      It was a simple statement, but one loaded with a secret truth. Neither Rane, Traya, nor I said anything for a long time.
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      “If you say she looks just like me, then she must also look like Traya,” Rane told Dean. “Because, I mean, we’re all siblings, so if she looks like me, it’d make sense that she’d also look like Traya.”

      “Right,” Dean said, and by the way he said it, I realized he’d deduced the only secret I had left, the biggest—and deadliest—of them all.

      But I didn’t think Rane noticed, and that was probably a good thing.

      Dean locked eyes with me for an instant, then looked up and behind me. “Any news?”

      I turned. Shula was leading the others over to us. “None, which is worrisome.”

      “Indeed,” Dean said, even though I didn’t understand how no news wasn’t a good thing. We didn’t want news of the shadow man, or of Pumpoo, or of any other threat the man could muster.

      Dean asked Rane and Traya, with a look to each of them, “You said that Pumpoo was turning part of the Dragon Force over to his side. Did you notice how many?”

      “Wait, what?” I looked to my siblings too. “You didn’t tell me.”

      Rane shrugged. “It didn’t come up.”

      It didn’t come up. I had lots to say about that, but it wasn’t the time, and I didn’t want to do it in front of the dragon charmers. I didn’t have nearly the life experience and maturity they did, and I didn’t need to make it any more obvious than it already was.

      Rane said, “It was hard to tell. There were some who joined him right away, like Yoon.”

      “I never trusted Yoon,” I said.

      “But you can trust him,” Dean said.

      “How? He has adoration for the chieftain.”

      “Appearances aren’t always what they seem.”

      I could definitely agree with that, though I still didn’t trust Yoon, no matter what Dean said. I remembered that Dean had said Yoon’s secret behind his allegiance to the Dragon Force wasn’t his to tell, but I didn’t trust easily. I might not have the experience the dragon charmers did, but I had enough to know that misplaced trust could be as deadly as any poison.

      Dean addressed Rane, “Continue. So after Yoon, how many of the Dragon Force do you estimate joined Pumpoo?”

      “I don’t know, really I don’t. It was hard to tell, but if I had to guess, I’d say half.”

      “Half joined him when he asked for their allegiance?”

      “Aye. Every one of the new trainees went with him, even those who looked hesitant at first.”

      “They’d have to. If they hesitated, then that means they didn’t really want to. But they were smart.”

      “They were smart to join Pumpoo’s forces?” I interjected. I’d meant to keep quiet, but I couldn’t. “I don’t understand. What happened?”

      Shula, who’d moved to stand behind Dean in the near darkness, said, “If they hadn’t, Pumpoo would punish them.”

      Dean said, “And they don’t yet have the skills developed to oppose him. The smart thing would be to join Pumpoo and then figure out what to do. If Pumpoo gathered the whole village to ask for volunteers to join him—”

      “That’s not volunteering,” I said.

      “No, it isn’t, which is why it was smart for the trainees to join him without protest. If they hadn’t, they would’ve endangered their lives.”

      “And their families,” Shula said.

      “Their families?” I asked so softly that I hoped no one would hear me, that the reality of our world wouldn’t be as bad as this.

      But they did, and it was. “Aye,” Dean said. “Haven’t you seen enough yet to believe that?”

      “I guess so.” Pumpoo had tried to throw Dean, Shula, Rosie, and me in a pit, from which I doubted we would have ever come out alive. “Did he send the shadow man?”

      “That’s one thing we don’t know. Crush, did you see anything?”

      “Nothing. The forest is empty.”

      “Excuse me,” Rane said, “I don’t mean to be disrespectful, and I realize you all have loads more experience than we do, but if this shadow man blends into his surroundings, how can you be so sure he’s not in the forest? It’s dark, the moon’s not up yet, and there’s ash raining down darkening the sky.”

      “I’m sure,” Crush said, and that ended the argument.

      “Good,” Dean said. “At least that gives us some reprieve to figure out our next steps.”

      “What will we do?” Traya asked. “Will Pumpoo really order the trainees to march against us?”

      “Yes. You said he told them we were enemies of the sacred purpose of the Ooba people.”

      “Aye, he said you’d finally gone crazy, and that while he honored your service and sacrifice, all of which had caused you to snap under the pressure of your job, we couldn’t allow you to continue on. That you were now a danger to the dragons, and that anyone with you was also an enemy of the Ooba. He said you were killing dragons down here.”

      “Well, it did sound like that’s what we were doing. I suppose the fire was my fault too.”

      “Yes, you set fire to the forest, intent on destroying everything the Ooba hold sacred.”

      “And us?” Shula said. “We’re what, just unwitting idiots, who follow our leader wherever he points us?”

      “Basically.”

      Rane said, “Of course, it was all much more elegant than that. The chieftain gave a long discourse, showing what looked like real emotion when he spoke of the loss of some of the greatest and most fearsome warriors the tribe has ever seen. Really, it was crazy. If I didn’t know better, I would have believed him.”

      “I’m sure he put on quite the show,” Dean said. “That man isn’t good for much, but he does know how to entrance an audience.”

      “And suck out their energy,” I said.

      “I didn’t tell anyone but Shula of this. Tell everyone what you saw, Anira.”

      “At that first meeting with the new trainees at the sacred pools, when Pumpoo was talking to all of you about what the seer said, about the twins coming to steal the dragons and destroy the ways of our people—”

      “We remember,” Scar interrupted.

      “How could we forget,” Peachy said. “The chieftain leaves quite the impression.”

      “Well, before he started talking, I saw him pulling out the energy—I guess that’s what it was—from every single one of you.”

      “What?” Boom said, and that one word sounded deadly, as if he’d make Pumpoo pay for any harm he caused.

      “I think it was energy, your life force or something. I’m no expert. But this light, glowy substance left every one of you and entered Pumpoo. He kind of... sucked it in, or maybe breathed it in is the better way to describe it.”

      “Even us?” Rane asked.

      “Aye, even you and Traya. It took everything I had not to yank the two of you out of there.”

      But Rane and Traya would understand exactly why I hadn’t done that better than anyone.

      Dean spoke to his dragon charmers, “And you all remember that I told you that he said he had faithum.”

      “When did Pumpoo say that?” Rane asked.

      “When he tried to imprison your sister and us in a pit at the edge of the village.”

      Rane snapped his head to look at me. I gave him an apologetic look, but it was unlikely he saw it. Dean might have just seen me, but the light of the setting sun might have been the reason. It was too dark now. I could barely see Rane sitting next to me. But my face still expressed my regret at keeping him uninformed. He and I had always been closest. It’s just that I’d barely had the chance to see him or Traya since I first appeared to Dean as a dragon spirit.

      “You have nothing to say for yourself, Anira?” Rane ground out the syllables of my name.

      “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean not to tell you. A lot has happened in little time.”

      “Well that’s the truth.”

      Dean said, “If Pumpoo is stealing energy, says he has faithum, and wanted us to work with Rosie to figure out a dragon’s connection to faithum…”

      Rane swung another accusatory look my way.

      “And now that he very well might have a shadow man under his control, he’s more dangerous than we suspected. Plus, he’s adding to his forces. Not only does he have his obedient little emissaries to do his bidding, but now he’s culling from the Force.”

      “We can’t expect more than a third to remain loyal to us,” Brute said.

      “I agree. They’d be fools to align with us over him.”

      “The Force is filled with fools,” Peachy said.

      “Aye, that’s what I’m counting on. We need all those crazy enough to choose our side over Pumpoo’s. Especially with this shadow man out there. Remember that this shadow man was skilled enough to take out three of our own.”

      Crush said, “But he had the element of surprise on his side. He doesn’t have that anymore.”

      “True, and let’s be glad for that. Crush, your job is the shadow man. Can you handle it?”

      “Do I really need to answer that question?”

      “No, you don’t, which is why I know you’re the man for the job. Anira can help you.”

      “How?”

      “She saw the shadow man before I did. She can see him better than any of us, I think.”

      “It’s more than that,” I said, realizing I hadn’t told anyone this. “I woke up from sleep because I felt something. I didn’t realize it was him at the time, but then I saw him.”

      “Even better,” Dean said. “That means you can feel him to some extent. I don’t want you out in the forest where you’re more vulnerable, but I want you to keep an eye out for the shadow man from the clearing here, and keep your senses sharp, too. Can you do that?”

      “Absolutely.” I was actually part of the Dragon Force... receiving orders from the legendary dragon charmer I never thought I’d even speak to. Amazing.

      “Good. Keep Rosie with you at all times.”

      “That won’t be a problem.” The baby dragon never left my side, especially not after we put her to sleep and I snuck away.

      “I wish you could spend some time working with her to see if you sense any faithum in her, but we can’t afford the distraction yet.”

      “Like what Pumpoo wanted, you mean?”

      “Exactly. But later. We have to get out of immediate danger first.”

      I looked around the clearing. Beyond the smoldering forest, everything seemed serene and quiet. But I knew dangers lurked where they weren’t seen. I especially understood how much could go on beyond what our eyes registered. I’d do as Dean said.

      “Brute, I want you to patrol the forest with Crush. Stay sharp.”

      “Got it,” Brute said.

      “Shula, I want you to take first watch of the clearing. Peachy, Boom, and Scar, you take first rest. Sleep here next to the kids.”

      I would have objected to being called a kid, but it was the truth. And the more Dean outlined our current dangers, the less I wanted to be a hero and the more I wanted them to protect me. It was one thing to realize you were under constant threat of death—when hiding from it was an option. It was quite another to realize that the threat of death marched on you no matter what you did to prevent it.

      “Anira, Rane, and Traya, try to sleep.”

      “How are we supposed to sleep when we know Pumpoo might appear to take us down at any moment?” Rane asked, incredulous.

      “Because you have to. Because you’ll need to be rested to perform at your best. And because Pumpoo knows how to play the long game. I expect he’s been planning this since he took over after his father died. We have no idea when he’ll move on us. But we do know that when he does, we need to be able to fight back. Rest. You’ll be safe. We’re going to be watching.”

      “You’re not going to sleep?”

      “Not yet. I have far too much to do.” With that Dean rose, and he, Crush, and Brute walked toward the forest. Shula settled into a stance she looked like she could hold all night long. And Peachy, Boom, and Scar claimed a patch of rock next to us, and closed their eyes.

      I looked to my wide-eyed brother and sister.

      “Sleep,” Scar said without looking at us.

      I didn’t imagine I’d be able to, but I obeyed. I lay down curled next to Rosie and watched as the Plune Moon made its first appearance in the sky. I watched the sky take on a purple glow for a long time, until I couldn’t keep my eyes open anymore, and finally, they closed.
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      I’d barely managed to fall asleep before Rane was shaking me awake. “Nir.”

      I groaned, every part of my body aching and clamoring for more rest. “Let me be, Rane. Let me sleep. I’m tired.”

      “I wish I could, but you need to get up.”

      I groaned again, and kept my eyes firmly shut, hoping he’d take pity and leave me alone. “You need your rest too. Just sleep.”

      “I did sleep, and so did you. There are others coming, and unless you want them to discover me talking to an invisible person, you need to get up.”

      As much as I wanted to convince myself I didn’t care, I couldn’t. I opened one eye. “Who’s coming?”

      “Brute ran ahead to tell us a bunch of the Dragon Force is heading down the mountain path. They’ll be here soon.”

      I sighed. “Couldn’t they have waited until we’d slept? Didn’t they want to sleep? The moon’s still up.”

      “Aye, the moon’s up all right, but not in the way you think.”

      Lazily, I sat up and leaned my head against his shoulder. “Whaddya mean?”

      “I mean, you slept through the moon, the entire time the Auxle Sun was up, and now the moon’s up again.”

      I jerked straight up. “I slept that long? Are you serious?”

      “Would I kid about something like that?”

      “That’s exactly the kind of thing you would joke about.”

      “Okay, okay, you’re right, but I’m not making it up. Ask Traya.”

      I looked and found Traya sitting just out of sight. “Did I really sleep that long, Tray?”

      When she heard me, she smiled, and moved over to us. “You sure did. Are you feeling better?”

      “I guess I am.” I rubbed a hand over my face, another over Rosie, who was awake, wide-eyed and looking at me too. “I guess I must’ve really needed that.”

      “You must have. It makes sense. From what the charmers said, you used a lot of faithum. You’ve never done something like that before, it’d be logical that it would take its toll on you.”

      I blinked at my amiable sister, with her soft, dark eyes and ready smile. She was talking about faithum as if it were an everyday thing. It’s as if I’d fallen asleep and woken up in another world, one where all the things that were once forbidden were commonplace. I petted Rosie, cementing the idea. “How are you doing, girl? Feeling better?” I left out the last bit I was thinking, Now that you’ve had time to recover from me abandoning you?

      But she seemed to have recovered. She gave me her best dragon smile and inched closer, something that didn’t seem possible yet she managed it.

      “We need to hide you,” Rane said.

      “Why? Did they find the shadow man?”

      “No. Crush said there was no sight of him.”

      “They might not have seen him even if he were here.”

      “You heard Crush and Dean. If they say he wasn’t here, then he wasn’t.”

      “Or we hope he wasn’t.”

      “No, Nir, we have to trust them and their judgment. Remember how much more experience they have than us. Besides, Dean seems even more protective of you than I am.”

      “That’s not possible.”

      Rane smiled. “Maybe not, but he comes close. He wouldn’t expose you to danger if there was a way to avoid it. He says the shadow man isn’t here, so we can relax.”

      “There’s no chance in hell I’m going to be able to relax.”

      “Aye, well, me neither, but we can try, can’t we?” My twin looked in my direction for a while before saying, more softly, “Pa trusted Dean.”

      “He did?” I asked. When Rane didn’t answer, I looked to Traya, but she didn’t notice. She’d turned away from us to stare across the rock plains and the precipice, which the purple glow of the moon illuminated. Finally, I was out under the Plune Moon, just as I’d longed to be for so long. Mother would freak out if she knew it.

      Oh no. Mother. I’d barely had time to give her a thought. There’d been so much going on. “Tray,” I started gently, as if my tone alone could pad the difficulty of the situation. “What’d you tell Ma?”

      Her shoulders slumped, then she turned to face me again. “I told her the truth.”

      My heart started going crazy. “Are you serious?”

      “Yes.”

      “You told her the truth! Why would you do that?”

      “What else would you have me do, Nir? Lie to our mother?”

      “No, not lie... but soften the sting of the truth a bit. If you told her the truth, then she’ll be worried out of her mind.”

      “Probably. But I didn’t know what else to do. We have no idea how long we might be gone from home or what might happen. We owe her the truth. Will she worry more? Of course. But she always worries. At least this way she’ll understand what happens… whatever happens.”

      “Man, that’s rough.”

      “You have no idea.” Traya turned back to stare out into the distance, where there was nothing but rock and more rock, edged by forest, until it faded into a purple nothing.

      I wanted to ask if Mother had cried, if she’d grown angry, if she’d been terrified for my safety. But the reality was that knowing any of these things would just make the situation harder. I didn’t want to know, imagining them was bad enough.

      “She’s a wife and mother of the Dragon Force,” Rane said. “She understands what that means.”

      “Aye, she knows all too well,” I said.

      My brother, sister, and I sat in silence for the one moment we could spare. It wasn’t long enough.

      “Enough introspection,” Rane said. “It’s time to get moving. The others will be here any minute. You need to be gone from here before then.”

      “What do you mean, ‘gone from here’? You heard Dean. I’m a part of the Force just as much as the two of you now.”

      “That may be so—and I’m happy for you, Nir, I really am—but that doesn’t change the fact that you’ll be in danger the instant all those forcers arrive.”

      “But if they’re coming here, then that means they want to join us, doesn’t it? That they want to oppose Pumpoo too.”

      “Yes, that’s what it means, but that doesn’t prevent Pumpoo from having turned one of them into a spy for his benefit. If even a single one of the forcers is working for Pumpoo, your cover is blown. For good. There’ll be no going back from there.”

      “Rane, I have news for you. There’s no going back from where we already are. Everyone here already knows.”

      “Aye, but everyone here can be trusted. We can’t be sure about the rest.”

      “Dammit, you have a point, but what am I supposed to do? Just hide for the rest of my life? If things are going down the way it looks like they might be, I can’t hide anymore, even if it makes sense. I have to stand for something at some point in my life.”

      “You have to be alive to stand for something, and the more people who know about you, the more your life is at risk.”

      Without turning toward us, Traya said, “All of our lives are at risk now, Rane, whether we like it or not.”

      Surprised, I looked to our sister. Rane was the overprotective one, but Traya still erred on the side of caution—until now. “It seems to me that if we might all die before this fight with Pumpoo is over, then Anira should be allowed to do whatever feels best to her.”

      I definitely wasn’t expecting that.

      “You can’t be serious?” Rane said.

      “Unfortunately, I am. There will be many of us who don’t get out of this alive.”

      When she said it, my blood chilled. It sounded—and felt—all too much like a premonition. “You think it’s going to be that bad?” I held my breath in hopes that she’d dismiss the gravity of the situation.

      But she didn’t. “Aye, I do.” She stared at the purple glow of the moon, the one that had always felt as if it held the secrets of faithum within it, even before I’d dared to believe faithum might actually be real—and that I might access it.

      I sat up all the way, putting enough distance between Rane and me to look at him, head on. “You think it’s going to be that bad too?”

      He breathed in and out fully before answering. “I hope it won’t be.” It wasn’t lost on me that he didn’t actually answer my question. It sounded very much like he thought it would be every bit as bad as Traya did.

      “Damn.” I pulled Rosie closer and stared out at the purple moon too, hoping it would share some secret that would spare me and those I cared about from whatever was coming.

      I’d started to lose myself to my thoughts, filled with hope and fear in equal measure, when Rane said, “I can see you.”

      “What?”

      “I can see you.” His words were little more than a cloud of breath on chilled air.

      “How’s it possible?”

      “I don’t know, Nir, but I can see you. After all this time, I can finally see my twin.”

      There was no one around to hear him air my secret, or to see his tears. Rane didn’t cry often, too concerned about being strong enough to fill the role of our missing father in the family. But he cried openly now. “By the oasis, I can see you.” His words were thick with emotion.

      It was contagious. After a lifetime of believing I’d be invisible forever, Dean had seen me. Now Rane was seeing me. Did I dare to believe I’d become a true part of the world I’d wanted to join for longer than I had memory? “You can see all of me, like Dean did?”

      Rane nodded, a few strands of his long, dark hair pulling free of the tie that held it back.

      “Every bit of me?” I tried to grasp the concept and failed.

      “Every bit.” He smiled through the tears. “You definitely didn’t bother primping before you left the house, did you?” He was teasing as I had teased him a million times, but there was a truth to it too. I’d never before afforded a single thought to my appearance. There had never been reason to.

      “I can see you too,” Traya said, moving to stand behind Rane. “Nir, you really are beautiful. You’re stunning.”

      Well, so was she.

      Rane said, “Of course she is. She looks exactly like me.”

      I laughed through my own tears, wiped at my nose, and swatted at my twin—the one who looked just like me.
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      As soon as Dean drew within earshot, I called out to him across the rock clearing. “Why can you see me now? What’s changed?” My tears had dried by then, and I was grateful. I didn’t want to appear weak in front of the fierce dragon charmer now that he could see me. He can see me. The realization echoed through my mind. Rane can see me. Traya can see me. They can see me. Holy crapola, they can see me! I’m not invisible anymore.

      “That’s something only you can figure out,” Dean said.

      That wasn’t the response I’d been looking for. I wanted answers—real answers—to account for the challenges of my life. “I need more than that, Dean.” I risked sounding impetuous. “I’ve lived with my... condition all my life—until now. What’s the difference?”

      He was close enough now that I could make out the features of his face beneath the moonlight, the one that always made me think of faithum, even when I wasn’t supposed to. He looked worried. No, that wasn’t it. Maybe he was just tired, or maybe it was something else entirely. I didn’t know the man well enough to read him, and just then, he was inscrutable, when I needed him to be the exact opposite.

      He crouched down next to Rane, Traya, Rosie, and me and said, “I’m honestly not certain what caused this sudden change in you.”

      I glared at the intimidating dragon charmer. I needed answers. More than any other time in my life, I needed to understand. How could something that had seemed to punish me for so long be fickle? How could something I’d come to accept as my fate in life disappear like a wisp of smoke?

      He chuckled—he actually laughed at me!—and said, “All right. Clearly you need some kind of answer before you’ll release me from that ferocious glare you have going on.”

      I wasn’t used to being careful with my expressions or how much they revealed of my thoughts and emotions.

      “If I were to guess,” he started, and I trained all my faculties on him. I leaned forward to catch every nuance of his explanation, even if it was a guess. “I’d say that your state of invisibility, or visibility in this case, is fluctuating because you’ve started exploring your connection to faithum.”

      “Are you saying I could have done that at any point before now and become visible, and saved myself from so much grief?”

      “No, I’m not saying that. Things happen only when we’re ready for them. You weren’t ready to connect with faithum before now, or you would have done it.”

      “But I could have.”

      “Aye, you could have, just as you might have done a million other things. What matters is that you didn’t. You only did it yesterday. And so yesterday was the right time for this next step in your personal evolution.”

      “My personal evolution? You sure say things in a way I’ve never considered them.”

      “Perspective changes everything. Two people can experience the same events and see them in an entirely different way. One can find joy and blessing in what another cannot. Even if, say, those two people were to happen to be a set of forbidden twins—not that any of those exist.”

      Dean’s face was deadpan. Nothing about him indicated that he knew he was addressing a set of such forbidden twins.

      But Rane and I knew, and Traya obviously must have known. Rane, who remained seated next to me, stopped breathing. And even though he and I tried very hard not to reveal our reaction to what Dean had said, it was exactly this lack of reaction that gave it all away. We were too rigid, too indifferent, too... afraid to do anything more than stare back at the man who now held more than my own fate in his hands.

      I never—ever—imagined it would happen, but now that I was visible, I wished to be invisible. I couldn’t afford to put Rane, and by extension Traya and Mother, at risk. When no one could see me, no one realized I looked just like Rane, not even me. That had been better than the lump of terror that blocked my throat.

      The irony of my life wasn’t lost on me. When I was invisible, I only wanted to be seen. Now I wanted to fade into the glow of the moon.

      I wished to be invisible.

      “Uh, Nir, what’d you just do?” Rane, breathing again, asked in a shaky voice.

      “What do you mean?” I was irritated, not with him, but the untenable situation of my life. There seemed to be no good way for me to exist. If I flipped that around, then the only good thing for the people I loved was for me to cease to exist. It was the only way to keep them from a danger I couldn’t entirely foresee.

      “No. Don’t you think that.”

      Rane’s voice was fierce. That was enough to snap me out of myself. “What are you talking about? You’re confusing me.”

      “I don’t know exactly what you were thinking, but I picked up on the general idea. And you couldn’t be more wrong if you tried.”

      “Oh geez thanks, my dearest loving brother.” But I realized what he was getting at, what he must have felt.

      Dean’s sharp eyes were following the interaction.

      “What I was getting at, before you had those ridiculous thoughts, is that you’re invisible again.”

      An entire beat passed before what he said hit me. “What do you mean, I’m invisible?” I didn’t sound as sharp as I would have liked in front of a legend, but I couldn’t help myself.

      But Rane didn’t treat me as if I were stupid. Better than anyone, he understood what I’d gone through as his invisible counterpart. “I can’t see you anymore.”

      “And you?” I looked to Dean and Traya. When neither answered, assuming I was addressing the other, I huffed. “Dean and Traya, can you see me?”

      Traya shook her head, her long hair scattering around her face and big eyes. Dean said, “I can’t, and that is most interesting.”

      “What’s interesting about it?” I snapped, irritated at, well, everything.

      “A fluctuation of your visibility, and invisibility, implies that you have some control over it—”

      “I obviously have no control over it—or anything else, for that matter.” It was disrespectful to interrupt someone so much higher in rank than me, but I couldn’t get myself to care.

      “That’s only because you’re not yet aware of the actions which triggered the response.”

      I didn’t bother responding. No one wanted to hear what I was thinking. It was a lot of the swearing that Mother so disliked and censured us for.

      “Something must’ve happened that caused the change.”

      “I didn’t do anything.”

      “You don’t realize what you did, but you definitely did something. Every action is really a reaction, a response to some force put into motion.”

      I didn’t do anything. I didn’t bother repeating the thought aloud. Dean obviously thought he knew better than I did what went on in my head.

      “I’ll have to give it some more thought, but I think what’s likely is that you activated your faithum when you joined the other charmers to dispel the dragons, and now you’re triggering your faithum without yet being aware of what you’re doing to cause it.”

      No, I’m not.

      “Were you thinking anything that would make you become invisible again?”

      “No, I wasn’t.”

      “Don’t just respond, think. Remember. You didn’t say anything that would make it happen, but did you think it?”

      “No, I didn’t. I didn’t think a single thing that would make this happen...” I trailed off. Oh crap. He’s right. I did think it. “I wished I were invisible.” My soft words were an awed whisper.

      “And so that’s what you became.” Dean sat back on his heels with a triumphant look on his face.
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      Rane looked how I felt: totally and utterly flabbergasted that the one person, who’d had absolutely no control over her life, could wish for something and have it happen!

      I wasn’t sure what the hell I thought anymore, and that’s exactly what Rane looked like, jaw slack, eyes wide, utterly speechless. He didn’t even try to hide his reaction, nor did I, but I was back to no one being able to see it.

      Traya, my steady, kind sister, didn’t say a word. She continued to stare off into the openness that stretched into infinity, until the purple glow of the moon could no longer illuminate it.

      Finally, in a shaky voice, I said, “That must have been how I made Rosie invisible that one time. I wished that I could do it to keep her safe.”

      “But then what made you drop her invisibility?” Dean seemed to be the only one unaffected by my apparent connection to faithum.

      “I... I think I grew frightened that I wouldn’t... that I wouldn’t be able to maintain her invisibility long enough.” As if Rosie realized I was speaking about her, she looked up at me, the only one to still appear to be able to see me.

      “That makes sense,” Dean said while I thought, That actually makes no sense at all. But the fact that it made sense to someone was encouraging.

      “Then will you please help me understand? After all this time of wondering and discovering no answers, it would be so important for me to understand how I am, and why I’m this way.”

      He nodded curtly. “I’ll help you as much as I can. But there’s no time for all these questions now, including the one I imagine you’re forming now, as Rosie looks up at you, and clearly sees what the rest of us no longer do. The others are coming. Shula is on her way to inform me that our time has run out.”

      I looked across the clearing, but saw no sign of Shula.

      “But I’ll tell you something before she arrives, because the sooner you learn this, the better. The sooner all of you understand it, the stronger and more capable you’ll be. Fear was the problem when you weren’t able to maintain Rosie’s invisibility. Fear is always a problem, no matter the circumstances. Do you know why?”

      “Because it keeps us from taking action?” Rane hazarded.

      “Yes and no.”

      “Because it impedes our ability to access all that we can when we’re outside of fear,” Traya said, finally turning to look at Dean.

      “That’s close,” Dean said. “Do you want to guess, Anira?”

      “No, thank you. I’d just like answers, correct answers. If we don’t have time for much, I’d like your answer.” When Dean just looked at me, following Rosie’s gaze, I imagined, I added, “Please.”

      But it didn’t look as if he’d been waiting for good manners. I didn’t know what he’d been waiting for, but to my relief, he did answer. “Fear will always impede an action, along the lines of what Rane said. Not only is fear an unpleasant sensation, but it interferes with its opposite. And what is the opposite of fear?”

      “Faith,” Traya said.

      “Exactly. And faith is the basis of faith-um. That’s why it’s in the name for magic. When you’re in fear, you deny faith. Both can’t coexist. You have to choose between the two. It’s either fear or it’s faith, and only one of the two allows you to do faithum. The other denies it. When you’re in fear, you doubt you’ll succeed. Even if you hope you will, or you believe there’s a chance that you will, you’re also still accepting there’s a chance that you’ll fail. Meaning that you’re giving at least some energy to the possibility of failure. Faithum is basically energy manipulation. It’s the energy of our thoughts, words, and intentions. When you give energy to belief in failure, which is exactly what fear is, it’s that much more difficult for you to be confident of success. So the moment fear enters your consciousness in sufficient degrees to overshadow faith, you’ve lost the battle. But that doesn’t mean you’ve lost the war.” He smiled, as if that last statement were reassuring enough.

      But I didn’t feel one bit reassured. If fear was that devastating that it had caused me to expose Rosie and indirectly cause all the mess we were in, then it just made me afraid I’d do it again. I was afraid I wouldn’t be able to not be afraid. I knew that was messed up, but it’s how it was.

      “Does that all make sense?” Dean asked.

      “Aye,” Traya said.

      “I think so.” Rane sounded as if he was processing all that information.

      Traya, Rane, and Dean looked in my direction. “And you, Anira?”

      “It makes sense but—” I didn’t want to admit a weakness to this man, who’d already identified my failures.

      “But?”

      “But now I’m just afraid that I won’t be able to avoid fear when I need to.”

      “That’s perfectly logical.”

      How the hell is that logical?

      “Like everything worthwhile in life, it takes practice. Unfortunately, there’s little time for it now. We’ll all just have to do the best we can.” He stood. “We’re out of time, though I do hope we have opportunity for more explanations and explorations before our time together is over.”

      That sounded far too ominous for my liking, even if nothing in his tone suggested it.

      “It’s fascinating to discover what you’re capable of. And if you’re capable of this level of faithum while still fully untrained, I wonder what your brother and sister are capable of, especially since you seem so... close.” The unspoken, Especially since you and Rane are twins, hung in the air, making me squirm—invisibly.

      Dean turned toward the forest, which still smoldered, waiting. When Shula finally entered the clearing, and the purple moonlight illuminated her sure, hurried steps, I had to tear my thoughts away from the forest, from all that we’d lost already. Dean had said that I might be able to do something to help accelerate the forest’s healing, but I feared I wouldn’t be able to do a thing. And yes, there was that fear thing, and like an itch I didn’t want to scratch but couldn’t stop thinking of, I wanted to be rid of it, but wasn’t.

      Shula moved quickly toward us, her hand at the hilt of her sword, though I didn’t spot any immediate danger. She started speaking even before she reached Dean. “They’ll be here in minutes.”

      “How many?”

      “Not enough. A third.”

      “But most of them trained?”

      “All of them. Not one trainee, except these two.”

      “These three,” Dean corrected, and I was grateful to be counted even when invisible.

      “Right. Sorry, Anira.”

      “No problem,” I said. “I’m used to it.”

      “And what do we do about Anira?” she asked.

      “Do about me?” But apparently I was the only one not to understand.

      “I guess that’s up to her,” Dean said to Shula. Then to me, “Are you revealing your existence to the tamers and charmers coming to join forces with us?”

      Oh. That.

      “Nir, you can’t,” Rane said. “That will just put you in danger.”

      And him in danger, and therefore also Traya and Mother. It was the same argument I’d hinged my secret existence on all my life. “I realize that. But what if I can’t maintain my invisibility anymore?” After a lifetime of wishing I weren’t invisible, worrying that I might not be it was just... odd. Since introducing myself to Dean, everything routine about my life had been upended. The comfort I’d experienced in my invisibility, without even realizing it, was gone. I was so far out of my comfort zone I feared I’d never find it again.

      And there was that fear again. Damn.

      Shula said, “We’re out of time.”

      “So we do as we’ve always done,” Rane said. “No one knows about her unless they absolutely have to.”

      “But how can we do that now?” I said. “Everything’s changed. I have a role to play in whatever’s coming.”

      “You’re not going to be spying on Pumpoo anymore.”

      “Well maybe not that, but surely I have a role to play that no one else can.”

      “There is no doubt in my mind that’s the case,” Dean said. “After your display of faithum, you undoubtedly will contribute in some significant way.”

      “Then the others need to know about me.” I sounded decided even though I was only pretending to be resolute.

      “No. The risks are too high,” Rane said.

      “Dean said we could trust them.”

      “Actually,” Dean said, “I said you could trust the charmers with us already. I believe—and hope—you can trust the rest of the tamers and charmers about to arrive. But I can’t guarantee that Pumpoo hasn’t gotten to at least one of them. There’s nothing Pumpoo could say or do to sway the Alpha Team to spy for him. But the others... Let’s just say it might be difficult to put the Dragon Force above your blood family if Pumpoo threatens their lives.”

      “You really think he’d do that?”

      “I think it’s likely he already has.”

      “Then it’s decided,” Rane said. “We don’t reveal her presence.”

      I thought I’d decided the opposite, but suddenly, with a reminder of how vicious Pumpoo was, my desire to take an active—and visible—part in the Dragon Force as it opposed tyranny didn’t seem worth the danger it would put my family in. I relented without wanting to, because it’s what I’d always done. This was both my burden and my responsibility. “Fine,” I said, just as Yoon entered the clearing. “No one says anything about me... for now.”

      Dean and Shula fully turned away from me. Rane and Traya pretended I wasn’t there, something they were well practiced in.

      And I held on to my invisibility with everything I had, pushing away every fear I had of being afraid. The contradictions in my thoughts and actions were obvious, despite how much I wished they weren’t.

      Yoon led a large group of men and some women over to Dean. I hoped it was large enough to defeat the small man with the big bad intentions.
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      Yoon hadn’t even made it all the way to us when he called out, “We’re in a stinking pile of dragon feces now, aren’t we?” He didn’t sound nearly upset enough that we were, indeed, in a huge, heaping pile of dragon poop. There was no doubt about it.

      None of the charmers or tamers that followed him onto the rock clearing looked frightened either. They didn’t even really look upset. Perhaps when you faced beasts as ferocious as dragons every day, dealing with Pumpoo and his threats was nothing in comparison. They might not experience fear anymore, I reflected with a bit of envy. Even before Pumpoo did whatever he planned to do, I was wrestling with fear.

      Dean laughed at Yoon’s description of our current circumstances, and moved to greet him with a brief embrace and a clap to the back. Dean’s Alpha Team, the one I’d grown to trust, joined the rest of them and exchanged similar greetings with their fellow forcers. The noise level rose.

      Boom spoke, making himself heard above the din. “We’re glad to have you with us. Do we know if Pumpoo is making his way here?”

      Yoon, apparently the unofficial leader of those who’d just arrived, answered. “He was preparing to march on all of you when we left the village, and that was a while ago. We had to leave to make our own preparations.”

      “And avoid punishment,” one of the others I didn’t know interjected.

      “Aye, that too.”

      “You told Pumpoo you weren’t joining his call to arms?” Dean asked.

      “Not in as many words, but he got the message.”

      “Loud and clear,” a woman called out.

      “I imagine he did,” Dean said.

      “Aye,” Yoon said, “we had to get out of there fast before he had the chance to intercept us and confiscate our weapons.”

      “I would’ve liked to see him try,” another man said.

      The men and women of the advanced Dragon Force shared similar characteristics, which melded them for someone who hadn’t yet met them individually. They were hardened and rough, but with a sharp edge that came from decades of practice and from the experiences that forced them to come to terms with their own mortality.

      Pumpoo might have the trainees and whomever else he managed to recruit from the village, but those spread around me—and Rane, Traya, and Rosie—were the toughest of all the Ooba. Maybe our chances were better than I’d dared to hope.

      Brute asked those who’d just arrived, “Did it come to violence?”

      “No,” Yoon said. “Pumpoo wouldn’t dare take all of us on. I’m sure he’s searching for the way to avoid it.”

      I tilted my head to study Yoon. The pale-haired man, one of the few with light features in our tribe, had seemed to almost revere the chieftain the last time I saw him. What changed? Or was this the reason Dean insisted Yoon could be trusted, because his apparent adoration for Pumpoo wasn’t what it seemed?

      “Well it would be smart for Pumpoo to avoid fighting us,” Dean said.

      “And the chieftain is smart, there’s no doubt about that.”

      “He threatened our families,” a man from the crowd voiced. I recognized him as a dragon charmer, more advanced in skill than a dragon tamer.

      Dean swiveled to look at the charmer. “Outwardly?”

      “Nah, you know him, he doesn’t ever say what he really means. But it was clear enough, believe you me.”

      “What’d he say?”

      “Something along the lines of, we wouldn’t want any harm to come to our families if we were to choose the side that didn’t have the best interest of our tribe at heart, now would we? The same kind of dragon dung as always. Disguising his threat within the well-being of the Ooba.”

      “I’m sure he means his threat though.”

      “Oh, I’m sure he does,” Peachy, who’d drawn up next to Shula, said. “That sniveling little man always means his threats. What he doesn’t mean are his supposed truths.”

      “Exactly,” someone in the crowd said. The dragon charmers and tamers easily identified who was saying what, no matter how many of them there were. But these were the least approachable members of the Ooba tribe. I barely knew any of them.

      “I encouraged any tamers and charmers with young children at home to stay behind,” Yoon said, “to pretend to join Pumpoo’s forces against us.”

      “And?” Dean said.

      “It didn’t work.”

      Dean looked out at the sea of determined faces. Eventually, he nodded. “You’re all well aware of the risks, so I won’t bother reminding you. If you’re here now, I assume it’s because you’ve come to terms with the possible consequences of your choice.” If I didn’t know better, I would’ve sworn that Dean was getting misty eyed. “Without doubt, you’re the best of the best of the Ooba. You have the courage it takes to defeat Pumpoo and free our people, once and for all.”

      Boom yelled, “Hell yeah!” His enthusiasm was met with a chorus of equally loud, and equally enthusiastic, cries of support. Pumpoo might think he had us overwhelmed in numbers, but I didn’t think he really understood the determination of the Dragon Force. I discovered myself misty eyed. Courage and determination rolled off these men and women. This was the true heart of the Ooba people. This was the kind of person I wanted to be—the kind who’d do whatever was needed in order to support what was right and true in the world.

      Once the tamers and charmers settled down, Dean said, “I’m mighty glad to have you all here. We’ll fight for balance, truth, and goodness, for the real well-being of the Ooba tribe.”

      “Until our last breath!” someone called to a chorus of ayes that had me tearing up again, and wishing that senseless loss might avoid these people, the ones who could really lead our tribe toward a brighter future.

      Dean looked out at the Dragon Force like a proud father, until they naturally fell silent, looking to their leader for guidance. “We don’t know how much time we have, but I doubt it’s much, so listen closely. There’s some kind of shadow man, who took out three of our own.” Dean gulped, but hurried on. “He blends into his surroundings so that he’s almost invisible to sight. I managed to really see him only when he moved. He’s swift and deadly.”

      “And extraordinarily resilient,” Shula said. “Dean knocked him on the back of the head, and he got up and escaped before Dean could get back to him.”

      A few whistles peppered the clearing.

      Dean continued. “He’s tough and you need to watch for him—with every one of your senses. We’re not letting him get another one of us. Three was three too many.”

      “Is he with Pumpoo?” someone asked.

      “I’d assume so, if not for the danger of making assumptions.”

      “They get you killed,” a hoarse-voiced man said.

      “Right. So I’d say the obvious answer is that, yes, this shadow man is working with Pumpoo. The coincidence that he would show up right when Pumpoo declared his intentions toward us is too much. But... that’s no guarantee it’s true. Don’t assume anything. Beyond this shadow man, as I’m sure you noticed, the forest burned and no longer offers cover. And we have our baby dragon, Rosie, with us.”

      All heads shifted to look at Rosie—and me sitting right next to her. Keep your invisibility, Anira. Hold it, I willed and forced the fear that I wouldn’t manage it from my mind.

      “Pumpoo announced that he has faithum. He wanted us to experiment with Rosie to see if we could discover some connection between the dragons and faithum, I’m sure to use it for himself. Rane and Traya here are Alden’s children. They’re trainees who’ve chosen to join our cause. They’ll stay off to the side, as safe as possible, and work with Rosie to see if they can discover some connection between her and faithum that we can use to our advantage.”

      I understood what Dean really meant. He meant that I should work with Rosie, and Rane and Traya should offer camouflage for my activities. “Shula will stay with them to protect them, the rest of us will prepare to defend.”

      “How are we going to do that?” a muscular man with gentle eyes said. “We don’t want to hurt any of our people. This is different than fighting King Oderon’s raiders. Pumpoo is ordering the Ooba to attack us.”

      “I realize that.” Dean released a sigh and ran a hand across his tired face. “I don’t know what we’re going to do, but we certainly aren’t going to kill our own.”

      “They’ll be trying to kill us, if Pumpoo has his way.”

      “I know, I know. I’ll be giving it thought, believe me. And if any of you have ideas, I want you to tell me. As always, there are no leaders among us, just some of us better skilled at directing. We’re all equal here. Before this is over, we’ll all need to do our part to get out of this in one piece.”

      Serious expressions settled across the crowd.

      “This is the greatest challenge we’ve ever had to face, far greater than facing the dragons. We’ll be dealing with a man who wields his tongue like a weapon.”

      “More dangerous than a Vikas viper, that one,” a woman said. “Forked tongue and all.”

      “Exactly. He’ll do his best to whip up the Ooba people into a frenzy. They probably won’t see us as part of them anymore.”

      “But as the enemy,” Shula said.

      “Aye.”

      I wouldn’t be doing the fighting, but I couldn’t help share in the weight of what the Dragon Force was up against. The odds were awful. They’d be fighting our own people with their hands tied behind their backs.

      “But don’t worry, my friends. We always find the way, don’t we? We’ve come up against impossible odds before. Nearly every single damn day, in fact. We’ve come up against the most ferocious of beasts on the entire planet. We have the strength and the scars to prove it.” The scar along Dean’s neck moved while he spoke, light against his caramel-colored skin. “We haven’t been training all this time for nothing.”

      “But we haven’t been training to fight our own people,” the man with the gentle eyes said.

      “It’s true, we haven’t. But it’s also true that we haven’t trained to fight against, but to work with. We’ve trained to understand the dragons, but we’ve also trained to understand the workings of life. We’ve trained to move within the balance that already exists, and when it doesn’t, to restore it. We’ve trained in faithum, even when it was forbidden, because we understood it was a part of life. These are the skills we’ll call upon when opposed by our misguided people. And we will prevail. Why? Because we must. Because we’re the only hope for our tribe. We must succeed for the true way of life of the Ooba people to prevail. This is our sacred purpose here today, and tomorrow, and for as long as it takes until we force Pumpoo and his evil influence out of the way.”

      Dean held his audience captive. I didn’t think of anything but his words, wanting to absorb every single one, to allow his certainty to shape mine.

      “We’ll do all we have to do—because we can. Because we’re strong enough. Because we’re the defenders of our people. We’ll do whatever it takes—with honor. We’ll do this because this is who we are. Because we, my friends, have faithum. It’s time to step up and use it. Today is not the day to hold back.”

      After listening to Dean, I had no intention of holding back. Whoever I truly was meant to become, I was on the path to finding out.
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      It took longer than I imagined it would for Dean to organize the dragon charmers and tamers who joined us. The clearing we occupied wasn’t enormous, but it was large enough to leave us vulnerable, and I could tell the fact had Dean worried.

      He’d sent several scouts to check out the forest beyond the clearing, the direction in which no one from the Ooba tribe had reason to travel. And he sent a small troop of tamers to hide in the burnt forest, to be the eyes that could warn us of Pumpoo’s inevitable approach.

      He sent another few scouts to head up the mountain trail back toward our village, with hopes that they might discover more of Pumpoo’s intentions for attack.

      Everywhere Dean sent forcers, he sent them in groups. He didn’t voice his concern any more than he already had, but I imagined the shadow man and the threat he posed were never far from his mind.

      The one threat no one seemed to take into account was the one for which all these people had trained. There was, as of yet, no mention of dragons. I realized we were at a lower altitude than dragons usually roamed, but they did come down here when they needed to—when they were chasing after a distressed baby dragon and those they must have perceived as her captors.

      Dean had given me a job. I was to work with Rosie to discover if there was a way to augment my faithum, perhaps even to somehow work in tangent with Rosie to do something we hadn’t conceived of yet. As far as I knew, never before in our history had members of our tribe combined their faithum with a dragon’s. I would be the first—along with being the only invisible girl.

      But it was hard for me to do my job when I wasn’t supposed to exist, and there were eyes and ears everywhere. We were nearly a hundred in number now, and with Rosie still glued to me, I couldn’t figure out a place to go—and a way to get there—without drawing attention and questions I wasn’t supposed to answer.

