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      “Well, look at that,” says one of the aunties on the corner.

      “I know. Isn’t she a beauty?” I squat down to pet the sweet little brindled mongrel that’s trotted over to say hello.

      “Not the dog, my dear,” the auntie says, standing on her tiptoes to peer out over the busy market square.

      “What?” I ask, affronted. The dog swipes my hand with her tongue, then turns to nose along the edge of the building, searching for scraps to eat. I stand up and try to look out over the heads of the market-goers, but all I see is a whole lot of heads. And hair, of course, mostly black with a bit of brown mixed in. And the occasional head with a shawl draped over it, for variety’s sake. None of which is helpful.

      I slip away from the knot of aunties and rejoin my sister Rae. She’s paused halfway through buying carrots to look across the square as well, one hand braced on the carrot lady’s table to help keep her balance as she comes up on the tip of her good foot. I accidentally jostle her market basket as I fetch up beside her and quickly reach out to steady it.

      “Bean,” she says, glancing at me with some amusement.

      “Can you see what it is?”

      “Soldiers on horseback.” Rae, by dint of being four years my elder is also, unfortunately, taller. Well, really only a little. “There’s a mage,” she adds, her voice just loud enough for me to catch. She comes back down on her heels and turns to inspect the carrots again, as if it doesn’t matter at all. Which we both know isn’t true.

      While Rae bargains with the carrot lady, I glance around for our middle sister. Niya separated from us a quarter of an hour ago to pick up a jar of honey and search out something we’ve run out of—I forget what. Garlic, probably. But if there’s a mage, we ought to find Niya and get away soon.

      “I wonder what they’re doing here,” Rae says as she sets her chosen bunch in her market basket.

      “I heard they arrived yesterday,” the carrot lady says. “Been out on the plains for something or the other. A few of them came by in the evening to talk to your friend Ani’s father.”

      Rae hmms and continues on from the market stall. Ani’s father is the local blacksmith; I suppose it makes sense for soldiers to need a smith.

      As I turn to follow Rae, the dog bumps her nose against my hand, looking for food or pets or both. She’s in good health, though, and seems relatively well fed.

      I start after my sister. The dog watches me leave with big, sad eyes. Oh, poor thing. “Don’t suppose you have a spare carrot,” I ask Rae hopefully.

      “A spare—oh, Bean.” Rae turns back to the carrot lady, but her eyes are laughing. “Do you have any broken carrots we could pass to the dog? I’ve a spare copper.”

      The carrot lady looks between us, but I’ve enough of a reputation that she just grins and pulls a few sad specimens from a bucket at the back of her wagon and tosses them to the dog. “It’s on me. Come back next week, hear me?”

      “We will!” I promise, watching with delight as the dog scoops up the carrots and scurries off to eat elsewhere.

      “Come on,” Rae says. “We should head out. Have you seen Niya anywhere?”

      “No.” I search the crowd for our sister. There’s a mage here, and part of me wants to find Niya’s hand and drag her away, even if we know by now that no one will recognize her magical talent just by seeing her. She’d have to do something, and she’s smart enough never to risk herself that way. Not when hiding a Talent from the Circle of Mages is the sort of thing that’s considered treason. More or less. They wouldn’t execute us, but imprisonment isn’t a lot better, and they would turn Niya into a magical slave, which seems like a lot worse.

      “I think,” Rae says, her voice barely audible over the sustained roar of the market, “that I would like to have a little chat with the women over there. If anyone knows what our visitors are about, it will be Auntie Jessima.”

      “Ani might know,” I point out.

      “I know, but we haven’t seen her at all today. Auntie Jessima will definitely know.”

      Jessima is the most gossip-ridden old auntie ever to grace the streets of Sheltershorn. While it’s unlikely the mage is looking for Talents among the children, and even less likely they’re searching for hidden Talents among the older boys and girls, it would be wise to learn their business quickly. Just so we know. And Jessima is the fastest way to find out. “Better you than me,” I tell Rae with feeling.

      She snorts. “Can you find Niya on your own?”

      “Course I can!”

      “Just do a circuit of the square and if you don’t spot her, come back to me,” Rae says with absolutely no faith in me.

      “I’ll find her,” I say pointedly. “Do you want me to check with anyone else about the soldiers?”