      Besides, Dean and his orders fascinated me. I wanted to know everything, every direction he gave and every one of Pumpoo’s moves he anticipated. Given that Dean remained where he’d been when the tamers and charmers arrived, I had a front row seat to the show. I’d longed to be a part of the Force for so long that the temptation to see a legend at work was too great. And since I had the good excuse that I couldn’t really do anything more than stay where I was, I did, even though Dean’s speech had motivated me as it had everyone else, and deep down I understood that the time for excuses was long gone.

      I had no idea how Dean would organize us to defeat Pumpoo. It was true that the tamers and charmers of the Dragon Force were almost all present and constituted a formidable power. But so was Pumpoo, and he had the greater numbers of the Ooba tribe on his side, along with deceit and machinations he may have set in motion long before any of us realized he wasn’t who he pretended to be.

      It didn’t seem as if Dean had a clear picture about how to organize our defense either. He conferred with Shula and Yoon while he paced back and forth in front of my seated siblings and me. “We have to think that Pumpoo won’t give us much time. He’ll attack before we have the chance to fully organize ourselves and prepare.”

      “Maybe,” Shula said. “Or he could draw it out. Make us nervous, think we haven’t properly anticipated his moves.”

      “And strain our ability to maintain protection around our troop,” Yoon said. “We’d have to scramble to figure out how to maintain a group this size. We’re removed from our usual food sources.”

      “No doubt Pumpoo’s taken that into account,” Dean said. “I’d like to think we could still find a way to have access to our people’s crops.”

      “But that’s a dream as big as thinking that Pumpoo would put the needs of the Ooba before his own,” Shula said.

      Dean stopped pacing for a moment, brought his hands to his hips, looked to his friend with the long braid and strong resolve. “It is. Why? Why did it have to be this way? Why couldn’t we have a normal ruler, one whose intentions are true?”

      “What? Like the Andarons?” Yoon chortled. “As if they’re any better. We fled the royal city, don’t you remember? Our people fled persecution.”

      “That’s what we’ve been told.”

      “You think it isn’t true?”

      “I’m not sure. I’m not sure about much of anything right now. Pumpoo’s true intentions aren’t yet clear. I know he’s draining the power from his people, has faithum, and looks to the dragons to increase his power. I also know he might have been planning this for long enough to set up all sorts of offenses I have no idea about, so we can’t defend against them.”

      Shula gave Dean a severe look. “This isn’t like you, Dean. Now isn’t the time to question motives or focus on what we don’t know. Pumpoo might lead forces—forces we won’t want to hurt—down that mountain any minute. We have to have some defense in place.”

      Dean didn’t cower beneath Shula’s look. He seemed barely to see it, his worries too great. “We do. But what, Shula? What? We can’t hurt the people Pumpoo will bring to hurt us. I’d like to think the Ooba wouldn’t turn on us, but we’re all aware how he likes to spin things. Who knows what he might have convinced our people to do?”

      I turned to Yoon, looking for any kind of reaction to talk of Pumpoo’s malicious nature. I’d been sure Yoon was on the chieftain’s side. Dean trusted him enough to include him in organizational talks.

      “We have no good place to conceal ourselves now that the forest has burned. We can’t go back to the village and beyond. Our only option is to head in the direction past the clearing or stand our ground here.”

      “Standing our ground means open confrontation.”

      “Probably.”

      “Which means casualties. We need another way.”

      “Once the scouts report back and tell us how far we can go beyond the clearing, it might be what we have to do. Retreat. Run. Because standing to fight means death... to someone, to someone’s blood relation. We have to avoid open conflict at all cost.”

      Yoon said, “We know beyond the clearing is more forest, with occasional clearings. We’ve explored them before.”

      “Aye, but not well enough. I don’t dare lead us all down there without knowing if Pumpoo can trap us. What if after days of marching in that direction we walk straight up to a cliff edge with no way out? It’s likely, of course, given that it happens everywhere on the other side we’re more familiar with. I’ve never walked days’ worth of distance beyond this clearing in that direction, have you?” Dean pointed to the forest that was still rich and dense, capable of concealing all sorts of secrets.

      “No, days in that direction, no.”

      “Exactly. None of us has. We’ve never had reason to. We built our lives on the other side.”

      Shula said, “He’s pushing us out of our home.”

      “He’s doing more than that, Shul. He’s trying to obliterate us, push us completely out of his world.”

      “But he can’t. He needs us. The Ooba need us. If there’s some issue with dragons coming to the village, or raiders even, they’ll need us.”

      “There’s never been a dragon who’s come to the village.”

      “But one could at any time. The dragons are unpredictable, you know that.”

      “Of course I know that, but Pumpoo probably doesn’t. I’m sure he doesn’t think that just because something has been one way for thousands of years it could change in a moment. You and I know that, as does Yoon I’m sure, because we understand the dragons’ nature. Pumpoo doesn’t.”

      “He doesn’t even understand human nature.”

      “Oh, that he does, he understands it well.”

      “That’s why he’s been able to manipulate all of us as he has,” Yoon said. I registered how he included himself in that statement.

      “Then what of the raiders?” Shula asked. “If they were to invade, we’d be the ones to fight them.”

      “We would,” Dean said, “if raiders are truly a threat.”

      “They’ve been in the past.”

      “A past recorded by Pumpoo’s ancestors. Stories told by men perhaps no different than our current chieftain.”

      “That’s true. It could all be a lie. Pumpoo is the most dangerous of Vikas vipers, and he’s made his nest among us. So what are we going to do?”

      “We’re going to wait until the scouts return from beyond the forest. They’re only to go as far as needed to get a good vantage point of the area ahead. But that could take a day, because we need to see that far ahead. I won’t lead a hundred forcers into the unknown. We need to be certain to have an escape even if Pumpoo were to pursue us for days.”

      “He’ll come sooner than that. We don’t have time to wait. We need to trust and go now.”

      “Trust the lives of good men and women to the complete unknown?”

      “Aye, we have to. Because the known factor is worse. We know Pumpoo will be unrelenting. We have to get out of here.”

      Dean stopped pacing to stare at his friend, the one he appeared to trust beyond doubt. “Is this a feeling you’re having?”

      “Yes.” Shula didn’t hesitate. “I just started feeling it. We need to go. Now.”

      Dean stared at her, then across the clearing to where the other tamers and charmers were sharpening weapons and standing around with pent-up, nervous energy—the kind that sensed bad things coming. “All right. Then let’s go.”

      “Just like that?” Yoon asked. “You said we couldn’t head out into the unknown without making sure we couldn’t be pinned down in there. The Ooba might be our people, but Pumpoo will have surely convinced them we’re traitors and a danger, and there are many more of them than us.”

      “You’re right and I know it. But I’ve depended on my senses to keep me alive for too long to ignore them now.”

      “This isn’t your sense, it’s Shula’s.”

      “And?”

      “And... that doesn’t change a thing.”

      “Exactly. We’re a team. We honor all of our contributions. This is far from ideal, but we can keep planning while we’re on the move. We honor Shula’s warning, and we prepare while we go.”

      “All right.” Yoon didn’t sound like he considered it a good plan.

      “Unfortunately, it’s all I’ve got for now. If you have something better, I want to hear about it—right now.”

      “I don’t.”

      “Then it’s settled. We’ll move, and while we go, we’ll figure out how to best prepare for Pumpoo’s attack or whatever it is he has planned.” But as Dean brought his hands to cup his mouth to call to attention everyone scattered across the clearing, one of the scouts he’d sent up the mountain trail exited the remains of the forest.

      He was moving far too fast for good news.

      Dean brought his hands to his weapons belt and waited.

      My heart thumped while I waited too. Whatever news we were about to receive would define the future of all of us here—and however much of a future we would have.
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      “What news do you bring?” Dean called out before the scout even reached us.

      “It’s Pumpoo,” the younger man said, breathing heavily. “He’s almost here.”

      “What? How’s that possible?”

      The scout didn’t say more until he skidded to a stop in front of us. “I don’t know, but he’s coming, and he’s coming fast. He’ll be at the pools in minutes.”

      “Which means we don’t have time to do much to prepare, dammit. All right. How many does he come with?”

      The scout stood up straight and somber. “With everyone.”

      “What do you mean, everyone?” Shula asked.

      “I mean, he comes with every single person of the Ooba tribe, as far as I can tell.”

      “He can’t come with every single person. Some are too old, young, or infirm to participate.”

      “Aye, I mean every single Ooba but them. The mountain trail is crowded. They even travel with oxen.”

      “Oxen? What on O could they want them for?” Dean asked.

      “I have no idea, but what are we going to do?”

      Dean stared at the scout, dark hair stuck to his forehead with the slick of sweat. “The only thing we can do. Thanks for getting the news to us so quickly. Now I need you to spread the message, everyone is to assemble here, on the clearing. As quickly as you can, as quickly as they can. Got it?”

      “Got it,” and he tore out of there, back in the direction he’d come.

      Dean didn’t waste any time watching his retreat. He turned toward Rane and Traya. “Get Rosie into one of the caves and keep her out of sight until I send for you.”

      It was easy to read between the lines. Rane and Traya were to escort Rosie and me to the caves. Dean claimed to trust Yoon, but he wasn’t revealing my presence. Or maybe that was just because my secret wasn’t his to tell, just as he’d claimed for Yoon.

      “Go now.”

      “Pumpoo already knows about Rosie, so why hide her?” Rane asked, even as he stood to comply.

      “Because him knowing about her, and us tempting him with her, are two different things entirely. Better to keep her out of sight—”

      “And out of mind.”

      “Right. You’re catching on, son.”

      Only because I knew my brother so well did I notice that the casual use of “son” caused him to tense. It was just for a second, and it wasn’t obvious, but that still-open wound of our father’s death was a constant reminder of what we’d already lost.

      As sharp as Dean was, he definitely didn’t notice. He was already turned to face Shula and Yoon in intense conversation. “The best I can figure,” he was saying, “is to make ourselves look as intimidating as possible.”

      “Pumpoo doesn’t get intimidated,” Yoon said.

      “He doesn’t, but all the people he brought with him do.”

      Yoon nodded. “True. So you want all of us here on the clearing, what? With our swords drawn?”

      “No, I don’t want any overt threats. We’ve heard what Pumpoo said about us, but he didn’t say it to us. As far as we’re concerned, we’re still the Dragon Force, protectors both of the dragons and the Ooba people. Let’s remind the people of who we are.”

      “We’ll have to override all the lies Pumpoo’s been feeding them,” Shula said.

      “We will, and I doubt Pumpoo will allow us much opportunity to speak with them, but an image can be worth more than words. If we stand as the force they’re used to seeing as their protectors, that might trigger in them the understanding of who we are and what we’ve always done.”

      “That’s not a very solid plan,” Yoon said.

      “It isn’t, but it’s the best given the circumstances, I think. We can’t fight the people, right? And we don’t have time to retreat. Besides, what would be the point of retreating when Pumpoo still hasn’t outwardly threatened us?”

      “He threatened us plenty at that underground trap,” Shula growled.

      “True, but he let Jore do most of his dirty work. He might still think there’s time for diplomacy.”

      “There’s no true diplomacy with that man.”

      “Exactly, but he might believe he can warp words and the truth in such a way as to bring about the outcome he wants, without getting the people, whose support he counts on, killed.”

      Traya had already started in the direction of the caves when she turned and asked, “What does Pumpoo want?”

      “That, smart girl, is the key question. Because no matter what Pumpoo says or does, this is all about him and his ultimate desires. And even though I might not yet understand the specifics of his particular wants, I do know that what he craves is power.”

      “He already has power,” Rane said. “More than any other Ooba. More than you.”

      Dean smiled with little mirth. “I don’t have power, nor do I want it. I have trust, and therefore I have influence. What Pumpoo wants is different. He wants to control everyone and everything.”

      “He already does!”

      “We heard him with our own ears. He has faithum, he says. He wants more of it. I don’t know exactly what he wants to do with whatever faithum he already has, but whatever it is, it won’t be good for the Ooba, you can count on that. The fact that he wants to use the dragons to expand his access to faithum indicates that he has plans beyond what I’m aware. And that, son, is something we’ll need to find the way to defend against.”

      “He’s coming,” Shula said. For the first time, I heard anxiousness in the solid woman’s voice.

      “But he should barely be at the pools!” Yoon protested.

      “It doesn’t make sense, but I feel him.” Shula looked straight at me. “Move.”

      The urgency, which vibrated through her deep voice, propelled me forward. I didn’t risk a word to Rosie in front of Yoon, but guided her with my hand, even though she probably would have followed me anyway. Rane and Traya were right behind us, making it seem for anyone who bothered to look as if the baby dragon was leading the way.

      We reached the entrance to the cave just as I caught sight of a shade, its colors muted by the dipping Plune Moon.

      “We cut it close,” Rane whispered, even though we were too far away for the chieftain to overhear us.

      “How’s he even moving that fast?” Traya said. “I’ve never seen him move fast.”

      “He always draws his movements out to receive the most attention,” I said.

      “Strange,” Rane said.

      We watched Pumpoo, flanked by Jore and another emissary, who held the shade above the chieftain’s head, step onto the clearing we’d just occupied. An avalanche of people flooded onto it behind him.

      Dean hadn’t managed to assemble all the charmers and tamers behind him as he’d hoped. We weren’t yet the imposing threat he’d wanted to portray. Nothing had gone to plan since I’d first met Dean by the sacred pools not that many days before. But that didn’t stop the Dragon Force from shoring up with all the strength they could muster, and between all of them, it was a lot.

      Charmers and tamers continued to arrive and assemble both behind and on either side of Dean, Shula, and Yoon. Dean didn’t have to instruct them to look formidable. It was something innate to them. Decades of training had transformed people much like the Ooba who stood behind Pumpoo, and sharpened them into the forcers who stood with us.

      The villagers with Pumpoo weren’t weak. Most of them were strong and fit from the hard labor required to sustain an agricultural village. But they weren’t forcers. They’d had to face the harshness of life under the rule of a corrupt chieftain, but they hadn’t stared down dragons—day after day. They hadn’t lived with the knowledge that, if any threat ever arrived from the outside, they’d be the ones to defend against it.

      In the end, the greatest foe proved to be the one within. The forcers who converged on the clearing were all armed, and their hands twitched close to their weapons belts. I didn’t think most of them even noticed.

      But Pumpoo must have, even if he didn’t let on, even if he didn’t appear threatened.

      “Why doesn’t he look afraid?” I asked my siblings.

      “I was just wondering the same thing,” Rane said. “If I were coming up against that force of warriors, I’d be freaked out.”

      Traya said, “They do look pretty amazing, don’t they?”

      “Like they could crunch Pumpoo between their fingers,” I said.

      “So why does he look smug as a cat who just captured the mouse?” Rane asked.

      “I don’t know, but I don’t like it. I don’t feel good about this.”

      “What’s there to feel good about? Our chieftain, who’s supposed to be the one protecting us, looks like a dragon with his prey in his sights.”

      “That’s exactly what he looks like.” I petted Rosie nervously. “What do you think, girl? Does he look like a big, bad dragon?”

      “He most definitely does,” Traya answered for Rosie.

      “I can’t stand that puny man.” Rane spit the words out.

      “Let’s just hope for the best.” It’s what I was doing; it was all I could do, and it felt far from enough. “Remember what Dean said. He said thoughts and words are energy that can create effects.”

      “I heard him, but that’s not helping me now. This is definitely not good.”

      I wanted to tell Rane to just believe, to trust in Dean and whatever faithum apparently he and his elite team had managed to access. But the reality was that I was squirming inside. I felt decidedly uncomfortable watching Pumpoo glide across the clearing as if he owned it, as if he were a master puppeteer, who maneuvered everyone to his wishes.

      Pumpoo drew to a stop a body’s length from Dean. The throngs of people behind Pumpoo stopped when he did. There were so many Ooba following Pumpoo that they continued to trail through the smoldering forest after they’d filled their side of the clearing. They didn’t all fit, there were that many of them, and the clearing was large.

      Dean had a hundred or so fierce men and women behind him.

      Pumpoo might not have declared war on the warriors—yet—but the division between forces couldn’t have been more evident.

      It was us against them, and it didn’t much matter that we didn’t want to be against them, just Pumpoo. The chieftain was dragging innocents into a battle, and I would bet he was wagering we wouldn’t be willing to hurt them. He ruled unfairly; he would fight the same way.

      The moon completely dropped behind the horizon. We dipped into darkness. I couldn’t see a thing beyond the cave where we hid out of sight, but I knew Pumpoo must be speaking. What I was beginning to identify as his energy rolled off my skin, making me want to bathe and scrub him off me. “He’s talking.”

      “I don’t hear anything,” Rane said.

      “Neither do I,” said Traya.

      “He definitely is. I can feel it. I need to hear what he’s saying.”

      “Dean will tell us what to do when he can,” Rane said. “We just have to wait.”

      I’d spent a lifetime waiting to do whatever little thing I managed, whatever I was allowed within a life I walked in shadows. I wasn’t doing that anymore. Whatever was going down right now, it was big, and I wasn’t about to watch from the outside and have to live with the regret of doing nothing later.

      “I’m going out there to listen.”

      “No you aren’t.” Rane reached for my arm. In the darkness, he didn’t find it in time.

      I knew everything he was going to say and all the good reasons he was going to give for staying put. It’s what Dean had asked me to do. It was safer, especially now that my invisibility fluctuated.

      But I wasn’t up for listening to reason. I needed to get out on that clearing to understand what was going on; the urge was strong. I needed to do this, the message thumped through me, urging me forward before the sun had the chance to rise and illuminate my rippling edges when I moved.

      I’d stepped out of the cave. Rane seemed to sense he’d already lost me. “What about Rosie? She’ll give you away. She’ll be in danger if Pumpoo sees her.”

      “You’re right.” Rosie was already moving with me. “I’ll just make her invisible again.”

      “But that didn’t work last time. You lost your control over her. That’s what started all this mess to begin with.”

      I had the feeling the ‘mess’ would have unraveled whether I’d failed to hold Rosie in invisibility or not. “I can do it now. I can hold her invisibility.”

      “How can you be so sure?” Desperation tinged Rane’s voice. “We can’t come with you. If Traya and I reveal ourselves it’ll link back to you. We’d be the only trainees here. It’d be suspicious.”

      “Agreed, that’s why you need to stay here.”

      “That’s also why you need to stay here.”

      “Sorry. I have to do this.”

      “But why, Nir? Why do you always have to do things that put you in danger? There are a hundred forcers out there. Trained forcers. Let them handle this. Why do you need to go?”

      “I’m not doing anything. I’m just going to listen. I’ll be right back and I’ll relay all that was said so we can decide what we need to do to keep ourselves safe.”

      “As if we ever decide anything. You do whatever you want, whenever you want. It’s selfish. We’re a family, Anira.”

      His words contained a certain truth I wasn’t comfortable with, and they had me halfway decided to honor his reasonable wishes.

      Before that could happen, I started moving across the rock—and fast. As much as the truth in my twin’s words stung, I had to honor whatever was propelling me forward. Now more than ever, I had to respect the extent of my senses.

      If I’d touched faithum before, there was more out there. Following my intuitions was the first step.

      I forgot that another me, in another time, would have been afraid. I extended my invisibility around Rosie while I picked my way over the clearing, light on bare feet used to moving with minimal sound.

      A gap the length of my body opened between the two opposing forces, which covered the clearing. I edged in that gap only as far as I needed to go until I could make out what the chieftain was saying. Then I stilled completely so none of the people forming walls on either side of me might notice. I hoped no one would suddenly lunge forward, because if they did, they’d bump into Rosie and me.

      But the time for me to do what I needed to do, no matter what the risks, had arrived. I pushed away my guilty conscience and purposefully didn’t look back toward the cave where I’d left my brother and sister, and listened to every word that exited the chieftain’s mouth.

      I also heard everything he didn’t say. That was the worst part of it all.
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      “Greetings men and women of the great Ooba tribe,” Chieftain Pumpoo began from beneath his shade, his arms reaching out to either side in front of him, forcing his emissaries to scramble to take half a step back.

      If he was expecting a response from the warriors of the Dragon Force, he didn’t receive one.

      “I come, as always, in peace. There’s no reason to worry. I am your chieftain, the one who has your best interest in mind, as my ancestors have before me. You can relax.”

      The charmers and tamers didn’t relax. They seemed to be waiting, as I was, for him to reveal the real reason for his ‘visit.’

      “Why are you here?” Dean asked.

      “Why, to ensure that peace continues to reign in our tribe, of course.”

      “We support peace. It is you who’s trying to create conflict within our tribe.” For Dean, apparently, the time for pretense had passed. “Why are you really here?”

      “You dare to question my motives?”

      “I do.” It was a matter-of-fact statement, and I admired Dean for it.

      The chieftain’s jaw jutted out for a moment before he regained his composure. “Then your actions are misguided, and you are not fit to lead the men and women who stand behind you.” He shifted to address the dragon charmers and tamers. “The man whom you’ve placed your trust in no longer deserves it. He’s lost sight of the way of our people. He has confused and misled you, and I won’t blame you for his actions. He alone should face the consequences of his erroneous choices, not you. All you’ve done is your best to protect our people.”

      “It is you who no longer deserves the trust we’ve placed in you.” Shula’s strong voice rang across the clearing, crisp as the brightening darkness around us. The sun had yet to rise, but it was only minutes away from doing so. Already it had begun to lighten the sky.

      Chieftain Pumpoo’s nostrils flared beneath the shade he took refuge under even when there was no rain or sunshine. But he proceeded as if Shula hadn’t said anything. “I don’t blame any of you for the actions of one man who’s lost sight of his sacred purpose, who’s turned that purpose into something foul and—”

      “Something foul?” Dean’s composure slipped for a moment before he roughly tugged it back into place. “If there is anything foul in this clearing, it’s you.”

      Pumpoo gasped, his emissaries echoing his shock at Dean’s impertinence. “How dare you—”

      Dean interrupted again. “The question is rather how you dare to come down here and pretend you haven’t been plotting against your people. How dare you act as if you care about the Ooba tribe when the only interests you seek to advance are your own?” Dean’s words grew in strength the more he spoke. I got the feeling he’d been waiting to speak these truths for a very long time.

      Chieftain Pumpoo sputtered, as if he were so shocked and affronted by Dean’s accusations that he didn’t know what to do. But it was all a show. I registered the subtle signs that his actions didn’t match his intentions. The fury in his eyes that promised revenge wasn’t aligned with his poor-me act. “How could you ever think that of me?” A small hand, limp as a dead fish, pressed against his chest. “When all I’ve ever done is think of all of you. All I’ve ever done is attempt to emulate my father’s example and guide you all to wellness and prosperity.”

      Dean crossed his arms across his chest. “What’s this really about? You don’t show up here with the entire Ooba tribe at your back to sputter nonsense. Spit it out already. What do you want?”

      “I don’t want anything from you.” Pumpoo’s voice was composed but his tone, chilling. “You’ve clearly lost your damn mind. I’m here to offer the members of the Dragon Force that follow you in error an opportunity to repent and rejoin me, their rightful leader.”

      “If you want them to repent,” Dean spat out the word, “then you’ve already failed. They have nothing to atone for.”

      “They indeed do. They’ve sworn allegiance to me, their dedicated leader. They will apologize and beg for my forgiveness for the errors of their ways.” Pumpoo bent his head gracefully. “Being the leader that I am, with their interest at heart, I will, of course, forgive them and embrace them as part of the Ooba tribe.”

      “They owe you nothing.”

      “That’s where you’re wrong, Dean. They owe me everything. And they’ll give me what I deserve.” Pumpoo twitched. It was an action I doubted many other than Dean, and likely Shula, caught, but I did. He hadn’t meant to let his charade drop yet. His façade was slipping fast, and he hadn’t yet achieved what he intended. More calmly, he said, “I’ll give them the opportunity to atone for their sins.”

      I was certain he felt this was the right thing to say, which showed how little he really knew the people who stood against him.

      “We will not atone or repent or beg for your forgiveness or any other such nonsense. We are not your slaves. We alone are responsible for the weight or lightness of our conscience. If there truly is a Something Greater, then our actions are between us and such a force as governs us from above—not you.” Pumpoo started to say something, but Dean didn’t let him. “The only regret I have is not having stood up to you sooner.”

      Pumpoo slapped at the shade above his head; Jore and the second emissary scrambled to tilt it farther from his face. “You will be made to pay for your words. I will make you pay.”

      “You might try, but you will fail.”

      Pumpoo flared his nostrils again and jutted out his jaw. “This wasn’t how it was supposed to go.”

      “What did you think was going to happen? You’d just show up here and speak your poisonous words and sway everyone to your side?”

      “Of course not.” But it was evident that was precisely what he’d thought. He came here to put on a show—as he’d done thousands of times before; he anticipated he’d have the same success he’d always had.

      But Dean and Shula weren’t the same they’d always been. I didn’t think the rest of the tamers and charmers were either, judging by the determined and disgusted looks on some of their faces. It was as if some of them were seeing their chieftain in a new light for the first time.

      “I came here to offer the members of the Dragon Force the opportunity to disassociate themselves from your actions. You, I will see put to death. Your second in command, this woman or whatever she is, will die along with you. But I can spare the rest... if they see the errors of their ways.”

      “The only thing they’re seeing is the real you.”

      “The real me?” Pumpoo slapped at the shade again, harder this time. Jore and the other emissary exchanged nervous looks and raised the shade as far above their chieftain as they could while still keeping it overhead. “You have no idea about the real me.”

      Something snapped in the little man. An instability I’d never heard in his voice vibrated through it. He swept his gaze, eyes wild in the rays of the rising sun, across the tamers and charmers. “This is your last chance. Follow me and no harm will come to you. Follow him, and he will lead you to your deaths.”

      Some of the forcers fidgeted, but most of them didn’t move an inch.

      “Step forward now to indicate you join me, and you will be spared. Come over here, and I will understand that you followed Dean and his erroneous ways only because he’s persuasive, not because you ever opposed me. But you must do this now. I’m gracious and forgiving, but I can only offer you the opportunity for my grace in this moment. If you don’t step forward at this time, I’ll retract the offer, and you’ll be punished alongside your misguided officers.”

      The small man swept his eyes across those gathered in front of him several times, but in the end, no one stepped forward.

      “Then you’ve made your decision. And you’ll pay for it. You’ll pay a steeper price than you’ve ever imagined.”

      Dean, who seemed to be regretting his own words in the face of Pumpoo’s threats, put his hands up, palms forward, in a late gesture of peace. “Why all this animosity?”

      “It’s you who directed your animosity at me. I’m only ruling as a ruler must.”

      “Why have you declared us your enemy? Up until a few days ago we were defenders of the Ooba people. Why now make us out to be the opposite?”

      There was no way Pumpoo would answer Dean’s questions truthfully, nor did I understand why Dean would bother asking them.

      Pumpoo spun to address the villagers who stood, barely moving, behind him. “You know why the dragon forcers are no longer the sworn protectors of the Ooba, don’t you? They never were; they just pretended. Isn’t that right?”

      Answers rumbled across the villagers, and it was only then that I noticed that something was wrong. They were too still, too quiet. I realized they were accustomed to following Pumpoo and doing everything he ordered them to do. We all were. But this was different. This wasn’t normal.

      I scanned the faces of the crowd, seeing more easily now that the sun was climbing. There was something different about their eyes, a glassiness I could make out in the people who stood closest to me.

      It was as if their eyes were incapable of really seeing me, and the problem went far beyond my invisibility. I looked between the chieftain and the crowd, a dread spreading across my limbs like a paralyzing cold.

      Pumpoo once more threw his arms out wide and raised his voice, reaching all the way up to the first turn of the mountain trail that cut the rest of the trailing villagers from sight. “We know what the dragon forcers did, don’t we? We know they betrayed our most sacred purpose, that they betrayed us.”

      Pumpoo swept his dark head back and forth, as if he were a magnanimous leader who wanted always to include every one of his people. As if his actions were about every single one of them, and only them. “They killed and butchered the dragons for their own purposes.”

      Killed and butchered? What the hell was he talking about?

      “They violated everything the Ooba stand for in their pursuit of that one thing most forbidden, because of the harm it can cause all of us. The dragon forcers, under the command of Dean and Shula, murdered dragons and stole their carcasses. And they did this because they wanted to pilfer their faithum.”

      Again, too little reaction from the people Pumpoo intended to whip into a frenzy as he’d done numerous times before. Soft murmurs moved through the crowd, but none of the shock and fury I imagined Pumpoo was trying to build.

      “They stole faithum because they now intend to use it against me, to usurp my leadership and command you to fulfill their foul purposes. This is why none of them can be allowed to live. They will be the end of the Ooba people.”

      “Enough!” Dean roared so powerfully that even Pumpoo whipped around to face him. “Enough of your theatrics and lies. We, the Ooba people, have had enough, whether we realize it yet or not. You manipulate and you lie, and that is what must now come to an end. If your death is the only way to achieve this, then so be it, but we will not allow a single man to destroy us and all that we truly stand for.

      “People of the great Ooba tribe, this man has deceived us all, even me. We never killed any dragons. We never stole their faithum. We never did anything but honor our connection to this land, to the life upon it, and to the Ooba people. I want peace, as you all do. But right now we have to destroy this man’s influence before he destroys all of us, and what we stand for. He has some kind of hold on you now, but once it breaks you’ll see that he isn’t who he claims to be. We, the Ooba tribe, deserve better.”

      “And who exactly is the person you suggest to lead them?” Pumpoo slithered. “You, I presume?”

      “Actually, no. I have no intention of leading a tribe. We’re capable of governing ourselves. We’re all equal. It is only you who’s made us believe otherwise.”

      “My ancestors have ruled this tribe since before we arrived here. Since we left the Original city to avoid persecution. Since the great seers shared their prophecies so we could avoid annihilation.”

      “We only have your word—and that of your ancestors—that any of that is even true. Maybe your ancestors took us away from the royal city because they wanted to rule without the interference of the Andaron Dynasty, because they wanted complete power over the Ooba tribe. Maybe every prophecy you’ve ever claimed a seer made has been of your own design. Maybe there are no seers. Maybe there aren’t even any raiders. None of us alive remember them. And maybe you’ve made us kill off any twins born to our people for some nefarious purpose of your own.”

      A hand squeezed my shoulder, and I jumped and bit my tongue to suppress a squeal. I yanked my head back to see Rane and Traya standing on either side of me. “What are you doing here?” I risked that one of the villagers might hear me, but somehow I didn’t think it would matter. There was something decidedly off about them.

      “Are you for real right now?”

      I opened my mouth to quip back, but closed it. Rane had a point. I put a hand over his on my shoulder and turned back to watch Dean narrow his eyes as if he were putting together the pieces of a very large and complex puzzle. “Maybe you wanted to remove all twins from existence because they pose a danger to you. Because you’ve been stealing the power of the Ooba and you’ve been studying the forbidden faithum to concentrate your power and ultimately use it against us.”

      There were hundreds of people in the clearing, but not a single one of them made a sound. The sun continued to rise in complete silence. All the birds and animals had abandoned the area because of the fire. Not even they were there to break the eerie stillness.

      I prepared for what I imagined would be Pumpoo’s denial. I imagined he’d mock Dean and twist what the charmer said to make it seem as if he were the evil one here.

      But Chieftain Pumpoo surprised me, as I imagined he surprised every single man and woman gathered there—because there was no way any one of us anticipated what he did next.
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      Pumpoo yanked the shade from his emissaries’ hands and flung it off to the side, hitting people. He threw his head back and laughed.

      I didn’t remember ever hearing a sound that made my stomach turn as much as his laughter. There wasn’t a speck of joy in it. It mocked us, the Ooba tribe, for having fallen for his deceit. It proved he no longer cared what we thought of him—that worried me most of all.

      If the chieftain had decided he no longer needed to keep up his façade, it must be because he’d amassed enough power to achieve whatever he wanted without the support of the Ooba. That one likelihood had me frozen where I stood, clutching at Rane’s hand for comfort. I leaned back into his chest, Rosie still pressed invisibly against my legs, and waited.

      As Pumpoo laughed, a dark and unholy glow began to expand around him. I had no idea what exactly the glow was, but I knew one thing for certain, whatever it was, it spelled bad news for the entire Ooba tribe.

      The villagers behind Pumpoo weren’t reacting as I expected they would. It was true that they—we—had all been under the chieftain’s influence, but that didn’t mean we were stupid. With the display the man was putting on, the rest of our tribe should have been reacting in some meaningful way.

      But they weren’t. It was almost as if they hadn’t even heard a word he said, as if his laughter didn’t churn their stomachs as it did mine.

      His amusement ceased abruptly. Pumpoo snapped his head forward, eyes blazing and pinned on Dean. “You have no idea what you’ve done, do you?”

      It didn’t look like Dean did, but I couldn’t blame him. I didn’t think a single one of us there had any real idea of what was about to come.

      “You’re right about one thing. The time for ruses is over.”

      I wanted to turn around to see if Rane or Traya understood what was about to happen, but I didn’t dare miss a thing.

      The gray glow pulsed until it entirely encompassed the man.

      Jore and the other emissary took an infinitesimally small step away, fear etched across their faces. Without looking at them, Pumpoo said, “If I were you, I’d choose my loyalties wisely. You’ve served me well up until now. See that you continue.”

      “Aye, Your Greatness,” the emissaries said as one, dipping their heads and frightened eyes. They didn’t move back toward the man, but neither did they continue their retreat. They remained where they stood, and I swore I could feel the tension vibrating through them.

      “You know,” the chieftain called out in a mocking voice, “I’m almost relieved you pulled this little stunt today, Dean. It’s lining up to be a fine day for the true extent of my power, wouldn’t you say?”

      What could we say? Here was the man we’d placed our trust in for far too long. He wasn’t who we thought he was. He wasn’t even who I feared he might be in the worst of moments. He was shaping up to be a... monster.

      “I’ve been draining the power of every single one of you and you didn’t even realize it, that’s how dim witted you all are. You bought into my claims that faithum is dangerous, when it is faithum that will set me free.”

      Free? I didn’t believe for a second that any of this was about freedom. Not Pumpoo’s, and definitely not ours.

      I struggled to tear my gaze from the spectacle that was Pumpoo, glowing with a gray that looked like smoke. He appeared to smolder as the forest continued to do behind him. I risked a quick look at Dean, then Shula, hoping one of them would know what to do. But I was disappointed. They hid their reactions better than the rest of us.

      Pumpoo wasn’t finished yet. He was just getting started. “I’ve drained the life force energy from every single one of you here. You didn’t know it, that’s how stupid you all are, but every one of you possesses some degree of faithum, even the weakest and most useless among you. I’ve taken that faithum from you. It’s now mine, and you’ll never have it back. And because it’s your personal faithum that I’ve taken, no matter how hard you try to fight me, you’ll never prevail. I own each and every one of your eternalities.”

      I gulped. Rane whispered so softly it felt like my own intuition speaking to me. “He doesn’t own yours. He never drained you, right?”

      “Right.” My pulse quickened.

      “I’m not even truly one of you.” The chieftain plummeted me into further confusion.

      “What the hell does that mean?” I whispered to Rane, but his answer only came in a squeeze. I quieted. He was right. Now was not the time to risk anyone hearing me, even when those closest to us were entranced villagers.

      “I am both your savior and your enemy. Your dream and your prophetic seers. I am your dragon charmer, who will take the dragons’ faithum too, and then there will be no stopping me. You’ve already lost and you don’t even realize it yet. Every person here will bow before me.” He cackled, and the sound raised my hackles. “You already do.”

      He cocked his head to one side and contemplated Dean, Shula, and the rest of the forcers. “You consider yourselves the strongest and most capable of all the Ooba, playing with your little dragons as if they were a child’s toy. You’ve allowed me to grow stronger than I ever hoped possible, while you did every single thing I asked of you.” He smiled, and I realized I’d never before seen a true smile on the man’s face; this one reached his eyes, his maniacal gray eyes. “I no longer have to hide under a ridiculous shade, which was all it took to conceal my full self from you. You didn’t even see what was right in front of you.”

      His smile morphed into a grin that exposed predatory teeth. He was like a dragon, revealing his true nature. He was the predator and he clearly believed us his half-eaten prey. “You thought you succeeded in hiding the dragonling from me, but I’ll find it.”

      I tightened my grip on Rosie. As if she understood what he said, she leaned even farther into my bare legs.

      “I’ll drain whatever faithum the deformed runt contains and then I’ll be able to access all dragon faithum.”

      I willed my hold on her invisibility to continue. Fear that I wouldn’t tried to pop into my mind but I overrode it. I’d been confused and overwhelmed before, but now I was pissed. Who the hell did he think he was? Hiding among us? The creep! I was going to keep Rosie safe. I’d promised her. This was one promise I’d make sure I found the way to keep. It was the only option I’d consider.

      “By the time you discover who I really am, it will be too late for all of you. I’ll make a seer prediction for you. Before the Suxle Sun sets today, you’ll all be dead, your faithum drained, all mine. Thanks for that, by the way. You saved me quite a lot of trouble by being so easy to... take.”

      He reached his arms back in a waving motion. “Every man and woman who stands on the other side of us is your enemy.” He no longer spoke to Dean or Shula or to any of the other forcers. He hadn’t seemed to notice Rane and Traya standing between the two forces, toward the very back.

      “You don’t see a friend or a family member, you see only someone out to destroy everything the Ooba people stand for. You see someone you have to rid the world of. You see that it’s the only way for the people you care about to survive. If you don’t kill them first, they’ll kill you and then everyone you love.”

      “It’s some kind of spell or something,” Rane whispered. “Some kind of... enchantment, magic.”

      “Aye.” I wished it weren’t true, but it was undeniable. I could feel the energy the man was building. “The magic we know nothing about, thanks to him.”

      “That’s what he thinks, but he hasn’t taken yours.”

      I let Rane’s words settle over me. It was true, I knew, but it still didn’t mean I had a single idea of what to do to counteract what Pumpoo was doing.

      “Your only option is to kill or be killed. Now, attack.” He swept his arms forward. The villagers rushed in that direction at the same time as the man whom we’d known as Pumpoo dissolved first into gray smoke—and then, into nothing.
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      Jore and the second emissary dropped Pumpoo’s red shade when he disappeared. Their expressions were as shocked as those of the dragon charmers and tamers. Even Dean and Shula looked as if they hadn’t expected this, and they’d understood more of what the chieftain was really about than the rest of us. The shade bounced against the rock, its movements slow, the sound of it echoing through the total silence Pumpoo’s disappearance left behind.

      Not even a wisp of haze remained to suggest that Pumpoo had been there moments before. There was nothing left of the man who’d turned the lives of every member of the Ooba tribe upside down and inside out. I was incapable of thinking what might come next, but whatever would, nothing about our existence in our isolated region of Planet Origins remained the same, of that I was regrettably certain.

      The silence was so loud I could hear my breath. I could hear Rane and Traya’s too, even Rosie’s. It was an eerie calm, one that was anything but, and as the beams of the sun broke free of the horizon to illuminate the scene, chaos broke loose.

      So many things happened at once that I couldn’t keep track of them all. The ordinarily peaceful villagers reacted to Pumpoo’s final command. Teeth I was used to seeing in smiles were bared to look like fangs. Hands that worked the earth and offered support to the Ooba people, arched to become claws. People I’d trusted became killers.

      The fine, invisible hairs across my body stood on end. Rosie’s body tensed against mine. And Rane placed a hand on either shoulder and gripped me hard.

      The villagers began keening, growling, and screaming. They wailed and moaned as if they were in pain instead of about to inflict it. People dissolved into beasts. The Ooba tribe, with its long-held sacred purpose, devolved into weapons of a deranged man.

      My heart thudded, my stomach squirmed, and bile rose in my throat.

      Dean yelled, “Incapacitate to cause as little harm as possible.” His voice was panicked. I couldn’t understand how he was capable of issuing orders. I couldn’t fully register the scene in front of me even as my eyes noticed every single detail. I feared that the macabre images I took in now would loop and replay in my mind later like a nightmare.

      “No killing.” Dean’s warning was unnecessary. One look at the tamers and charmers confirmed they were as horrified as I was. “Take them down fast. Get them out of the way if you can so they’re not trampled.” Not one of the forcers moved to respond.

      The villagers began their assault against family, friends, and members of a tribe that had always behaved with one interest at heart. Too quickly, they began to close the distance that divided the forces.

      Rane tugged at me, hard. “Come on.”

      “No.” But I wasn’t telling him I wouldn’t retreat. I wanted to run screaming for the mountains, to wash the images of gentle people turned into monsters from my mind. I wanted to deny the reality even as it unfolded in front of me. This can’t be happening.

      He pulled at me, dragging, my feet unresponsive.

      “Anira. Now.” His rough growl was enough to pull me from my stupor. My feet started moving before my brain gave them orders. A limp hand guided Rosie backward with us.

      We stood near the edge of the division of the two forces, but the villagers would still reach us if we didn’t evacuate right then. A villager touched me. I jumped and whipped my head to face the gentle farmer who looked anything but.

      “It’s Keane.” As if that would matter. Keane usually had a ready smile that reached his eyes and crinkled them with lines that told of a happy life spent in the sunshine.

      “It’s not Keane anymore.” Rane pulled. I stumbled over my feet as I moved toward the caves, my head still turned to take in the ghastly sight of the kind man with the now vacant eyes.

      “He didn’t even realize he touched me.” There was some kind of disconnect between my thoughts and words. None of me was functioning normally.

      “I know. That’s because he’s not there anymore.”

      “How...?” But I didn’t finish the question, couldn’t finish the thought, couldn’t make sense of the sounds and images that assaulted me from all sides.

      A woman, the baker’s wife, clawed at Traya. She yanked on her long hair and tried to pull her down against the rock, to smash her head against the hard surface, I imagined.

      Rane pushed me roughly toward the caves and ran to help our sister. I kept moving but stopped when two men reached Rane and Traya, when their long arms combined with the woman’s to pull, claw, and strike.

      Rane must have imagined I was turning around and heading toward them because he said “Get out of here” to the air around him. It was an order meant for me, one I had no intention of obeying.

      There was no way in hell I was leaving my siblings. That resolve crystallized my thoughts somehow. It gave me something to do other than panic and experience the terror of Pumpoo’s actions so viscerally. The fog of shock fell away. I moved with my usual precision and yanked the woman off Traya. But Rosie got in the way and I tripped over her body. In an effort not to hurt her, I stepped awkwardly and delivered myself to the grip of the woman I was pulling away.

      Even though she couldn’t have seen me, she didn’t behave any differently than she had with my sister. She tugged at my long braid, pulling my head down to the rock, knocking me off balance. I scrambled to land on my hands and knees instead of my back. I pushed Rosie out of the way and landed hard enough to knock the breath from me. My knees and wrists stung but I jumped right back up, pushing into the woman’s chest as she leveraged herself above me.

      I burst upward, lifting the woman from her feet as she draped across my invisible body. Once I got to standing, she was off balance. I spun, pressed both hands against her chest, and shoved as hard as I could. She fell backwards over Rosie, and hit her head against the rock. The baker’s wife didn’t get up.

      I hoped I’d only knocked her out and not killed her—head wounds were fickle—but I couldn’t afford the time to check. I spun again, hands out, searching for Rosie. I felt her against my legs, and ran hands across her body, searching for injury. She was still a baby. I didn’t feel any damage.

      I swung my attention to Traya and Rane. They’d gotten the better of the two men attacking them. Rane slammed a man to the ground, as hard, or harder, as I’d tossed the baker’s wife. Once he hit the rock, he didn’t move.

      People are going to die here today. It wasn’t because we wanted to hurt them, but when their attacks were so fierce, serious injury was inevitable.

      Traya squealed. Her hair was proving a liability. The man she faced off with managed to tangle his hands in her mane and slam her against his body.

      Rane and I lunged for the man at the same time. I searched for a way to pull him from her, but Traya was in the way, the man’s grip on her hair firm.

      Rane elbowed the man in the ribs. The man jumped back only an inch, but it was enough. Rane nudged himself between the man and Traya and worked to release his fingers from her hair.

      Traya yelped. The man wasn’t relaxing his hold.

      I moved to his other side and elbowed his other rib cage with little result. My siblings struggled so I did the only other thing I thought was sure to work.

      I knelt, sucked in a deep breath, looked the other way so I wouldn’t get grossed out, and reached in to grab his groin.

      Ew, I thought, but I squeezed hard enough to elicit a painful yelp. Immediately, he released Traya and Rane, and went pale in the face. He bent over, gasping.

      Surprise registered on Rane’s face before he whipped the knife from his belt and clobbered the man against the back of the skull as I’d seen Dean do.

      The man collapsed in a pile of pain. I scrambled to get out of the way, but didn’t in time.

      “Get him off of me,” I gasped, disgusted by the weight and scent of the man’s sweat against my body.

      Rane and Traya were already pulling. They moved him to the side and hurried to look behind us. There were dozens more ready to take the place of those we’d incapacitated.

      The forcers were making their way across the crowd, bodies littering their progress.

      “We need to get to the caves.” Rane reached for Traya and me.

      I realized he was right. There was nothing we could do that the forcers couldn’t do better. They’d know how to take the villagers down with minimal damage.

      As I hesitated, more people started to move in our direction, picking Rane and Traya out of the masses. Rosie and I remained invisible, a small miracle considering how I felt.

      We started running, and as soon as we were sufficiently removed, those headed our way adjusted direction and picked another target for attack. We stopped running, walking our retreat backwards, until Traya uttered the one word guaranteed to bring us all to an abrupt halt.

      “Mother.”
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      “Where is Ma?” Rane asked Traya. I couldn’t see her either.

      “There.” She pointed to the middle of the mass of attackers.

      “I don’t see her,” I said.

      “Neither do I,” Rane said. “Wait. I do see her.” The pain in my twin’s voice was enough to convince me I didn’t want to see our mother like this. But of course I couldn’t help myself.

      I searched until I found her, until I landed on the features that were so familiar to me, I could see them with my eyes closed. But never had they looked like this before. No matter how firm Mother got with me, she’d always retained her natural gentleness. It was gone. There was nothing of the mother I knew but the suggestions of a face and body I’d shared space with. That I’d shared love with. This version of Mother wasn’t capable of love, that much was evident.

      “She looks like a monster.” I didn’t bother trying to keep the horror from my voice.

      “But she isn’t,” Traya said. “It’s not her.”

      “I know that, but still, it’s... awful.”

      “It’s definitely awful,” Rane said, “and we’re going to make Pumpoo pay for what he’s done here today.”

      “How? How on O are we going to make him pay when he disappeared right in front of us? He has faithum, Rane. He has a power we don’t.”

      My twin turned his head to look at me, but I didn’t meet his gaze. I couldn’t stop looking at Mother and the way rage contorted her face. “We have to help her.”

      “We can’t,” Traya said. “By the time we get there the forcers will have already dealt with her and we’ll be lucky to get out alive. They’re vicious when they’re like this. We have no choice but to let the forcers take her down. They’ll be careful with her. They’re being careful with all of them.”

      But I knew it was killing Traya to say it. Yes the forcers were being careful, more careful than we could be without their training, but bodies still piled up across the rock. And despite the care they took, blood spattered here and there, marring the rock.

      Rane was at my side. “Faithum.”

      “Faithum what?”

      “You have faithum, Dean even said so.”

      “Maybe I have faithum, but that doesn’t mean I know what to do with it. The forcers have faithum too. The charmers have been practicing faithum. They took down four dragons with it.”

      “From what I heard, you were a big help.”

      I snorted, surprising myself I could still react like that when hell had broken loose in our midst. “I have no idea what I did. I passed out. When I woke up, the dragons were gone.”

      “But you helped.”

      “Maybe, but I couldn’t have done anything without the charmers.”

      “Guys, we have to get to the caves.” Traya sounded heartbroken and I returned my gaze to Mother to see if that was it. Mother was still standing, still advancing on the people who’d do anything to defend her, on the forcers who’d been like brother and sister to our dead father and brother.

      “Aye, let’s go.” This time I was the one to pull Rane away. More than anything I wanted to spare Traya the continued view of our mother. I wanted to spare myself. The sounds were bad enough. I feared I’d never be able to forget the wretched groans and cries of pure agony, which suggested that there might be some part of the villagers that understood what they were doing—even if they couldn’t stop themselves from doing it.

      We couldn’t escape the sounds but we could escape the sights. I tugged on Rane. “Come on. I can’t stand to look any longer.”

      “But we have to stop it.”

      “We can’t stop it.” Traya pulled on Rane also. “We need to go.”

      “No,” he said, strong enough to stop the two of us from leading him anywhere. “We can stop this. If the charmers can do faithum, we need to try.”

      “It’s too late,” Traya said. “A third of the villagers are already down. There’re less and less of them. They’ll work their way through them. We need to leave them to it.”

      “And what if they’re the same when they wake up, huh? Have you thought of that?”

      I definitely hadn’t thought of that. My eyes widened and bile washed up the back of my throat. “It can’t happen that way.”

      “Just because we don’t want it to happen doesn’t mean it won’t. None of us here wants this to happen and it’s going down anyway. If there’s any chance of undoing what Pumpoo did, we have to try.”

      “Dean would have thought of it if it would help.”

      “Maybe he would have—under ordinary circumstances. But he looks like he’s just as freaked out as the rest of us. I’m barely thinking straight right now.”

      I turned to my twin. “You seem to be thinking better than the rest of us.”

      “Then listen to me. I might not know what Pumpoo did to disappear into thin air, but if he’s capable of faithum, then I’ve got to think that’s what he used. I mean, what else would it be?”

      “Yeah, I guess it had to be.”

      “If he cursed—or whatever it is he did—the villagers with faithum, then faithum can undo it.” He sounded sure of himself.

      “All right.” I’d always believed in Rane. I could sense the strength running through him. If Rane wanted us to try this, then I would. Things couldn’t possibly get any worse, could they? “Tell me what to do.”

      He smiled a shaky smile. “You’ve never said that to me before.”

      “Aye, well, we’ve never been in this particular situation before either.”

      “Let’s hope we never will be again,” Traya said.

      “Aye,” Rane and I said, our heavy hearts sounding together in that one word.

      “What do we do?” I asked.

      “I don’t know, you’re the one with faithum.”

      “If I have faithum, you do too. We’re twins. If I can do it, by the oasis, so can you. We’re as connected as two people get.”

      He nodded, convincing himself. “All right. I can do this. We can do this. And if we have faithum, I’m willing to bet Traya does too.”

      Our gentle sister just smiled, but the warmth of it didn’t reach her brown eyes, the ones I’d never seen so stormy.

      “What do we do?” Now that we had a plan—well, not really, but we had something—I wanted to put it into motion, like, yesterday.

      Rane cupped his mouth with his hands and shouted, “Dean! Faithum!” He yelled loudly, but the sounds of people possessed by who-knew-what were louder. The myriad sounds of bodies hitting, hurting, and agonizing were all consuming.

      “Dean! Shula!” Rane yelled again, but his voice carried only to those closest to us, who immediately turned and started moving in our direction. “Crap,” he bit out, preparing to face off with people of our own tribe. “It isn’t going to work.”

      Traya moved alongside Rane and me, forming a wall of defense. Four villagers moved our way.

      “No, it is going to work.” I closed my eyes against the onslaught. I pushed away the impressions of violence that wanted to continue. I pushed away the sounds, and when I didn’t manage it, I forced myself to ignore them, to pretend they weren’t the sounds of pain and suffering, that they were instead the sounds of opportunity. That this would somehow lead to our growth as a people. It seemed like a baseless wish, but I held it just the same. I focused on Rosie’s warmth against my legs and the support of my sister and brother, who protected me even when I hadn’t informed them what I was doing.

      There wasn’t time. I breathed in and out deeply until I was able to pretend that my breath was all there was, my breath and the air of the mountains, tinged by the lingering smell of smoke, of a way of life burned to the ground.

      I breathed and ignored the movements of my siblings that jerked and rattled against me. And then I did what I would have thought impossible just days ago—before life and its circumstances had forced me to believe there was no such thing as the impossible.

      Dean! I yelled through my mind. Faithum! I couldn’t tell if he was hearing me. He might need stillness to do it and there was no way he had any of that right then. If his thoughts were anything as panicked and jumbled as mine had been moments before, it was a lost cause.

      But I remembered I didn’t believe in lost causes anymore.

      I formed the thoughts in my mind then launched them across space with a force I didn’t realize I possessed. Dean! Faithum! Can we alter the faithum Pumpoo used with our own? I felt the words pulsing outward and I released my hold on them.

      I waited, listening for a reply, but all I registered were the sounds of violence around me. They infiltrated the tenuous stillness I’d managed to gather to transmit my message. If Dean hadn’t gotten it, then there was no option but to wait until the charmers and tamers took down every single villager there and all those who continued down the mountain path to join the fallen.

      It was all I had in me. I couldn’t do it again; my heart was too heavy, too burdened by developments too terrible to comprehend.

      I strained to listen for Dean, but I’d lost the connection, if I’d ever managed to tether to him at all. I failed. I sighed my lament, and with a bitter shudder, I opened my eyes.

      Rane and Traya were entangled with our attackers. The villagers’ eyes lacked that spark of life, certainly of any kind of life worth living.

      I stepped forward to engage, but something niggled at me. The sensation that someone was staring at me had me scanning the crowd for its source.

      Across the sea of slithering movement, my eyes met Dean’s. He was staring straight at me.
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      Dean’s look was so intense that I realized with a start he must be speaking to me and I just wasn’t hearing him. I took several hurried steps back from the thrashing of bodies that surrounded us and stared at him so hard my gaze started to blur. Only when I barely registered him, and when I no longer noticed the flailing limbs of possessed villagers, did I hear what he was saying.

      We don’t have enough control over our faithum. We could hurt them, he said through the waves of my thoughts. Are you hearing me?

      I can hear you. But we’re already hurting them, even if it’s short of killing them. Watch out! I sensed more than saw the miller’s daughter who’d managed to slip beneath Shula’s outstretched arms. The fierce dragon charmer was already battling three men all at once, but she still tried to protect Dean when she noticed the teenager heading toward him.

      The girl lunged for his throat and managed to wrap both hands around it before Dean swept her legs out from under her, flipped her onto her stomach, straddled her, and hit her on the base of the skull with the hilt of his knife. Her body went limp, her legs sprawled wide.

      Dean jumped up, sharp eyes scanning the rest of the crowd. He took a few steps backward, toward the edge of the cliff.

      I think we should try, I said. There are more coming and we can’t clobber every single one of them on the head. We’re causing too much damage. What’s the harm in trying?

      That’s what I’m worried about, I don’t know. We’ve been practicing our faithum to control the dragons. People are very different than dragons. Dragons are a thousand times more resilient than any of us.

      Now that I’d managed the connection with Dean, I risked to look again, to allow my eyes to focus. I waited as I watched a villager slink past the engaged charmers who surrounded Dean and reach for him. This man resisted Dean’s efforts more than the miller’s daughter, and while I waited for Dean to take control of the enchanted man, I sought out Rane and Traya.

      Several feet ahead of me, my siblings continued to fight. Several villagers engaged them, and more advanced on them. But it wasn’t enough that they couldn’t overcome, and I had to trust that they’d call out to me if they needed help. I thought Rane had something with this faithum idea; I had to see it through.

      I heard Dean’s strong voice again, breathless from exertion. It’s a big risk.

      But you agree that it might be worth it? I sensed him take in the mass of villagers continuing to leach out onto the clearing. They didn’t look like it then, but these were the gentle Ooba people.

      If it works, it’ll definitely be worth it. I’m worried about what happens if it doesn’t.

      Do you think what Pumpoo did was faithum? That whatever control he has over these people is based in faithum?

      Undoubtedly. He swung at a man, whom I recognized as one of our closest neighbors, and clobbered him on the head. The man went down like a bag of rocks. As the charmers and tamers grew fatigued, how much of their control would slip?

      People will die here today unless we do this. Wherever the thought came from, I was certain it was true. Just because we didn’t want to cause serious harm didn’t mean we wouldn’t, not when the villagers were this unrelenting. Besides, what if when they wake up Pumpoo’s control over them hasn’t left? What if he still has a grip on their minds or whatever when they wake? What then?

      Across the distance, I felt that Dean hadn’t considered that possibility. Like the rest of us, he’d been focused on the immediacy of the threat. But what if the Ooba tribespeople woke the same way they were now? Then we’d almost certainly need to try faithum with them. We’d have to do something to rid them of this curse. Even death would be better than a life like this, and I doubted a single one of the Ooba would disagree with me.

      All right. Let’s do it. And by the oasis, let’s hope it turns out well.

      Because if not, none of us would be able to live with the guilt of what we’d done, even if we were doing the best we could in the circumstances.

      I swallowed hard. More than anything, I hoped we were right in taking this step. But the screams and the growls, so foreign to our people, confirmed it was the only possible path we could take.

      What do we do? I asked. How do we do this? Because even though I had less experience with faithum than the Alpha Team, they’d need my strength to overcome what Pumpoo had done. It wasn’t the time for meekness or self-doubt. It was something I felt through my bones, and I wouldn’t deny it then. They needed me. My people needed me. I’d lived most of my life yearning for a sacred purpose. Now it had found me, and even though I might not understand its extent yet, I was certain it stretched far past protection of the dragon race.

      Hold on. “Alpha Team!” Dean’s voice carried all the way across the clearing to us. “I need you with me now.”

      It seemed impossible that any of the dragon charmers in this elite squad could disengage from the turmoil that thrashed and lunged at them from every direction. But it didn’t take long before I saw the first of them reach Dean’s side. Within a few minutes—an eternity in the given circumstances—all of them surrounded him. Crush, Scar, and Brute formed a semicircle around Dean, Boom, Peachy, and Shula, and continued to ward off the villagers while Dean spoke.

      From all the way over where I was, on the edge of the fighting, with nearly the entirety of the massive rock clearing between us, there wasn’t a chance I could hear what he was saying. I waited while my nerves pulsed. I fought the urge to join my brother and sister and engage the onslaught that straggled toward us. I watched the Alpha Team and waited. Dean wouldn’t do anything without me. Like me, he would realize I had to be a part of whatever we did. I contributed the untapped, raw power we needed—that the entire Ooba tribe needed.

      The moments ticked by marked by sounds I was trying to forget even as I heard them. It took longer than I wanted, but finally I heard Dean’s focused voice again. We’re ready.

      What’s the plan?

      We’re going to tap into all the faithum we possibly can, hold the intention that it sever Pumpoo’s hold and return the personal power of every one of the Ooba tribespeople. And Anira, even from there, make sure you link your faithum to ours.

      How do I do that?

      You’ll know what to do when it’s time.

      That’s all I get? I’ll know what to do?

      That’s all I’ve got. Even through mind speak, I could feel the toll this was taking on Dean. Battling the people one swore to protect exacted a heavy price.

      Suddenly, I wanted to make Pumpoo pay for what he’d done, for what he was forcing good people to do. I didn’t take the time to decide I was ready, or to wonder what I would or wouldn’t do. I wanted to deliver an end to the agony, and I wanted to channel that agony to Pumpoo tenfold, something no human being could ever survive.

      Be careful. This can’t be about revenge, but about balance. Dean was reading my energy as I was reading his.

      But just then, I cared little. If the Alpha Team was ready, well then so was I.

      I closed my eyes to the reality I wished to obliterate and willed my faithum to spark to life.

      In a heartbeat, it was there, burning, pulsing, aching to break free. It had been there all along just waiting on me.

      Well, it wasn’t going to wait any longer.
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      Faithum sprang to life within me with such eagerness, such power, that I was wholly unprepared to deal with it. If the faithum I’d accessed when I joined the dragon charmers in subduing those four dragons had been enough to make me pass out, then the faithum that vibrated through me now was enough to kill me.

      And I was unprepared to do anything about it.

      Dean had worried about what might happen to the Ooba people as we directed our faithum at them, but he hadn’t worried about what might happen to me, to the invisible girl who’d never before done much of importance in her life. The irony of it was that now there was a likelihood I wouldn’t survive it, and I hadn’t even told Rane and Traya I loved them before I dove into this well of power.

      That was the last real coherent thought I had before the faithum was too much for focused thought. I struggled to shape my intention into something that wouldn’t cause the Ooba people harm. I forced my mind to hold a vision of the Ooba people restored to their usual selves, that they alone might access the extent of their power. I envisioned them well and physically unharmed.

      Then the faithum surged through me as violently as if I’d been struck by lightning, and my body fought to contain the power of something greater than a single human being. I only half registered that the sun had finally breached the horizon in its entirety, and that its bright rays colored the edges of my body. I felt feverish, as if I were taking in the power of the entire fireball that was the Suxle Sun.

      I won’t survive this. But there was no room to care, no access to the usual reserve of emotion or self-preservation. I was beyond my humanity; it was outside my reach.

      Rosie. Mentally, I tried to push her away, to tell her to get the hell away from me before I brought her demise along with my own. I didn’t manage it, and even as a part of me realized I was failing to protect her, there was nothing I could do. Her plump body pressed against my legs as firmly as ever, yet she was beyond my reach.

      I felt as if the fire of the sun consumed every one of the particles that made up my body. It overwhelmed every one of my senses. My muscles grew taut as I fought the sensation until I couldn’t fight it any longer. Then I relaxed so much that something outside of me must have been holding me up.

      My heart beat rapidly to match the intensity of the light. My breathing was panicked and fast, until I stopped breathing entirely, until every part of my body was beyond my control.

      More light streamed through me. More power. More faithum—or whatever it truly was.

      The view behind my closed eyes was one of bright, swirling, luminescent colors.

      I vibrated, tingled, and hummed. I was a vessel of an energy intended for more than one person. Invisible or not, I was only human, and the energy my body now held would fry it.

      At least if it saves the others... But when I tried to remember who the others were, I couldn’t.

      Then I couldn’t remember who I was either.

      I was losing myself.

      A few wild heartbeats more—thumping through my head, my throat, and my fingers—and I forgot even who I was. I ceased to be a girl, who was becoming a woman. Girl, woman, human... terms that no longer fit me.

      Then I moved beyond even the few words I managed to catch as they passed in flurries through my brain. My awareness dissolved into pulses.

      Power surged from me—from every speck of flesh that might have still been mine. I had too much of it; I needed to rid myself of some of it. But it continued to pour into me, until I was certain I contained all the power of the entire Suxle Sun, the brighter of the two suns of Planet Origins.

      As I pushed my rapid breaths outward, I pushed the power too. With every breath I released, I pushed power out. It pulsed outward, setting every inch of me on fire. Even my eyeballs stung. My tongue was thick and unwieldy. My scalp burned as if my hair were singeing from the inside out. My flesh tingled, the sensation running along every bit of my skin like a wildfire out of control.

      I burned like the forest had. I burned as if all of Planet Origins were aflame and there was no escaping it.

      I started shaking. It was too much.

      That small part of my brain that was still able to process what happened outside of me registered that I was about to implode—or maybe explode. Whatever was coming, it was going to be messy. Without any doubt, it would be the end of me and my invisible existence.

      The brightness pushed outward against my boundaries, stretching them until my skin tore—it must have. And then, just as the ball of fire within me barreled forward, to burst through my edges and return me to the nothing and the everything that were simultaneously both life and death, some force as strong as the one that claimed me snapped the stream of power.

      I landed hard against the rock. The power that had been singeing me returned to wherever it had come from, snapping like the string of a bow on its way back.

      I tried to claim a breath but failed. Instead, total and absolute darkness consumed me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      A heavy dampness overwhelmed my sense of smell long before I found the strength to open my eyes, but once I did, I panicked. Wherever I looked, there was nothing, only more of the same darkness I’d swam in for what seemed like hours or maybe even days.

      But then I started to make out sounds, and a flicker of light drew near from very far away. My muscles tensed and I groaned, immediately regretting the need to feel my body.

      I trained my gaze on the flickering light, so soft and small as to barely be there. I couldn’t decide whether to be afraid or not, but I soon realized I didn’t have the energy to move out of the way if the light were a danger, so I waited, chest tense with forced breaths.

      “You’re awake.” A voice that could only be Shula’s reached into the darkness. I relaxed everywhere, and I felt as if I would melt into my surroundings—even if they were hard and cold.

      Shula, looking as fierce as she always did, reached my side.

      She laughed, something I’d suspected she never did. I was wrong. Her laughter was lovely, and it filled me with a sense of ease. “You’d think you just saw a ghost by the look on your face.”

      “I’m not sure what I’m seeing.” My throat was dry and scratchy.

      “Well what do you think you’re seeing?”

      “It looks like you’re carrying a flame in the palm of your hand.”

      “Then there’s nothing wrong with your vision.” She knelt beside me.

      “How... how are you doing it?”

      She arched her eyebrows. “You released more faithum than I’ve ever seen before, and you’re amazed at my little flame?”

      “I didn’t know it was possible to do what you’re doing.”

      “And we didn’t know it was possible to do what you did—though we’d hoped it would be.”

      I felt movement against my thigh and startled, searching for its source. “Rosie.” I smiled and reached out to pet her. Even that slight movement hurt. “Why does every bit of me feel like I ran for a straight week, then became a dragon’s chew toy?”

      “I imagine it’s because you unleashed a degree of faithum sufficient to break Pumpoo’s spell.”

      “It worked?”

      “Oh it worked all right.” She grinned, though her eyes still seemed guarded, wary.

      “Tell me what happened. I don’t remember anything.”

      “I’d better leave that to Dean. He’s better at telling stories than I am.”

      It was true that I’d never heard the woman speak so many words, but I didn’t want her to stop. “You’re doing just fine. Tell me, please.”

      “He’ll be here soon. He feels you awake.”

      “How do you know?”

      “Because I feel him.” Her smile became enigmatic. “How do you feel, other than sore?”

      “Honestly I can’t tell because of how much I ache. How long have I been out?”

      “Long enough for our tribespeople to return to their homes.”

      “So it really worked?”

      Her response was another smile.

      “I wish you smiled all the time,” I said before remembering whom I was talking to. Shula wasn’t my friend, she was one of the fiercest dragon charmers who ever lived. She was both my elder and my superior.

      She narrowed her eyes and cocked her head to one side. “We’re a family, us dragon forcers. Your familiarity with me is appropriate.”

      “You can read my thoughts?” My words were barely a whisper. I had a strong connection with my twin, and now apparently also with Dean, but neither read my thoughts—I hoped. I was plenty happy with my closeness with Rane, but even with him, I wanted my thoughts to remain my own. Sharing something like that with Shula was just too... intimate.

      She was watching me. “No, I’m not reading your thoughts, but I am feeling your energy. That’s enough to tell what you’re thinking.”

      “I’m not sure how I feel about that.”

      “I understand, but you can trust me.”

      I smiled, and even my face hurt from the movement. “I do trust you.”

      “Good.” She stood. “He’s here.”

      “Dean?”

      She nodded and took a step to the side, a space that Dean fluidly filled half a minute later.

      “Good, you’re awake.” Dean called ahead before he even reached us. “How are you feeling?”

      “Like a dragon chewed me up, swallowed me, and spit me back out.”

      “Sounds about right based on the amount of faithum you streamed through you.”

      “Is it always like this?”

      “I don’t know. No one has ever managed to move that much faithum as far as I know.” I filed away the implications of that statement to review later. “But if the experiences of the Alpha Team are anything to go by, it gets easier the more you familiarize yourself with the energy. The more you use faithum, the easier it is to do it.”

      “Then why don’t you have a flame like Shula does? Or can you see in the dark?”

      “No, but I can’t do what Shula does, not yet at least. We all have different strengths, just as we all have different weaknesses. The advantage of working as a team is that our strengths and weaknesses balance out. I’d like you to be a part of the Alpha Team.”

      I just stared at Dean, then at Shula. Their green eyes were similar, as was their determination. “You’re serious.”

      “Oh yes.”

      “But the Alpha Team has so much experience! You’re the best of the best, the elite force even among the dragon charmers. I have no training to become a part of that.”

      “You have what no other Alpha Team member does. You have a strength we’re only just starting to touch.”

      “Faithum.”

      “Aye, lots and lots of it.”

      I realized they were waiting for an answer. “I don’t know. I mean, the offer is flattering—crazy, but flattering—but I need to think about it. I need to speak with Rane and Traya first. They are all right, aren’t they?” Even though I had to assume they were, my heart thumped irregularly at the thought of something happening to them.

      “They’re well and, from the looks of it, excited.”

      “About?”

      “They’ve already agreed to join the Alpha Team.”

      “What? Both of them?”

      “Well, we couldn’t very well have you without your... brother. He was the one to pull you back before you went too far. None of the rest of us could reach you; he could.”

      “That makes sense,” I said with care. I understood the implications of what Dean said, and once more I was certain he’d deduced that Rane and I were twins. Still, I didn’t dare ask. I didn’t dare think what this all could mean to Rane’s safety and my own.

      “It does make sense, and it’s a connection I believe more than worth our while to explore. I’m pretty sure he saved your life.”

      “He’s like that. He would have if it came to that.” And I realized, even with a big gap in my memory, that he had. “He’s always protected me.”

      “He disconnected you from the faithum you were streaming before it became too much for your body and mind to handle. His interference knocked you to the ground. Him too. He only woke up a few hours before you.”

      “He’s all right though? You’re sure?”

      Dean smiled reassuringly. “I’m sure. I checked him out myself. He’s just a little sore, that’s all.”

      “Because he took on some of the faithum I had?”

      “I think it’s more likely that he received a surge of the total amount of the faithum you were handling. If your faithum was fire, then imagine him jumping into it. That would be enough to knock him out too.”

      “For sure. It felt like more than I could handle.”

      “It was, but it was also the most magnificent thing I’ve ever seen. I’ve seen a lot of amazing things in my lifetime, but this was the best.”

      “Why?”

      “Because this alone suggests a bright future I didn’t otherwise see how we’d obtain. With your brother and sister on board, and you too I hope, we’ll find the power to set things right for us and all the Ooba people.”

      “Why my sister? I understand Rane”—better than I was letting on—“but why Traya?”

      “Because even if she isn’t as tightly connected to you as Rane is, she’s still your blood. I’m not willing to dismiss the possibility of that connection and what it might mean to have the three of you on the Alpha Team. Besides, she’s smart, and I like her.”

      “There’s no better person than Traya, that’s for sure. And the villagers? Are they back to normal?”

      Dean looked to Shula, and they both grinned. “Even better.”

      “Better? What does that mean?”

      “I’m not entirely sure yet. We haven’t had the chance to test my theory, but I suspect the faithum you accessed to disconnect them from Pumpoo was enough to awaken their latent ability to connect with it.”

      “That’s amazing. So they’re fine, no harm from what Pumpoo did?”

      “More or less. They’re beaten up and scared, most in a state of disbelief, but their eyes are now open to what was going on, and to what might be, and that’s a very exciting thing.”

      I tried to sit up, but slumped back down. “The cave is dark and cold.”

      “And you want to feel the heat and light of the sun.”

      “I do. How’d you know?”

      “Because you and I aren’t as unlike as you first thought, as I first thought, little dragon spirit.”

      I blushed.

      “It’s all right. I would’ve done the same thing if I’d had your secrets.”

      I flicked a worried glance to Shula.

      “If you trust her with your secrets and your life, you’ll never regret it. You look pretty pale, but if you think you’re ready to get outside, we’ll help you out. There’s no danger from the dragons right now. There are no signs of them.”

      “Which is a good thing?”

      “Definitely, because we have lots to settle before we return to our dealings with the dragons.”

      “Like?”

      “Like tracking down Pumpoo and making him pay for all he did to the Ooba people.”

      I managed to sit up. “You know where he is?”

      “We think so.”

      “How? Why?”

      “I was trying to give you time to recover before we got into all this, but I see you’re unwilling to wait.”

      There seemed to be a sense of pride in his voice, as if he were invested in me. I didn’t know what that might mean, but I sensed I would like it.

      “After you and Rane passed out, the villagers stopped what they were doing. Whatever Pumpoo did to direct them seemed to disappear entirely. They all stopped moving for a very long time.”

      “So long that we thought something was wrong with them,” Shula said.

      “Aye, there were a few terrifying moments when we considered that whatever damage Pumpoo did to them would be irreversible. But then, one by one, they started coming back and acting like their usual selves.”

      “Even though they didn’t remember anything they’d done,” Shula added.

      “Aye, and that’s a very good thing. It will take them long enough to recover from all they did when under that man’s control without having to also deal with the vivid memories of harming people they care about. This way is much better for everyone.”

      “I can understand that,” I said. “There are plenty of images and sounds I wish I could forget.”

      “Aye, me too, me too. But at least we have the strength to know that will never happen again.”

      “You’re sure of that?”

      “We’ll make sure of it. We were just waiting for you and Rane to recover to go after Pumpoo.”

      “Where is he?”

      “Well, Jore and Whitters—”

      “Whitters?”

      “The other emissary who had the dubious honor of carrying Pumpoo’s shade. When he and Jore came to—”

      “Wait, came to? I thought you said the villagers came back to their usual selves in minutes.”

      “Those who weren’t knocked out did. Those we had to hit on the head took much longer to come around. We’re good at what we do.”

      “Right.” I wondered if Mother had been one of those who’d been spared the head injury. Last I saw her, she was trying to attack. I hurried to whisk the image from my mind. Every daughter could do without seeing her mother revealed a vicious beast. “So Jore and Whitters?” I tried to focus only on them.

      “They didn’t know exactly where Pumpoo might have gone, but they had an idea. They truly didn’t know what he was going to do or what he was capable of. To think all that time he hid under that ridiculous shade it had something to do with his faithum. Something about that shade kept his faithum from becoming fully visible. We’re studying the shade.”

      “I always thought that shade was strange too. I love the feel of the sunshine against my skin.”

      “As do I. Let’s get you out of here. We wanted to be sure you were safe until we saw how things panned out.” Dean and Shula moved to help me up.

      “Rosie,” Shula said, “you need to let me in to help Anira.” Rosie got up with obvious reluctance, but she moved to let Shula in. “She didn’t leave your side, not even once.”

      I smiled at my baby dragon friend. “She’s special.”

      Dean said, “I have no doubt that she is. She hasn’t come to you by accident, that’s for sure.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, she’s connected to you in important ways that haven’t yet revealed themselves. Even for a dragon Rosie is special. She obviously feels she has some strong connection to you, and you just discovered an incredibly strong connection to faithum. And Pumpoo was looking to experiment with the dragons to discover their connection to faithum....”

      “I see.” But the truth was that I didn’t, not really. It was all a lot to process. My faithum, Rane’s ability to interfere with it, my connection to Rosie.

      “You might not see now, but you will soon.” Dean again gave me the niggling feeling he and Shula were too familiar with my thoughts. “Give it time. You only just woke up. You have time.”

      “Though not too much of it,” Shula warned. “We’re getting ready to move on Pumpoo.”

      “Who may be somewhere with the shadow people, according to the emissaries.”

      Dean and Shula were in the process of helping me up. “The shadow people? As in, the shadow man, the shadow assassin who killed three of the Alpha Team?”

      “Those people exactly.”

      “No, there are no shadow people on Origins. None that I’ve ever heard of. It can’t be.” But my words were useless denials, and we all knew it.

      “Just because we didn’t know of them doesn’t mean anything at this point. Now, up.”

      I stood and leaned much of my weight on the charmers, who draped each of my arms over a shoulder. “How soon do we march on these shadow people? How far away are they?”

      “First of all, we’re not going anywhere until your full strength is restored. We have lots of information gathering to do. We know next to nothing of these shadow people, other than that they exist. For all we know, the shadow man might have acted as no more than one of Pumpoo’s puppets. We can’t condemn a whole people for the actions of one man. We have to find them, figure out who they are, if they’re even human, what their intentions are. We have lots to learn.”

      “We can trust the emissaries though? That they didn’t just deliver Pumpoo’s directives to us?”

      “Smart girl. No, we absolutely don’t trust the messengers, but I think they were telling the truth. More than any of us, they seemed to feel betrayed by Pumpoo.”

      “It could still all be an act.” Shula sounded as if they’d had this conversation several times already.

      “Which is why we’ll be careful, and we won’t move until we’re certain we know all the facts.”

      “But we won’t delay too long.”

      “No, Shula, I’ve already promised we won’t. We won’t let Pumpoo get away.”

      “We’d better not.” Shula sounded a bit murderous. Who could blame her?

      We started moving toward the mouth of the cave, Rosie right behind us. “And what about—” I started to ask the question that was burning a hole in my mind, but I couldn’t get it out. If I did, I’d virtually confirm Dean’s suspicions. That was something I couldn’t do without conferring first with Rane.

      But Dean guessed it. “What about the seers and their prophecies?”

      “You know, don’t you?” I said it before I could stop myself, the words so soft they sounded like little more than an echo of my thoughts.

      “I know only what you tell me.”

      I admired this man more than ever before. He was giving me the chance to choose what I trusted him with. It was little more than a symbolic act, but it was still important to me, an invisible girl who’d felt out of control since the start.

      There was no point in holding back now, at least not with my question. “And the seers and all their prophecies about twins delivering doom to the Ooba people? Are they real? Are the prophecies accurate?”

      “We don’t know yet. But we do know one thing for certain, not a word out of that man’s mouth had the well-being of the Ooba people in mind. Every word was likely to have been a lie, or at the very least, a manipulation. I’ve never met a single seer, and so I don’t accept any of the prophecies as truth.”

      “You don’t condemn twins as evil then?”

      “There’s only one person I’m ready to condemn as evil at the moment. In time, we’ll discover all the truth we need to know.”

      “I hope we do.”

      “Oh, we’re beyond hope. We have something better.”

      “What’s that?”

      “We have faithum, we have strength, and we have a unity that Pumpoo tried very hard to strip from us. We’re a tribe, and now we can start acting like one, at all levels, for every one of our members.”

      Dean was staring straight at me as he said it. He was bringing me into the fold of the Ooba people. He was all but promising me that I was about to become one of them, out in the open.

      Which could only mean one thing...

      I looked down. As we approached the cave’s opening, Shula put out her flame. But I could see all that I needed to see already.

      I hadn’t noticed before in my gradual return to alertness. But Rosie was visible, in all her plump, red uniqueness.

      And so was I. I looked battered and bruised, but very much not invisible. “What happened to me?” Awe took over any strength in my voice.

      “You’re coming into your true self. There’s no more reason to hide who and what you are.”

      I barely dared believe it, but I held my head high as we finally broke free of the cave. I stepped out into the bright light of the sun, low in the sky, ready to set. There I was, visible for all to see, beneath the rays of the golden sun.

      Rane and Traya barreled toward me. Rane reached me first and almost took me down. Dean and Shula shot strong arms out to brace me.

      “Holy crap, Anira” was all my twin said before Traya embraced me too. I sensed how much he wanted to say, but I also sensed he was overwhelmed—because so was I. Talking would have to wait. I released my arms from Dean and Shula and embraced first Rane, and then him and Traya together, with all the strength left to my shaken body.

      I only released them when the sound of clapping rose around us. I looked out across the clearing to see nearly a hundred dragon tamers and charmers applauding me. They drew closer, and I grew rigid, even if I didn’t want to. A lifetime of experience was warning me to flee before they reached me, before I could really be seen.

      But I drew on the strength of my brother and sister, and I didn’t allow myself to go anywhere. I tried to stand up fully as Rane announced, “Everyone, this is my sister, Anira.”

      I thought maybe I should say something, but then, it didn’t matter. Hoots and hollers and clamors would have drowned out anything I could have come up with anyway. In the end, all I did was smile a shy smile while everyone clapped.

      It was my first smile as a true member of the Ooba people. And there, beneath the rays of the sun and the fading smoke of the forest, I was very much a tribesperson. I sensed the strength of the ground supporting me, and the richness of the air caressing my battered flesh. I absorbed the heat of the sun and glowed beneath it, my caramel tones on display for all to see.

      I smiled, and then I too hollered, declaring my power to my people and to the world around me.

      I was Anira, an Ooba, and I was there to stay.
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      For my aunt, Susana,

      who gave me what I needed when I needed it most.

      I’m forever grateful.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Belief is the greatest power of all.
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      Shula set a relentless pace as she led nearly a hundred dragon charmers and tamers across the unknown. We ran as if we were escaping from dragons and our lives depended on our speed. But we weren’t actually running away from anything, we were hunting—and none of us wanted to risk our prey slipping away.

      The former chieftain of the Ooba tribe, Pumpoo, who’d for years deceived his people, was particularly slippery. The Ooba had believed him their savior, when he’d turned out to be draining their life force to increase his own personal power. There was no guarantee we’d find him hidden among the shadow people, but it was our best bet.

      If he wasn’t there, we’d hunt him down, across the vast stretches of Planet Origins, until we found him. His sins were unforgivable.

      There was no path that connected the home of the Ooba to the shadow people, which none of us had known existed until Pumpoo escaped. We pounded across the trail Shula blazed ahead of us. Running wasn’t new to me, but running with multiple sets of eyes on me was. I could sense the looks and the speculations.

      All the while I ran, my legs stretched impossibly long to keep up with the seasoned dragon forcers, who were tasked with protecting our people as much as the sacred beasts. Our pursuit wasn’t about punishing a man, who deserved everything we could unleash upon him—he’d transformed kind people into monsters—it was about preventing him from ever harming a single Ooba again.

      We ran for our lives, for our safety, for the principles we held sacred.

      Little about my life was settled, everything about it was in upheaval. I was a girl who’d always been invisible, until I met Dean, leader of the Dragon Force, and discovered an inner power I hadn’t realized I possessed. By a stroke of luck—or what Dean would probably call fate—I’d managed to join with the elite of the dragon charmers to stop Pumpoo. Rane, my twin, always my protector, ran next to me when there was enough space, when tree limbs and bushes didn’t narrow the path into nothing. Traya, my older sister, ran behind me. Even though she was slim and tall, I could hear her heavy breath as she struggled to manage her pace for the long haul.

      “She’s doing great,” Rane said, his words clipped in time with his breath. He referred to Rosie, the dragon baby, who’d found me and had barely left my side since.

      “She’s fully healed,” I said. She flew ahead of me. Her flight was clumsy compared to that of other dragons. Even though we hadn’t had the opportunity to study dragon babies before, already it was clear that Rosie’s body was what others might call deformed, and I liked to call unique.

      “She’s keeping pace.”

      “Better than I thought she’d do.”

      “She has faithum,” Rane panted out before dropping back when the gap between the encroaching forest dwindled to nothing.

      I ignored the grabbing limbs and plowed through. My arms and legs were covered with scratches, a few more would make no difference. If we managed to snag Pumpoo, none of this would matter.

      Pumpoo had wanted Rosie for his experiments. He was convinced dragons possessed a connection to faithum, one he could somehow appropriate. I had every intention of exploring this connection, but not for my own purposes. The dragons had been special to the Ooba tribe since we first left the royal city of Origins and its tyrannical monarch. To us, dragons were sacred. There was more to that connection than our respect for them, and I intended to discover all there was about it.

      But later; everything would have to wait. Nothing we might achieve would matter if Pumpoo was out there, plotting to wipe us out, after stealing our power. We’d never be at peace if we didn’t find him.

      So when Dean called from behind for Shula to draw to a stop, I wanted to keep going. My lungs heaved, and my legs burned, but I would have run forever if that’s what it took.

      Dragon charmers and tamers came to a stop as best they could, bumping into each other with pats to the back, before bending over to catch their breath. We might be taking a break, but it wouldn’t last long. Dean was as desperate to reach Pumpoo as any of us. Dean carried the weight of responsibility for the entire Ooba people, even if he alone decided it was his to carry; I was glad he did. I suspected every one of the hundred was glad. Dean was the leader Pumpoo should have been.

      Dean’s voice came from far away at first. “Sit if you need to. We won’t be long.”

      Many of the dragon forcers sat, but I paced and stretched instead. If I sat, I wondered how hard it’d be to find the strength to stand back up.

      Rosie settled back on the ground, trying to crowd against my legs as she always did. I reached for her. “Sorry, girl.” My breath came fast. “I need to keep moving.” I patted her, but she wanted more. She started to whine. “Fine.” I didn’t sit, but I stopped moving, and she pressed against me.

      Rane caught my eye. I smiled a small smile. “She’s a baby.”

      “I know.” His hands were at his waist, and he paced back and forth, keeping his muscles moving. “It’s just... so strange... to see you.”

      I wouldn’t receive any more eloquence than that while our breath came so heavy, but I understood all that he meant in those few words. “If it’s weird to you... imagine what it’s like... for me.”

      He smiled, the expression reaching his dark brown eyes, making them twinkle. “I guess you’re going to... have to start primping.”

      I scoffed. “You do enough for the two of us.”

      Traya drew next to us and plopped on the ground at our feet. Her caramel-toned face was redder than I’d ever seen it, and her chest heaved as though it was about to break.

      “You all right?” I asked.

      She nodded, her eyes closing against the sun’s rays.

      “You sure?” Rane asked. “You don’t look so great.”

      Traya didn’t say a thing, which was a sure sign she felt as bad as she looked.

      Rane and I shared a look. Rane was the fastest boy in the village, and I was his equal in nearly every way. We spent our childhood racing across the plains of the Ooba, him in the light, me in the shadows. Traya was long and limber, but she’d never had reason to run and give chase as we had.

      Dean’s voice grew closer as he wove his way among the Dragon Force. He was checking in with his team, and when he reached us, I made eyes at him. I widened them and then looked pointedly at Traya. He laughed silently, mocking that I’d think it necessary to point out the obvious when the man missed nothing.

      Staring me in the eyes, he announced, “Let’s take a longer rest. Catch our breaths. Get water, eat. We’ll move again in an hour.” Dean offered me a quiet smile. I nodded my thanks. He moved up the line to confer with Shula, I imagined. The woman was as fierce as Dean was, and as capable of leadership.

      I took a seat next to Traya, and patted her thigh. Her muscles pulsed and twitched beneath my touch. I gave Rane another look, but there was little we could do to help our sister. He took a seat on her other side, and Rosie nestled into me.

      I nuzzled her. “You’re doing a great job, Rosie girl. Flying like a big girl.” Her ability to fly had been a surprise. Her body was rounder and plumper than that of a normal dragon, and her wings much smaller. I didn’t think the proportions would work, but they had, and I was grateful. A dragon was only half a dragon if unable to fly.

      “How’s her tail?” Traya asked, her eyes still shut. She always thought of others before herself.

      “It looks basically healed. I can’t even see the line where it almost ripped off.”

      “Good,” she said, and pushed herself up to seating. “What? Don’t look at me like that, I’m fine.”

      “You don’t look fine,” Rane said.

      She glared at him. “Thanks for the sweet words, brother. What would a girl do without your encouragement?”

      “Hey, I’m just worried about you.”

      “Well, don’t bother. I’m fine.”

      Rane and I exchanged another quick glance. Our sister wasn’t usually this testy.

      “Is there a reason you think I can’t see the looks you’re giving each other? Because I’m right here, with two working eyes, you know. And now I can see Anira too.”

      “How crazy is that?” I said. “After a lifetime of invisibility.” I still hadn’t managed to wrap my mind around that fact. For a time, I’d forget that I could see myself—that everyone else could see me too—and then the realization would crash down around me all over again.

      “It’s amazing,” Rane said, “absolutely amazing. To think you were so beautiful all this time, gorgeous, and we didn’t even know it.”

      I reached across Traya and shoved him. “You only say that because I look just like you.” I hadn’t been able to see it. We hadn’t come across any reflective surface yet, but they were all saying it—too much, in fact.

      He shrugged. “Hey, I speak the truth. I can’t help that I’m gorgeous too.”

      Traya laughed. “You two are incorrigible,” she said, and I thought the usual Traya was making a reappearance. But as her breathing slowed, she grew wistful. “Ma would love to see you, Anira.”

      Rane put a hand on her shoulder. “She’ll see her. She just has to wait a little while.”

      Traya didn’t say anything, and I realized what she must be remembering, mostly because I’d had to work hard to get the image from my mind—and there it was again. “She’ll be fine, you know. I asked Dean, and he said all the villagers returned to normal, even better, he said.”

      “But did you see her?” she asked, and I assumed the images were looping through her mind as they were mine. “Did you see how terrible she looked? What Pumpoo did to her?”

      “I saw, and I wish I hadn’t. Pumpoo did that to all of them.”

      “I understand, but Mother? She didn’t deserve that. She does nothing but help us in the absence of Pa and Shean.”

      “No one deserved what Pumpoo did,” Rane said. “That’s why we’re going to get him and keep him from doing it to anyone else ever again.”

      “You think we’ll manage it?” I said. I hadn’t wanted to admit it aloud before, but the truth was that I was afraid. Now that I’d shown that I could tap into a good supply of faithum, I suspected that Dean and the rest of the dragon forcers were relying on me to do it again to take down Pumpoo. What I’d managed had been by chance. I had no idea if I’d be able to do it again. I wasn’t even sure if my visibility would be permanent. I didn’t understand what I’d done to change things, beyond what Dean suggested. According to him, I was stepping into who I really was, and so there was no more need to hide. It was a nebulous explanation. I chewed at a nail.

      “We’ll manage it,” Rane said with a level of compassion that signaled to me that he was reading my energy. As twins, we’d always been able to sense things about each other no other could. “Dean and Shula know what they’re doing. It wasn’t only you who broke Pumpoo’s spell over the villagers, it was the elite charmers too. It’s not just on you to take down Pumpoo. We’re here with a hundred charmers and tamers. We’re not alone.”

      “Then why do I feel alone?” As soon as the words left my mouth, I regretted them.

      “You’re never alone, you have Traya and me.” Rane’s words weren’t enough to cover up the flash of pain I’d caused.

      “Aye, and how much risk are you in for being here with me?”

      “It’s a risk I’d be taking with or without you.” This time, Rane’s words stung me, and I wondered if he’d meant them in retaliation for what I said. “I’ve known I’d be a member of the Dragon Force since Pa was.”

      “And Pa’s dead. So is Shean. The work of the dragon forcer is dangerous.”

      “And this is something you think I don’t realize? But you see how vital it is. If not for the dragon forcers, Pumpoo would still be in control of the Ooba.”

      “When you interfered as I was streaming faithum or whatever, it almost killed you.”

      “It did not.”

      “You blacked out from the force of it.”

      “As did you. What’s the difference?”

      “The difference is that I caused it. You did it only to save me.” My argument was weak, I knew it, but I couldn’t get myself to back down yet.

      “I did what I had to do, just as you did. You and I aren’t much different, Nir. Now that we can see you, we discover just how alike we are. We’re both doing what needs to be done, and there’s nothing that will change that. And now Traya’s doing the same.”

      “I don’t want anything bad to happen to either of you.”

      “Neither do I. So the best we can do is look out for each other, something we’ve always done.”

      I didn’t say anything for a beat.

      “Right?” Rane said. “You can’t take on the weight of it all on your own, Nir. That makes no sense and isn’t fair to Traya or me. We make our own decisions, we’re not just your little dragons trailing you around wherever you go. We’re here to make our own contributions.”

      “I have no doubt about that,” I said, wondering what had happened that it now sounded like I’d been undervaluing them.

      “Then don’t act like you’re the only important one here.”

      “I’m not. I never—”

      “You’re not the only one who can make a difference. So stop protecting me.” He pushed to his feet. “I’m going to find us water and food.” Then he stomped off.

      “What’d I do?” I asked Traya, staring at the annoyed stance of my brother before he faded off into the forest that lined this particular patch of our path.

      “You did what you always do,” she said.

      I snapped my gaze to hers.

      “You two always go at it like this.”

      “No we don’t.”

      “Nir.”

      “All right, maybe we do, but he turned what I was trying to say into something else.”

      “Again, you two always do that. He’ll be fine.”

      “But I think I hurt him.”

      “He’s a big boy, almost a man. He’ll get over it.”

      But I didn’t want him to get over it. I wanted everything to be well. I was tired of trying to fix things without understanding how to fix them. And I had the niggling feeling that the worst of it was just beginning.

      Traya studied me before saying, “Don’t worry, he won’t be long. Food and water is never too far away. When he returns, he’ll be back to normal.”

      “What is normal anymore, Tray?”

      She chuckled. “Who knows? Normal’s boring anyway.”

      “What? You? You’re as normal as they get.” When her face started to fall, I backpedaled. “I mean, you’re just wonderfully perfect, all that I’m not.”

      “Well whatever any of us is, we’re bound never to be the same again anyway, so what’s the point of figuring anything out?” She pushed to her feet too.

      “Where are you going?”

      “To help Rane. I’ll be back.”

      The forest swallowed the body of my lithe sister right up, and I was left wondering how I could’ve meant so well, and yet said the wrong things so often.

      I hugged Rosie, and she lifted her face to nuzzle it against my side. “You’ll help me, won’t you, girl? I promised to take care of you, but it looks like I’m the one who’s going to need help before this is over. Will you help me?”

      Rosie didn’t answer, but I was sure she’d help, as I was sure everyone else I loved would too. Now that the time was close when I’d likely have to give my all to protect them, I didn’t know if it’d be enough. It had taken all the faithum I could grab hold of to break Pumpoo’s enchantment, and that was with the force of the entire Alpha Team working with me.

      We’d taken Pumpoo by surprise then. He didn’t know what the Alpha Team was capable of, and he didn’t know I even existed.

      He still might not have learned much about us, but he knew enough to prepare to defeat us. A prepared Pumpoo was more than I wanted to fight against.

      You won’t be taking on Pumpoo alone, a voice said in my mind, and Dean took Rane’s seat.
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      “How did you know that’s what I was thinking about?” I said.

      “Do you really need me to answer that question?”

      “I suppose not,” I said, both thrilled and unnerved that Dean seemed to understand me better than I understood myself. I was used to sharing much of myself with my twin, but I’d never had to share all of myself with him—one of the few advantages of having spent seventeen years invisible to everyone.

      Dean’s connection with me allowed him to detect my mood, and therefore predict my thoughts. At least, that’s how I assumed it worked. Anything more than that would be reading my mind directly, and that was something he’d claimed he wasn’t doing.

      “It’s a natural extension of our power,” he said without my having to ask. “We’re all no more than energy vibrating in different ways. Once you begin to see everything around you broken down into its energetic makeup, it makes it easier to sense things otherwise impossible.”

      “So you see this energy we’re all made of?” I’d realized Dean was amazing, but this went beyond that.

      “Not yet, but I feel it. I believe it’s there, and believing is half the battle.”

      “So I’m beginning to see.”

      “Good, because you need to believe now more than ever before.”

      “I guess that shouldn’t be too hard, given I didn’t really believe before.”

      He chuckled with little mirth. “Don’t worry about what’s going to happen. Worrying just makes everything harder. Trust, let go, and watch the faithum unfold.”

      “You make it sound so easy.” I knew far too little about faithum for someone who was considering using it to save her people, but I realized it wasn’t safe. It had already nearly killed me once, and now Pumpoo would be prepared for us this time, which meant the danger had just escalated a hundred fold.

      “Working with our faithum is easy.”

      Yeah, right it is, I thought, but didn’t bother saying.

      “It’s our natural state. Pumpoo made us believe it wasn’t, but all of us who’ve tried to access faithum have achieved it, with varying degrees of success. Every single one of the Alpha Team has  managed it.”

      “But you’re talking about the Alpha Team, the elite of the elite, the best of all the dragon charmers. You aren’t normal people.”

      Dean stared at me, those bright green eyes momentarily free from their burdens, alight with mischief. “Are you seriously going to offend us like that, saying we aren’t normal people?”

      Before I could answer, he broke into laughter. “Oh you should see your face. I’m just kidding. Who’d want to be normal, anyway? We’re something far better.”

      “And what is that, exactly? What are we? What am I?”

      “Isn’t it obvious?”

      “Not at all.”

      “We’re warriors, protectors both of the dragon race and the Ooba people. But that you already knew. We’re also faithers.”

      “Faithers?”

      “Aye, I just made the word up. People who can use their faithum.”

      “Faithers.” I tested the word out.

      “Yes, it’s perfect.” He seemed very happy with himself. “Because if you don’t believe, if you don’t have faith in yourself and in your ability to do the extraordinary, then there’s no chance in hell that you’ll be able to connect to faithum. You have to have faith to do faithum. A faither.”

      “So now you’re a forcer and a faither?” I was trying hard not to laugh. There seemed little to laugh about in our current predicament, and maybe that’s what was making it so tempting to laugh anyway.

      “Most definitely.” He grinned.

      A few beats passed before I asked, “How much farther do we have to go, you think?” I hoped Traya could keep up with us, but I didn’t want to say it. I wouldn’t do anything to make Dean see her as lesser than anyone else. But we ran with the charmers and tamers, the most seasoned of the Dragon Force. They’d been training for experiences like this one for decades. In Dean and Shula’s case, centuries. Rane and I were lucky that running was something we naturally did, but it couldn’t be expected of Traya, not when she only just joined the Force.

      Dean looked away from me, into the forest in front of him it seemed, but I suspected his gaze was somewhere much farther away than that. “I don’t really know. The scouts that went out didn’t find the shadow people nor any signs of settlement.”

      “Really? Then why are we going this way?” At full speed, no less.

      “Because if there is such a thing as the shadow people, then it’s the only place they can be. There’s no other spot for them to live, we’re too familiar with the rest of the area. It’s the only direction we’ve never had reason to travel. If they exist, then we’ll run into them at some point.”

      Well, that isn’t particularly reassuring.

      It isn’t meant to be, Dean said through my mind, startling me and making me realize I must have broadcast my thought without noticing. I’d have to be more careful with Dean.

      His deep voice continued reaching into my mind. I offer you only the truth. I’m no more in control of the situation than you are.

      That’s not saying much, I’ve felt out of control all of my life.

      Once you stop seeking control, realizing it’s impossible to truly have it—not when life surprises us at every turn—then you’ll stop feeling the need for it. Only then will you taste freedom.

      What do you mean? I wasn’t catching on much, even though a sensation tingled through me telling me how important it was to understand all this man had to say.

      I mean that once we access our faithum fully, we can create our reality. Then we’ll be in control. But this can only happen after we’ve mastered our fears.

      Why? The one word was a whisper even from mind to mind.

      Because fear and faith can’t coexist. Both are equally powerful, and both can create realities just as clearly.

      How can this be? I’ve never seen anything that suggests what you’re saying.

      That doesn’t mean it isn’t true.

      No, it doesn’t. I’d lived nearly all my life as a resident of the unseen world. I’d be the last person to deny all that could exist beyond the reality our sight processed. I’d never seen any other invisible being, but that in no way meant the invisible world wasn’t teeming with a life I’d never even considered before that moment.

      The energy around Dean shifted suddenly. But what do I know? These are just my ideas, the ones I don’t share with many people because I doubt many are ready to understand them.

      Have you shared them with the Alpha Team?

      Aye, I don’t keep anything from them. They’re the ones who see more than the rest, that’s why I chose them for my team.

      But surely the rest of the forcers would understand. I might not, but they could. They’ve worked with dragons for ages. Dragons are filled with faithum, according to Pumpoo.

      Not just according to Pumpoo, that I know is true. I’ve felt it since the start, a reason I’ve worked tirelessly to protect the beasts. They are sacred, but not just for the reasons Pumpoo led us to believe. And yes, many of the forcers understand this to some degree or another, but I wasn’t ready to bring in all of them to something exploratory.

      So you’re not sure any of it is true?

      He hesitated. Let’s just say, I don’t have proof the eyes can see. Perhaps they’re just the confused musings of an old man.

      Except that Dean was far from a confused old man.

      He stood, switching to regular speech. “I just wanted to check on you. Are you feeling any weakness from your surge of faithum to break the spell yesterday?”

      “No, I’m feeling well. I can keep running as long as it takes.”

      “Keep an eye on Traya. If you think she needs to stop, let me know, through here.” He tapped at his temple.

      He didn’t want to embarrass her.

      “And like I said, feel free to ignore the odd musings of a warrior who’s seen as much as I have. A seed of madness lies within me.”

      I stared after him as he walked away, all the way until he reached Shula up at the front of the line.

      He’d suggested I forget his “odd musings,” but I wouldn’t forget a single one. This man might speak in riddles, but he spoke more truth than anyone I’d ever met before—even if I didn’t understand it. I sensed that he was closer to grasping the truth than any of us.

      I’d follow him all the way until he found it, and hope none of us died along the way.
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      The scouts didn’t have the chance to return and deliver whatever news they might have managed to collect. I feared they might be dead.

      We’d only just resumed our progress, Shula leading us farther into the unknown at a brisk pace, when all hell broke loose.

      A strident screech interrupted the comforting sounds of footfalls. My heart skipped a beat, but my step didn’t falter. It was the call of the dragons. Slowing down when dragons were around meant death. I didn’t know enough about dragons, but I knew that much.

      The charmers and tamers with us reacted only by picking up the pace. Rane, Traya, and I were the only ones without training. The rest of them moved as a synchronized group, as if they had preplanned courses of response in the event dragons discovered them when they were unprotected.

      If we’d been running fast before, we nearly flew across the rocks and forest floor now. I worried Traya might not be able to keep up, but I couldn’t stop to check on her. A herd of forcers stampeded behind me. She had to keep moving—I had to keep moving, with Rosie flying ahead of me.

      Rosie was a wild factor. I’d already seen how the dragons reacted to her when she cried in my absence. They sought to rescue her and do away with anyone who stood in their way. But Rosie was distressed then, she wasn’t now. Would that make a difference, or would the dragons charge at us as if we’d stolen a baby from her nest?

      Another screech arrived, closely followed by a third, higher pitched one, and I felt as if the blood froze in my veins even while it pumped furiously through them. I didn’t think I could run any faster than I already was, but as a whole, we picked up the pace—even Traya, whose long strides nipped at the back of my heels.

      I wanted to ask what the heck we were going to do now, but there was no one to ask—and I couldn’t spare the breath. Shula was up ahead, still leading us as she forged a new path across mountain passes, and Dean must still be at the back, keeping his flock safe. Safety was no more than an illusion with dragons up above, but I had to trust they knew what they were doing.

      Rane chose that moment to flick a look my way. He was trying to do precisely what I was, and I didn’t need to hear words to realize it. We were trusting in Dean and Shula, trying not to notice how there were no caves around us, that there was nothing to shield us from the dragons’ fury if they chose to unleash it on us. We’d already seen how quickly a forest could burn, and how its foliage was no protection at all—more of a hindrance, because the forest fire would kill us as swiftly as the dragons’ flame.

      I attempted to give Rane a reassuring look back, but I realized I failed even before I saw him grimace. We were almost entirely out in the open, far from the familiar, with no shelter that would make any difference.

      And the entire Dragon Force was here.

      If the dragons wiped us out now, there’d be no one left to defend the Ooba people. With Pumpoo loose, there’d be no hope for them. The villagers were aware that Pumpoo was a tyrant and a villain, but that wouldn’t keep him from ruling them, not when there was no one left to prevent it.

      The charmers work with the dragons all the time. They’ll be able to handle this. Thoughts were hard to hold on to as we sped across uneven ground, but I tried. Without some reassurance, I might panic, and nothing good ever came from that. The tamers know how to handle dragons enough to keep them from killing us. All we need is for them to go away, nothing tricky.

      But it seemed all shades of tricky, and even my hopeful thoughts didn’t manage to deceive me into thinking otherwise. Even Rosie looked nervous up ahead. She continually looked over her shoulder at me for reassurance. I wished I had more to offer her than the tight smiles that would do little to convince me.

      A group of calls arrived all at once, and any chance at maintaining calm fled. Move, move, move, I kept telling myself, chanting through my mind in a loop to keep overwhelm from rooting me to the spot, where I’d inevitably encounter a gruesome death. Run, run, run. I prayed Traya could continue with this fierce pace.

      I felt the first dragon swoop before its shadow blotted out the sunlight. I urged myself not to look, to keep my sight trained on the path ahead, where it could be of use. Tripping over one of the stones or tree roots now would translate to death. But I couldn’t help myself. I looked upward, and immediately regretted it.

      “Oh,” I said, causing Rane to look up—exactly what I didn’t want.

      I knew I had to look ahead of me. I was moving far too fast to do so without watching, but I couldn’t get myself to concentrate.

      A slate gray dragon, with eyes that glowed like the devil’s, descended as if it were in a free fall, its entire weight plummeting to the ground, where it would surely crush us all to pieces. Its wings stretched so wide, they blotted out all memory of the sunshine, and all hope.

      The dragon pulled its wings to its sides, diving toward the specks of people moving across the rock, and revealed a swarm of multicolored dragons behind it. If the slate dragon failed to squash us all, there were eager backups that would take care of the job. Whichever way it happened, it spelled doom. I couldn’t fathom how Dean, Shula, or any of the others could spare us from this attack.

      I prepared to accept my death even as I continued pounding across the path. Branches and rocks tore at my flesh, but I didn’t slow. Our progress was reckless, like the true stampede of wild animals, running to escape predators.

      I regretted that I’d barely begun to lead the kind of life I had interest in living. I’d only just become a visible part of my community, and now I’d completely vanish from this world. If the Something Greater did exist, it had a wicked sense of humor.

      A sharp cracking sound rang behind me, and I wondered if the swarm of dragons was destroying the entire forest behind us. I cringed, not just because they were steps from devouring us, but because the forest was sacred to me—more so than the beasts hell bent on killing us. I’d die knowing what I loved went with me. Something about that made me snap, and fury replaced my panic. Determination to do something—anything—overcame feelings of helplessness.

      I prepared to spin on the dragons and do whatever I could. Even if it wouldn’t manage much, I wasn’t about to go down without a fight. The sacred purpose of the Ooba was supposedly to protect the dragons with our lives, to give all we had and demand nothing in return.

      Well, I was calling bull crap on that. The dragons might be amazing beasts, deserving of respect and consideration. But as to the rest of it, I didn’t believe a word that had come out of Pumpoo’s mouth. I couldn’t allow the dragons to kill us off in one swoop—I could, but I wouldn’t.

      “What can we do?” I ground out to my twin, who ran right next to me then when the path was wide enough to allow it.

      “No idea. Something.”

      His words might not have been eloquent, but I understood what his words said between heavy breaths and the urgency of the moment. Rane had my back. Whatever I decided to do, he’d stand next to me. If he decided to do it first, I’d do the same for him.

      The ground shook beneath my feet. At first, I thought I might be imagining it, the soles of my feet whisking across the rock and dirt like fluttering wings. Too soon, it became undeniable, and even Rosie, who flew without touching the ground, felt it. She looked at me, trailing behind her, so often that her flight became clumsy and dangerous.

      “It’s all right, girl,” I reassured her, knowing every one of my words was a lie.

      The ground began to shake so violently that progress was no longer feasible. I tried to keep advancing, but ran into the back of the tamer in front.

      “Stop and face!” Dean yelled.

      As a coordinated unit, the dragon forcers stopped moving and faced the swarm of dragons. Immediately, I identified the cause of the trembling. Three dragons crashed through the forest behind us, cracking and rending everything they touched.

      Dean was at the very back, closest to the three. Half a dozen more descended from above. There was no way we were getting out of there alive, and our leader would go first.

      “Alpha Team!” he yelled. “Anira and Rane. Now!”

      I wasn’t certain exactly what his command meant, I guessed at it. I prepared to link my faithum to theirs, and to Rane, who’d never accessed his own faithum, as far as I knew.

      The slate dragon lowered its head down to Dean, and glared at him. I thought its eyes might smoke, the glow in them was so ferocious.

      When the dragon opened its jaws—all yellow teeth and dripping saliva—to snatch Dean, I slung my faithum outward, like the lash of a whip.

      I wasn’t the only one to strike. The rest of the Alpha Team all managed to do something. I imagined even Rane probably sent something toward the dragon and Dean.

      It wasn’t much, and it wasn’t coordinated, but it was enough to startle the dragon into releasing his closing jaws.

      Dean stumbled backward, but held his footing. “Link together,” he called to the Alpha Team. “The rest of you, draw swords.”

      The shling of metal being drawn repeated everywhere around me, and my breath came in short bursts.

      It was the final stand of the Ooba people. And there was little chance it would be enough.

      “Now,” Dean roared.

      I closed my eyes, moving on instinct, and spread my arms out to the side. I linked my faithum to Rane right next to me, and reached for the others, finding them among the hundred of us as if they were beacons of light in a dark night. I snapped my magic loose.

      “Wait!” Shula yelled. “Stop!”

      But I couldn’t stop what I’d done—I didn’t even know what I’d done. I couldn’t pull it back.

      Whatever I could scrounge together, I’d flung straight at the slate dragon who, together with two others on the ground, kept coming at us.

      I closed my eyes again, preparing to ignore Shula and empty myself of whatever I had.

      “They have riders,” she said.

      My eyes whipped open.
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      There was no chance to halt what I’d set into motion. A wave of faithum hit the slate dragon.

      I suspected my faithum was joined by that of the others, but I wasn’t certain.

      The wave slapped the dragon hard enough to make it snap backward and rear. That gave Dean the opportunity to step away from its maws. Despite Dean’s retreat, there was no place he could go where the dragon wouldn’t reach him. I supposed that was why Dean stood his ground once he moved back.

      The slate dragon thrashed, seemingly reacting to our faithum. The beast moved this way and that, crushing the forest around it, encroaching upon the space of the two dragons trying to advance behind it.

      I saw large, glowing eyes that screamed death, and long talons that could eviscerate a grown man in one swift move. I noticed impenetrable scales and a tail, which whipped its deadly point back and forth.

      I saw no rider.

      “What’s Shula talking about?” I asked Rane, who stared at the dragons as I did.

      “There,” he said, pointing.

      I moved my head from side to side. “What? I don’t see anything.”

      “Behind its shoulders.”

      “Behind its shoulders? I don’t see—” Only then I did. “That’s not a person...”

      “Not in the normal sense, that’s for damn sure.”

      “Is that a human?”

      “I don’t know, but it looks a whole lot like our shadow assassin.”

      That it did. Man or woman, I had no idea. “You can barely see them.”

      “You can still see them better than we used to see you.”

      That was true, and I wasn’t sure what to make of it. I was questioning the humanity of this thing because it looked so different than the rest of us. But just a few days ago, I’d been one of the freaks with few points in common with the rest of humanity. Hypocrite, I thought before I roughly pushed the thought away.

      The wave of faithum finished rolling across the slate dragon, and moved across the two behind it. More of the beasts descended from the skies and landed on the treetops, which crunched and crashed beneath their weight.

      The slate dragon drew back to attack again, when Dean yelled, “Stop!”

      Amazingly, the dragon hesitated—but only for a few moments. Then it completed the arc of its motion, its maws snapping a few times before reaching Dean, and then opening wide to swallow the Dragon Force leader in one, big, toothy bite.

      I stopped breathing and waited for the crunching sound of inevitability, which would deliver the death of the only man among the Ooba people who seemed to have any kind of answers for me. The man who had a connection with me I’d only shared with my twin. I wanted to call out to him, to ask him what he was doing, but there was no point. In seconds, he’d either die, or he wouldn’t. I didn’t have time to gather another wave of faithum, or to send it, for all the good it did. Sure, it halted the dragons’ approach, but it didn’t stop it.

      What we needed now was more than delay. We needed a way out of this mess, and I could see none.

      I reached for Rane’s hand and squeezed it tight. He pulled me to his side. I reached for Traya behind me. Without looking, I snatched her hand and pulled her to my other side.

      I steeled myself to watch the end of a brilliant man, summarized in a few dastardly crunching movements, realizing already I couldn’t blame the beasts for actions that were simply within their nature.

      Humans were never meant to join with dragonkind. It was crystal clear now. The sacred purpose of the Ooba was more of Pumpoo’s nonsense. And my own sacred purpose, the one I’d believed I’d found intertwined with this man, was nonsense as well.

      My pulse fluttered as I watched Dean kneel before the dragon—before death. He bowed his head, exposing the back of his head and neck, along with all the life-giving arteries and bones, to the dragon. Saliva dripped and coated the back of his neck, and ran down his shirt. He didn’t wipe it away, but rather put his hands in the air, palms forward in the universal sign of surrender.

      Dean wasn’t fighting his fate. If ever a man had surrendered to his death more gracefully, I couldn’t imagine.

      I squeezed Rane and Traya hard enough to convince myself I could draw on their strength. Because I needed it then. I hadn’t realized it before, but Dean had become the father I longed returned to me, and the older brother who was also gone. He’d become my teacher and guide along a path no one else alive had ever walked.

      I needed him. I’d only just begun to understand myself and what I might contribute to this world during this lifetime. I couldn’t lose him. I simply couldn’t.

      I realized I didn’t have time. The dragon poked out a forked tongue and slithered above Dean’s head. Next, he’d eat him.

      But I did it anyway. I pulled Rane and Traya closer to me, felt Rosie pressed against my legs as usual, and drew on their strength. I combined it with mine and allowed my desperation to build within me. It mixed with my fury, with my sense of unfairness and fleeting hope for a brighter, purposeful future.

      I didn’t have time to allow it to build more. As soon as it was enough to manage some kind of result, I released it—but I didn’t fully let go.

      Like a whip, I held onto the end of it, and I lashed it against the slate dragon with all my might. My eyes closed on their own, and a different view of the world panned.  Suddenly, I saw colors and energy, all that went unseen when my eyes were open.

      I saw the dragon, a mass of slithering, vibrating colors—all dark. It was the energy Dean spoke of, it had to be. It was the dragon’s life force.

      I envisioned my whip circling the energy like a lasso. In this new awakened sight, I could make out the shadow rider with ease. To my surprise, his energy wasn’t like that of the dragon’s. It was bright and light. It pulsed instead of slithered.

      Regardless, I looped the rider into my lasso, and yanked. I jerked the lasso back so hard that I lost my balance and fell. I tripped over Rosie, scrambled not to hurt her, and landed hard. I snapped my hands out to stall my fall, and jarred my wrists painfully.

      Rane and Traya helped me up, and when I opened my eyes to look, the slate dragon was upended, laying awkwardly on its side. The dragon landed atop the shadow rider. Even without searching for the rider’s energy, I realized it was gone.

      I hadn’t intended it—mostly because I hadn’t taken the time to plan anything—but my faithum had extinguished the life from the shadow rider.

      Dean turn to stare at me, wide-eyed.

      I met his stare evenly. I’d killed someone. I hadn’t meant it, but I’d still killed, and I didn’t yet know how to feel about it.
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      Dean gave me a meaningful look that left me longing to understand all that was behind it. He turned before I could decide whether I’d done something bad or good. Killing was probably never easy, but it had been necessary—hadn’t it?

      I glanced at Rane, seeking reassurance. He only returned a terrified look. Better than anyone, he realized what I’d done, and I believed he looked frightened for me. Traya simply seemed sad and confused.

      So I waited for either condemnation or acceptance of my actions. My heart hammered, and breathing returned in a gush, settling into shallow bursts.

      I sensed dozens of eyes on me. My skin crawled with questions and judgment—or perhaps the judgment was just my own. After all, those that surrounded me were warriors. Surely if anyone could understand what I’d done, it was they.

      The slate dragon struggled to reclaim its feet. Its body wasn’t made to drop at that angle. Like a turtle on its back, it rocked this way and that, until finally, it gathered enough momentum to launch it further onto its side. As it gathered its feet beneath it, it searched me out of the crowd. Its blazing eyes found me. Involuntarily, I took a step back.

      The dragon’s glare promised death and destruction. My instincts shouted at me to run, but my feet rooted to the spot as if they alone realized there was nowhere I could go that this dragon—that any dragon—wouldn’t find me.

      But then the dragon surprised me. It bent to the ground and licked at the shadow rider with its forked tongue, prodding the body, crushed and limp. The shadow rider didn’t spring to life as I suspected the dragon hoped.

      The man pulsed in and out of focus, as if his body were flickering in and out of existence. Like a fading light show, the effect eventually dimmed. The body, which had been so entrenched in shadows that it was impossible to identify clearly, settled into the image of a normal human being.

      The man looked very much like the people of our tribe, only his skin was darker than ours, and his features broader, but no less intelligent. His hair was coarser, trailing across his shoulder in a loose braid. He no longer had the appearance of a freak. With a kind expression on his face, he looked like a regular villager.

      He almost just killed Dean, I reminded myself, because I was starting to freak out. None of the dragon forcers had killed. I had.

      The dragon licked at the man again, nudging him forcefully with his tongue. When the man didn’t respond, the dragon turned on us and let rip a ferocious roar that promised imminent doom.

      My actions had condemned us all to death.

      We were all going to die, anyway, I told myself. I half believed it too.

      The slate dragon, fully righted to its two taloned feet, advanced on us, Dean still at the front. The beast pulled its head back and then unleashed a torrent of fire. Dean, and those immediately behind him, predicted it sooner than I had.

      They dove out of the way, literally jumping and leaping into the shrubs and trees that bordered the path we’d been carving, without concern for what they might land on. Anything was better than being burned to a crisp.

      That provided the dragon with more space to advance on the rest of us. Whatever plants had covered the path we tread, crinkled and burned down to nothing. And the dragon took three giant steps toward us, its eyes trained on me.

      “Faithum,” Rane whispered, barely eking out the word as if the dragon had already eaten his tongue.

      Rane was right. I had to do it again—if I could. I shouldn’t feel badly about one death when this dragon promised the destruction of us all.

      I tried to close my eyes, but failed. The dragon held mine, and I couldn’t stop looking. It was as though I were in a trance, and the dragon wouldn’t release me. More likely, I was almost paralyzed with fear, and wouldn’t close my eyes out of fear of missing the dragon’s next move.

      With my eyes open, watching every move that brought on the dragon’s further advancement, I reached for my faithum. The effort fizzled out and evaporated into nothing. I was too unnerved to manage anything of consequence.

      I started trembling with fear, wishing I weren’t.

      The dragon pulled its head back again. I recognized the move this time as the precursor of another stream of flame, but I still didn’t react in time.

      Rane yanked me off the path, and Traya shoved me, falling on top of me in a heap.

      I turned to look as soon as I could. The only one who remained in the flame’s path was Rosie. My chest seized with panic until I remembered she was a dragon. Fire shouldn’t harm her.

      But shouldn’ts weren’t enough to bring my heart rate down to something manageable, and I scrambled to disentangle myself from my siblings and rush to her aid.

      I stumbled and tripped, falling face first in the path next to Rosie. The small shoots and grasses beneath my face crinkled and charred. I yanked my face upward before I could burn, and rushed to Rosie. I pulled her into an embrace. “Are you all right, girl?” I ran my hands along all sides of her, checking for injury, forgetting about the impending danger that loomed overhead, the one that would probably eventually kill us all. I’d honor my promise to take care of Rosie until the end.

      Rosie nuzzled me and wagged her tail. A tear of relief slid down my face, and I angrily wiped it away.

      The slate dragon pulled its head back again, and I pulled Rosie off the path with me. She was immune to the larger dragon’s fire, but still. It was an attack. I wouldn’t stand for her being victim to it, even if it was only symbolic.

      Fire streamed along the path again, and as it began to veer toward our hiding place, a voice cut the crackling sounds that overwhelmed us.

      It was a language I didn’t understand, but the dragon clearly did. It stopped what it was doing instantly and began to retreat.

      What the hell?

      Another sharp, unintelligible bark had the slate dragon turning around and facing its back toward us. I knew less about dragons than nearly every forcer there. But even I knew that dragons never turned their backs on you.

      Not unless someone ordered them to.

      In all the time the dragon forcers had worked with dragons, they’d never managed to command them to do anything.

      Yet someone just had, and I was guessing it was another shadow rider.

      If the shadow riders could command dragons, what would they do to us?
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      I crept back to the path, leading Rosie. I stood cautiously to the side of it, and strained my neck to see what would happen next. Rane and Traya popped up next to us, craning their heads between bushes to watch the shadow rider who’d blown our minds wide open.

      I’d killed a man, a dragon rider.

      Pumpoo had claimed that a great seer had predicted that one of us would ride a dragon, but I hadn’t believed the former chieftain—not really.

      But dragon riding was possible. There was no denying it.

      My mouth dropped open as another unintelligible command directed the slate dragon to take to the skies. Its takeoff was cumbersome but swift. The dragon, too large for the space it occupied, had carved room from the forest that surrounded it on all sides. The acute crunching of branches marked its initial rise a few feet off the ground. Another pump of its gargantuan wings, and a small tree toppled over, leaving the forcers closest to Shula scrambling to get out of the way. A third pump, and the slate dragon cleared the lowest of the tree tops. A fourth, and it broke free, once more blocking the sunlight and the half dozen dragons, which continued to swarm above us—awaiting orders, I presumed.

      With the slate dragon gone, a huge gaping space remained, a divide between us and the shadow riders—because I assumed the smaller moss-green dragon in the back was topped by a rider, even if I couldn’t make one out.

      I swallowed with difficulty. The lead dragon, one nearly as large as the slate one, stalked toward us. Its scales were blue, but still somehow multi-toned, and they shone with iridescence in the sunshine. I realized the slate dragon must have climbed high enough to allow the sunlight to reach us again. But my eyes were trained on the blue dragon, and all its knife-sharp teeth and glowing eyes.

      It took measured steps forward. I couldn’t help but admire the grace of design of the violent creature. Its muscles rippled with each movement, its steps impossibly silent for a beast of its size.

      But I feared its rider more than I feared the blue dragon. With all the centuries the dragon forcers had invested into working with the ferocious beasts, dragon riding had never been achieved. Anyone who’d manage it was to be feared—admired at the very least. Add to that the fact that the riders were only shadows, and well, I was praying that all the forcers with me wouldn’t be made to pay for my actions.

      Would the shadow rider who controlled the dragons realize I hadn’t meant to kill the slate dragon’s rider? That it had been an accident, a reaction of defense when our lives were in danger? Surely, a reasoning mind would deduce that, but we knew nothing of these shadow people. Up until a few days ago, we’d had no idea we shared the planet with them. Were they reasonable, or savages? The way they handled the dragons suggested brilliance, and I hoped that boded well.

      The shadow rider atop Blue came into focus—more or less. At least I could see the rider’s edges, and make out where he sat on the dragon—right behind its haunches, out of range of its snapping teeth and piercing tail. I could follow the shadow man’s movements, something I hadn’t been able to do with the assassin that entered our camp and killed three of our scouts. It seemed that when the shadow people didn’t move quickly, it was easier for my eyes to make sense of the image they were seeing.

      Another command I didn’t understand, this one softer, and Blue stopped advancing. It was a good thing too, because Blue was only steps from crushing Dean, who stood in the middle of its path, unmoving.

      The shadow rider said something else, but this time Blue didn’t respond. The rider repeated the same sounds. When Blue didn’t react, the rider barked the command another time, his words laced with barely restrained impatience.

      I sensed a piercing gaze upon me. The telltale tingling sensation swept across my skin, and it was only then that I realized the rider wasn’t talking to the dragon at all, but to us. Specifically, to me.

      I searched out the rider’s eyes, but wasn’t sure if I found them. Either way, I held what I imagined to be a penetrating gaze. Was the rider blaming me for the death of the other? Probably. I gulped. How had the day gone so wrong? But then again, nothing had gone as expected since I first revealed myself to Dean.

      The rider’s voice arrived again, this time with piercing, aggressive tones. I realized we’d better respond soon, or things were going to get worse. And I knew what that meant. I took a step out onto the path, and Rane lunged for me. He clutched my arm. “What are you doing?”

      “The rider is trying to talk with me, can’t you tell?”

      “Oh I can tell all right. That doesn’t mean you have to go out there.”

      “Of course it does. If I don’t, what will happen to the rest of us?”

      “I don’t know, and I don’t think I care. I can’t lose you.”

      I looked to Traya, thinking she might be hurt by our brother’s words, but she only looked worried. “I don’t plan on dying today,” I said. Of course, few people wanted to die. That didn’t stop people from dying all the time.

      “Then stay here. Let Dean deal with this.”

      “Dean doesn’t know how to deal with this.”

      “Of course he does, Nir. He’s a dragon charmer, the best of the best at that. He’s trained for centuries to calm and guide the beasts.”

      “That might be so, but we’re not dealing with a beast that needs to be controlled here, we’re dealing with a person, or something like a person. The dragons aren’t in control, their riders are.”

      “I don’t care,” he said again. “You need to stay here, where I can keep you safe.”

      Finally, I turned to face my twin, the one I now recognized I was connected to in more ways than I’d ever realized before I was able to make myself visible. He was my reflection, and his fear for me seemed to pierce my heart. “You’ve always protected me, Rane, and I love you for it. But I have to do this right now. I can’t stand by and do nothing when our people might suffer because of my lack of action. The rider is calling for me.”

      “Why does it always have to be you?” He hadn’t loosened his grip on my arm in the slightest.

      “It isn’t always me. I’ve lived my life in the shadows as much as any of these people. This is the first time I have the chance to do something for the Ooba.”

      “You did something just yesterday! You knocked yourself out because of the effort it took.”

      “That’s beside the point,” I said, unbothered by the many contradictions in what I was saying. “That was then, this is now. If I don’t take responsibility for my actions, who knows what they might do to us? What they might command the dragons to do to us, and potentially even to the rest of the Ooba?”

      A sheen of resignation settled across Rane’s rich brown eyes, and a pang of guilt pinged in my heart. “I don’t blame you for what you did. You didn’t mean to kill that rider.” His words were soft and free of judgment. I loved him for that. “But they might. They could punish you for the death of that man.”

      “They might,” I admitted.

      From my other side, Traya said, “Please listen to him. You can’t deliver yourself like this when they might hurt you.”

      I smiled sadly at my sister. “Deliver myself? I think the reality is that they don’t need me to deliver myself. I’m at their mercy already. We all are. A swarm of dragons is under their command, right above us. If they wish it, we’ll all be dead in seconds.”

      The shadow rider yelled again. While I still didn’t understand the content of the man’s words, I did understand the threat that stuck to the words like a foul smell.

      I was to come to him now, or suffer the consequences. They were consequences I was unwilling to risk, especially when I was surrounded by so many people I cared for and admired. The people there were the last hope of my tribe. The death of one person—even if it was my death, and I was quite attached to my life—it was a worthwhile trade if it guaranteed the survival of the rest of them.

      Of course, I had no idea if it would, but my goodwill might go a long way toward securing the others’ safety.

      Rane sensed my intentions before I moved, and reached out to grip me with both arms. I moved quickly to catch him of guard, and I broke free of his hold before he could properly restrain me. I leapt out into the middle of the open path, where only Dean, who continued to stand his ground, occupied it ahead of me.

      “No!” Rane and Traya yelled at the same time. But I didn’t turn to look at them. There was no point in offering them reassurances they’d know were empty, or to burden myself with the fear for me in their eyes.

      Only Dean stood between me and the blue dragon, between me and the fierce stare of its rider. I still couldn’t make out the shadow person’s eyes, but I could feel them scanning, piercing, and probably accusing me. The tingles across my skin had evolved into flashes of heat, as if the shadow rider possessed a connection with the dragons so great, it could adopt its fire power.

      I resisted the urge to squirm, sucked in a shaky breath, and stepped forward.

      Halfway to Blue, Rosie pressed against my legs, causing me to stumble. I bent down to look into her dark eyes, so different than the ones that glared at me a short distance away. “You have to go with Rane and Traya, Rosie girl. You’ll be in danger with me.”

      I kissed her on her bunched snout, pushed her away lightly, and turned back toward Blue. When I moved, Rosie moved with me. “You have to go, girl.”

      But Rosie wouldn’t. I let out a sad sigh. The only way I’d get Rosie to stay behind was if some of the others restrained her. If they did that, she’d cry. And if she cried, we already knew what would happen, and there was no way I could risk any of the dragons there becoming any more agitated with us than they already were.

      She’d have to come along. As if she sensed my resignation, she pressed harder against me and moved half a step forward. I looked at her, but finally followed, and drew next to Dean.

      “I can’t ask you to do this,” he said.

      “Then it’s a good thing you’re not.” Before he could attempt any more arguments along the vein of my siblings, I moved again, this time right up to Blue.

      Beneath the blue dragon, fully encompassed by its shadow, I had a better understanding of just how large and menacing the beasts were. I had to work hard to keep myself from succumbing to fear and the trembling that I suspected would arrive the moment I gave into it.

      From where I stood, I could better see the shadow rider. The image was still incomplete, little more than a suggestion of a person, but it was enough to conclude that the rider was an adult man, strong and athletic. His posture atop the dragon suggested he was a warrior, or at the very least a dragon rider with the attitude of one.

      The shadow rider felt like a predator, and Blue certainly was one. While I knew better than to avert my gaze from a predator, I couldn’t help but flick a glance to the green dragon behind Blue. A small gasp left my lips before I could rein it in. Green’s rider was a girl. Again, her shadow offered little information; it was more an impression, but I got the sense that the girl was my age, seventeen going on eighteen. She possessed a confidence I wished I had, and reminded me of who and what I was dealing with.

      I snapped my eyes back to Blue’s rider, a hand moving protectively down to Rosie.

      The rider said something I didn’t understand. The heightened aggression was absent, replaced with what seemed like curiosity. Maybe there was a chance they wouldn’t kill me—us. Maybe they wanted to learn about us. If only one of them hadn’t died....

      When I didn’t answer in the shadow person’s foreign tongue, he repeated similar sounds with the familiar impatience. I shook my head and shrugged, trying to communicate I didn’t know what he was saying.

      In too few movements, he slid down Blue’s side, landed solidly on his feet right next to me.

      By the time he reached out to grab me, without meaning to, I vanished from sight.
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      The gasps came from all directions. Few knew of my invisibility. Everyone knew now.

      I hadn’t meant to do it, not even a little bit, but now that I had, I grabbed the surprise element, and took a few hurried steps back and away from the shadow rider. He’d been in the act of reaching for me, but when I disappeared, his arm dropped to his side, his jaw slack—and this was from a person who was barely visible.

      But apparently complete invisibility was something beyond their mastery.

      I considered drawing Rosie into my invisibility, but quickly discarded the idea. There was no real point to it. As much as I fretted over her, I didn’t believe she was in any immediate danger, and it was wiser to preserve my energy for my own defense.

      The shadow rider made some more sounds I was unable to translate into words, and exchanged a look with Green’s rider. Whatever silent communication passed between them, the second rider also slid down the side of her dragon, and landed—hard—on the ground.

      The girl rider lacked the grace the older man did, as if she were still learning. They’re father and daughter, I thought with a sudden burst of understanding. A pang of longing for my own father followed the thought. He’d been a remarkable dragon charmer—that’s what the rumors said. He would’ve been able to teach me far more than Dean, simply because he would have been more invested in me. Dean had taken a special interest in me, and for that I was grateful, but I wasn’t deluded into thinking it was because of me. It was because I was different in a way he thought he could use to benefit the Ooba tribe.

      I realized my mind had wandered with a start. I snapped my attention back on the man, only to realize his gaze was pinned on me. It was so intent that I could actually see the outlines of his eyes—wide and intelligent.

      How did you know we are father and daughter? Are you some kind of sorceress?

      His words hit my mind, and I physically jumped at the realization that this man—a shadow person—was actually communicating with me. My eyes widened as big as they could go. I just stared at him until he scowled, and I realized I had to answer before I lost the chance at speaking with them. I had the feeling that if this didn’t work, the man would speak with his actions, and when he had a force of dragons at his command, they weren’t the kind we wanted to witness... with the final moments of our lives.

      I tried to organize my thoughts and express them with the utmost respect and caution. When I still didn’t know what to say, I let out a huge exhale, which I tried to silence, and just did the best I could. Just be yourself, Anira, and it’ll be all right, I thought, but I said, I’m no sorceress. I’m only a girl. I was about to say I’d only just begun to understand that faithum existed at all, and that I hadn’t even known I possessed any until a few days ago, when I remembered Father’s teachings.

      He’d told me the trick to working with dragons when we were so much weaker than them was to have them believe we are strong. And the way to have someone believe you’re strong is to act as if you are. Even better is to believe you’re strong until you become it. Appearances are half the battle.

      While the shadow riders weren’t dragons, I thought Pa’s advice still applied.

      I suspected you were father and daughter because of the energy between you. Had I said the wrong thing? The man’s eyes seemed to sharpen when I said it. Should I not have mentioned energy? I couldn’t take my words back, so I did my best to stand tall as I faced him—until I remembered he couldn’t see me. Then I allowed all the physical signs of my fear to manifest. I was a jumble of trembling limps and rolling shivers, until they worked themselves out of my system. Only then was I able to stand strong, even if no one could see my stance.

      What I said must have been all right, because the sharpness passed, and curiosity replaced it once more. How is it that you shifted into invisibility, Anira?

      How do you know my name? You read my thoughts?

      Thoughts are little different than words.

      Which meant he was capable of reading my thoughts. Crap. How was I supposed to keep my thoughts safe?

      I tried to turn my thinking off, and it flared all the more, rebellious. Oh holy crap. There’s no way I can shield my thoughts!

      You don’t have to, the shadow man said, and I began to wonder if I should start freaking out then or later. I’ll be able to access them no matter what you do.

      I bristled. I didn’t know whether he meant it that way or not, but his words were of overt aggression. He’d invade my thoughts even if I didn’t want him to? Like hell he would. But I realized my anger was futile even as I gave into it.

      The man’s energy was pulsing off him in waves. It only had to touch me for me to experience its strength and power. If he said he could access my thoughts no matter what I did, I feared he could.

      I wanted to lash out and say something in my defense—I was the mistress of my own mind, thank you very much!—but then I remembered I’d killed one of his people, and that what I did and said would have implications for all of the Ooba.

      I bit my lip and grasped for the right thing to say, the diplomatic thing. I was ordinarily too impulsive for that, wilder than most thanks to an upbringing away from critical oversight.

      Dean must have felt me, because he chose that moment to move next to me—and he was pretty close despite my invisibility. Of course, Rosie was a pretty good giveaway as she continued to press against my legs. The dragon charmer positioned himself right next to me, an outward sign that he stood with me, that he shared in the responsibility of the death of one of the riders.

      “What’s going on?” he said aloud to me, his eyes trained on the shadow in front of us.

      “He’s speaking to me in my mind,” I said. Just like you do with me, I said to him through my thoughts, well aware that the shadow man might be able to tap into my silent conversation. He can also read my thoughts, even those I don’t send to him.

      With Dean warned and in the position to take control, I began to relax. I realized I’d been tense, but not how much. My whole body went loose, and I had to resist the overpowering urge to plop down on the ground.

      Greetings, Dean began, and my body became jelly. I cocked my hip to one side and leaned some of my weight on Rosie.

      We mean you no harm, and we are very saddened by the loss of one of your own. Please accept our condolences over the loss of life.

      It was what I felt and thought but hadn’t said. It was a good thing Dean had taken over.

      I thought the shadow man might soften at Dean’s sincere plea, but he did the opposite. The outlines of his body, though still hazy, seemed to grow rigid, and he said, He was my brother.

      And we were only defending ourselves from the overt threat posed by his dragon.

      Not his dragon. We do not own the dragons.

      But they did control them.

      I felt eyes on me again, and realized he’d read my thoughts again. I had to find the way to control what I’d never had to before.

      We do not control them, we understand them. They honor us by following our wishes.

      Semantics, I started thinking, before I stopped. I couldn’t afford to introduce anything that might be misinterpreted. Stop thinking, stop thinking, stop thinking. Of course, it didn’t work at all. It was like an itch I tried not to scratch and therefore spread and moved all across my body.

      I swore the shadow man grinned, but since I felt it more than I saw it, I wasn’t sure.

      Oh I was so screwed. He knew exactly what I was going through, and found my inner struggle humorous.

      Sun. Trees. Dragons. Rock. Dirt. I rattled through random thoughts in my mind, trying not to give him anything dangerous, but then I realized I was missing out on the conversation between him and Dean and I stopped.

      We also work with the dragons, Dean was saying, and we also honor and respect them. We never, under any circumstances, harm them.

      Your invisible girl harmed one.

      She didn’t. She only tried to interfere with his attack.

      So the slate dragon had been a male. I hadn’t noticed.

      She definitely interfered. It’s a blessing she didn’t harm him, though she dragged my brother from this life.

      I wasn’t sure if it was my place to step into this conversation between what appeared to be leaders, but I did anyway. I’m truly very sorry that my actions caused the death of your brother. I had no intention to harm him.

      Then you should have controlled your magic. His words snapped through my already guilty mind.

      Had I known how to, I would have. I worked hard not to snap back. But you gave me little choice but to act. The dragon was going to kill us.

      No, he wasn’t. He was only going to scare you.

      Well, he succeeded. He scared us well enough that we truly believed he was going to kill us. Leaving us no choice but to defend ourselves. This time, I did snap back. He was blaming me for something that wouldn’t have happened if they hadn’t threatened us.

      The shadow rider held his ground, staring at me. Meanwhile, I noticed his daughter quietly walking over to her uncle’s body. The sight of her leaning on the ground over his lifeless form swept the fight right out of me.

      Is there nothing that can be done for him now? I asked, already fearing there wasn’t. But maybe these people had stronger faithum than we did. If they could ride dragons, they might.

      The shadow rider didn’t take his eyes from us, even though I experienced his longing to be with his brother. But a good warrior never took his attention from the enemy, no matter what happened. And we were still the enemy.

      His life force and magic have already left his body. What remains is only a shell.

      I’m sorry, I said, so softly it was a whisper though the chambers of our minds.

      He crossed his arms and studied me. I sensed his attention crawl across my body. He might not be able to see me, but he was trying. His eyes were trained on the space I occupied, as if the power of his attention alone could drive me to materialize—perhaps it could.

      Finally, when I’d started to squirm with nerves again, he said, I believe you.

      Thank you, I said, unsure what the proper response was.

      That will do, he said. How is it that you are invisible to the sight when I feel you are still here with us?

      I shrugged, an expression no one saw. How is it that you blend into your surroundings like shadows?

      Because this is how we are. It’s how we’ve always been.

      Well then this is how I am, how I’ve always been. I’d only just learned to become visible. Invisibility was my body’s natural state, the one I’d been born with, the one that had stumped the midwife to locate a baby she could only hear and feel.

      But you can turn your invisibility off. We cannot turn off our shadow merging.

      So that’s what they called it! We’d never seen anyone like you until the other day.

      She’s right, Dean said. We were unaware your people existed.

      We keep to ourselves. But we knew of you.

      How? I blurted out, but I already suspected the answer, as I’m sure Dean did as well.

      A man filled with magic came to us with tales of his people, who hurt the dragons.

      Dean’s jaw flexed as he fought to control a sharp wave of anger. That man tells you nothing but lies.

      A few beats, which would define our safety, thumped by loudly, marked by the thud of my heart. I believe that. The invisible girl cares for the dragon at her side.

      I do, I said. She’s my responsibility.

      How did she come to be your responsibility?

      Her mother rejected her for her differences, and threw her off a cliff to kill her. She survived, and I’ve been caring for her ever since. I hesitated, then added, This man who told you lies about us, he used to be our leader. He deceived us as he did you. He wanted to take her to learn about a dragon’s relationship to faithum, magic. I was doing a bit of prying. As of yet, I didn’t understand how great a dragon’s connection to faithum might be.

      The shadow man said, The little dragon is connected to you. Do you ride her?

      No, I said right away, but was left wondering, Could I ride her? She was little, but strong.

      Hmm.

      I waited for more, but when none arrived, I said, What does that mean? Do you believe us, or do you believe him?

      Oh we’ve never believed all that he said, but since it’s our duty to protect the dragons, we acted out of caution.

      That caution killed three of our own, Dean said. He restrained the bitterness I imagined he must feel about the loss of his crew. I supposed it was because shadow man had just lost his brother. Loss of friend and enemy might feel different, but in the end, were equal.

      I heard. If what you’ve said so far is true, then I too am sorry for your loss.

      We speak only truth, Dean said. We’re sworn to protect the dragons.

      Then we might become allies. If you stand down, we will do the same.

      We’ll stand down if you guarantee our safety.

      I promise we won’t hurt you if you promise not to hurt us.

      Agreed.

      Very well.

      Without turning, Dean called out, “Stand down!” The immediate sound of weapons being holstered spoke to the dragon forcers’ trust in their leader. They hadn’t heard a word we’d exchanged—at least, I didn’t think they had.

      With his attention still directed at Dean, Rosie, and me, shadow man yelled out something in his language. Right away, the swarm of dragons overhead began to disperse and tension fled his daughter’s shoulders.

      We might just survive the day.
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      The shadow leader might have appeared to trust us, but the reality was that his trust was limited. The dragons, which had swarmed overhead, did indeed disperse—but they didn’t disappear entirely. They continued to fly at the periphery of sight, high enough that the threat of them ceased to be a constant reminder that the shadow people, and not us, were the ones with the upper hand.

      Our hundred dragon forcers were far more numerous than the two shadow people on the ground, but when each dragon possessed the strength to wipe out all of us, well, their two might as well have been thousands. It didn’t look like a single one of the dragon forcers forgot that as they milled nervously around the edge of the conference.

      If you’ll give us a few moments, their leader said to Dean and me within the recesses of our minds, my daughter and I will join you. Together we can discuss the future of our people, and discover if there is a way to work together.

      Take all the time you need, Dean said, because it was obvious what the man and his daughter wanted the time for. The leader was already moving toward where his brother lay. I imagined they would load him onto the back of one of the dragons and direct the dragon to fly his body home.

      Come on, Dean said only to me. Let’s give them some space. Besides, I’m sure the forcers are anxious to understand what’s happening.

      I nodded, again forgetting he couldn’t see me, and fell into step beside him. Rosie, still plastered to my thighs, was his only physical sign that I walked alongside him. This sudden ability to be able to make myself visible was messing with my mind. I was used to being invisible, to hiding in the shadows of other people’s lives. I’d never liked it, but I understood it. I’d lived in a box of my own limitations for so long that they felt oddly... comforting. Being seen was something still fresh and decidedly uncomfortable, and I found myself forgetting whether people could see me or couldn’t. I felt disoriented and just barely in my body, whatever form it chose to take.

      Dean suddenly stopped walking, and I bumped into him. “What is it?” I asked.

      He reached out to grab my arm. I tensed, preparing for him to miss, but he didn’t. He clutched at my bicep. “Don’t worry about all the changes you’re undergoing.” Even though he spoke aloud, he spoke only for me. “I understand how it might feel disorienting. In time, it’ll start feeling natural, and you’ll start appreciating all the abilities you possess that others don’t.”

      I took in his bright green sincere eyes, and tried not to fret about that fact that he seemed to be, once more, reading my thoughts. I could tell he truly wanted to help me, and if he was invading my thoughts, it was only with that purpose in mind—I was pretty certain.

      “I feel that these shadow people will come to understand us,” he continued. “They don’t trust us fully yet, that much is clear.” He flicked his gaze momentarily upward. “But I wouldn’t trust us fully if I were them either. It doesn’t mean they won’t. We need to be cautious, but I believe it’s safe for you to become visible again—if you desire it.”

      A curious look crossed his face then that I didn’t understand, and it passed before I could figure it out. He said, “The forcers might prefer it if you become visible. For now.”

      It was only then that my gaze reached beyond Dean and saw the stares that seemed to be trying very hard to peg me and my location. They didn’t look hostile, but some did look accusatory, and I realized some of them believed I owed them an explanation. Even though I didn’t owe any of them anything—the only ones I owed anything at all were my siblings and Rosie—it would be easier if I explained. Besides, the forcers meant well. They’d joined the Dragon Force to help the Ooba. At a time of so much upheaval, it seemed unfair to blame them for feeling betrayed that I could do something without their knowledge. Maybe. I wasn’t sure what to think anymore, really, and I suddenly just felt tired. Tired of it all. And the day had so much more of it to go before I could put an end to it and rest.

      Dean resumed walking, and I followed. As usual, I did what I needed to do because no better path opened up for me.

      As Dean moved toward the forcers, they moved toward us. The path we’d chosen was narrow, and so the tamers and charmers crowded close together so they could hear whatever Dean had to say.

      Before Dean had even stopped, Yoon asked, “What’s going on?”

      “The shadow leader has agreed to talk with us.”

      “Really? When she just killed one of them?”

      “Hey!” Rane growled. “She didn’t kill anyone, not on purpose, anyway. And she is my sister, so watch your words.”

      “You’re just a pipsqueak, just like she is, so you’d better watch your words, not the other way around.” Yoon puffed out his chest, and I was grateful several forcers stood between him and my brother.

      “That’s enough of that,” Dean snapped, putting both the charmer and Rane in their place. “Rane, Anira, and Traya are Alden’s children, and Shean’s siblings, don’t you ever forget that. For Alden alone, we owe them great respect. But besides that, you know better, Yoon. No matter what rank a person holds among the force, we treat them like brothers, or sisters.”

      “Sure I know that,” Yoon said, sounding very much like he didn’t know it at all. “But her actions might lead us all to our deaths.”

      “Anira isn’t leading anyone to their deaths. And dammit, Yoon, you know better. You saw what happened with your two eyes, didn’t you? She didn’t condemn us, she interfered to save us, to save me. No one could have anticipated that the dragon would kill its rider. We didn’t even know they had riders, by the oasis. We’ve never managed to ride them.” Just then, it sounded like Dean was exceptionally put out that none of them had ever managed to ride one when the shadow people seemed to do so effortlessly. When he continued, he’d tucked that frustration away again. “She did what any of us would’ve done.”

      “None of us can do what she did,” Yoon said, and I couldn’t tell if what laced his voice was resentment, fear, or something else.

      “Then with more reason you should treat her with respect.” This time, Shula was the one to rise to my defense, and she wasn’t nearly as soft in her reprimand. “All of us deserve respect in the force,” she said, though it sounded as if she wasn’t sure whether Yoon ultimately did or not, and I suspected it was far from the first time she and Yoon had disagreed about things. And I’d never trusted him; his admiration of Pumpoo felt too genuine, no matter what Dean said.

      “Well it would help if we could see her,” Yoon bit out.

      “And why should she show herself when you’re so ready to condemn her?” Rane challenged.

      “That’s enough,” Dean said. I was relieved that he didn’t sound particularly angry at Rane for defending me. “The shadow leader is open to conferring with us, but that will go away in a flash if we don’t show him that we’re to be trusted. If I were him, I wouldn’t trust a foreign people who seem to have so much disagreement among their ranks.”

      “I wasn’t disagreeing with you—” Yoon started.

      “I know, but he won’t. We only have moments before they’re ready for us, and I’m sure you have questions.”

      When no one said anything, Dean said, “We can talk with them through our minds.”

      “We?” Shula asked.

      “We, as in Anira and me.”

      Yoon and a few of the others shot accusatory glares in my direction, but the rest of them looked only curious.

      “The man appears to be the leader of the shadow people, or at the very least he seems to hold some authority in their tribe. The girl is his daughter. The dead man, his brother.”

      “His brother?” Yoon’s glare intensified.

      “Aye, and he seems to have accepted both our apologies and condolences for the man’s unfortunate death.”

      Yoon’s eyes burned, and I couldn’t understand how Dean’s trust in the man could run so deep.

      “He qualifies that they don’t command the dragons, but rather it’s a relationship of mutual respect that allow the dragons to follow their wishes.”

      “Fascinating,” Shula said.

      “Indeed, and there’s a great deal we can learn from these people.”

      “If they allow us to live after what she did—”

      “Enough, Yoon,” Dean said, and the man pursed his lips shut, a sullen look dripping down his bitter features. “I’ll have no more of that. It’s the opposite of the energy we need to be holding right now. These people seem to understand energy likely better than we do. They’ll undoubtedly feel what’s going on over here. What you do and say is just as important as what Anira did.” After Dean had sufficiently drilled that point into Yoon, he swept his sharp eyes across the rest of them. It was a warning, and everyone there seemed to understand that.

      “The man has told us that Pumpoo came to their people and told them that we were harming the dragons. Like us, they consider themselves protectors of the dragons. Even though he didn’t say it explicitly, I believe that the man who murdered three of our own believed he was defending the dragons.”

      “That bastard!” Shula said.

      “Aye, well, I’m sure we all agree that there are many choice insults that our former ‘leader’ deserves. The good news is that the shadow people didn’t believe what he said without suspicion. It is that suspicion which convinced the leader to speak with us. That and Anira’s relationship to Rosie. Seeing Anira interact with this dragonling was the ultimate factor that convinced the shadow man that what Pumpoo told them might very well be lies. For no people who intend to harm dragons would go to such lengths to protect one of the dragonkind’s rejects. And no dragonling would cling to one of us in such a way if she didn’t have a profound trust in us. So, Yoon, you see, Anira might be the one factor that allows the shadow people to consider becoming our allies.”

      Yoon crossed his arms over his chest. “I don’t trust anyone I can’t even see.”

      His comment could apply as readily to the shadow people as it did to me, but I realized exactly whom he meant if for. So did Dean, who said to me, Don’t allow him to bully you. Resume your visibility only if you want to, not because he needles you into it.

      For everyone else’s benefit, Dean said, “Anira’s gift is not to be feared. Her unique abilities are most likely linked to her ability to connect to faithum so readily and powerfully. Her ability to achieve invisibility to sight is a magical power, and the wise person would accept—and admire it—as such.”

      Was it just me, or had Dean just insulted Yoon? From the sudden twinkle in Rane’s rich brown eyes, he thought he had.

      “I’d like to learn more about how she does it,” a woman’s voice I recognized called from the crowd. It took me a few seconds, but I finally spotted Peachy, hidden by Brute’s massive shoulders. Her voice was friendly.

      “I think it’s amazing that she can do that,” Boom said, his clear voice traveling across the distance between us with ease.

      “Show us how you do it, girl,” Scar said, any of his usual gruffness completely absent, reminding me that the Alpha Team had my back, no matter what the circumstances.

      It took no more than a passing thought that I was safe enough in their company, despite jerks like Yoon, to become visible. A tingle sprang to life in my chest’s center, and whisked across my limbs, traveling as fast as a dragon’s fire.

      They might have suspected it was coming, but it didn’t dampen their gasps in the least when I fully materialized in front of a hundred dragon forcers.

      When Boom and Crush started hooting and hollering, many more of them joined in, as if we weren’t in the middle of nowhere, barely safe from a shadow people we knew next to nothing about.

      It reminded me that the dragon forcers had learned to live life to its fullest, to enjoy whatever moments life gifted them, because life was fleeting and mined with dangers. We only have the present moment, and it’s entirely up to us what we do with it.

      For the first time in my entire life, I relaxed into myself with hundreds of eyes boring into me. I stood tall and confident, even if that confidence felt borrowed.

      I caught Rane and Traya’s eyes on me, and I smiled at them. It’d been a long time since their smiles had seemed so brilliant, and I drew on their trust in a brighter future to bolster my own.
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      “Dean,” Shula said, interrupting the drawn-out moment in which every single tamer and charmer stared at me. Resisting my desire to squirm beneath their scrutiny was taxing. I wasn’t used to being seen, and it seemed as if the stares penetrated my flesh to see the wildly pounding heart beneath. When Shula spoke, I swiveled my attention to her even before Dean did, hoping the rest would follow my lead.

      “What is it?” he said, his eyes fixed on his second in command.

      “Look behind you.”

      Every person there, including me, turned to see what the usually quiet Shula pointed out. Relief tingled across my chest, and I felt as if I could finally take a deep breath.

      “What are we looking for?” a voice I didn’t recognize asked.

      “Over there,” she said. “Behind that rock.”

      “What rock—?” But the voice stopped in mid sentence.

      Behind a rock, the shadow leader and his daughter bent over the body of their relative. But they weren’t mourning him—although the tracks along the girl’s cheeks suggested that she had. Her father’s face was stoic and intent, and his hands extended over his brother’s body.

      That deep breath I’d managed to take would have to sustain me, because suddenly I felt as if I couldn’t breathe. The man was doing faithum, what he’d called magic. He had to be.

      After a lifetime of being told that faithum was forbidden for its danger, as if it were a filthy, evil thing only the most depraved among the Ooba people would want to touch, these two shadow people worked with it as if it were a natural extension of themselves.

      I barely blinked, I didn’t want to miss a second of what he was doing—there, out in the open, in front of all of us.

      He must have felt the hundreds of gazes on him, but he didn’t acknowledge them. It was hard to see exactly what he was doing, his body wavering in and out of shadow, but I managed to see enough—enough to fill my body with hope. To flutter with excitement at all the potential I hadn’t even grasped yet.

      The shadow man passed his open palms across the body of his brother several times, as his brother’s body were a flame, and he needed to warm his hands. But that’s when his motions lost all familiarity.

      He began moving his hands across his brother’s shell so quickly that I no longer could see the specifics of his motions. His hands melded with his brother, with the rocky ground behind him, as if he and everything that surrounded him were part of one greater whole.

      I startled when a clapping sound swept across the distance between us. I thought the man had brought his palms together, but I wasn’t sure. I inched closer, drawn to him and his magic, though it wasn’t enough to bring what he did into focus.

      I didn’t turn to look, but I sensed the rapt attention of the Ooba forcers. Like me, they’d never seen anything like this before. They wouldn’t have. The shadow man was doing what Pumpoo would have condemned us for—an automatic death sentence.

      A glow sprang to life between the man’s palms. It was small at first, as if he’d captured the sun and shrunken it. But as he spread his palms wider apart, and the orange glow illuminated all the secrets of his shadow flesh, I saw him well for the first time.

      He looked much like his brother, with similar hair and bottomless eyes as dark as night. His skin was a dark, warm brown, several shades darker than our own, designed to blend into the shadows.

      The orange glow grew. Its edges became as defined as the man himself, continuing to reveal the secrets the shadows usually hid. A warm orange showed the man and girl naked except for small scraps of clothing that barely concealed breasts and groin. Like most of the forcers, they were barefoot, all tight flesh and elongated muscle—the bodies of people attuned to Origins and its ways. People who tore across the ground as only those who felt part of it could.

      Oddly, even though I stood among my people, I felt drawn to the shadow man and girl, as if they too were my people. It made no sense, but the sensation was too strong to ignore. Something joined me to them that had to run beneath appearances.

      The orange glow continued to grow between his palms, until it coalesced into something defined. What before had looked like a swirling mass of energy, one without borders, which seemed as if it might never be contained within a defined form, settled into something fixed.

      The man held a big, solid-looking ball of continually swirling orange between his hands when his daughter began to sing. She closed her eyes, and appeared to sing to the sun above us, as wolves howled to the moon.

      The distance between us did nothing to dampen the keening sounds, the ones that spoke of deep loss, of heartbreak, and of the eventual mending of hearts. I experienced her pain as my own, as if her loss was mine, as if I’d known this man all along.

      Her voice was haunting yet filled with hope, apparent contradictions that combined into an aching beauty. It was as if she sang to me, and no one else was there.

      My eyes trained on the ball of magic, eager to see what the shadow man intended to do with it, until I could no longer resist the pull of the girl’s call.

      I took a single step closer, then another, and a third.

      Dean grabbed my arm, his eyes questioning. I looked back at him. Whatever filled my eyes was enough to convince him to let my arm go.

      He dropped it, and I continued my solitary walk. The hot rock beneath the soles of my feet, the dirt that slithered between my toes, the stretching of my calves—it all faded into the background. The heat of the sun on my skin faded until all I felt was how her words brought my skin to life in a way I’d never experienced before.

      My eyes blurred until I no longer saw the forms of man and daughter, nor the shell of their relative spread out on the ground in front of them. Whatever shape their shadows had achieved melted into colors as bright as the ball the man held between his hands.

      Form dissolved into its parts, and an awareness far in the back of my mind signaled that this must be the energy that Dean spoke of but hadn’t seen himself. The shadow people glowed. The energy—or perhaps faithum—which comprised them vibrated, never still, the energy of life continually transitioning into something else, never dying.

      I kept on walking toward them with enough lack of awareness to ignore whatever caution I might have otherwise felt at approaching a people we knew next to nothing about. I sensed whispers coming from my people behind me, but they were too weak to reach me where I was.

      I moved—seeing and not seeing—seeing beyond what I’d ever seen before.

      The girl’s melody rippled across my skin, burrowing beneath it, resonating beyond the definition of this body.

      When I reached them, they didn’t look up. The girl’s song escalated as it slid into a crescendo of haunting, delicate sounds. I wanted her singing never to stop, yet I knew the end was coming.

      I squatted next to her and put my hands out, palms forward, just as her father did. I didn’t look at them any more than they looked to me. It wasn’t necessary.

      An energy began to grow between my palms, as if the sun were rising between them. I watched it expand with unfocused eyes, as if it were the most natural thing in this world. Its energy swirled in continuous motion, never defining itself.

      And when the song drew to a close, its final sounds spreading across the ground, across the empty shell in front of us, expanding until it faded, and its energy transitioned into something else, her father released the ball he’d formed.

      Without any notion of what I was doing, I released the squirming ball I’d collected.

      The father’s magic hit his brother’s body first. Seconds later, my faithum joined his. The body trembled, then its edges, which had shed its shadows in death, dissolved. The body faded until there was nothing left to it.

      It merged with the light and drifted upward until I lost sight of it in the bright sunshine.

      The girl reached a hand to clasp mine. I blinked, coming to sudden awareness. What have I done? I thought, like a sleepwalker who woke with a start.

      You’ve honored us by joining us to send off my uncle. The girl’s voice was as melodic in my mind as it had been in song.

      I met her dark brown eyes, almost black, tremulously. Her smile was encouraging, and I dared to offer her a meek one of my own.

      Then Rane shook up my energy. He raced to me, his body vibrating with alarm and concern for me. Anira, he said, are you all right?

      The shadow man and his daughter trained every bit of their attention on Rane and me, traveling back and forth.

      You’re twins, the man’s voice reached into me like little more than the awed whisper it was meant to be.

      Rane and I looked up, shocked. There was no place we could hide from our secret now.
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      The denial of what we were hung on Rane’s lips; I knew it, because it did on mine too. But how could we deny what was so plain to the eye?

      I looked to my twin, but he didn’t return my questioning gaze. His eyes were pinned on the shadow man across from him, the one who had the power to decide our fate. Rane stared as if the man were a wild animal, to whom Rane had to prove his worthiness to avoid attack.

      I felt the girl’s eyes land on me, but I didn’t acknowledge her. I was terrified to break the connection between my twin and me, afraid of what he might do to protect me.

      Finally, when I could no longer stand the tension, Rane crouched closer and leaned his head against mine. He whispered between our minds as softly as he could manage it, proof of his desperation as I’d already told him the shadow man could communicate through thoughts, and the process had never been as easy between Rane and me as it was with Dean.

      He said, Run and don’t look back. Hide until I find you.

      Rane’s words, little more than a caress despite their panic, arrived as he’d intended. I wanted to tell him he was out of his mind if he thought I was going to run off and leave him, Traya, and Rosie here alone. Rosie, I thought, then stopped myself. When I’d walked away, I’d forgotten about her, affected as I was by the girl’s song.

      I pulled back from Rane far enough so he could focus on my face, which apparently looked exactly like his, and was about to deliver us a death sentence. I smiled tightly, and through my smile I tried to convey all I was thinking. I clamped down on my mind—hard—forcing myself not to give anything away. For once, my mind obeyed, and it went blank—or maybe that was due to the loud pulsing of blood through my head that overwhelmed most everything else.

      I arranged my features into what I imagined might say, Are you out of your mind, Rane? I’m not going anywhere if it means abandoning you. We’re twins. We’ll face whatever comes together, as we’re meant to.

      It was immediately obvious that Rane either didn’t understand what I meant to convey, or he didn’t care. He clinched a hand around my bicep and squeezed, pushing me to stand. I resisted, of course, while attempting not to let on for our audience of shadow father and daughter. Rane squeezed harder, and I did my best not to wince.

      Rosie chose that moment to come bounding over to me. She licked my cheek, wagged her tail, and plopped happily across my knees; her weight made them dig into the hard ground, but I didn’t move an inch.

      “Get up,” Rane said to Rosie, his eyes still pinned on the man he considered a threat.

      “Leave her, Rane,” I said. “She’s all right.”

      Rane growled in frustration, a low sound, which rumbled deep in his chest.

      “It’s all right, girl,” I said to Rosie. “You stay with me.” The shadow man had said they protected dragons, and it was clear that’s what I was doing. Or maybe they’d just take Rosie with them, and protect her themselves. I slid Rosie down my knees a bit and bent over to embrace her. I pressed my chest against her, she looked up at me questioningly. She must feel my heart thumping. “Shh,” I whispered to her, and kissed her head, still silky soft with unformed scales. “It’ll be fine.”

      I dared to look at the shadow man. I raised my eyebrows in question, the ones that could speak for me now that I was visible.

      Why do you fear us? he asked. We’ve said we would like to speak with you, not kill you.

      You don’t intend to harm us? I asked, incredulity loaded with a lifetime of knowing that if anyone saw me I was dead, along with everyone I cared about.

      Why on O would we want to harm you?

      Because of who we are.... The man had just said we were twins, but I wasn’t about to be the one to emphasize the point. It was as obvious as it was dangerous.

      The man looked at me with such bewilderment, that I turned to the girl. Her expression was as confused as her father’s. I looked to Rane. He didn’t know what to make of it either, but he scooted as close to me as he could, circling his arm around my shoulder.

      Clearly, I was missing something. Maybe if I changed topics, maybe they’d just forget they were staring at twins. Yeah, that’s sure to work, Anira, I thought before I remembered, and would have laughed at the stupidity of it all if I hadn’t been so nervous.

      So... I started. What was that we just, uh, did? With your brother, I mean. The one I killed. Dang, I sure knew how to bring things back around to dangerous topics. I resisted the urge to shrink into myself, and waited.

      That was magic, the man said, as if doing magic were the most natural thing to do on all of Origins. Surely you know that, you did it too.

      “Are you hearing what he’s saying in your head?” I asked Rane, knowing the shadow man and girl didn’t understand our spoken language.

      “Aye, but don’t be rude.”

      He meant, don’t keep speaking in a language they don’t understand, because that’s disrespectful. As if glaring at the man hadn’t been impolite. But my brother wasn’t bothered by his contradictions; he did it all with a mind to protect me. I wouldn’t blame him for that.

      What, exactly, did I do? I asked, trying to cover up for any interpreted rudeness.

      The shadow man studied me for a long time. Finally, he said, You’re serious.

      Aye.

      But you did magic, how can you not know what you did?

      I sensed Dean and Shula approaching, but kept my attention on the man who spoke to me. Our former chieftain, Pumpoo, whom you’ve met, forbade faithum, er, magic. No one among our people was allowed to work with magic in any way.

      Or what?

      Or he’d order us executed. The answer arrived quickly. I knew exactly what he’d do because he’d done it before. Pumpoo hadn’t hesitated to eliminate faithum from the Ooba people. He’d done it as if he were eliminating a deadly disease.

      I sensed the man and girl’s shock ripple across the small space, which separated us when Dean and Shula arrived. They were careful to circle the patch of ground where the body of the shadow man’s brother had laid, even though there was no sign of anything now—not even a singe mark. Dean and Shula crouched on the other side, opposite Rane, completing a haphazard circle.

      Is everything well here? Dean asked. His words were gentle in my mind, but I felt their strength. If things weren’t well, Dean was prepared to do whatever was necessary to fix them.

      Aye, everything is well, though my daughter and I are confused.

      About?

      How this girl here can do magic, but claims she doesn’t know what she’s doing. How she tells me that your people were forbidden from doing magic on penalty of death.

      It’s true. The man, who infiltrated your people, deceived ours for a very long time. During more than a millennia, he plotted to build his own power at the harm of our people.

      So your people do not have access to magic, beyond what this girl knows?

      There are only a handful of us who defied the chieftain to explore magic anyway. But what we can do is limited, only what we’ve been able to explore on our own.

      Even though I hadn’t noticed the man and his daughter speaking, he said, My daughter and I trust you. We’ll take you back to our village. There your men and women can rest while we talk.

      Just like that? Rane said. He intended the question only for me, but the shadow man answered. Far from it, he said. We don’t trust outsiders lightly, which is why we haven’t fully trusted your former chieftain.

      Then why trust us? Rane said.

      As we already said, your sister has convinced us. If a dragon trusts her, so do we.

      Besides, the man said as he stood, we’ve been waiting for you for a very long time.

      My heart thudded out one terrifying word. Waiting? I understood what he must mean before he answered.

      For you and your brother. We’ve been waiting for twins to arrive for longer than I’ve been alive.
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      I’d tried never to imagine what might happen if the relationship between Rane and I were ever discovered. I’d envisioned scenes where the two of us ran across town, until the villagers caught and delivered us to Pumpoo, after which we’d die a long and painful death for daring to be what was most forbidden to the Ooba.

      Not once had I imagined the discovery of a race of people that would actually want twins.

      I didn’t need to look at Rane to figure out what he was feeling. His shock and bewilderment filtered across the division of our bodies, and I experienced his shock as intensely as my own.

      I startled when the shadow girl touched my arm. I hadn’t noticed her drawing around the circle to my side. Up close, I could make out her face better. It continued to swirl and move among the shadows, which concealed her skin, but it was easier to get a feeling for her expressions. I thought she was smiling in entreaty, offering herself in friendship, perhaps. Come with me. You’ll be safe, I promise. None of my people will want to harm you for being twins.

      All right, I stuttered. I moved my feet under me and stood, but my movements seemed as if they were another person’s, not my own. When I reached a hand to pet Rosie, it was as if I were watching someone else do it.

      Rane looped an arm through mine, and stuck to me like adhesive. The girl looped an arm through my free one—quite a bold move—and Rosie bumped against my legs as I started to move. It felt as if Rane and the girl were carrying me along in a dream. For all I knew, they might have been. My brain was lagging. I couldn’t quite manage to process all that was happening.

      I hope you don’t mind my freedoms, the girl said.

      Your... freedoms?

      She lifted our joined arms. Ah, the liberty she was taking in assuming I’d want her this close.

      Your song is what led me to do magic. Whatever magic I’d done. I felt you. It wasn’t a direct response to her comment, but she seemed to understand what I meant, what my foggy mind had spit out.

      Good. I thought it would be all right. I felt you too.

      I wasn’t surprised. Her song had been... something incredible.

      I’m Luma.

      When I didn’t say anything, she looked across my body to Rane.

      I’m Rane. This is Anira.

      Luma already knew my name, I thought. She hadn’t known Rane’s.

      It is my honor to meet you both. All three of you, really. Rosie isn’t the first dragonling I’ve seen, but I’ve never been this close to one before. Even with as much as the dragons trust us, they don’t allow us near their young for the most part—except for my cousin.

      I thought I might have sensed a bit of resentment there, but I couldn’t be sure. I wasn’t sure of much of anything just then. It was a miracle I was moving at all.

      I sensed another voice in my head. Don’t worry, Anira. These people won’t hurt you, I won’t let them. Shula. I hadn’t realized Shula could speak in my mind, and with so much ease, but then, I didn’t suppose it should surprise me. Dean respected and trusted her. Undoubtedly, she was far more extraordinary than I realized.

      I nodded, assuming Shula would understand I was thanking her... or something. It was all a fog, too much of one, actually. After a lifetime of fearing the worst, when it finally arrived, it seemed the shock of it might kill me before anyone else had the chance.

      I suddenly grasped the fact that we’d rejoined the blue and green dragons, who waited for the man and Luma to return. The forcers were close, but none approached. I noticed Traya at the front of them, but I could offer her no more than a shaky, blurry smile. I doubted it did much to reassure her, but it was all I had.

      The world swirled. The trees at the side vibrated and blurred. Luma’s skin, wrapped around my arm, fluttered in and out of my vision. Even Rane, who’d been a solid presence my entire life, faded in and out of my reality.

      “Something’s happening,” I said. My words were slurred, my tongue thick and unwieldy.

      I sensed words crossing my mind, just beyond my awareness. They were mind talking, but I was no longer able to extract meaning from the words.

      My knees grew weak. Rane and Luma held me up, Rosie pressed against my thighs, as if the little one were trying to lend me whatever strength she had.

      Rane’s grip tightened so much it hurt, and he swiveled his head from me to those behind me. Who were they again? I’d forgotten. Rane’s concern slipped away from me until I no longer felt it.

      The tips of my fingers tingled. Then my lips and eyeballs grew numb. My vision blurred and wavered.

      Nausea rose up my throat, swift and unforgiving, like a wave of the ocean that pounded and churned relentlessly. I’d never experienced the ocean, but I’d heard stories, and I imagined this was what it must feel like to have so little control over one’s existence.

      I closed my eyes against the dizzying sight they took in, and then I was being lifted in the air. Either that, or I was falling; I wasn’t certain I could tell the difference between the two.

      I definitely wasn’t falling. I was floating. No one held me anymore.

      Was I dying? Was this what it felt like when our minds no longer occupied our bodies? At least if I died here then Luma’s pa could do that nice magic where he’d send me on from my body, to join magic, or light, or whatever it was—something pretty. Something like that would be nice for my final moments on Origins.

      Don’t you die on me.

      Where’d that come from? Ah, Rane. So I was dying. A sudden sorrow for leaving my twin behind racked through my body, but it didn’t take hold. I wasn’t as sad that I was dying as I was that I’d force Rane to live a life without me. I didn’t know what that might do to a twin, but it wouldn’t be pleasant, and Rane didn’t deserve that.

      I wanted to reassure him, but I couldn’t find the focus to do it. Besides, I wouldn’t have my last moments with him be a lie.

      Rane’s energy separated from mine, and I prepared for the end. I couldn’t make sense how it had arrived so quickly, but it had.

      The sun was bright. Even against my closed eyelids, a warm orange filtered through.

      My arms and legs hung limply downward. My long braid hung loose and free, just as my eternality soon would. I wondered if the shadow people believed in the eternality, which lived on beyond the body. Maybe they had another name for it, another explanation. I wished for the chance to ask, but it wasn’t necessary. I’d learn it all for myself soon enough.

      Then all movement stopped. I lay against something solid and tough. I tried to touch with my fingers, but the tips tingled too much to make sense of the slick feel of... scales. Perhaps dragons welcome our eternalities into the afterlife since we’re dragon protectors.

      I sensed someone next to me. Not Rane, not Traya, not Dean or Shula. Rosie? No. Luma? Maybe.

      Arms held me, lips whispered, and then whatever understanding I’d had of what was happening shattered—utterly and completely. Every single one of my efforts was directed toward keeping my intestines inside me, my brain from plopping out of my head, and my teeth from chomping off my tongue.

      I squinched my eyes shut against the sudden wind. Tears leaked, until the harsh air dried them before they could drip.

      I tried to hang on for my life, but it was fleeing. So I let go of the fight, and allowed life and death to do what they always did. Whether I lived or died was up to them... or something. Not me, that was for sure. My body released all tension, and I melted.
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      When I finally came to, I knew right away I’d been out for a long time. My mouth was dry, my head next to impossible to lift, and every limb leaden.

      I shifted and realized I was laying in some kind of bed, though the bed felt nothing like the one Rane and I shared back home. It was firmer and rougher than what I was used to, though it’d done nothing to impede my rest. I felt as if I’d slept for days.

      I opened my eyes and startled just a bit, though really I shouldn’t have been surprised to find Rane’s face hovering over mine, peering at me. “Oh thank the oasis,” he said. “I was so worried about you, Nir. You’ve been sleeping forever.”

      I smiled as much as I could manage. My brother was no more patient than I was. The wait must have been torment.

      Umph. The air was knocked out from me. “Rosie,” I said, trying to bat her away. She licked at my face and wagged her tail; the combination of movements made her whole body waggle as she tried—unsuccessfully—to climb on the bed.

      “It’s all right, girl. I’m here.” I placed my hand on her head and tried to calm her. “It’s lovely to see your squirmy, scrunchy face.”

      I looked from her to Rane.  “It’s—” I stopped to clear my throat. “It’s good to see you too. I missed your handsome face.”

      He grinned. “I primped just for you, didn’t you notice?”

      I chuckled so softly that only someone as connected to me as Rane would hear. “Not really. Your primping skills must be going soft since Yana hasn’t been around.”

      I predicted that he’d rise to my ribbing, but instead his face fell. “I have no idea when I’ll see her again.” The if that went along with that statement hung in the air as heavily as the fog from my prolonged sleep.

      “You’ll see her again,” I said, even though, of course, I couldn’t guarantee that he would. I reached for his hand clumsily. He grasped mine. “You scared me, Nir.” Rane piled a whole heap of concern in that one short sentence. Guilt pinged at me, but I wasn’t sure what I should feel guilty for.

      “What happened?” I asked, running a hand along Rosie’s head. I didn’t have much more in me than that, but I needed to do something to calm the dragonling who seemed as if she was ready to crawl out of her forming scales for the joy of seeing me awake.

      “I don’t really know. You just... passed out. You started acting all wobbly, like you’d had too much to drink, and then, poof, you were down.”

      “Why though?”

      He shrugged, but the nonchalance didn’t reach his eyes. “The shadow guy thinks it was an aftereffect of all the magic you used. Helping him send off his brother, well, according to him that process uses a whole lot of faithum. You’re sending an eternality on to a specific place.”

      “What place?”

      “I asked Luma, because I wanted to know too, and all she said was the place where the eternality belongs. Something about light and faithum, that the eternality deserves to join its essence, I don’t know.”

      “All right... So I used more faithum than usual—”

      “Which isn’t saying a lot when our supposed chieftain forbade us from ever exploring it.”

      “Right. So it was just too much for me to use.”

      “I don’t think the shadow guy was suggesting it was too much for you to work with, just that it was a lot for someone who wasn’t used to it.” He let a beat pass. “I think you can probably do a lot more than what you already did.”

      “I think so too,” I said, before I could wonder where the response came from. It just felt... right.

      “I think I can do a lot of what you can.” Rane wasn’t timid, especially not with me. He rarely sounded shy, but he did then.

      “Of course you can, Rane. Whatever I can do, certainly you can too.”

      “But you’re the only one who can become invisible. Or visible, it’s kind of hard to keep track of who the normal you is anymore.”

      Tell me about it. “But we’re twins, Rane. Twins. Just because I’m the only one of us who becomes invisible doesn’t mean you aren’t capable of doing it as well. It actually makes a whole lot of sense that you and I would be able to do the same things. Maybe you can turn invisible too and we just don’t know it yet.”

      He stared at me. “I never thought of that.”

      “That’s why you should leave the thinking to the twin who does it best.”

      Fast as a Vikas viper, he reached out and slapped me against the thigh.

      “Ouch!” I said. It was all for effect. He hadn’t hurt me. Rosie turned to glare at him, though the effect was more comical than scary. Rosie’s features were simply too soft and round to have the effect a normal dragon would.

      “I’m so sorry, Nir, I wasn’t thinking. I forgot that you’re hurt, I just reacted like we always do.”

      I debated allowing him to wallow in his mislaid guilt for a moment, but the truth was, he didn’t deserve that, not even in jest. “You didn’t hurt me. I was just playing with you.”

      “Aw, Nir,” he said, sitting back. I noticed for the first time he was sitting on a stool that he’d drawn near my bed. From the look of him, he’d been there the entire time I slept.

      “What your slap did do, however, was show me how much I have to pee. Help me up, will you?”

      Immediately he stood and leaned over me. “How much help do you need? Want me to hook my hands under your arms?”

      “For now, I think yes.”

      He started sitting me up. “You know, I was kind of waiting to see if you’d pee the bed. I figured, as the days passed, you’d have to.”

      “And you sound like you would’ve enjoyed that far too much.”

      He chuckled. “I had to find ways to occupy my time.”

      “Let me rest for a sec.” I leaned against a cold wall behind my back. I was relieved to see that while I was visible, I was dressed beneath the thin blanket that covered my body. “How long was I sleeping?”

      “Almost two full days.” All the play was gone from his voice. He’d been worried, as I would have been.

      “I’m so sorry I worried you.”

      “Aye, me too.” He ran a hand across a tired face. “It was nerve racking, not knowing what was going to happen to you.”

      “But you knew I’d wake up.” When he hesitated, I added, “You knew that, right? I wouldn’t leave you.”

      “I knew you wouldn’t leave me if you had a choice, but Nir, it didn’t look as if you did. I mean, you didn’t even wake up when you rode the dragon.”

      I’d been in the middle of scooting toward the edge of the bed. “I did what?”

      For the first time since I woke, a bit of the usual liveliness twinkled across his eyes. “Aye, here’s my sister, my secret twin, and she’s the first in our entire people’s history to ride a, what, people of the Ooba tribe? Oh that’s right, a dragon, and she isn’t even awake for the experience.”

      “You’re kidding me.”

      “Not even a tiny bit.”

      “Damn.” Then I started laughing. “Only I would ride a dragon and not know it.” I choked on my own laughter, and asked for water.

      When I finally stopped choking, he said, “Aye, only you.” But the way he said it was full of the affection we had for each other despite all our ribbing. “I’m not sure you can take all that much pride in being the first dragon rider of our people. It seems like you should at least remember the moment.”

      “Not only that, but I can’t imagine I deserve much of the credit for charming the dragon enough to let me ride it. Who took me on the dragon?”

      “Luma. You rode the green dragon, and get this, Nir. The green dragon is a girl. Not only did you ride a dragon, but you rode a she dragon.”

      “Damn.”

      “That’s right. Double damn. You rode the fiercest of all dragons and you don’t even remember the ride.” Then he really started laughing as if he might never stop.

      I smiled at first, but then scowled. “I hope some of that laughter is mixed in with relief for your twin’s well-being.”

      “Of course it is, of course,” but he wasn’t convincing.

      I slapped at him. “Come on, get a move on. I have to go.” He helped me stand. “If I rode with Luma, am I right in thinking we’re in the village of the shadow people?”

      “You are. Once Dune realized we were twins, they welcomed us as if we were royalty.”

      “Who’s Dune?”

      “Sorry, I forget. A lot has happened since you’ve been sleeping.”

      “I thought you never left my side.”

      “Well, I did a little. I was far too curious to remain inside with your passed-out self the whole time.”

      I harrumphed and made it to the door of what looked like a small, modest hut, not entirely unlike the one my family shared back in the Ooba village. “So... who’s Dune?” I asked impatiently.

      “Luma’s father, who turns out to be the chieftain of their tribe.”

      “Of course he is. And I passed out after trying a little bit of faithum. I must have made quite the impression.”

      “You did. Just wait and see. They’re freaking out over our being twins.”

      “And the forcers? What do they have to say about it?”

      A shadow fell across Rane’s face. “There are mixed reactions about it.”

      “Let me guess. Yoon isn’t happy about it.”

      “Correct.”

      Well, Yoon can just go stub a toe.

      Rane smiled. “Indeed,” he said aloud to the thought that had apparently reached his mind. “He can stub both toes, and hard.”

      “And what of Pumpoo?”

      “He fled. Dean and Shula went after him.”

      “Alone?” I realized Dean and Shula were the best of the best, but Pumpoo was a trickster, and I’d grown fond of the insightful Dean and reserved Shula. They truly were starting to feel like family.

      “No, the entire Alpha Team went with them. So did Dune.”

      “Which means we’re left here with Yoon?”

      “And a bunch of tamers and charmers.”

      “Dean must really trust the shadow people to leave us with them like this.”

      “I think he does. And I think they deserve his trust.”

      “Tell me.”

      “I’ll do you one better. Come see. Everyone’s waiting for you to wake up.”

      “All right then,” I said, preparing myself the best way I could to meet a shadow people I knew little about, when every one of my secrets had been revealed. I breathed in whatever strength I could, leaned on my twin to borrow some of his, and took the first step outside of the hut, and toward whatever might await me in the unknown.
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      The unknown wasn’t nearly as intimidating as I’d feared it was. The shadows, which I’d always feared hid the worst, even as they concealed invisible me from my own people, resolved themselves into suggestions of friendly gestures and faces.

      There you are! Luma was the first to spot us as we emerged from the hut. As if she’d shouted the words instead of spoken them through mind waves, everyone around her turned to look at me. For someone accustomed to not being seen, I couldn’t keep from squirming at all the attention. But it wasn’t in the least bit menacing. We were complete strangers to these people, yet already I could tell they wanted to welcome us into their fold.

      I’ve been waiting forever for you to wake, haven’t I, Rane? The quiet shadow girl was anything but, her energy nearly ebullient. She bounded over to us, and Rane smiled at her.

      Wait a minute, that was the kind of smile he gave Yana, not just anybody. Was he...? One look at him told me he was into Luma. She might be a shadow person, but I wasn’t sure I could blame him. It proved impossible to make out the features of her face with any real definition—they vibrated too quickly for my eyes to make sense of them, leaving me dizzy. Still, she felt beautiful. Her energy was warm and pleasant, the kind I wanted to surround myself with all the time.

      I didn’t say anything to Rane, knowing she’d hear it too, but shelved it for later. I supported Rane in liking Luma, but I didn’t want him to suffer. Eventually, we’d have to return to our tribe. That meant leaving Luma behind.

      I wouldn’t allow Rane to go down a path that would leave him with a broken heart. We’d suffered too much loss already.

      It’s great to see you up, Luma said, and I realized suddenly that I hadn’t yet responded to her, lost to my thoughts.

      It’s good to see you, Luma. I wish I hadn’t rested as long as I did. I feel like I’ve missed out on so much. Never one to like people moving on without me, I would have liked to be a part of the initial wave of discovery.

      Oh, don’t worry about that. You haven’t missed anything you can’t still experience.

      I smiled a genuine smile at the girl, glad she was able to see it. Thank you. I appreciate it. And I really did. I had the feeling this girl and I would fast become friends—if we were given the chance.

      I was tempted to worry about what would happen to Rane and Traya now that my secret was out, but it was difficult to fall to this particular temptation. The feel of the village was light and unburdened, nothing like what it was to live among the Ooba. Though Pumpoo had been the only true rotten one among us, his presence had colored life for all. Already I was drawn to the shadow village in a way I’d never been to ours.

      Luma took the arm Rane left open, nudged Rosie behind me, and said, Come on. I’ll show you around.

      That’d be great, as long as the first stop involves relieving my bladder.

      She chuckled. You were asleep a long time. Rane, I’ll take it from here.

      Rane hesitated, searching out my eyes to see what I thought about being left alone with who, after all, was still mostly a stranger. In his eyes, I read that he trusted Luma, but it was one thing to trust her with himself; it was a greater challenge entirely to trust her with me. From the start, since we first came kicking and screaming into this world, Rane and I had balanced each other out. That was probably why only one of us had been visible. We opposed each other in just enough ways to bring true balance to our... what should I call it? Twindom?

      It’s all right, Rane, I said. I feel safe with Luma. Perhaps it was more than I should have said; I didn’t want to insult our hostess, after all. But I’d sensed that she and her father were astute, and observed far more than we gave them credit for. It seemed like a better option to acknowledge that, especially since I truly did feel safe with her. That numb edge of fear that clung to my skin, and which I’d previously attributed to a normal self-defense mechanism, was absent. I realized the cause of my fear had been Pumpoo and the tentacles he wove throughout the Ooba tribe.

      Rane, always connected to me, surely sensed the ease too. All right. But don’t be long. I waited for days for you to wake up. I don’t intend to wait much longer to talk to you.

      And oh did we have lots to talk about. Lots and lots. I’ll return to you soon, I promise.

      All right. Be careful, he said, and I thought it was no more than a remnant of the way we’d been raised—in constant fear of repercussions.

      Rane watched Luma lead me away, with Rosie close behind. Right before we took a corner that would remove us from sight, I turned and smiled at him, attempting to convey my tranquility. I did feel guilty for having worried him while I slept.

      The moment Luma pulled me from view, her smile dropped, and she picked up the pace, nearly dragging me.

      Not so fast. I just woke up, and I still feel weak.

      Luma continued to pull me along. I figured you would, but we can’t afford you to be weak right now.

      What are you talking about? I thought we were safe here, and my feelings about things are usually right.

      Your feelings might be right, but they aren’t sensitive enough yet. You need to train your intuition to feel what I feel.

      I waited for her to explain while I allowed her to drag me into the forest that edged the large clearing that housed their people. When she didn’t, I said, I don’t understand what’s going on. Please explain.

      There’s no time.

      What do you mean ‘there’s no time?’ And if there isn’t, then we should have Rane here with us. And Traya. I felt bad that I always thought of Rane before I did my graceful, older sister, but it’s how it was.

      Luma kept pulling. I planted my feet. She was stronger than me in my current state, but I could still make it plenty difficult for her. Look Luma, I like you, and I do trust you even though I barely know you. But I won’t take another step forward until you at least clue me in a little to what’s going on.

      She pulled. I barely budged. Fine. She turned to face me, and I could make out the concern that flitted across her constantly moving features, pleasant except for the worry.

      Oh no. What is it?

      There are those that plot against you and Rane.

      Of course there are, I said, assuming sarcasm carried across mental channels. There have been, even before we were born. Anxiety hit me like a wave. Suddenly, the strength I’d been lacking gave me what I needed to resist Luma and move in the opposite direction—back toward the clearing, back toward my twin.

      No, not now. We’ll get Rane in a bit. Right now, it can’t look suspicious. Pretend we’re just two girls finding a private place to pee.

      I hesitated.

      Trust me. I will help you. I know my people better than you do. I think I might even know your people better than you do. I understand magic in a way you don’t yet. Let me help you.

      I looked behind me, in the direction of my twin, and back at her.

      I’m acting on my father’s orders.

      I wasn’t big on orders, but for some reason that cinched the deal for me. I trusted Luma, and I trusted her father. I’d connected to both of them as we’d sent off the man I killed in a way new to my people. I hadn’t realized it at the time, but I’d accessed enough faithum to be certain of the people I’d shared it with.

      I may have only recently met them, but I did know them—at least, I knew what was important to know about a person.

      All right. Lead the way, but we get Rane to safety the instant the way is clear.

      Done. Trust me, I want him safe as much as you do.

      I believed she did.
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      Luma positioned herself in a patch of bright sun rays. You’ll be able to see me better like this, she said in my mind, smiling timidly.

      I saw that, I said.

      Aye, well, I’m used to my own people. I don’t usually feel awkward about my shadow; it’s as much a part of me as anything else. But I do realize how strange it must be not to be able to see me clearly.

      It’s a bit strange. I wasn’t going to lie. But hey, I’m plenty used to strange, believe me. Among my people, I’m as strange as they come. So much so that most of them aren’t even allowed to know I exist. I’d started out trying to offer Luma lightheartedness, but I’d drifted into sadness. As much as I tried to accept my lot in life, it didn’t feel good that I couldn’t even be a real part of the tribe I’d been born to—no matter how my role might shift.

      I shook it off, just like I always did. No more delaying. Tell me, what’s going on? What happened while I was asleep? I brought a hand to Rosie, allowing the dragonling’s constant presence to comfort me. I had the feeling I wasn’t entirely going to like whatever Luma had to say.

      There’s no easy way to say this, so I’m just going to come out and say it.

      Great, I thought.

      I think some of your people want to kill you and Rane. There, I said it.

      That’s it? That’s all the news you had?

      I don’t understand, Luma said, and she genuinely looked as if she didn’t. Her features, more easily discernible in the sunlight, looked confused. Isn’t the fact that your people want you dead a big deal?

      It would be if I weren’t so used to it. My people have wanted me dead since I first drew breath in this world. The statement wasn’t entirely fair, since most of the Ooba didn’t even know about me, and those that would want me dead might only have done so because of Pumpoo’s influence.

      But did you know your people want you dead now?

      No, not specifically, I guess. Suddenly, I felt deflated, and took a seat on a rock. Rosie nuzzled me, and I smiled at her—the smile was for her sake, not mine; I really wasn’t into it. I did tell you and your father that twins are forbidden where I’m from, right? I couldn’t remember. The moments since Dune and Luma descended upon us on the backs of dragons were a bit hazy.

      I’m talking about now. There are those among the warriors we’ve invited into our homes that wish to harm you and Rane.

      Does your father know this?

      We didn’t have the chance to discuss it, but if I know, I’m certain he does. He always knows more than I do.

      How do you know this?

      I can listen in on people’s thoughts. Not always, and not with everyone, but when I do, I can hear everything the person is thinking.

      I think Dean only told the warriors we could communicate with you in our minds. I don’t think he told them you could read our thoughts at times. I couldn’t remember what he’d said exactly, and that wasn’t good. I’d have to learn to be more precise in my recollection if I intended a career as a member of the Dragon Force.

      Don’t judge yourself so harshly.

      I snapped my eyes to Luma’s. You’re reading my thoughts right now?

      No, but I’m reading your energy. It’s communicating as clearly as words do, I assure you. I’ve only had the chance to learn little about you. Your brother has shared some things, but mostly the path is open for us to get to know each other, and become friends, I hope.

      I softened my look, and allowed my hope in our friendship to shine through. She got the message, I could tell.

      She said, But I have seen you do incredible things without any training. What you saw me do, or rather heard, was not an accident. My people have been training me to control my magic since I was a young child.

      And how long did it take you to learn to ride dragons?

      Longer than you have to learn it. Her tone was serious. We’ll have to find the way to speed up your learning.

      You want me to learn to ride dragons?

      Of course.

      You’re serious.

      Why wouldn’t I be?

      I had no good answer to that. I looked at Rosie and wondered if I’d be able to figure out how to ride the ferocious beasts she resembled so little.

      Don’t worry, it’s easier than you think.

      I arched doubtful eyebrows at her.

      All right, so it isn’t easy, but it’s definitely possible.

      One thing at a time, Luma, I said, mostly because I couldn’t even begin to wrap my mind around dragon riding just then. Tell me what you brought me out here to say. Whose thoughts have you heard, and who wants to kill me?

      I don’t know his name, but he’s the only truly pale one among you.

      Yoon.

      You aren’t surprised?

      I’ve never trusted him. He admired our former chieftain. I always believed he was Pumpoo’s ally.

      And now?

      I don’t know now. Dean trusts him implicitly.

      And Dean’s trust causes you to question your own instincts?

      Aye, because I admire and trust Dean.

      Luma nodded. The shadowed edges of her head seemed to swirl in the sunlight. Seeing her like this, with more of her visible than before, she looked magical. It was almost as if her energy body were on display, in constant movement. I wondered if it could be. I didn’t figure it out when she said, I understand that. I trust my father implicitly. But even he isn’t infallible. I doubt Dean is.

      What did you hear Yoon thinking?

      Something along the lines of twins that would bring destruction to your world, and that if Dean was too enamored of you to do what needed to be done, then he’d have to.

      Enamored of me? Dean isn’t enamored of me.

      No, not in the usual sense. I believe what this Yoon person was thinking was that Dean is blinded to the dangers you cause, and that he’ll be a hero to his people for taking you and Rane out.

      And Dean isn’t here right now.

      No, he isn’t. And Anira?

      Yes?

      Yoon was thinking he needed to recruit people to join him, to make sure he was successful. He was concerned at how many of us there are, and whether we might interfere to protect you and Rane.

      And would you?

      That’s my father’s decision, but I believe he would.

      And your father is gone too.

      Aye, and I don’t know how long he might be gone either. When he left, he felt we were all safe here, yet he left many fine warriors behind to protect us.

      Protect you, not Rane and me.

      Luma sat to share my rock with me. I don’t know what your people are like, but I do know mine. We don’t see division in life, we see unity. All living creatures are connected, that includes you and me. Just because you weren’t born to the shadow people doesn’t mean my people won’t defend you. But knowing Father, he might leave the decision up to them.

      If that’s the case, then why would your people choose to risk their own lives to defend strangers? I realized she’d just given me the reason, but it was so unlike the Ooba—at least under Pumpoo’s guidance—that I struggled to accept the concept.

      Luma seemed to understand. Perhaps you’ll come to see things as we do before we part ways... if we part ways.

      If we part ways? I didn’t know what to think about that.

      The best would be to speak with our warriors and alert them of the situation. They can make up their own minds until Father returns.

      I nodded, feeling numb at the idea that strangers might consider defending me when my own people would condemn me to death.

      But we need to speak with them without this Yoon finding out.

      And whomever he might have managed to recruit.

      Do you know who’s likely to have sided with him?

      I don’t. I only just recently joined them. I was invisible to all of them only days ago. You should speak to your people by yourself, so that Yoon and his allies don’t suspect.

      Luma turned to face me. I tried to look into her eyes, but the swirling was too intense; I had to look away before even deciding what color they might be. I’d prefer to do it with you. It would help for you to see a different way of being. But in the circumstances, that might not be possible, as you say. I’ll talk to the warriors in private and prepare them for what might be coming until Father returns.

      They’ll listen to you, a girl?

      Of course they will. Why would you ask that?

      I’m not used to being listened to. In my tribe, girls don’t participate in anything important to the tribe.

      Well then it’s a good thing we’re in my tribe and not yours. Here, we respect everyone, young or old, woman and man, for we’re all an important part of the greater balance, we’re all a piece of the whole.

      It made sense—a lovely sense—and I found myself longing to be a part of the ways of these shadow people. I still barely knew them, but I couldn’t change how I felt.

      Luma stood, and offered a hand to pull me up. I want to do this right away. Yoon might move quickly. If I were he, I would do whatever I planned before Dean and his warriors and my father return. You behave as if everything is well and you don’t suspect a thing. Explain to Rane what is happening. Keep him and your sister safe.

      Except that I had no idea how to do that.

      The sooner we get this dealt with, the better. We have more important things to be doing with our time.

      Such as? I followed as she led me and Rosie back to the clearing.

      Such as teaching you how to use your magic and ride dragons.

      Well, damn, that did sound like a heck of a lot better thing to do with my time. All I had to do now was survive, and I’d been finding the way to do that for nearly seventeen years.
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      Luma delivered Rosie and me to Rane, and left in search of the shadow people’s warriors, with a lingering look at Rane I couldn’t help but notice. A shadow girl was difficult to see even in the sunlight, but not only could I make out the direction in which her head pointed, but I could sense her attention too. The moment passed quickly, however. She wove her way across the clearing and disappeared from sight, beyond some of the huts.

      “Anira, are you all right?” Rane asked. Concern edged his voice.

      I put a hand on his arm. “Aye, I’m well, feeling much better already. Where’s Traya?”

      “I sent her to rest. She barely left your side when you were passed out, and was looking really worn out. She didn’t want to at first, but I managed to convince her.”

      “Good. It’s important that she rest.” I experienced another pang of guilt, and Rane, who understood me better than anyone else, said, “Don’t feel bad, Nir. It’s totally normal for us to think of each other before anyone else. We’re... closer in age than we are with Traya.”

      Which meant that our conversation could be overheard. I snapped to attention, but tried to pretend I didn’t. “Actually, I feel as if I could use some more rest,” I said loud enough for any potential eavesdropper to overhear. “Will you take me somewhere I can lay down? Somewhere private would be nice, so I could sleep while we wait for Dean to return.”

      I wasn’t sure if Rane was catching on. “Aye, I’d imagine it’s all right to go back to the same hut you were resting in before. I don’t know whose it is, but the shadow leader had you placed there. I’ll take you.”

      “Thank you, and Rane, I’d appreciate it if you could stay with me too. You know the presence of my brother comforts me.”

      “Of course I’ll stay.” He steered me out of the clearing by the arm, Rosie on our heels.

      I walked slowly and carefully, entirely for show. The more alert and concerned for our safety I became, the more my body cooperated. By the time Rane guided me into the hut, I felt fully myself again.

      He led me over to the bed, helped me into it, covered me, and only then returned to the entrance to the hut and lowered the privacy flap. The moment we were safe from prying eyes, Rane took four long strides to my bedside, and said, What’s going on?

      I should have known he’d realize something was up. Luma tells me that she listened in on Yoon’s thoughts. He’s planning on doing away with us, and the problem we pose, since it looks like Dean’s chosen to ignore it. He thinks that twins are dangerous, and that Dean is unwilling to deal with the situation as he should.

      Well, that’s no surprise, really.

      No, not really. I never did trust Yoon.

      But Dean does.

      Aye, he does, and I’m not sure I understand why. Aloud, I said, “Thanks for helping me, Rane. I think I could really use some sleep. Do you mind sitting with me quietly until I fall asleep?”

      “Of course. Do you need anything?”

      “No, thank you, just sleep.”

      “Then rest and don’t worry about a thing. I’ll be here when you wake up.” Do you really think someone’s listening?

      I’m not sure, but I’d rather be safe. If Yoon is planning on killing us, then the smart thing would be to do it before Dean and Shula get back.

      Right. Rane scowled. That would be the smart thing to do.

      And we’ve seen nothing to indicate that Yoon isn’t smart.

      So we can’t stay here. If Yoon is watching, the easiest would be to take us out while you’re supposedly asleep, and it’s just me in here with you. With Traya resting, and the shadow leader gone, this would be the best time to attack. Are you thinking of sneaking out? Can we even sneak out of here?

      I don’t know. Dangit, I should have asked Luma that. She’s gone to speak to their warriors, to alert them of the situation. She thought they would choose to defend us, but it would be their decision.

      They would defend us? Even talking in my mind, I could make out Rane’s incredulity. It was similar to my own when Luma told me how different her people were from ours.

      Luma sounded sure they would, though she said it would ultimately be up to them. She told me something else too. She said that Yoon was thinking he should recruit some of the forcers to ensure that nothing would interfere with him getting the job done.

      Crap. We don’t know the rest of the charmers and tamers well enough to guess whom he might enlist.

      Exactly, which means we don’t know whom we can trust, and they might attack at any moment.

      Damn. And Dean and Shula, and the rest of the Alpha Team, the only ones we know for sure we can trust, are gone.

      Get out of bed right now, Nir. We can’t stay here. We have to move.

      Agreed, but how exactly are we going to do that? There’s only one way in and out of this place. There are three of us, and you know Rosie won’t leave my side willingly. She has to come with us. If Yoon and who knows who else are preparing to attack us, they’ll definitely be watching the hut.

      For sure they will. But Nir, have you forgotten who you are?

      How could I? Because we’re twins, and they’ve finally caught on to that obvious fact, we’ll be lucky if we survive beyond dusk. Luck hadn’t been on my side yet. Today, I needed it to be. For Rane’s sake. For Traya. Even for Rosie. The shadow people clearly wouldn’t hurt the dragonling, but I didn’t trust Yoon at all. There was just something about him I didn’t like, and that was enough for me to be on guard.

      Nir, come back to me. I need you to focus. We can’t afford to give in to fear right now. We can do this. You can do this. I wasn’t referring to us being twins. I was referring to you being invisible.

      But I’m not invisible right now.

      No, but you can be.

      Aye, I can be. But what about you?

      I’ve seen enough to believe you’re capable of more faithum than we’d ever hoped for.

      I chortled darkly, then stopped abruptly, realizing I’d done so aloud. Do you know that Luma says her people have been training her to use her faithum her entire life? Can you even begin to imagine how different our lives would be if we’d had the same?

      I’ll imagine later. Once we get out of here and out of Yoon’s range. Whether trained or not, you have faithum. We’re twins, so it’s likely I have faithum too. Rosie is a dragon, by the oasis, she must have faithum also. The three of us have faithum. Sure, we’re untrained, but so what? We’ve got this, Nir. You’ve got this.

      Me? What about you?

      I’ll do what I can, but you’re the only one who’s been able to be invisible so far. I also saw you extend your invisibility to Rosie, remember?

      I nodded. That had been pretty amazing. My entire life, my invisibility had only included the clothing immediately against my skin. Nothing else. I’d always assumed it was just another odd part of my inexplicable nature. Now I realized it was almost certainly my faithum doing it all along. How it happened when I was an infant I wasn’t sure, but I must have been the one allowing my clothes to become as invisible as I was—or something like that. There was a lot to be figured out in the something, but that would have to wait.

      I’d managed to extend my invisibility to Rosie, so I should be able to do it with Rane too, especially since he and I were so connected. I might not be able to stretch my invisibility over just anything, but if I could do it with Rosie, I could do it with my twin.

      I stood. You’re right, I can do this. I can make all three of us invisible. And dammit, I sure hoped I was right, and that I could hold the effect better than I did with Rosie when I ended up revealing her existence to the Dragon Force. Indirectly, that one thing had caused all the events that landed Rane and me here, at risk of death. The truth was that it was likely that Pumpoo would have done what he did anyway, and that I’d been no more than the catalyst for long-laid plans.

      Good, that’s what we need right now, Rane said. Confidence. We aren’t going to manage what we need to unless we believe in ourselves.

      I smiled despite my nerves. You’re starting to sound like Dean.

      Is that a bad thing?

      No, not at all. Ready?

      To become invisible? He grinned. Heck yeah. I’ve been waiting all my life to do the cool things you can. You might have wanted to join my world, but I wanted to be like you.

      You did? I blinked. It’d never occurred to me.

      Of course I did! You got to run around like a wild child while I had all the responsibilities of a boy in the Ooba tribe.

      As if you weren’t wild yourself....

      I was only as wild as I could get away with, he said, while we positioned ourselves near the hut’s entrance.

      I was a freak.

      You were my twin, free to roam the forests without restraint. I wanted that.

      And I wanted to have purpose, to be a part of what the Ooba tribe was.

      Now that you know more about the Ooba, and what our tribe is really like, I’m sure that’s gone.

      Totally gone, I said, with as much regret as he. Pumpoo nearly ruined our people.

      Well, that might end today, if the Alpha Team and the shadow leader manage to capture him. I believe they will, and then they can begin setting things right for our people.

      Aye. Ready to be invisible?

      Totally, but we can’t include me yet.

      What? Why not?

      How else are we going to explain the flap opening? If it opens on its own, and someone is watching, they’ll wise up to what’s happening. Any advantage we might have gained will be gone. I’ll open the flap, allow you and Rosie out, and then we’ll meet somewhere.

      Except that then you’ll be exposed!

      Do you see any other way around it? We have to get out—and now. We’re easy, contained prey in this hut. The only way out is through this doorway. You’re the only one who can become invisible and extend that to include any of us. This is the only way.

      I stared at him, understanding he was right, but looking desperately for another way regardless.

      I won’t risk myself unnecessarily, I promise. Just long enough to draw any potential watchers away from you, and then I’ll meet you.

      Can you get Traya?

      Of course I’ll get Traya. They could use her to draw us out, if it comes to that.

      Somehow, I had the feeling that it would. We needed Traya safe. All right, get Traya, and find me, as quickly as you can.

      I will, I promise. I’ll go straight to her, wake her, and then lead her off to get water or some such excuse. Where will I find you?

      I have no idea. I was asleep for our approach here, remember? You tell me.

      He thought, but just for a few seconds. Hang a right once we get out. As soon as you clear the huts, take a sharp left and keep going until you run into a stream. Hide by the stream until I arrive with Traya. I’ll make sure we lose any tail we have. You make us all invisible, and then we get out of there together, and disappear.

      What about Luma? How will she find us?

      Better that we be hidden from sight until Dean returns than worry about Luma finding us. We can’t complicate things by involving Luma right now.

      He was right. Luma could help us without knowing where we were.

      All right. I don’t like the plan one little bit, but let’s do it.

      I don’t like it either, Nir, but it’s what we have to do.

      Will there ever be a time we don’t have to risk our lives doing things we don’t want to?

      I sure hope so. But first, we have to survive today.

      We’d been focused just on surviving today for far too long.

      Do your invisibility thing for you and Rosie—now.

      I wanted reason to delay, wanted to extend the moment as long as possible. There were too many things that could go wrong with our plan. But Rane was right about this too. We’d already wasted too much time.

      I kissed Rane on the cheek, and he kissed me back. I gulped in the sight of my twin as it were the last time I’d ever see him.

      Then, with Rane’s encouraging look, which hid his worry for my sake, I closed my eyes.

      I pushed away the hut with its sparse furnishings. I pushed away the shadow people. I urged any worry about Yoon and Pumpoo and what they might manage to do to us—until all was left was me, my energy tingling and swirling.

      I was defined by my beliefs, just as Dean said. If I chose to be invisible, I could adjust my energy to reflect that.

      And just like that, I became invisible. I didn’t have to open my eyes to confirm it. The feeling of being invisible was the most natural to me. I felt like I was home in my invisible skin again. Even though I’d wanted to escape it most of my life, now it comforted me. Hidden from sight, I could be and do whatever I chose.

      It sure was different being invisible when I came at it from a place of empowerment instead of its opposite. I wasn’t a victim, I was filled with faithum—and I’d step into more of that ability soon.

      But for now... I reached for Rosie with invisible tentacles, and pulled her into my energy field. I sensed her plump body merge with my energy. She joined me in invisibility, something I sensed with so much certainty I didn’t need to confirm it with sight.

      I was coming into myself. I was beginning to see all that I could become because of how different I felt. I couldn’t wait to learn more, experience more, reach for more. With the shadow people’s help, who knew what I might become capable of?

      The anticipation tingled within me as vividly as the life I was determined to hold onto. Now that I had my true sacred purpose in sight, I wasn’t about to let go of it.

      I’m ready, I told Rane. From the look on his face, I suspected he understood that I was finally ready for so much more than our immediate escape.

      My twin would be a part of this exciting future with me. His look said he knew it too.

      The grin he gave me belied the danger we were in. We were the only twins of the Ooba people. It was high time we started acting like that meant something spectacular. We were one of a kind. Just let Yoon come for us... he wouldn’t catch us. We’d caught the wave of our momentum. No one could stop us now unless we let them.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Rane was taking too long. I didn’t know exactly where Traya had been resting, but it couldn’t have been too far away from where I’d slept. I knew my sister well enough to realize that, even while she rested, she wouldn’t agree to being too far away that she couldn’t arrive at my side in minutes should I need her help.

      That was the kind of sister she was. And even though she was a part of the Dragon Force because of her own decision, I couldn’t help but feel responsible. That familiar pang of guilt arrived, and I couldn’t shake it loose. Traya probably wouldn’t have joined the force if not for me and the constant danger I was in—or maybe she would have all the more, feeling freer of burdens that shouldn’t have been hers to bear. She was only a year older than Rane and me. She was far too young to shoulder problems such as I posed.

      I paced by the stream. This was the place Rane told me to meet them. I kept to the shadows of reeds and rock as I moved. I was nearly as skilled at concealing myself in shadows as the shadow people. Invisible, there wasn’t a chance they’d see me or notice the minor visual distortions I caused to my surroundings.

      The rushing sounds of the stream would have ordinarily been enough to soothe the ragged edges of my eternality—but they weren’t then. I moved like an animal anticipating attack, back and forth without further purpose than passing the time until action was required. I was caught in a loop of releasing the tension from my neck and shoulders, only to notice it built again.

      I ran what I hoped was a comforting touch along Rosie’s back. I didn’t sense anyone around us, watching; it was highly unlikely that anyone would know Rane and I had chosen this spot to reconvene. But I wasn’t taking any chances. I didn’t speak to Rosie. I probably shouldn’t have moved at all and risked the small ripples I caused to the images of the world through me, but if I were forced to remain still, I might go mad with angst.

      They’re taking too long, I thought. Rane must’ve run into some trouble extracting Traya.

      I chewed on an already-short nail and moved back and forth along the stream edge.

      A pang of guilt strong enough to churn my stomach hit. I stopped moving for a moment and perked my ears to listen. There wasn’t a single sign of anyone’s approach. What if I’d put my siblings in danger by allowing them to assist me? What if they needed my help while I walked the stream?

      That wouldn’t do—it wouldn’t do at all.

      I chewed on another nail. If they needed me, I had to go to them. But if they arrived here after I’d abandoned the spot, they’d only panic and potentially put themselves in greater danger by setting off to find me.

      I dropped my hands from my face in frustration. What should I do?

      Guilt rolled through me so hard that I stopped thinking entirely. Until I realized what I was feeling wasn’t guilt. It was my intuition... warning me my siblings were in trouble!

      Dammit! Without any real idea of what I might do to help them, I set off back the way I’d come. I moved quickly despite Rosie’s shadowing. She constantly bumped into my legs and threatened to trip me. But now I was moving so fast, she lagged a step behind. I picked up the pace.

      Now that I understood what I was feeling, I couldn’t shake it. What could have happened? Rane was a newcomer to the Dragon Force; he had next to no training. But Rane didn’t need official training to be fast and cunning.

      I retraced my steps and only slowed my pace when I reached the first hut of the shadow village. The irony that in a village of strangers the real enemy was our own people tasted bitter in my mouth.

      I noticed a few shadow people milling about on the other side of the clearing, but they all seemed focused on chores and not the strangers among them.

      I bent down next to Rosie and whispered nearly imperceptibly into her floppy ears. “You’re invisible now, girl. I need you to stay right next to me so that my invisibility continues to cloak you. I don’t know if it’ll work if you’re away from me.” Of course, if it were up to Rosie, she’d always be glued to me, but I figured it was worth saying. I was convinced this baby dragon understood me. If she were to leave my side and suddenly become visible, anyone paying attention would deduce that I wasn’t far from her.

      “We’re going to move quietly and carefully, all right girl? We’ll find Rane and Traya and get out of here. Ready?”

      I wished I could see her comforting, scrunched face, even if it wouldn’t convey all the information I sought. But she was as invisible to me as she was to everyone else.

      I stood back up and moved before I could hesitate. I couldn’t afford to delay, not with the intensity of the danger warning that pulsed through me.

      I started skirting the edges of the huts. It would have been faster going through the clearing instead of across fallen branches and rocks no one bothered to clear behind their houses, but the sun still shone brightly, and if anyone were looking my way as a sun ray hit my silhouette just the right way, they could see enough of me to raise the alarm.

      I passed one hut, then two, and saw nothing remarkable. At that point I slowed. Rosie, with her pudgy legs, couldn’t spring across the debris as easily as I.

      Shadow people were the only ones that moved through their village. They went in and out of huts, carrying varied sundries, and occupied themselves with the usual tasks of a community. Men, women, and children were in various stages of food preparation and storage, and clothing cleaning and mending. They did other things too, but I didn’t waste any time deciphering what they were doing because I was certain they weren’t the cause of my unease. The Ooba were. My supposed people were the ones who threatened my brother and sister.

      And I didn’t see a single Ooba anywhere.

      Surely not all of the Ooba Dean left behind would have joined Yoon in his pursuit of us. Where was everyone else?

      I moved beyond several more huts. No Ooba. None with our signature dark, shiny hair reflecting the sun.

      I tried to calm my frayed nerves with little luck. This didn’t look good, and my intuition was nearly screaming at me to hurry, to run. But in which direction?

      I hadn’t had the chance to explore the shadow people’s village, which put me at a severe disadvantage. If I were Yoon and up to no good, what would I do? I forced my heartbeat to hold on, and thought for a minute. If I were Yoon, about to do something I wasn’t certain the shadow people would condone, I’d do it as far away from them as possible. I couldn’t determine where all the shadow people were. Luma wasn’t among the people in the clearing—at least, I didn’t think she was—and neither were warriors. My assumption was just that, an assumption. When I couldn’t clearly see the people, it was the best I could manage.

      If most of the shadow people were here, then chances were that Yoon would be as far away from them as possible. If Luma and the warriors weren’t here, did that mean they’d intercepted Yoon before he could do anything harmful? I hoped that was the case, but the truth was that I didn’t think the sense of urgency would be hammering at me the way it was if the shadow people were swooping in to rescue Rane and Traya. They might be someplace else entirely.

      It wasn’t great, but I had a direction—if as far away from where I was could be called a direction. I’d head to the opposite end of the clearing, beyond the ring of huts there. With a target, I moved faster, and willed little Rosie with her stubby legs to keep up. When she didn’t, I risked a moment to whisper, “You can fly if you need to, just stay as close as you can.”

      Immediately she rose in flight, confirming that she understood me as well as I believed she did. Without having to worry about her, I skimmed the uneven ground so fast I nearly flew too.

      I traversed the village before I’d had a chance to come up with a plan in case I didn’t find anyone on this side either. This has to work. It had to work because I sensed I was running out of time.

      I came to a rough stop where the village faded into forest on this other end. I worked to slow my breathing while I thought. I saw no one. No one! It was hard work to suppress the wild groan of frustration bubbling inside me.

      Then I heard it. A human voice, soft because of how far it had traveled, not because it was gentle. The voice was imposing, filled with authority. An ultimatum.

      I didn’t think. I set off at a dead run.
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      I skidded to a stop, breathing hard, but doing my best to do so quietly. It was unlikely anyone would notice me, but if they did, a bad situation would get much worse.

      I inched toward Rosie. I couldn’t see her, but I could tell more or less where she was from the breeze her stunted wings threw off. It was also easy to guess since, even when she flew, she didn’t stray far from my side.

      So softly it was little more than breath, I whispered, “Don’t fly anymore. Stand quietly by my side.”

      No one but Rosie would hear me, but still, my heart thumped a few times until I realized no one had looked our way.

      We were far enough away from the shadow people I’d seen in the village, going about the tasks of community without any idea of the stand down that was taking place beyond their village. We were out of sight of any of the shadow people’s dwellings, and beyond the forest that nestled the village. Here the landscape was hard and rough. Gray crags split the steep walls along one side of us, and an even steeper precipice threatened a swift death below.

      But if death arrived this day, it was more likely to be from Yoon or any of the members of the Dragon Force he’d apparently managed to recruit to kill Rane and me.

      Yoon, surrounded by dozens of the Dragon Force, stood face to face with several of the shadow warriors, with Luma in front. There were more Ooba than shadow people, but the men and women behind Luma didn’t look particularly worried about the disparity, so I decided I’d try not to be either—but I had no luck at it. I could be wrong in how I was reading what I perceived as emotions crossing their shadow faces, or it could have been all for show. No matter how different our people might be, they’d understand that signs of weakness were dangerous in situations like these.

      Yoon wouldn’t know the capabilities of the shadow people any more than we did. Better to have him imagine the worst of the people who rode dragons when we couldn’t.

      Luma spoke aloud in that language I didn’t yet understand. To my ears, it sounded like a snarl, which menaced immediate repercussions if he didn’t comply with her request.

      Language barrier notwithstanding, I understood what Luma was demanding. Surely, Yoon did too.

      Yoon held Traya roughly by the arm. I feared for my sister’s safety, but it didn’t look as if she did. She looked ready to tear Yoon’s eyes from his head, and I wondered at this side of her I’d never glimpsed before. Maybe Dean had more reason to include her in the Dragon Force than I’d previously realized. I’d assumed that he’d ultimately done it for Rane and me, for our father even. But now I was considering that maybe he’d seen something in Traya not even I had.

      Her expression reminded me of a wild beast. If I’d been Yoon, holding her against her will, I would have been worried about what would happen when I had to let her go. She looked as if her attack would be swift and... successful. My lovely, gentle sister, with her long-sweeping hair and pleasant features reminded me of a she-dragon.

      I stared. Rane, who stood between the two opposing forces, appeared uncertain whether he should stand with Luma or attempt to snatch Traya back.

      Luma repeated what she’d said before. Four warriors, three men and one woman, stepped forward to flank her—and back up her threat.

      Nervously, I looked to the skies, searching for swarming dragons. None yet, but that didn’t mean Luma wouldn’t call on them if she wished.

      Luma might be a girl, who looked to be my age, not quite a woman, but nearly there. Yoon had severely underestimated her if he assumed she’d be a pushover as many of us were in the Ooba tribe.

      She took two steps forward. The shadow warriors moved en masse and stepped with her.

      Yoon didn’t retreat, nor did any of the dragon forcers behind him. But some of them were starting to appear worried, perhaps finally unable to hide the concern they felt.

      Confident no one would notice me in this scene, I edged closer. Yoon, with his accomplices, was pressed against a steep wall of unyielding rock. Luma and her people had their backs to their village.

      “Move no further!” Yoon called. “Or I’ll kill her.”

      I gasped—couldn’t help myself. Kill her? Kill innocent Traya for nothing more than being my sister? At least, I assumed that’s what this was all about.

      I didn’t need to worry though. No one heard my outrage over Rane’s. He yelled, “How dare you, you sniveling pile of stinking dragon poop! You let her go this instant, or you’ll answer to me... for the rest of your very short life.” That Rane so loosely threatened death was an indication of how furious he was. He took the protection of his family seriously, deadly serious. I’d never heard him that angry. I was, however, certain that he meant to carry out his threat. He, the boy who was almost a man, who’d never hurt a living creature purposefully in his life.

      Yoon, with his unnaturally pale hair, believed Rane’s threat too. It was obvious in the way he flinched before he caught himself.

      Rane clenched tight fists and started moving toward him. Yoon pulled Traya in front of him, so that she would shield him from Rane’s anger. Of course, it wouldn’t work.

      Rane stomped, quickly closing the space between him and Yoon, until Luma ran over to him and grabbed his arm. He snapped it away from her before calming. He glared at her, with anger meant for another.

      Then followed moments of quiet and intensity in which I realized that Rane and Luma were communicating.

      Whatever Luma told Rane was enough to convince him to be more measured in his action. I knew Rane well enough to assume that nothing would have calmed him to that degree other than a solid plan to take Yoon down and make him pay for his transgressions. Luma had something planned, which Rane believed had a good chance of securing Traya’s safety.

      Good. Whatever it is, I hope Yoon pays. The creep. I’d never liked or trusted him. My instincts had been spot on.

      Rane didn’t advance on Yoon anymore, but neither did he retreat back to where he’d been. My twin suddenly looked taller than I remembered him.

      “I’ve told you, Rane,” Yoon said with a calm that made my skin crawl, “it’s not this sister I want. Get me your other one, and you’ll discover I’m open to a trade.” His smile bordered on wicked, and I wondered how he’d hidden this side of him for so long. How he’d hidden it from someone as perceptive as Dean, or Shula, assuming that the woman shared Dean’s trust in the man.

      I looked to the dragon forcers who stood with Yoon, but none of them saw his expression. Yoon was putting on this show for Rane, Luma, and her people, not the Ooba. It seemed that the Ooba had been manipulated for so long that they only perceived what their leader demanded.

      “There’s no way in hell I’m ever going to turn over any of my sisters to you, so—” Rane said.

      “I don’t need you to turn over this sister. I already have her, don’t you see?” He spoke to my brother as if he were an imbecile, and whatever calm I’d managed to wrap around myself vanished. “Let me lay it out for you in the simplest of terms that you might understand. I am a defender of the Ooba people. You and your freak of a sister, who can turn invisible and who knows what other witchery, are very plainly twins. Twins. Twins are forbidden because they’re a danger to our people. Therefore, as a defender of the Ooba, it is my responsibility to eliminate any dangers to us, which means you and your other sister. I have no need for this one.” He shook Traya to punctuate his statement. “Just give me what I want, and I’ll let her go.”

      “You must be out of your freaking mind.”

      “You’re twins. You can’t expect to live. You shouldn’t want to live, not when it threatens the well-being of your entire tribe.”

      Rane’s caramel-colored face turned a shade of scarlet I’d never seen on him. I imagined it was a lifetime of pent-up frustration and a sense of injustice wanting to burst forth to pummel the self-righteous words from Yoon’s mouth. But Rane was smart. As hotheaded as he might be, he knew how to check himself when the risks were too great to do otherwise.

      I watched my brother take in deep breaths and force his fists unclenched until his normal coloring returned to his face. With a look of forced patience, Rane said, “Look Yoon, we don’t need to be on opposite sides. We’re from the same tribe, by the oasis. Of course I want the Ooba tribe to thrive and do well. It’s why I’m a part of the force, to protect our people. But your actions now are misguided. They’re based on fiction, not reality. They assume that Pumpoo told the truth, when we now have proof that everything he ever told us was a lie, a manipulation—”

      “We have no such proof. Pumpoo might be a lot of things, but he’s brilliant. He’s led our people into prosperity. He’s warned us of the dangers of twins, and you and your family have clearly worked to circumvent the well-being of the tribe. You’ve put all of us in danger.”

      “Prosperity? You can’t be serious. If Pumpoo brought prosperity to anyone, it was to himself. He has only his own interests in mind in all his actions.”

      “Then you don’t know the man.”

      “I fear it is you who doesn’t know the man. Twins are no more dangerous than any other set of siblings.”

      It was something we had no proof of, but the only argument we had to support our survival.

      “We have only your word for it,” Yoon said, “and we have the word of every chieftain our people has ever had to the contrary.”

      “We’ve only had two other chieftains before Pumpoo since we left the Original city, and they were his family. They very well might have been as self-serving as Pumpoo. Who knows why they actually want to rid themselves of twins?”

      “Because Pumpoo looks out for us, and before him, his ancestors. He makes difficult decisions no one else wants to.”

      Rane shook his head, strands of his long dark hair coming loose from the binding that fastened it back at his neck. “What happened to you, man? You weren’t acting like this when Dean was around. When Pumpoo first revealed that he would oppose us, you sided with the Dragon Force, not him. Or was that all a manipulation? To bring you to this very moment to carry out his bidding?”

      I was glad Rane had asked. I’d been wondering too. Yoon was one too many contradictions for my comfort. I didn’t understand him, and I didn’t feel safe around people with dubious motivations.

      “All the choices I make are always for the good of the Ooba,” Yoon said, and I could tell he was lying. Confirmation of his deceit rang through my body, my intuition singing. “If my behavior seems inconsistent to you, that’s only because I didn’t realize twins, the most dangerous of all threats to our people, had survived Pumpoo’s dictates.”

      “You seriously believe twins are the most dangerous of all threats to the Ooba? Calling Pumpoo’s sentence of immediate execution of an infant a dictate is deranged.”

      “You and your twin are simply a risk too great for the Ooba to take. I must do my duty and eliminate you, as must all those who stand with me. As dragon forcers, we don’t do what we want to do, we do what we have to do.”

      Some of the forcers who stood with Yoon nodded, but more looked uncertain. That was a very good sign.

      “Why did you oppose Pumpoo earlier? Was it just a show? Are you in league with him?”

      That’s right, my brother, I thought. Pin him down. Something wasn’t adding up.

      “Pumpoo revealed a side of him I wasn’t aware of, and I was no longer certain of his intent. That’s why I sided against him.”

      Ah, there was some truth to what Yoon said. But there had to be more….

      He continued, “Now I see that he was putting the well-being of the Ooba first as it concerns twins. And so I will carry out my duty. Am I going to have to take out this sister to get to your other one? It’s up to you, Rane, but I’m done waiting. The longer I—we—delay in carrying out the wishes of the Ooba, the more danger we put them in.”

      I wanted to question if the Ooba tribespeople would really wish to kill two people simply for the circumstances of their birth, but in the end, I didn’t dare. The Ooba had followed Pumpoo’s orders for so long, it was entirely possible that even after he turned them into monsters against each other, they might still believe the teachings he’d so effectively ingrained in them.

      “It’s nonsense—”

      Luma cut Rane off with a hand on his arm. He faced her, and communication I wanted desperately to hear, but didn’t, took place. At the end of it, he nodded curtly, with a quick glance in my direction. Did Luma realize I was there? I hadn’t thought I was close enough for her to feel me. Not even Rane had.

      Then Luma did something strange. She tilted her head in Yoon’s direction. It was hard to be sure, given that her head was one constantly moving swirl of shadow, but I thought her gesture was directed at me.

      She stepped behind Rane and quickly looked in my direction, widened her eyes—or so I thought—and gestured her head toward Yoon. Then, as if all she’d been doing was adjusting her hair, she flipped her long mane and moved away from Rane.

      I thought what Luma was telling me was that I, the invisible girl, should use my advantage to get Traya away from Yoon. But in order to do that, I’d need a distraction.

      On cue, Luma started talking loudly to her people. Yoon stretched his neck, trying to understand. The shadow people started moving on Yoon in a cagey way, making slow progress.

      If this was the distraction, it wouldn’t work for long before Yoon took their approach out on my sister.

      I started moving, mindful of Rosie next to me. Where were the other forcers, the ones smart enough not to join sides with Yoon? Why weren’t they interfering? And how much longer would it be before Dean, Shula, and Dune returned? I imagined they’d have a swift way of putting a stop to Yoon’s antics, and I wanted Dean to see him for who he truly was.

      “Stay back,” Yoon was yelling, aware the shadow people wouldn’t understand the content of his warning. “Don’t come any closer,” he warned, “or I’ll be forced to hurt her.”

      Luma and her shadow people cramped the pale dragon charmer even with several body lengths still remaining between them. The hard crag on one side, and plummeting precipice on the other, shortened the feel of the distance.

      A restrained look of panic swept across Yoon. He released the hand he had on Traya to put both hands up in the universal sign suggesting restraint. With Traya almost entirely covering the front of his taller and broader body, he held her with his wrists and put his hands up.

      That was as good of a chance I was going to get.

      I moved Rosie to my other side, and stepped right next to Yoon, carving out a space for me and the dragonling between Yoon and the other dragon forcers.

      I wrapped an unseen hand around Traya’s wrist, which hung against her side.

      My sister didn’t even flinch.
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      I gripped Traya’s wrist and panicked. I was close enough to Yoon that he’d feel any misstep on my part. Heck, he was close enough to feel my breath if I didn’t calm myself.

      But that wasn’t the biggest problem. My biggest problem was that now that I was here, I wasn’t sure what to do. I’d been as desperate as my brother to get Traya away from the pale-haired creep, and I’d moved to honor Luma’s direction to rescue Traya.

      The shadow warriors’ distraction was loud. They’d managed to secure Yoon’s full attention. He didn’t sense me—I wasn’t even sure he was aware enough of what went on in the unseen to sense the ripple I caused within it.

      Leading the dozens of shadow warriors with her, Luma continued to advance on Yoon and the forcers who chose to stand with him. They weren’t moving fast, but they already felt far too close for comfort. The tension was roiling. If the shadow warriors reached Yoon before he released Traya, there’d be hell. It was a promise, and I could feel it ringing through the din, even if I didn’t understand Luma’s spoken words any more than Yoon did.

      It was my job to get Traya out of there before the forces collided. She’d be hurt if I didn’t, if for no other reason than she was in the middle of it.

      But how could I get her out of there? My sister possessed a calm I lacked. She did nothing to suggest I was standing next to her, holding her arm. The element of surprise was our great big advantage. I just couldn’t figure out how to get Traya away from Yoon even with surprise. He clenched his arms around her, pinching in at her waist. If he moved his arms suddenly, he might hit me. And then the game was well and truly over.

      Luma shouted something again. Behind her, her people’s expressions grew even more severe, their step, though light across the ground, more determined. She flicked an urgent look at me, eyes wide again. If I was seeing what I thought I was seeing, then she was telling me to do whatever I was going to do. It was now or never.

      Yoon released one hand from Traya—thankfully the one on the opposite side of where I stood—and unclasped the strap, which held a mean-looking blade in place.

      He didn’t even look down to do it. He’d done it hundreds of times. His eyes fixed on the threat that approached, he started to pull the knife from its sheath.

      In seconds he’d have it at Traya’s throat.

      I was out of time. I acted.

      I tugged on Traya. I pulled on her so hard that she slipped through the hold of Yoon’s arm.

      He reacted faster than I anticipated, reminding me that whatever I might think of him, he was still a dragon charmer. He had the reflexes to prove it.

      He grappled to recuperate his hold on Traya with one arm while securing his grip around the knife’s haft with the other.

      Traya, who kept her wits about her, realized where I was, and where Rosie would be too. She spared a moment to reach ahead of her at thigh height. When she felt the dragonling, she went the other way. As soon as she cleared Rosie and me, she ran.

      Yoon lunged at her. He was faster than I’d accounted for. He started to grab at her shoulders when he tripped over Rosie. He recovered quickly. While Traya ran, he stretched and latched onto a thick strand of hair.

      He tugged while Traya worked to continue advancing in the opposite direction. She fell backward.

      Traya was spinning to free her hair. The distance between them was small and growing smaller. I noticed Luma closing in and Rane running to interfere.

      If I waited any longer, more people I cared about would be in immediate danger. Yoon’s blade was free of its sheath, and it was nastier looking than I’d anticipated.

      He was in the middle of bringing it to what I assumed would be my sister’s throat when three of the forcers behind him moved to intercede. But I acted first.

      I hadn’t decided what I could do that would diffuse the situation. There wasn’t time to think—perhaps that was a good thing. If I’d stopped to weigh Yoon’s skills as an experienced dragon charmer against my novice level, I might have hesitated.

      I ducked in between Traya and Yoon and slammed my hand as hard as I could against Yoon’s arm that swung the blade around.

      The blade went flying.

      I’d hoped in his shock he’d let go of Traya. He didn’t. He reacted by gripping her hair even harder.

      So I did what any girl who has no idea what to do in a situation that holds the life of her sister in the balance would do. Or maybe no one would do what I did.

      I moved on instinct. I rammed the heel of the palm of my hand upward into his stubbled chin. His head snapped back.

      I cringed and reached for his groin. I scrunched my face up in disgust while I squeezed his dangly bits with the intention to cause him enough pain to make him go down and stay down. Rane had assured me that if I ever squeezed a man’s groin, he’d go down.

      Yoon did go down, but he was more resilient than he had the right to be. With a grunt of obvious pain, he hunched over and slashed at my gripping hand with a second knife he pulled from somewhere. The sharp blade cut through my bare forearm like a knife through fresh bread. Blood spurted, and I let go.

      He looked in my direction with wild, pale eyes. I clutched at my arm and prayed that wasn’t the last sight I’d ever see. He looked murderous as he dragged Traya backward so that she fell at his feet.

      He was in the process of drawing his knife back to lance me again when Rosie rammed into him. He fell, the look on his face announcing he’d forgotten about my devoted dragon friend.

      But he didn’t drop the knife.

      As Rosie left my side, she started fading into visibility. She pinned Yoon to the ground, two heavy paws planted against his chest.

      Too many things happened all at once. I stood in the middle of them, watching them distill into slow motion, feeling as if there was something I should do beyond stand there and bleed, but there was too much going on for me to figure out what.

      Yoon managed to bend the arm that still held the knife at the elbow. He slashed at Rosie, cutting her leg. She roared a sound I hoped never to hear again. It was the sound of pure pain. She was a baby who’d been hurt. That’s exactly what she sounded like, except for the screeching, haunting sounds in which dragons communicated.

      Rane reached Yoon. He stomped on his arm. Yoon still held on. Rane jumped on his arm, putting all his weight on it as he came down. The blade clattered to the ground.

      Several shadow warriors pinned Yoon down, breathing angrily in his face. The rest of them swarmed the forcers who stood behind Yoon.

      Traya was freed of Yoon’s grip, and she stood in the middle of it all, looking suddenly unsure. Of all that was going on then, her saddened look affected my heart most of all. She’d been so strong when she needed to be—stronger than I’d managed. Now, she looked burdened by all the hatred of life, the lack of compassion and understanding.

      I longed to go to her, but she wasn’t hurt, Rosie was. I moved to the little dragon. Several shadow warriors circled her, examining her wound. They must have sensed my invisible approach. They took a step back when I reached Rosie’s side. She shook from the shock of the attack.

      I fell to my knees beside her and wrapped my arms across her midsection. “Oh girl, I’m so sorry.” The gash on her left front leg was deep. A vibrant violet blood dripped from it. But the cut looked clean. If she’d managed to survive being thrown off a cliff by her mother, she’d recover from this easily. Still, the cut looked like it hurt.

      If it was anything like the one on my arm, it hurt like hell.

      Some of the shadow warriors and forcers grappled, but most were in a face-off. Their stances were aggressive and threatening, but neither side seemed to be causing meaningful harm to the other.

      If Yoon had convinced the forcers who’d joined him with arguments of the better good of the Ooba and the tribe’s sacred purpose and blah blah blah, then I understood why some of them would hesitate now.

      Yoon had hurt a dragon. Of all the tenets the Ooba held sacred, never hurting the dragonkind we’d sworn to protect was foremost. Men and women of the Dragon Force had died over and over because they’d refused to harm the dragons. Yoon’s actions had spoken volumes of a truth he’d hidden with his lies.

      I buried my head in Rosie’s side. My arm dripped blood all over her, but I didn’t care. She didn’t either. She nestled into me, toppling me to the ground. Then she curled onto my lap and nursed her injured paw.

      “Poor girl, I promised I’d never let you get hurt again,” I said. “And now you got hurt defending me.”

      I’d risked the well-being of everyone I loved simply for being who and how I was. It wasn’t fair to any of us. I’d tried to move past thoughts of being a freak, but Yoon had reminded everyone there that I wasn’t normal. An aberration better wiped from the surface of Planet Origins forever.

      I kissed Rosie’s head, and she licked me with a rough tongue. I’m not going to cry like some baby, I told myself. Then I remembered I was still invisible.

      When Traya, my loving and always forgiving sister, made her way over to me, even in the middle of the fray, found me by touch, and sat to hold me, I nestled into the comfort she offered me so selflessly, Rosie still on my lap.

      I allowed just one row of tears to break free and roll down my cheeks before my body started to shake in relief.

      Help had arrived.

      “Everyone stop what they’re doing right now!” Dean’s voice rang across the space, bouncing off the steep crag on one side.

      Immediately, another cry as filled with authority as Dean’s followed. It was Dune, and his warriors, including Luma, responded immediately. The shadow people holding Yoon down didn’t release him, but they shifted their heads upward to give Dune their attention.

      The Alpha Team flanked Dean, just as a small group of shadow people did Dune. Behind them were the rest of the dragon forcers. They must have gone to notify Dean when they realized what Yoon was up to.

      And in the midst of all of them was a single person. Small and harmless looking, he was anything but.

      My tears dried up. “Pumpoo,” I whispered.

      Traya’s long hair swept across my head as she turned to see the man who’d forever altered the path of our people—for the worse.
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      “What in the hell is going on?”

      I’d never heard Dean’s voice so furious. But then, I hadn’t known Dean that long, a fact I consistently seemed to forget.

      “Well?” he said. “Someone better start giving me the answers I need, and fast. I come back from capturing the enemy among us to find you fighting among yourselves. Explain.”

      Several of the forcers, who hadn’t looked nervous when Yoon was threatening to kill Traya, looked plenty nervous now. Three men stepped forward, dodging the shadow people that faced them, and moved toward Dean, who stood side by side with Dune.

      Both leaders looked angry, and even though I could barely make out Dune’s stern features, I had no doubt they mirrored Dean’s. The Dean I’d come to know was gentle and wise, a protector. This Dean was the fearsome warrior of legend, and I could fully understand how this man had managed to survive centuries doing the most dangerous work of the Ooba tribe.

      He took a single step forward to meet the forcers, and Dune did the same. The shadow warriors retreated from the forcers they’d been confronting, and moved toward Dune. Masses of warriors moved.

      I wasn’t ready to go anywhere, nor were Rosie or Traya. Rane sat next to Traya, his arms cycling between offering comfort to her and me. Apparently Rane wasn’t concerned about putting on a tough guy front just then.

      He turned a face, still taut with the tension of almost losing both his sisters, toward Dean and Dune.

      “Speak louder,” Dean was saying to the forcer brave enough not to withdraw from Dean’s scrutiny. “Everyone should be able to hear your reasons for opposing your own tribespeople.” Dean’s tone was unforgiving, and I wondered if he’d pardon the warriors who’d stood with Yoon in his absence. The gentle man I’d felt safe in approaching when he thought me a dragon spirit wasn’t the man speaking.

      “Yoon brought to our attention the twins in our midst,” the forcer began. I was amazed that his voice didn’t shake. I might not have been able to speak at all if Dean had been staring me down like that, with those fierce-looking green eyes. The man said, “He called on our duty to protect the Ooba people. In this case, he reminded us of our obligation to remove twins from our people before they had the chance to carry out their devastation. Twins are a danger to the Ooba. So we stood with Yoon to deal with the threat.”

      The man sounded like he believed everything he said. “If you’d been here, we would have come to you. In your absence, we moved to carry out our duty.”

      Dean’s nostrils flared, but otherwise he said nothing for a few beats—long enough for me to notice I was clenching my jaw. Finally Dean said, “I see. So you were going to kill Rane and Anira before I returned.” It wasn’t a question. It was a clear statement of the forcers’ intention. It was the kind of thing I tried hard not to think about. But here it was, laid out plainly for everyone to understand. Our secret, out in the open.

      Rane and I were twins. Twins were forbidden. It didn’t matter what he or I did, we’d always be Pumpoo’s forbidden twins, the ones feared greater than disease and pestilence. I directed a wave of my frustration at Pumpoo, but of course he wouldn’t care; he wouldn’t even feel it.

      That’s when I first noticed Shula. She stood next to Pumpoo, a strong hand clamped against his shoulder, her other wrapped around the hilt of her sword. She looked as angry as I felt. Seeing her standing up for us, if with nothing more than her stance, relieved some of my frustration. There were those who stood apart from the rest of the Ooba, those tribespeople far too ready to eat up any lie Pumpoo served them.

      “Yoon sought you out?” Dean asked. “All of you?”

      “Aye,” the forcer said. The men next to him nodded.

      “Yoon told you that your duty was to eliminate the threat of twins in my absence?”

      “Aye.”

      Pins pricked across my bare flesh, throbbing where my arm bled, as Dean’s gaze landed on Yoon, who no longer resisted the hold of the shadow warriors. I was relieved to see that the shadow warriors didn’t let go despite his lack of resistance.

      “You did this?” Dean asked, his voice lower than it had been since he arrived on the scene. Despite its low volume, it became more chilling than before.

      I waited for Yoon to lie to Dean, but he didn’t. “Aye.” I expected Yoon to continue with excuses and explanations, but he didn’t do that either.

      “Even after what we talked about? After you told me you understood that Pumpoo was deceiving all of us, you still moved to enact his orders in my absence? When you knew we moved to overthrow the chieftain?”

      “I believed it my duty.” If a man could puff out his chest in defiance while pressed to the ground by shadow people, he did. “I moved to protect the Ooba people.”

      “By your own admission, you understood that our duty to the Ooba tribe was no longer dictated by Chieftain Pumpoo.”

      “The threat of twins is from before Pumpoo’s rule.”

      “The kill order comes from Pumpoo’s direct ancestors. You moved to kill two members of the Dragon Force when I wasn’t here to stop you. I assume you moved to do so with speed to ensure I wouldn’t return in time. If members of the force hadn’t seen what you were doing for what it was and come to get me, I wouldn’t have made it in time to stop you. If you’d killed the greatest hope of our people, I would have never been able to forgive you.”

      Is Dean calling Rane and me the greatest hope of our people? I asked myself.

      Rane answered me, when I hadn’t expected him to feel me in his mind. It sounds like it. I could feel the shaky smile through the waves of my mind, my eyes never leaving Dean.

      You never could hear me before. You’re stronger now.

      As are you, little sister.

      There was so much more to say about that, but neither one of us wanted to miss what Dean did next. Even Dune waited. His deference to Dean spoke volumes. We were in the shadow people’s territory, yet Dune offered Dean respect.

      “I did what I believed I needed to do,” Yoon insisted.

      “Aye, I believe you did,” Dean said, “which is why I’ll find forgiveness to offer you.”

      “He’s going to forgive him!” Rane said. I understood he wanted to direct his comment at Dean but didn’t dare to disrespect our leader’s judgment. I understood because I wanted to do the same.

      “Wait,” Traya said to the two of us. “I don’t think he’s finished yet.”

      “Thank you—” Yoon started to say.

      “But I will never trust you again.” Dean took several steps closer to Yoon, then looked to Dune, who’d moved with them. There was a pause during which they communicated in silence.

      Dune spoke to his men, and they backed off, leaving Yoon free.

      Dean crouched next to the pale-haired man. “I owe your father my life. I’ve long defended you and your dubious alliances because I owed your father.” Yoon started to speak. Dean stopped him with an uplifted hand. “You started out as a narrow-minded young man, full of yourself and your convictions. You were Pumpoo’s greatest advocate within the force. Over the years, I watched you evolve, and you genuinely earned my respect and my trust with the changes in your character. Today, you’ve lost both.”

      Yoon held a steady expression, but I could tell he was working hard to keep the hurt Dean’s words caused from showing on his face. He was mildly successful. He didn’t fool Dean, that was for sure.

      “I was only following Ooba law,” Yoon said.

      “If it were as simple as that, it would be a different story entirely. But you and I both know there was more to it than that. What was it? Did you believe you could run off to join Pumpoo, and that after you did his bidding he’d welcome you as one of his minions?”

      “No.” Yoon sounded genuinely affronted. “It was nothing like that. It might be true that I admired Pumpoo at one time, but I don’t anymore.”

      “Then what is it? I’d really like to understand your betrayal, Yoon.”

      The word betrayal stung Yoon; he didn’t bother hiding it as he sat. My eyes darted to his blade, now within his easy reach. But Yoon didn’t move to grab his knife. He looked at Dean as if it were just the two of them, free of the hundreds of eyes watching them. Even the shadow people, whom I didn’t think understood our language at all, watched every move, seemed to hinge on every word.

      Everyone there waited for Yoon’s answer. Complete silence echoed as I spotted a dragon at the edge of the sky, flying in our direction. I’d been looking for dragons to respond to Rosie’s call of distress.

      When Yoon spoke, all thoughts of dragons dropped from my mind. His words were all I could focus on.

      He said, “I wasn’t following Pumpoo’s orders. I was doing what I believed must be done to protect our people. I was there when the seer spoke her prophecy.”
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      “You actually saw this great seer Pumpoo claims came to speak with him?” Dean asked Yoon. I barely heard his words over the whooshing sound thumping annoyingly through my head.

      I looked to Rane with wide, startled eyes. Finally, here might be some of the answers we’d been seeking our entire lives. I found Rane already staring at me—or at least staring at the spot I occupied. I never was certain with my twin whether he saw me or not, whether the sun rays reflected off me in just the right way to illuminate my outline.

      I briefly considered becoming visible, now that doing so had become almost effortless, but I wasn’t out of danger yet. Dean and Dune had arrived, and that increased my chance of survival a hundred fold. But Rane and I weren’t clear of danger; I sensed the fact with an alarming prickle to the nape of my neck. No, nothing was settled yet.

      At the same time, Rane and I shifted our attention to Yoon.

      “I did actually see this person,” Yoon said, sounding as if he was affronted that Dean should doubt his word in any way. I believed it a show. Yoon couldn’t possibly expect Dean to trust him after what he’d just done in his absence. If he was sane he wouldn’t, anyhow.

      “And what was this seer like?”

      “A woman, old and frail seeming, yet with a strength of youth bubbling up from somewhere deep within her.”

      “Go on.”

      “She looked little like our people, and even less like these... shadow people. Her skin was fair, her hair as white as new snow. Her hands were gnarled and shrunken, as was all of her. She walked with the support of a cane. Do I need to go on?”

      “Her eyes. What color were they?”

      I wondered what Dean was up to. Was he trying to trick Yoon or something? If he was, I couldn’t imagine how.

      Yoon didn’t even flinch at the question. “I’ll never forget her eyes. Her eyebrows were white and bushy. They nearly obscured her stare. But nothing could conceal that icy look. Her eyes, Dean, were so light as to be nearly white. They were a chilly light blue, as of ice.”

      Yoon seemed to be becoming emboldened as he described the seer. He’d sat hunched in on himself. Now he sat taller. He pulled his legs into himself and wrapped his arms around them, perching his chin on his knees, his face less than an arm’s length from Dean’s.

      “What did the woman say? Did she say where she was from or what she wanted?”

      “She didn’t. I heard her only say that twins would arrive across the rock plain, and that they would deliver devastation to the Ooba tribe. Just as Pumpoo said. Oh, and also that one of us would ride dragons. But given that we’re now surrounded by a tribe that can ride dragons, I don’t know how meaningful that is anymore.”

      “You heard the seer speak this prophecy, from her own lips?”

      “Aye.” Yoon stared at Dean defiantly, daring him, it seemed, to contradict him.

      “And how did you manage that? Were you such a trusted part of Pumpoo’s inner fold that he allowed you to be part of secret meetings with seers, when no one else was? Perhaps his emissaries were, I don’t know. The rest of the tribe certainly wasn’t, that’s for damn sure.”

      Yoon stared at Dean without saying anything for long enough that I realized things weren’t as clear as Yoon was representing them. For the first time since Dean crouched in front of him, Yoon looked around him. Quickly, he looked away, back to Dean. So many sets of eyes drilled into him, waiting for Dean to extract answers that might begin to make sense of things.

      “Pumpoo didn’t invite me.” Yoon flicked a lightning fast glance in Pumpoo’s direction, but the small man was nearly as invisible as I from this distance. He was small, the warriors who surrounded him weren’t. Yoon continued in a softer voice, as if hoping the former chieftain wouldn’t be able to hear him. “I happened to be in the area when the seer arrived. I was walking behind the chieftain’s home when I heard her begin to speak. I grew curious, thinking Pumpoo might need my protection, so I went over to the sounds to see if he needed my help.”

      “That was thoughtful of you.” There wasn’t a trace of sarcasm in Dean’s voice.

      “Aye, well, I aim to do my duty.” I couldn’t tell if Yoon was serious or not. Surely he didn’t think any of us were falling for his story. He’d been spying on the chieftain, or something like that. Whatever he’d actually been doing it couldn’t have been honorable. It didn’t feel honorable.

      “So you happened to be there when this seer arrived, and what? You managed to overhear what she said?”

      “Aye. I was concerned for the well-being of our leader. Here was a complete stranger, a foreigner to our tribe, that much was blatantly obvious. I listened long enough to ensure she meant him no harm. Once I verified that he was safe, I left.”

      “Pumpoo never realized you were there?”

      Another nervous glance to the small man lost in a sea of towering muscle. “No, he never knew.”

      “And you never spoke with him about the seer’s prophecy?”

      “I saw no reason to.”

      “Did this seer speak this prophecy alone or was there more?”

      Yoon hesitated. Dean said, “Did she leave right away after she spoke the prophecy?”

      “I don’t know. I didn’t stay. I didn’t want to be discovered.” Yoon hurried to amend his response. “I didn’t want Pumpoo to see me there and misinterpret my intentions.”

      “I understand. I wouldn’t have wanted Pumpoo to discover me... overhearing either. How did this seer look when she told the prophecy? Did something change about her?”

      “Oh yes, everything about her changed. Her eyes clouded over, as if they rolled into the back of her head. She started rocking back and forth—she was sitting, you see—and her voice changed tones. It sounded almost as if she were chanting. She kept clenching and unclenching her hands, over and over, rocking.” He spoke quickly now, sure of his response. “When the prophecy finished coming through her, her eyes went back to normal, or at least as normal for her. She stopped rocking and twisting her hands.”

      “That sounds like an incredible thing to watch.”

      “Oh it was. I couldn’t take my eyes off her.”

      “That’s amazing. I wish I’d seen it. Did it last for a good long while then?” It almost sounded as if Dean was talking with his friend again, a man he still trusted.

      “It lasted for a good long while, aye. You would’ve loved watching her. You could tell something special was happening. It wasn’t normal. It wasn’t like anything I’d ever seen.”

      “If it went on for a ‘good long while’ then surely she said more than the short prophecy Pumpoo shared with us. It was only two things. There must’ve been more. Good thing you were there so you can tell us the rest.” Excitement crossed Dean’s face, and I could no longer tell if he was being earnest, or manipulating Yoon. “What else did she say?” Dean’s green eyes sparkled with intelligence and enthusiasm. I found myself holding my breath, waiting for Yoon to tell us what Dean so much wanted to know—what I so much wanted to know.

      But Yoon’s face, which had begun to lose its worry, fell. Seriousness settled into place, and more disinterest. “That was it. She didn’t say anything more than that bit about the twins and riding dragons. Nothing else.”

      “That can’t have been it. Maybe you’ve forgotten the rest. Think for a bit.”

      “I don’t need to think,” Yoon snapped. “My memory works just fine. That’s all there was.”

      “That was it?”

      “That was it.”

      “And you heard the words directly from the seer’s own mouth?”

      “Aye. Basically.”

      “Basically?”

      “Dean!” Shula’s strong voice interrupted. “Dune! You both need to get over here right now.”

      No! Dean finally has Yoon’s back against the wall!

      Dean didn’t hesitate. With a glance at the shadow warriors who surrounded Yoon, which I interpreted to mean, Watch him, Dean stood and faced Dune. A few seconds for mind speaking with the shadow leader, and then both men were moving fast toward Shula.

      I didn’t blame them, even though I was desperate for Dean to continue questioning Yoon. But Shula’s request had been urgent. If the reserved Shula, who was as experienced as Dean, had seen reason to interrupt what he was doing, then Dean needed to hurry.

      I felt woozy from blood loss or shock or something—all I understood was that I didn’t feel my usual self. But when Traya and Rane stood, I let them help me up, nursing my injured arm. Rosie scooted across the ground to press against my lower legs, but she didn’t stand on her cut leg. Poor girl, I thought, but my attention was ahead of me. I craned my neck, as did so many of the others around me.

      This had to be about Pumpoo. It had to be.

      “Hurry!” Shula called. “It looks like he’s pulling faithum to him so he can get out of here.”

      “Crap!” I said, urgency pulsing through me. I wanted to run to Pumpoo, to do something—anything—to stop him before he could disappear to later cause more harm.

      Rane, who knew me better than anyone, clenched down on my good arm. “Stay here.” His voice was soft, but it was a command. He wasn’t about to let me expose myself to Pumpoo’s level of danger again.

      Besides, what could I do? But even as a part of me wanted to pretend I was helpless without any idea what to do, another part of me whispered, That’s a lie. You can do whatever you need to do. You’re as powerful as you believe yourself to be, as powerful as you’ll allow.

      That first part jumped, with a ready denial. But I wouldn’t let it rear and hold me back anymore. I wasn’t sure where it came from, but it was there, undeniable. I wouldn’t allow myself to believe I was weak anymore. I was finished with that—so finished.

      Of all of us here, even among an entire tribe of people who were shadows, I was the only one who could become invisible. I was the only one who could extend that invisibility to others. Even my twin couldn’t do that. None of the Ooba had managed to stream as much faithum as I had without any training.

      I wasn’t a freak. I was special. And the only person who had to believe that was I, dammit. I was ready to believe.

      I was ready to charge at that sniveling heap of a man, disguised in colorful garb to hide his darkness.

      I didn’t even think. I dropped my invisibility with as much ease as one discarded a cloak.

      Rane and Traya startled. I didn’t look at them. “Let me go,” I said, assuming that Rane would fight me on this. He was my protector, always had been. Surely he’d resist me wanting to go up against the most dangerous man our people had ever called a leader.

      But he didn’t. That surprised me more even than the shifts I sensed running through me, which I had no desire to analyze.

      “Go,” was all Rane said. “I’ll be right behind you.”

      And I knew he would. Rane always had my back, as I’d always have his.

      But as I started covering the open ground between me and the warriors who surrounded Pumpoo, Traya and Rosie followed too.

      I dropped my injured arm to my side, forgotten. Fresh blood stuck to my clothes, I barely noticed.

      My stride was free of my earlier wooziness. Magic was building inside me.

      I felt Luma’s attention settle on me. My heightened awareness also felt the forcers of the Alpha Team sense what was building in me.

      I’d take on Pumpoo alone if I had to.

      Faithum built within me with a crackling ferocity. Magic swirled around me, building like a wall as strong as any mountain. This magic wasn’t my own.
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      Dean and Dune reached Shula before Rane, Traya, Rosie, and I did. By the time we got there, energy—magic, I imagined—crackled nearly tangibly in the air, and several dragons swarmed high above us, blocking the sun in flickers as they flew across it.

      “Whatever he’s doing, he’s almost finished,” Shula said, her voice clear in its urgency. She and the rest of the Alpha Team circled Pumpoo. Boom and Scar held him from either side in a fierce grip no ordinary individual could free himself from—but Pumpoo wasn’t ordinary. He was pulling something to himself that went beyond the usual human limits.

      I felt a flash of admiration for the Alpha Team. They had to know something explosive was coming, a burst that undoubtedly would intend to severely injure if not kill them, but I saw no signs of fear in them, no signs that they’d back away to save themselves. One of the principal tenets of the Dragon Force was to put the well-being of the Ooba tribespeople before your own. Well, the Alpha Team did exactly that, and my chest squeezed in the kind of anticipation you never want to feel, the kind that warns you that something terrible is about to arrive, the kind of thing you’ll want to change as soon as it happens.

      Rane and I stopped just behind Dean and Dune, Traya and Rosie right behind us. The dragonling, even with her injured leg, pressed against the back of my bare calves. I couldn’t spare her any reassurance—just then, it would have been a lie. I didn’t like what was coming.

      My eyes flicked across all the members of the Alpha Team—Dean, Shula, Boom, Scar, Peachy, Crush, and Brute. Dean had said they were the ones who’d learned to draw on faithum and use it as a tool, in this case, a weapon. Their expressions were intent, focused on the small man in the midst of a group of warriors so substantial that his only hope at escape had to be faithum.

      I didn’t see any visible signs of what the Alpha Team must be drawing to themselves, but I could feel it. I was certain that Rane, his grip still firm on my good arm, could sense it too. It was building within my twin as well.

      “What do we do?” I whispered to Rane, not wanting to distract anyone else with my question.

      “Be ready” was all he said. I would’ve asked him to qualify, but I understood exactly what he meant. We couldn’t possibly know what was about to happen, but we had to be ready for it just the same. Whatever Pumpoo hurled our way, we’d give it all we got.

      That simplified my preparation. I’d launch every single speck of faithum I could amass at the former chieftain. I cared if it killed him, but not enough to restrain myself at the risk of sending too little faithum. Pumpoo was too dangerous a man to be allowed to go free. If he died, then that was on him. It would have to be. I’d already killed one man because I misjudged the power of my faithum. I’d risk doing it again to protect the forcers here—and the shadow people. The shadow warriors assembled might not be my people, but they felt as if they should be.

      “Prepare,” Rane said, his voice tight. Tingles, almost painful in their intensity, ran between our arms. Rane dropped mine, but stood so close we were almost touching.

      Unwilling to close my eyes and miss anything, I sucked in the energy that surrounded me. I didn’t think that was the way to do faithum, but since no one had taught me, I did whatever I thought to. With invisible tentacles, I reached in all directions, and pulled into me whatever the air was charged with. The well within me was filling.

      I meant to continue pulling energy and directing it inside me, but I lost my focus. Dune was immediately in front of me, positioned at an angle so that I could guess at the determination of his features on his swirling, shadowy face.

      “Give him space,” Dean barked, as if the shadow leader had communicated the request to him across mind waves.

      All but Boom and Scar, whose grip only tightened on Pumpoo, took a few steps back.

      Dune motioned his arms out to the side in big, arching motions, which suggested he was scooping the air inward. If he’d been doing what I was, I understood he was collecting something far more powerful than air.

      His movements were quick. He reached as far out as his arms could span. Then he pushed it all inside him.

      And he didn’t pause.

      He seemed to pull out the magic in thick unseen strands. He threw them in Pumpoo’s direction.

      As if Boom and Scar understood what the shadow man was doing far better than I, they stepped aside just in time.

      Dune looped his arm over his head, and Pumpoo gasped several lengths away from him. Dune pulled more from his center. He repeated the looping motions, then cinched, pulling his arms toward him as if he’d roped a wild dragon.

      He dug his feet in, leaned his body back, and held on.

      He didn’t turn his head in Dean’s direction, but I watched Dean nod at him, unspoken understanding evident from his profile.

      Dean advanced on Pumpoo. Boom and Scar stood right next to the small man, but didn’t hold him as they had before. Perhaps it would have interfered with the binding Dune evidently had on the man.

      Dean, his hands at his sides, clenching and unclenching, got as close to Pumpoo as he could. No more than an arm’s length separated them, but I realized that, if not for Dune’s hold on the former chieftain, he could have still escaped.

      I moved to the side to get a better look at Dean, and bumped into Luma. I gasped, startled. The usually gentle-seeming girl didn’t even smile at me from her shadows. She only said, What Father is doing won’t hold long. The man is too strong in his magic. Keep yours at the ready.

      I didn’t ask questions, I obeyed. I fixed my eyes on the scene ahead of me, and waited for my chance, half hoping it would never arrive.

      I thought I could actually see sparks flying off Dean’s hands, but I must have imagined it. Faithum wasn’t visible.

      “What do you have to say for yourself?” Dean said, loud enough for all of us nearby to hear.

      Pumpoo’s nostrils flared in affront, and I thought he would either die or disappear with all the answers we longed for. But no... I shouldn’t have feared. Pumpoo was ultimately too proud to keep quiet.

      “I have no need to say anything to you. I don’t answer to you.”

      “Today you do. I’m representing the Ooba people, and you have a lot to answer for.”

      “No one has elected you their leader.”

      “No one will oppose it. The Ooba people know I act with only with their best interest in mind.”

      “Not anymore.” Pumpoo’s smile was wicked. I realized this was his real smile, any pleasant one he’d ever offered just an act that hid who he really was. I wanted to pull away from the ugly sight, but I was riveted at the transformation in the man. “Not after I explained how you hurt their beloved dragons. You’ll have a hard time convincing them otherwise. They believe everything I tell them. And I’ll be back to tell them lots more.” His smile grew into a grin. A shiver of revulsion ran through me before I could stop it—an unpleasant mix with the faithum I was trying to hold on to.

      “I’ve never in my long life of protecting the dragons done anything to hurt them, nor has anyone in my charge. But you already know that. Has a single word from your mouth ever been the truth?”

      “Truth is little more than a matter of perspective.”

      Ugh. Only someone as twisted as Pumpoo could ever say that, and clearly believe it.

      “Did you and your ancestors invent the sacred purpose of the Ooba?”

      Of all the urgent things Dean could have asked before Pumpoo disappeared or died, this wouldn’t have been one of my first choices. Now that the question was out, I found I was dying to know.

      Dean added, “Was the protection of the dragons ever necessary?”

      Pumpoo stared at Dean for a long beat without reaction. Then he threw his head back and laughed, a foul sound that made my skin crawl. “You think yourselves so smart and strong, saving the dragons.” He laughed until he started wheezing and stopped. “But they are dragons, and you are fools. Announcing the protection of dragons the sacred purpose of the Ooba was a brilliant move by my grandfather. I didn’t care much for the man, but I have to give him this, he sure knew how to pull your strings. Day after day you went up against the terrifying beasts who’d do anything to rip you to shreds, and yet you never hurt them, why? Because you believed what we told you, like good, obedient, little people.”

      I rankled at Pumpoo’s response far more than Dean seemed to, and I admired his resolve. I was ready to tear at the nasty little man with my bare fingers. If Rane’s clenching muscles were any indication, he was ready to do the same.

      “The sacred purpose of the Ooba was a fabrication,” Dean said as if he’d long suspected it. I hadn’t. “Why?”

      “Why? Why you ask? Are you that stupid that after all this time you still can’t see the obvious before your eyes?” Dean didn’t answer. Pumpoo didn’t expect him to. He said, “I prefer to keep my secrets to myself. Things go much better that way, but I don’t suppose there’s any harm in telling you now. You won’t be around much longer to interfere, nor will any of your ridiculous forcers. Dragons have faithum, lots and lots of faithum. It’s been right in front of your eyes all this time, and yet you didn’t see it.”

      He chuckled. “I tell you faithum is forbidden, so you don’t look for it. You don’t see it when it’s alive and in movement all around you, flapping its wings overhead all the time.”

      I flicked a glance upward at the dragons. I saw the blue and green dragons, which Dune and Luma had ridden, along with several others.

      Pumpoo didn’t seem concerned with the beasts above. “The dragons contain so much faithum that it was worth my while to learn to harness it. I was waiting for one of you to be able to ride the beasts, but that never happened. I had to go outside of the Ooba to find a tribe wise enough to be able to do that.”

      “We didn’t manage it because you did nothing but limit us with your lies,” Dean said.

      “No one limits you but you.” Pumpoo narrowed his eyes at Dean. “You’re the only one to blame for believing what was easiest. A person is supposed to question what he’s told. At least that’s what the brilliant ones, like myself, do. It’s not my fault that you were so ready to eat the lies I hand fed you. Your abilities are limited by what you believe. You limited yourself. You denied yourself faithum.” He shook his head ruefully—a mockery. “To think you spent your everyday with dragons, loaded with faithum, and you never realized it.”

      “Oh that’s not true.”

      “That’s right. How could I forget that pathetic little show of faithum when I managed to turn the entire tribe against you?”

      Dean looked at Dune, and I realized Dune was saying something. It must’ve been to hurry Dean. Pumpoo didn’t seem worried enough about the hold Dune had on him.

      Pumpoo said, “This little show of faithum is more impressive. The shadow people understand more than you do. But it’s not enough to hold me. None of you are enough to hold me.”

      My faithum crackled. Whatever the sniveling heap of flesh was saying, he was right about one thing. We were only as limited as we believed ourselves to be. I had to believe that.

      “I’ve grown bored of this,” Pumpoo said. “It’s time for me to be going.”

      “Wait!” Dean said. “If you have nothing to worry about as far as us, then won’t you illuminate us more as to your brilliance? I’d like to understand all you’ve done to manipulate us to do your will.”

      For the first time, I saw Pumpoo hesitate. “There isn’t enough time in the day to tell you of all I’ve done to manipulate you, but I suppose you’re right. It would be a shame not to share my brilliance with you, even if you’d only understand for a few moments before I kill you all.”

      “You plan to kill all of us here, is that what you’re saying?”

      “Isn’t it obvious? You’re of no use to me anymore. You know too much to be subservient. With all of you out of the way, the Ooba will embrace me as their hero. I alone survived a brutal fight with the savage shadow people.”

      “You plan to kill them too? The people who welcomed you among them?”

      “A shame, for they’re far smarter than you all, but yes. I’ll keep one or two to teach me how they access the faithum of the dragons enough to ride them, but I don’t need more than that. I think I’ll take that girl, the one who stands next to your twins.”

      Anger rushed through me, but Luma’s energy didn’t shift. I remembered she didn’t understand what Pumpoo was saying, though she certainly must be able to read the general threat he posed.

      Dean said, “You would even kill Yoon, who’s always protected you?”

      Pumpoo didn’t even spare Yoon a searching glance. “He’s served his purpose.”

      “You spun a different version of your lies for your emissaries.” It wasn’t a question.

      “Of course. I’m masterful at what I do. Everyone wants to feel special, even if they aren’t.”

      Poor Yoon, I thought before I could stop myself and remember he’d just tried to kill me and my siblings.

      “And the seers? Did you spin them lies too?” Dean asked.

      “There was no need. They gave me their true prophecies. I gave the Ooba people whatever I wanted.”

      “But... weren’t there those that heard the prophecies along with you?”

      Aye, like Yoon, I thought.

      “Of course not. The seers aren’t from this land. They don’t speak the Ooba language.”

      Damn Yoon and his ‘basically’ hearing the seer’s prophecy. He hadn’t heard a thing. If he’d heard anything, it was Pumpoo’s ‘interpretation’ of the prophecy.

      “I alone heard their prophecies, as it was meant to be.” Pumpoo looked like he actually believed his self-importance. “They aren’t for anything less than masterful minds. Given what our tribe is like, that meant me, and no one else.”

      Twins! I yelled through my mind, targeting Dean, hoping he’d hear me as he had before. Ask him about twins.

      “The prophecy about twins devastating our people,” Dean said, and I tensed in anticipation. “Is that true?”

      “Of course not.” Pumpoo laughed, the bastard actually laughed. I’d never wanted to kill anyone before in my entire life. I wanted to kill him right then.

      “You ordered generations of Ooba people to kill twins.”

      “And my father and grandfather before me understood the need to do the same.” Pumpoo spoke as if it was just business, nothing more. As if I hadn’t lived my entire life in fear of being discovered, of being hunted, because of one of his maniacal whims.

      “Why? Why would you even do that? What could be more innocent than newborn infants?” Dean sounded as if he truly couldn’t grasp Pumpoo’s level of evil. I was glad for it. I couldn’t understand it either, and it was reassuring to see that Pumpoo was the exception, not the norm.

      “It wasn’t a matter of their innocence,” he said, with the disinterest that usually accompanies a person cleaning the dirt from under their nails in boredom. “It was a matter of their power.”

      Our power? My heart stuttered while I stretched my hearing to catch every despicable word.

      “You see, early on, before the Ooba even left the Original city, one of the greatest seers ever forecasted that faithum would once more become our way of life, and that twins would be the greatest harnessers of faithum among our people.”

      Deep shock swept across the forcers. I experienced the heavy silence like a wall surrounding me, mostly from those forcers who’d stood with Yoon, prepared to kill my twin and me.

      “So... so why kill the twins?” Dean stuttered. I suspected the man hadn’t stuttered in centuries. “Why not let them return the way of faithum to our people?”

      Pumpoo let out an exasperated sigh. “Do I have to spell out absolutely everything for you? Can you not think for yourself, man? The Andaron dynasty, as you should know, rules the Original city with a heavy fist. A people empowered with their own faithum is much more difficult to subdue. So the Andaron told them faithum wasn’t possible, the idiots believed it, and slowly the old ways began to fade from their consciousness. People lacking in faithum lack power. To that end, of course, twins couldn’t be allowed to live on.”

      Of course, I thought murderously.

      “The Ooba people left right before the Andaron ruler enacted a law that all twins were to be killed upon birth. We left because my great grandmother had just given birth to a set of twins. She wanted to protect them, and my great grandfather yielded to her weakness, and heeded her plea. It mattered little in the end, as the twins didn’t survive the trip to the other side of Planet Origins. They were weak and succumbed to disease. They were the reason my ancestors fled the power of the Original city, but once we left, they didn’t dare return, because they couldn’t break their agreement with the Andaron.”

      “And that agreement was?”

      “That our ethnic group would leave the Original city forever, never to return. We’d take our twins and live in secret. Our twins would never be allowed to believe in faithum or in their power so they wouldn’t pose a threat to the rule of the Andaron. After our departure, the Andaron would begin a cleansing of all twins and all faithum. My forefather and the Ooba were allowed to escape. Since our darker skin made us less attractive to the Andaron anyway, they didn’t mind losing us.”

      “And the king allowed your great grandfather to leave like that? With a living threat?”

      “Not exactly. The entirety of the deal was made with the seer, who had a daughter who’d given birth to her own set of twins. The deal with the Andarons was a bit... different.”

      “So your great grandfather struck his own secret deal with the seer, and he fled.”

      “He didn’t flee. My ancestors and I don’t flee. But aye, the Andaron didn’t know the full extent of what was going on. They didn’t need to, especially since the ruler at the time was a woman.”

      “And women are less than men in your eyes?”

      “Of course they are.”

      Dean didn’t bother talking sense into the man. Sense had long been off the menu for our former chieftain.

      “And the raiders from the Original city? Were they an invention to keep us in fear all along?”

      “More or less. I also had to keep you trained and sharp. One never knows what might happen. I had to keep a ready force to defend me.”

      “To protect you in case we ever remembered our faithum, despite your best efforts otherwise.”

      “Something like that. Or in case anyone from the Original city ever realized what my forebears or I were up to.”

      “There were never any raiders.”

      “No. But the danger of twins was—is—real. And I fully intend to eliminate it. Immediately.”

      “We won’t allow it.”

      “I don’t need your permission to do a damn thing, haven’t you learned at least that with your simple mind? I do what I please. I always have, I always will. I’ve grown bored of this. I have plans to complete. It’s my time.”

      And just like that, Pumpoo disappeared from view.
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      I had just enough time to process one panicked thought—Pumpoo is going to continue tormenting the Ooba people. There was no more opportunity for deliberation, just action.

      So many things happened at once that I did nothing but watch them unfold for a few beats too many.

      Pumpoo disappeared, but only for seconds. Dune yanked him back, turning his disappearance into little more than a flicker.

      Dune pulled on invisible ropes, tugging hard. Dean ran to his side to help, though I didn’t know how he could contribute when what was taking place was entirely on the unseen plane.

      Dune dug his feet in and leaned his weight backward. Despite the rippling movement of his shadows, I could make out muscles that bulged with effort.

      Dean slid into place behind him, circling his arms around Dune’s waist, and adding his weight to Dune’s as they combined efforts to lean backward.

      The shocked scowl on the small man’s face made it evident he’d never expected to fail in his disappearance. But his face was nowhere as concerned as it should be. I worried the mastermind of an entire tribe had a backup plan.

      Pumpoo didn’t manage to free his arms from Dune’s invisible lasso, but he pulled on the rope with his hands, bound in front of his body. Still, it wasn’t his physical strength that would give him the edge in this fight. Dune and Dean were each twice his size.

      But when Pumpoo pulled on the rope that bound him to Dune and the here-and-now, the two bigger men slid a foot.

      They grunted, and with renewed vigor, yanked back, harder. They regained their ground, and Pumpoo slid a foot forward.

      Pumpoo was fighting to break free. If we lost control of him now, our tribe would be in the greatest danger it had ever been.

      Pumpoo had been the master puppeteer, concealed beneath a colorful shade. We’d been his puppets. With his true colors flying in an unsung breeze, he’d have no reason to hold back. He’d fully become the ruthless villain he’d been all along. He’d tear through us with the ferocity of the most violent she-dragon. If the Ooba managed to recover from his attempts, it would be at a great price. That much I was sure of.

      Dune and Dean pulled, obviously trying to rope Pumpoo in. The villain resisted, though his strength in resistance came from his energetic body.

      Boom and Scar hovered next to Pumpoo, their hands outstretched, searching for the right place to grab onto the man. When Shula lunged for Pumpoo, with every intention of holding onto him with enough strength that he couldn’t break free, Dean yelled, “Shula, no!”

      She skidded to a stop and breathed angrily on Pumpoo.

      “Don’t touch him,” Dean called. “None of you touch him.”

      Why can’t they touch him? I desperately wanted to know. How are they supposed to contain him if they can’t touch him?

      “Use your faithum, but don’t touch him with your body,” Dean said, and I couldn’t stand it anymore.

      I brought a quick hand to Luma’s shoulder, and asked, Why can’t they touch him? What’s your father doing?

      She responded without looking at me, as if she only could spare to give me half her attention. The man you called your chieftain is sucking in the energy around him, building his magic to greater levels so he can break the hold my father has on him. If anyone touches him, he’ll suck their energy into his and drain them of life.

      By the oasis, Pumpoo wasn’t playing. He’ll kill anyone who touches him? Is that what you’re saying?

      Yes.

      And your father’s magic, will it hold him? Dune and Dean were struggling not to lose ground, and I watched Crush and Brute reach Dean and clamp onto his body, to add their resistance to the fight.

      My father’s magic is strong. It will hold. But not long enough.

      Luma stepped in front of me. She was finished informing me. She directed her attention above, and stretched her arms overhead, toward the now-swarming dragons.

      Peachy moved to Shula’s side, and the two women, along with Boom and Scar, watched Pumpoo with piercing eyes, waiting for their opportunity to move in on him. I had no idea what had to change for them to be able to pin the man down, but I assumed they did.

      I needed to do something to help. But what? We couldn’t touch Pumpoo with our physical bodies, but could we touch him with our faithum? Certainly we could, right? We had to be able to touch him in some way. We had to stop him. He couldn’t prove himself stronger than all of us. His darkness shouldn’t be allowed to win. It simply shouldn’t. But I’d lived in an unfair world long enough to know things didn’t always go the way I believed they should.

      I had to contribute in some way. With a whole team of warriors surrounding him, surely we could stop him.

      I didn’t dare use my faithum—whatever I could figure out to access, at least—without assurance that it was safe. Rane might not know, but he was the only one there to ask. Can we use our faithum without harm? Will he be able to pull in our faithum and use it against us?

      Dammit, Nir, I don’t know. He didn’t say more, but I understood. The energy building within him was enough to emanate crackles I could feel. He was already prepared to launch his own faithum—which I’d never known him to access like this before. He was waiting for clearance too.

      Pumpoo gained a foot, even with the four hardened warriors struggling to resist him.

      He’s stolen so much from all of us, from all of the Ooba. It was a thought meant just for me, but Rane heard it. He was alive in a way I’d never seen before; his reach was greater.

      He’s been funneling our faithum for as long as he’s ruled. You saw him sucking our life force energy. This is why he was doing it. We stop him. Now.

      I nodded, more determined than I’d ever been in my life. I yelled through my mind, Luma! I needed her answers. Can we use our magic on him without danger of him combining it with his own?

      She didn’t answer for a while, and I wondered if I shouldn’t have interrupted her. She was directing several dragons downward, toward us. But then she did answer, Not yet.

      It was all I got. Even through the waves of our silent communication, I could tell that what she was doing took as much effort as her father’s resistance to Pumpoo.

      I wished I could spend all day watching the shadow girl, who reminded me so much of what I might be like if I owned all my strength and faithum, but I quickly whisked my eyes back to Pumpoo. To Rane I said, Luma says not to use our faithum yet. I’m going to build mine.

      Rane would have to fill in the gaps. If Luma said not yet, I had to hope there was a chance that we could consolidate our magic and blast the man who’d done his best to harm everyone I cared about.

      I didn’t close my eyes, but I let my focus go soft until I saw nothing more than shapes and colors. The location of our greatest adversary pulsed and vibrated. Like this, I could see what he was doing. He was drawing great amounts of energy from his surroundings, but the energy was also surging from within. He’d taken enough from the Ooba to fuel him so he could resist two tribes worth of warriors.

      Pumpoo’s faithum was strong, but instead of feeling drawn to it, I was repulsed. He’d taken something amazing, pure and powerful, and tarnished it until it became something dark and revolting.

      But just because I didn’t like the feel of the energy Pumpoo was amassing, didn’t mean it wouldn’t kill us. If Pumpoo, just one man, and a small, weak-looking one at that, could resist the direct efforts of men like Dune and Dean, Pumpoo’s faithum was something fearsome. It contained the energy of hundreds of people, something that was never meant to happen.

      I hadn’t learned enough to know what to do. Even the experienced dragon charmers and tamers and shadow warriors around us didn’t seem to know either. Pumpoo’s level of wickedness was foreign.

      So I let instinct guide me, within the limits of Luma’s warning. Not yet. I hoped I’d know when.

      I pulled the energy in from the air as Pumpoo was doing. I took care not to pull from any other person, but I sucked and drew and yanked everything else toward my center.

      Rosie started whining behind me, but I couldn’t stop just then.

      I tugged and opened myself up to however much would come my way. Without looking at him, I sensed Rane growing stronger beside me. I assumed he must be doing what I was.

      The energy crackled to life and turned into faithum. Energy never dies, it merely transforms. I intended that everything I managed to pull into myself convert into a faithum I could direct toward Pumpoo.

      The faithum swelled and grew and crackled. I had to clamp down on a sudden fear. I don’t know what I’m doing. I’ve pulled in too much!

      But it was too late to change course. I tried to moderate how much energy I continued to pull in, but I couldn’t. Momentum funneled more my way.

      I panicked. I tried to stop any more energy from reaching me. I couldn’t stop it. It kept coming in vast, filling waves, until there was nowhere else to put it.

      My bare feet sunk into the dirt beneath, my knees nearly buckling at the weight of the unseen force I was shouldering. I attempted to reach Rane, or even Traya behind me, but my body was locked in position. It took all my physical strength to hold the faithum vibrating through me now.

      I made another effort to reach for Rane, no longer with my body, but through that unseen connection he and I had, which seemed to have grown as we accepted our potential power. Maybe I could share some of this faithum with him, spread it between the two of us so that we’d both survive this.

      If I didn’t share it, I was starting to fear it would kill me. How Pumpoo could hold as much energy as he did was a mystery, one that I should’ve examined before I attempted this.

      I was untrained, yet doing things only masters did. It seemed I might pay the ultimate price for my mistake, and save Pumpoo the effort of killing me.

      Because I had no doubt that Pumpoo would kill Rane and me just as soon as he could hunt us down. Or maybe he’d find the way to drain our life force completely first, and take some of our supposed power before he finished us off.

      The energy vibrated through me so powerfully it rattled my eyeballs. Whatever colors and shapes I’d registered before dissolved into nothing but fuzz. Rosie’s whining disappeared in a cacophony of mixed sound, and Luma’s warning vanished along with it. My lips and fingertips went numb. Even my toes tingled where they touched the dirt.

      When my teeth started to chatter and I discovered myself incapable of reaching out to anyone in any way, I let go. It wasn’t an intentional attack against Pumpoo. It was a matter of my survival. I had to release this energy or it would kill me. Right then. I’d be extinguished from this world in a flash.

      I let every single bit of faithum I’d gathered within me release with no more direction than the one thought I managed to form in my desperate mind. Pumpoo. I have to stop Pumpoo. That was all I could accomplish, and even that felt like a miracle.

      I streamed every speck of my power toward the man. His malicious grin, which derived pleasure from our pain, formed in my mind’s eye. I unleashed every bit of me at it.

      A flash of light, so bright that it overpowered every other sense and impression, grew everywhere. Inside me. Outside of me. My ears rang and the numbness spread to my tongue and forearms.

      My feet forgot how to hold me up. I fell.

      Someone caught me.
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      Despite my nearly desperate determination not to, I think I might have passed out again. There was too much at risk for me to sleep for days to recover. I wouldn’t have it. Everyone I cared most for was in danger.

      I struggled to open my eyes, and when they resisted my efforts, I forced them open. I managed a sleepy-looking half-open eyelid, but it was enough to peer into the concerned face of my sister, who looked ahead, not at me, even as she clutched my body to her.

      “Is everyone all right?” I murmured.

      She snapped her gaze downward. “Oh by the oasis,” Traya said, tears welling in her big brown caring eyes. She breathed in and out rapidly, closed her eyes, and moved one hand from holding me to clutch at her chest. Slowly, she opened her eyes to stare at me. “Don’t ever do that to me again.”

      “What’d I do?” I sounded wobbly, like an adult who’d had too much to drink.

      “What’d you do? You scared the crap out of me, that’s what you did. I thought you were dead.”

      “Surely you didn’t. My body is still functioning.”

      But Traya had no desire to hear my logic. “You looked dead,” she said. “One moment you were standing there, shaking all over, your face turning red and then pale and then red again, you didn’t hear me when I was calling to you... and then... and then you just collapsed. What was I supposed to think?”

      “Traya,” I whispered. Traya was the calm one in the family, the rock we could all lean on, even Mother. She was the glue that kept our different personalities and temperaments functioning together as one family unit. Traya couldn’t fall apart. And more, I couldn’t be the one to cause it. “Traya,” I said again, but then everything else that had happened right before I collapsed crystallized with urgency.

      I sat up with a start, slipping from my sister’s lap. My head spun and I immediately regretted having moved so quickly. Bringing a stilling hand to my head, I looked around.

      Rosie limped over to me and licked my face. “Hi girl,” I said. “Sit with me. We’ll take care of your leg in a bit.” Without examining the gash in her leg, I realized she’d be all right. The others might not be. I patted my lap, and Rosie settled herself awkwardly in it, favoring her injured leg.

      I’d added Rosie’s weight, but I still leaned back into Traya’s chest. I needed her support.

      Up ahead was a mass of forcers and shadow people, all moving in different directions... but none seemed to be clutching at themselves in pain or leaning over limp bodies.

      I allowed myself to take in a deep big gulp of air.

      I saw Shula, Peachy, Boom, and Scar standing around each other in the place Pumpoo had been. But I didn’t see Pumpoo anywhere.

      Next I found Dean, Dune, Brute, and Crush. They were all where I’d last seen them, but their arms hung limp at their sides, their faces slack with the aftermath of intense effort. They didn’t seem hurt or overly worried. I allowed myself another shaky breath.

      Dragons swooped low overhead, but none of the milling warriors seemed worried. Luma was walking toward her father.

      Rane. My heart thudded the one, terrified word. I didn’t see Rane anywhere.

      I sat up straighter. Rosie looked up at me, her big, black eyes shiny with a reflection of my concern.

      I jerked my head left and right, ignoring the way the world tilted with my movement. “Rane,” I said harshly. “Traya, where’s Rane?”

      She tried to pull me against her chest to comfort me. I resisted. I couldn’t even look at her. “Tell me now. Did something happen to Rane?”

      Everything stopped until she answered, even the tilting. Nothing dared beat or pump until I could determine whether my life was ruined or not.

      “Shh, it’s all right, Nir,” Traya said, evidently feeling my panic. “He’s behind us. With Yoon.”

      My head drooped against my chest in relief before I managed to prop it up. I could already tell I was going to pass out no matter how much I fought it. I had to make the most of the time I had before oblivion claimed me. With that in mind, I peppered Traya with questions.

      “Is Rane all right? Is he hurt?”

      “He’s fine. Great, actually, from the look of him. Better than ever, energized even.”

      “Hunh.”

      “Aye, he didn’t get hit with whatever you did.”

      Obviously Traya didn’t understand that all I got hit with emanated from me.

      “Was it Pumpoo?” she asked. “Is he the one that did this to you?”

      “No.” I wasn’t interested in giving her answers. I needed my own first, and fast. Gray was starting to creep in around the edges of my vision. “Where’s Pumpoo? Did he manage to escape?”

      “I’m not sure yet, but I really don’t think so. From what I could tell, it looked like you all fried him with your combined faithum.”

      “Combined? What do you mean?”

      “I mean, it looked like you all blasted him with faithum at the exact same time. Pumpoo’s eyes looked like they might have actually popped in their sockets. I don’t know. I really don’t know how to explain it, Nir. I’ve never seen anything like it in my life.”

      “Try.”

      “It almost looked like he melted for a bit until he just... disappeared. One moment he was there, looking all... lopsided, like he was shrinking in on himself, and the next, poof, he was... gone.”

      “And no one got hurt? None of the forcers trying to grab onto Pumpoo? Shula, Peachy, Boom, or Scar? Or any of the forcers or shadow warriors standing behind them?”

      “I’m not sure, Nir. I’ve been here with you since you collapsed, but I don’t think so. They didn’t touch him at any time. They did move in on him, but it seemed as if they only used their faithum to contain him. It looked like the Alpha Team formed some kind of wall of faithum to hold him in place. Like a screen of light. But they never touched him, not that I saw at least. But I was a bit more worried about you than them.”

      “So no one but me collapsed?”

      “No, just you,” Traya said happily. I was glad no one else passed out, but I hadn’t managed to convince myself of it yet. I was the only weak one. I sighed, tired of being different, the one who never quite managed to do what everyone else did.

      “And what about Luma? What’d she do with the dragons?” That was what I was most curious about. I’d been raised with people who dedicated their lives to dragons. But never had I seen any of the Dragon Force do what Luma was able to.

      Traya chuckled lightly, the tension leaving her quickly. “I have no idea, but whatever she did, it was amazing.”

      “Was it something you could see?”

      “Oh, aye, I saw it alright, I just don’t know what it was. A ripple of energy? I don’t know, something, something big, descended from the dragons. Like a bubble.” Traya shrugged. “Sorry, Nir, I don’t have the words. Never seen anything like it. The dragons sent out some kind of blast that warped downward and settled over Pumpoo. It happened right before you, and everyone else, sent their faithum to Pumpoo.”

      “Everyone else did what I did at the same time?” I pushed hard on the gray, which pulsed inward more aggressively now.

      “Aye, that was amazing too. As if you were all in communication with each other. I wouldn’t have been surprised if you and Rane did it at the same time, you’re so connected to each other, but with the rest of the Alpha Team? And Dune and Luma? It was awesome.”

      I didn’t think I’d ever heard Traya say the word “awesome” before, and I was sorry I’d missed the show that led to this particular first. The thought was sluggish. I realized I was drifting away, slumping into Traya’s chest. I swam toward awareness with everything I had left to me. “And Dean? Dune?” I slurred. “And the other two?” I couldn’t even remember Brute and Crush’s names anymore. “Did they blast too?”

      “It seemed like they did. Though with them it was different. Their faithum traveled up the bind they had on Pumpoo. I could actually see a vibrating, light, uh, rope, I guess. It only lasted a few seconds, but I could see a blast of their faithum—it looked like light—explode into Pumpoo’s chest. That’s when his eyes started bulging and he melted.”

      “Oh,” I said, and I knew that was it. I felt Rosie press her nose against my torso, nudging me, and Traya wrap her arms around me again.

      I gave in to the gray.
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      When I next came to, Traya was gone, and Rane sat next to me—along with Rosie, of course. But Rane wasn’t paying attention to me, and I didn’t blame him.

      Luma, who seemed to nearly sparkle with excitement, stood in front of the green dragon we’d first seen her riding. The shadows, which made up her body, swirled in non-stop movement, reflecting her enthusiasm.

      She reached her arms up to the green dragon, and Green brought its head down and rested its nose between her hands.

      My breath caught. Green almost seemed... gentle. No dragon I’d ever seen or heard of was gentle. In fact, they were the exact opposite.

      “Ah, you’re awake,” Rane said, scooting closer to me. “How are you feeling?” His sharp eyes were on me, reassuring himself I was well, but I could tell he wanted to look back at the dragon. Or was it Luma he wanted to look at?

      “I’m all right.” I pushed myself up to my elbows so I could have a better view. Forcers still milled about, but they’d cleared a wide circle in their midst for the dragon. They spoke with each other, but mostly they watched the sight so few of us had seen before. Shadow warriors intermixed with them, and seemed to be in awe of what Luma did with Green. Maybe her abilities with the dragons weren’t as common as I’d assumed. Maybe she was special even among her own people.

      When I didn’t say anything else, Rane’s attention drifted back ahead of him. Green was nuzzling Luma’s head, and she was laughing as the dragon made a mess of her long, shadowy hair.

      “Who are you watching?” I asked.

      Rane startled, as if he’d already forgotten I was there. “What do you mean?” he asked without looking.

      “I mean,” I said, bringing myself to seated, relieved the world no longer spun. “Who are you watching? The dragon or Luma?”

      My twin flushed, and I had my answer.

      “What about Yana?” I asked.

      “What about her?”

      In his reply, there too, I had an answer. His interest in Luma had outshone his interest in the forcer trainee we hadn’t seen since we left our home. Perhaps it was just as well. I doubted our lives would remain the same after this. I didn’t think I’d want to go back to the way things had been, even if it were possible.

      “How long have I been sleeping?” I asked.

      “A few hours, not as long as before.”

      I stared at my brother. His face was relaxed, but it emanated a quiet strength I’d never noticed in him before. It was as if he’d discovered a power within himself, and fully owned it. His eyes were sharp, intelligent, fixed on every one of Luma’s graceful movements. His shoulders looked strong beneath his short sleeves, his chest broad, almost that of a man. His long, dark braid rested against his back.

      Green nuzzled Luma again, and she laughed, turning her head in our direction. Her eyes landed on my twin, and I saw a shadow person flush for the first time. It wasn’t the same kind of color that flooded our cheeks, but I was certain of what I was seeing just the same. She tucked a stray strand of hair behind one ear.

      This is going to be interesting, I thought, before remembering that Rane had changed and he could now hear my thoughts. But either he didn’t this time, or he didn’t care what I thought.

      Luma’s attention drifted to me, and she started moving our way. I watched my twin follow every single one of her steps. I didn’t bother to hide my smile.

      How are you feeling? Luma asked before she reached my side. Once she did, she settled on the ground next to me. The foot of space between her legs and Rane’s pulsed. With a start, I realized I could actually see the energy between them.

      My eyes widened, fixed on the colorful swirls that eddied between their bodies.

      Anira?

      Sorry, I said. I, uh, never mind. Yes, I feel well enough, thanks for asking. How are you? What you’re doing with that dragon is absolutely amazing. I never imagined dragons could interact with people that way. I didn’t actually know if the shadow people were people, but it didn’t seem like the time to dissect the details. What else would they be? In a world with possibilities as great as the ones I’d recently discovered, I realized anything—anything—was truly possible.

      Luma smiled and looked back at Green with evident affection. This wonderful dragon has been with me since she was a dragonling like Rosie, and since I was a girl.

      Green’s a she-dragon?

      Luma chuckled. Why does that surprise you so?

      Because she-dragons are the most vicious of all dragons. They’ve killed more of our people than males.

      Luma’s face lost its mirth. She-dragons aren’t vicious, they’re protective, as they should be. The males don’t take care of the young, they do, and they even have to defend dragonlings from the males. Once she-dragons consider you their own, they’ll protect you with their lives.

      I sat with that for a moment, recognizing that she was right. Things were only frightening until I understood them. Well, that wasn’t entirely true. Pumpoo would probably always be frightening.

      Is Pumpoo... dead? I asked either her or Rane. I didn’t care where the answer came from, I just needed to know. Would Rane and I still be hunted? Would we ever escape our peculiar births?

      Rane looked to Luma too as if he wasn’t sure of the answer. What had he been doing all this time while I slept if he wasn’t getting to the bottom of things? I had the feeling the answer to that question laid in the mesmerizing, swirling young woman.

      Pumpoo isn’t exactly dead, Luma said, but he’s as good as. He’ll never bother you or anyone else again.

      Wait, how can he not be dead but still not bother us? You don’t know Pumpoo. He won’t ever give up on killing us.

      He can’t kill you, Luma said, staring deep into my eyes. He’s no longer in a body.

      Do you mean that his eternality left his body?

      Aye, I suppose so. Whatever made him the man he was is no longer in that form.

      So he is dead?

      The life force of a person, or the eternality as you call it, never disappears entirely. It merely becomes something else, or fills another vessel. There is no real death.

      Ah, I understand. In the way my people see it, he is dead then.

      Luma shrugged, her shoulders moving upward a fraction of an inch in gray swirls. However you choose to see it is up to you. To my people, he’s simply moved on from the vessel that was Pumpoo. He’s no longer a man.

      Though he may become one again?

      Another shrug. Maybe. He can become a variety of things. His life force could return to fill a dragon, or a mowab, or a person.

      A mowab? What’s a mowab? I exchanged a look with Rane. How could we have lived so close to shadow people for millennia while knowing nothing about them—or mowabs?

      They’re beasts of Origins, as formidable as dragons. Have you truly never heard of them before?

      Truly. I couldn’t decide whether to feel deflated at our ignorance or excited by all there was to learn.

      Incredible how much you haven’t seen, when it’s all around you.

      Had anyone else said that, it might have injured my pride, but with Luma, pride seemed as foolish as it was.

      I thought about what to say for a while, and finally settled on, I can’t wait to learn all there is to learn.

      That’s the spirit. I didn’t have to look at her to feel the smile in her voice.

      I sat up straighter, feeling stronger. I ran a hand along Rosie, finally remembering her injured leg and my injured arm. Her leg. It’s nearly healed. And my arm! You can barely see where Yoon cut me! The site was caked with dried blood, but all that remained of the wound was a raw, pink line.

      Aye. Dragons have incredible powers. They heal quickly, and the cut to your Rosie wasn’t as deep as it looked. The wound on your arm, however, now that was bad. Yoon sliced through muscle. But you’re healing nearly as rapidly as the dragons.

      What? I thought, but I didn’t allow myself to go there yet. I felt too much responsibility for all that had happened, and despite Traya’s explanations, I still wasn’t convinced that I hadn’t caused more harm than good. Did I release my faithum—magic—too soon? You said to wait, but I couldn’t any longer. I feared if I didn’t let go of the magic I’d built, it would kill me.

      It would have, she said, her voice free of the gravity I believed that statement warranted. But then, if her people didn’t believe in death, that must change things. That must have been why she hadn’t mourned the uncle I accidentally killed any more than she had. You nearly did die, but I managed to direct the dragons to contain Pumpoo’s energy moments before you did.

      H-how did the dragons contain Pumpoo? My awe must have been evident even through the waves of my mind.

      Pumpoo was right about one thing, dragons do have magic. They have lots and lots of it. I’ve worked with them long enough that they trust me, at least the ones who know me. Even with us, you have to gain a dragon’s confidence, and that’s a long and trying task, one that’s entirely worth it if you manage it.

      If?

      Aye, if. Dragons kill our people, too. They don’t accept just anyone. You need to have an inclination to work with them, along with a certain amount of foolhardy courage. Anything less, and you won’t survive it.

      Hunh. But these dragons, your dragon, you got her to do this thing with Pumpoo?

      First of all, she isn’t my dragon. I can’t own her.

      That’s not exactly what I meant.

      It was that beautiful green dragon you see right in front of us, and the dragon who connects with my father, and the dragon who mourns my uncle. Together, they sent enough of their magic to Pumpoo to effectively seal his energetic field, making it so that no energy could leave him, only enter. This containment of his energy was what made him implode on himself.

      My jaw dropped open, as did Rane’s. He spoke my thoughts, If Anira hadn’t released her faithum when she did, the same thing would’ve happened to her?

      Aye. The body is only made to contain so much magic. We must pass the energy along, not store it as Pumpoo did. It was fortunate that you waited to send your magic to Pumpoo until the dragons encased him so he couldn’t release any of it. She turned to me. Had you released your magic before I’d contained his, he might have linked your magic to his… and you might have joined him in his fate if you didn’t know how to disconnect from him.

      I wouldn’t have known how. I didn’t know what I was doing. Rane exchanged a frightened look with me as the full impact of what I’d done—we’d done—hit.

      As it was, Luma continued, things flowed beautifully. Anira, you released your magic when it was safe to do so, and Rane released his moments after. My father would have felt what the dragons did, and he would have told those with him it was safe to send their magic to Pumpoo. Shula told those with her, I heard her. That woman is more aware than she lets on. She felt what the dragons did.

      So we got incredibly, incredibly lucky, Rane said.

      For once. Luck was bound to be on our side at some point, I said. And Yoon? I asked so that I could relax entirely. What happened to him?

      Rane answered, Dean hasn’t let him out of his sight. He’s also dealing with all the forcers that joined Yoon to oppose us.

      Oppose is a nice way of saying kill.

      It is, but I trust how Dean will deal with them.

      I felt my shoulders ease up a bit. I trust Dean too.

      Moments passed in which I stroked Rosie, she purred in delight, and I watched the green she-dragon who sparkled in the burnt orange sunlight of the Auxle Sun. I must’ve slept through the Plune Moon’s purple glow.

      Rane tried to be circumspect while he watched Luma, but Luma’s sheepish smile assured me he failed miserably. Luma didn’t seem to mind, and I knew that something was brewing between the two of them, something I’d embrace, assuming we’d be around long enough.

      Has Dean spoken of us leaving to return home?

      No, Rane said. He’s mentioned nothing of us going home.

      Good, I don’t want to leave yet.

      I don’t either.

      Luma didn’t say a word. Her shadowy face settled into a beautiful smile.

      I hope we’ll be around long enough to learn some of your secrets with the dragons, Luma, I said.

      I think you will, especially since they aren’t secrets. You just have to know how to connect with the dragons, that’s all. It’s clear you already do. She reached a hand to Rosie, and the dragonling purred with resumed enthusiasm.

      Yeah, Rosie is pretty special. I’d swear she understands what I’m saying to her.

      Are you serious?

      I was obviously missing something. I, uh, was serious. I think she might understand me, but I’m not sure. Actually, I guess it’s pretty silly to believe a dragon could speak with me. The more Luma stared at me, the more I stumbled over my words. I still talk to her, but she wouldn’t understand what I’m saying, would she? I laughed at my own ridiculousness. Now that I reflect on it, I don’t know what I was thinking.

      Honestly, Anira, I don’t know what you were thinking either. Obviously Rosie can speak with you. How else are you supposed to communicate with her?

      Communicate with her? Are you saying what I think you’re saying?

      If you think I’m saying that you can talk with Rosie as easily as you’re talking to me, then aye.

      I stared at Luma long enough that she tilted her head back and laughed a long, hearty laugh that was enough to make her loose hair swing.

      You’re saying that I can talk with Rosie, and she can talk back? I whispered the words through my mind, already tingling in anticipation at the confirmation of her answer.

      How you managed as much as you did with all these limitations is a miracle. You stream enough magic at Pumpoo to evaporate him from his body, all by yourself, and you have no idea you can speak with the dragon who obviously has been waiting for you to do just that. She laughed again. You alone could have dealt with Pumpoo. You alone have a dragonling who trails you everywhere you go. Oh, this is good. I can’t wait to tell Father.

      She stood.

      Wait! Where are you going?

      To see what you and this very special dragonling can do. She started walking toward Green, then turned. Are you coming?

      Of course, I was coming. I jumped to my feet as if I’d never collapsed in the first place. As I took my first step toward understanding my full capabilities, Rosie and Rane were right beside me.
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      I thought Luma might take it slow, and inaugurate Rane and me into the world of dragons gradually. But the shadow girl obviously had something else in mind.

      She went straight to Green. What do you think, beautiful? Should we take the twins on a ride and let them see what it feels like? Show them all they’ve been missing?

      I hadn’t heard Luma speak with Green before, and I wondered if the shadow girl was opening up a normally private channel of communication so Rane and I could listen in.

      I expected the green dragon to talk back, but when the deep, silky voice arrived, I didn’t manage to prevent the shock. I’d been walking toward Green when I heard her voice. My step faltered, and I had to force myself to keep moving.

      Do you think they’re ready for it? the gorgeous silky voice said with a tinge of mockery.

      My shock at hearing Green vanished, immediately replaced by incredulity that I should be mocked by the creature. But then my gaze caught on the deep burgundy eyes, and I realized with a start that the gigantic dragon was actually teasing, not mocking.

      Impossible, I thought. A dragon... playing with us?

      Luma gave me a quick look over her shoulder.

      Don’t bother, I said. I know what you’re going to say. Interestingly, it was probably much the same thing Dean would’ve said. Things are only impossible if we believe them to be that.

      You’re catching on, Luma said. Then, to Green, This dragonling was abandoned by her own mother because of her differences. Would you be willing to take her under your care and teach her the ways of the dragon?

      Green’s shiny eyes pinned Rosie down. Rosie slinked and hid behind my legs. I crouched down next to her, speaking to her aloud out of habit. “It’s all right, girl. Luma is only trying to help. I trust Luma, and she trusts the she-dragon, so you can trust her too.” I ran a hand across Rosie’s scarlet head and rubbed behind her floppy ears. She continued trying to hide behind me, and I didn’t blame her. Rosie might be a dragon too, but Green was enormous, and possessed of a certain level of sophistication I’d never expected of the beasts.

      Green shifted so she was gazing at Rosie, Rane, and me straight on. Even her slight movement forced members of the Dragon Force to jump out of the way.

      I will have to see if the dragonling is a good fit for me, Green said, but if her temperament works with mine, then yes, I will teach and help her.

      Green was more eloquent than I was most days, and I tried to hide my shock at that too. It’s not that I was trying to impress the dragon, but it didn’t seem wise to let my jaw drop open every time she did something new to me. I wouldn’t be able to fool the dragon into thinking I knew what I was doing—nor did I want to fool anyone—but it’d be nice not to appear the bumbling novice I truly was.

      Rane crouched next to Rosie and me, and whispered, “Holy crap, right?”

      “For sure,” I said, and didn’t manage to hide my smile or my relief that my twin was as overwhelmed as I was.

      Thank you, beautiful, Luma was saying to Green. That’s most kind of you. I think you and the dragonling, whose name is Rosie, will get along fabulously.

      Rosie? Green said on waves of smoke. That’s the dragonling’s name?

      Aye.

      Green shifted her head in the opposite direction, her eyes never moving from us. It’s fitting, she pronounced.

      Luma turned back to us. What are you doing crouched down there? You know Granelle won’t hurt you, right?

      Of course! Rane and I said at the same time, covering up our hesitation. We were cut from the same stuff.

      Well? she said. Are we doing this or what?

      I moved to stand. It took a lot of convincing to get my knees to fully unlock. Granelle towered over us. She was a mountain and we were the ants that went about our busy business at the bottom of it.

      Up close I could make out things I’d never had the ability to notice before. Her scales, bright and shiny, weren’t actually green; they were iridescent, flashing predominantly green amid a rainbow of colors. If not for her size, she’d blend into the treetops easily, concealed by her foliage colors.

      Her two legs were taller than I was, her talons as long as my arm. Her tail was so long that it twisted and coiled into the distance, making the danger of its spiked end diminish. But even without looking at it, I realized Granelle’s tail was one of her formidable weapons, in an arsenal of formidable weapons.

      Her teeth, now concealed behind a genteel smile, I guessed to be as bad as her claws. And the fire she could release from between them... well, I realized if I was ever going to ride a dragon, I’d better stop cataloging her strengths. There were far too many of them to rationally accept the danger of being this close to a dragon, let alone of riding one.

      Riding a dragon required more trust than I’d ever granted anyone—that, and a level of courage and insanity I’d touched upon, but never fully embraced.

      Granelle’s eyes locked on mine, and I realized with an unnerving certainty that once I rode a dragon, a basic part of myself, the one that controlled who and how I was, would forever change. I wasn’t entirely certain it was a change I was comfortable with, for I feared—or anticipated?—I might no longer recognize myself.

      I felt that this was a step I should really explore before I took it. I should look at its ups and downs, its ramifications, first. It didn’t matter that Luma was moving quickly. She’d done this before. From what she’d said, she’d been either doing this or aware she would for as long as she lived. She was different from me. I didn’t have to fall into the current of her momentum if it wasn’t right for me.

      Rane stood next to me, and put an arm around my shoulder. He always sensed what I needed. Right then, I needed to know he was there with me. That whatever rabbit hole I was going down, he was traveling down it with me.

      But we won’t be going down, I thought with a dry gulp. We’ll be going up, so far up that if we fall, we won’t even know when we die.

      Rosie whined at my legs, feeling my fear, no doubt, just as she’d done when I’d built too much magic within myself to contain it.

      That worked out all right in the end, didn’t it? I didn’t die, Pumpoo did.

      I’d just gotten lucky. But hadn’t Luma said that luck tended to favor those of us who followed the flow of life? Of our belief? She’d said something like that, and it had felt right at the time.

      I should think on this more. I should find Dean or Shula and ask them what they thought. The reality was, I knew what they’d say. They’d probably ask if they could ride a dragon too. They’d dedicated their lives to interacting with the dragons, and never managed to ride one.

      This was the opportunity of a lifetime. And what did I choose for my life? Did I choose fear... or did I choose faith?

      Suddenly, my indecision crystallized into this easy choice. It was one or the other, and nothing in between. Would I let my life be dictated by fear? Or would I embrace the possibilities I could reach only if I allowed myself to believe?

      I knew what decision I’d ultimately arrive at—or at least I realized what decision I’d want to arrive at. I pushed myself toward it, before I could convince myself to take the route of caution.

      I was born invisible, with a death sentence on my head. Nothing about my life had ever been about caution. It had always been about survival.

      It was time to start living a life that stretched far beyond survival, and into the magical realms of actually living.

      I squeezed Rane’s hand and whispered, working to keep my doubts from my thoughts and my voice. “Are you ready?”

      “Nir, I’ve been waiting my whole life to do something like this with you.”

      “What about you, Rosie girl?” I asked, trying to ignore the big burgundy eyes on her and me. “Are you ready to learn more about being a dragon?”

      My eyes swirled with unexpected tears and I blinked them away. I didn’t know where they came from, and I didn’t want them there. I could do this. Rane was ready to do this, with none of the fear I was experiencing. Why was I scared then, no matter how much I didn’t want to be?

      With a start, I knew. I knew. I’d spent my entire life searching for my own sacred purpose, and now it was in my reach. I didn’t yet understand what it would look like, but I did understand—with a certainty that rang through my gut—that this was the start of reaching it. The moment I rose onto a dragon, and then into the air, I was placing myself on the path to my sacred purpose, the one thing that I’d been missing all my life. The one thing that had been like a gaping hole inside, keeping me from moving forward.

      Until now.

      My purpose in this lifetime was within my reach. And it was magnificent. I sensed that even before I realized what, exactly, it was.

      The time for hesitation and doubt was over. It had to be. I owed myself that and so much more. After a life half lived, I owed myself a life full of magic.

      Through the teachings of the shadow people, that’s exactly what I’d get.

      I’m ready, I said more to myself than anyone else. My tears weren’t ones of sadness, they came from a heart, long restrained, but now swelling to impossible heights—to an infinite stretch of possibilities. Of all the magic an unpredictable world such as this could offer me. It was more than I was capable of imagining right then.

      A second arm alighted on me, and I jumped.

      It’s all right, Luma said, with a soothing kindness I wanted to experience always. You’re ready. Now all you have to do is connect with Rosie—like this, like we are—and ask her if she’s ready too.

      I nodded, ignoring the tingling feeling that was beginning to build in my extremities. I crouched back down so I could face her. Luma and Rane’s arms followed me down, where their hands touched.

      I pulled in a deep breath and stared into the deep, black eyes of a dragonling I realized I’d learned to love as much as any family member. I put a hand to either side of her scrunched snout, and pushed the thought from my mind to hers. Hi girl, I said.

      She smiled a stunted-snout smile that illuminated the depths of her black eyes and made my heart sing.

      Oh hi Rosie girl. Tears were coming and I couldn’t stop them. It was all so... amazing. So much of what I’d barely dared to hope could become my life. I love you, I said before realizing I would.

      The emotions bubbled through me, making the tingling spread from my extremities to the rest of me. If I kept going like this, I wouldn’t even be able to stay on a dragon.

      Hi Anira, Rosie said in the voice of a little girl. Unlike Granelle, Rosie’s voice was free of seductive, smoky tones. Her voice was pure and sweet. I’ve been waiting for you to talk to me, she said, almost shyly.

      I laughed, I cried, I was a mess. Oh girl, now that I know I can talk to you, we’ll talk all the time. We’ll be best friends.

      I thought we already were. Rosie thought in the simple terms of a child, as yet unburdened by the weights of adulthood. Somehow, Rosie had survived all she had with purity of heart.

      Of course we are, I said.

      Luma cleared her throat behind me, and said through her mind, What do you girls say? Shall we take to the skies and figure the rest out later?

      My heart skipped a beat. Was I really ready? Who knew, but I wanted to be.

      What do you say, Rosie? I asked.

      She smiled, looking perfectly ridiculous with her already-sharp teeth, stunted snout, and floppy ears. Let’s do it!

      I nodded, not sure what to say anymore. Everything tingled and felt warm and fuzzy. I stood and asked Luma, I’m not going to ride Rosie, right?

      No, not yet. She’s strong, stronger than you think, and she could already hold your weight, even with her unique body, but she needs to learn a lot before she’s ready for that.

      Unique. That was right. Rosie was unique, just as I was. Just as my twin was. We weren’t freaks, we were special, and we were now on the path to discovering just how special we were.

      First she needs to learn to be a dragon, Luma continued. Her kind of dragon. Rosie? Do you think you could fly next to Granelle? She’ll help you as you go.

      I’d love that! Rosie said, as if dragons, invisible forbidden twins, and shadow people had conversations every day. It seemed that in the new life I was opening up to, they did.

      Great. Then let’s do it.

      Luma took three swift, sure strides toward Granelle, gaining speed, hooked an arm onto her leg, and shimmied up it. In seconds, Luma sat atop the magnificent iridescent beast, whose scales flashed a shiny green in the dark sunlight.

      Granelle looked meaningfully at Rosie, and then Rosie started to flap her stunted wings. She rose to hover next to Luma, and I realized that Granelle had said something to Rosie I hadn’t heard.

      Rosie wasn’t just my responsibility anymore. In this tribe the shadow people and Alpha Team were forming, we helped each other.

      Rane kissed my cheek, whooped, and took off at a run. His ascent onto Granelle wasn’t as graceful as Luma’s, but for a first attempt, it was strong and graceful.

      I can do this, I thought, just to myself. No one else was there to hear me, though I felt the eyes of warriors all around me. I have to do this. My feet and hands felt numb. I had to move before I no longer could.

      I’d be damned if I’d be left behind.

      I breathed in, hoping to pull in some courage. I failed, feeling myself start to shake.

      Just move, I thought. Just freaking move.

      And I did.

      I trained my sight on the gigantic, clawed, scaly leg and ran, letting my body do what I knew it could do if I just allowed it.

      I didn’t think. I just moved.

      I reached the leg, hooked my arm, and bound upward. I wrapped my second arm around the leg, and moved as fast as I could, gaining purchase with my bare feet so I wouldn’t slide.

      I scaled upward until Rane reached a strong arm and pulled me toward him.

      I slid into place behind him.

      He released my arm and hooked it around his waist. I circled my other arm, and latched onto him.

      He brought both arms around Luma’s waist.

      The three of us sat in a row, and before I could even look to check on Rosie, Granelle flapped her giant wings.

      Once, twice, and we rose above the tree tops.

      My heart fluttered. My breath stuttered before it settled into its normal rhythm. I was free of my limitations at last.

      Free of all constraints, we flew. The wind rushed past my face, everything about me tingled, and tears of freedom and purpose streamed into my smile.

      I thought I might never again wonder who or what I was. In moments like this, those things didn’t matter, not even a little.

      I was pure magic. I was already everything I was ever meant to become.

      Granelle flapped her wings and pinned them to her sides. We climbed so high that the ground faded from view.

      Clouds flickered by, the sun grew larger, and I whooped and hollered until Rane joined me. The sounds of Luma’s laughter filtered through the breeze to warm me.
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