      Rae blanches. “No! Just—here, drop my basket off at our cart and see if you can spot Niya. Quietly.”

      “But I can—”

      “Bean. Please.”

      I heave a sigh and take the basket. “I’m not that bad, you know. It’s not hard to ask about something everyone’s curious about.”

      “I know,” Rae says, patting me on the head. “Thanks, Bean.”

      I grit my teeth and shove off in the opposite direction. She really could trust me more! But I’ll find Niya and show Rae she can rely on me.

      The market is even busier now, and I have to dart around and through little groups of shoppers, basket occasionally smacking against someone’s back or elbow and eliciting the typical exclamation or reprimand. But between having met me before and also being far more interested in the visitors, no one is overly bothered by my passage. Our visitors, meanwhile, have attracted a good deal of attention, a crowd steadily growing around them. Sheltershorn may have a decent market, but we’re still only a small town, drawing much of our business from outlying villages on market day. Mages are hardly the norm.

      Never mind dropping off our basket at our cart; I need to find Niya fast. I pause, glancing around, and then hop up on a barrel of pickles, scanning the square for my sister. One more dark head in a sea of them isn’t easy to spot, but the soldiers and mage sure stand out, mounted up on their horses. From the looks of it, the mage’s party entered the square from the north side. Now they’re walking along the outside of the market, the crowds parting around them.

      I track their path and there, not twenty paces ahead of them, is Niya, hovering at the edge of a group of girls. Even in her vivid green skirt and yellow tunic with its multicolored embroidery, she doesn’t stand out—the girls beside her are all daughters of merchants and equally well dressed, if rather more snooty. They’ve always thought themselves better than mere ranchers, but Niya’s regular friends aren’t about right now for her to join. She keeps her head bent as if she’s listening to her companions, all quiet and unobtrusive, but that mage is getting closer with every step.

      I swallow, clutching at the pendant around my neck. Not that it will do us any good—I helped my sisters in aiding a faerie visitor, and while he gave Rae a bone knife, and Niya a nice bit of advice to aid her magic, all he gave me was a statuette of a stocky little pony. For goodness’ sake. What am I supposed to do with that? Mama strung it on a cord for me, which is about as much as one could hope for. It’s certainly not going to help me get between the mage and Niya.

      “Get down from there!” A broom handle knocks against my legs. I shout, hopping down from the barrel and losing two tomatoes from my basket.

      “What do you think this is? Your father’s stall?” A stout woman with hammy hands and a dangerous squint glares at me.

      “More like a sty!”

      Oh blast, that was rude, even if she deserved it. I open my mouth to apologize, because my parents did teach me better than that, but the woman isn’t waiting for it. She makes a swipe for my head with her broom.

      I duck, but I’m still off balance from my jump and not quite fast enough. Just as I resign myself to a well-earned knock over the head, a horse rears above me. From the corner of my eye, I have a sense of a long, arched neck and hooves rising to paw the air. The broom goes wide. I take off with my heart in my mouth, sparing a glance behind me.

      There is no horse.

      The woman stands with broom in hand, gaping after me. I take a gasping breath and stick my tongue out at her. At least I know where Niya is now. I dart toward her, angling around the crowds nearest the soldiers, still looking for the horse that nearly bashed my brains out. I don’t see it anywhere.

      “Watch out, Bean-child,” an auntie chastises me, shooing me around her. I barely avoid crashing into a stall, and then realize she was actually looking out for me by sending me to the side—the mage and his soldiers have changed directions and are headed straight across the square, the mage gesturing towards the row with the pickle stall.

      If there really is a rogue horse darting about, I expect the soldiers will find a way to catch it. I spare a pang of remorse for not being able to help it myself, but I need to get to Niya first.

      I shove sideways through a group of unamused uncles and spot Niya still standing where I first saw her. She holds her market basket close to her body and casts around once, scanning the crowds. The snooty merchant girls are walking off in a group, chattering away and absolutely uncaring. Ugh.

      “Niya,” I call, waving, and she offers me a relieved smile, crossing to meet me without running into anyone at all. Some people are just graceful that way.

      “You all right?” I ask as I finally reach her.

      “I’m fine,” she assures me, setting a cool hand on my arm. Niya is always quiet and reserved. Always. It’s a little bit irritating and a whole lot worrying. Surely she knows it wouldn’t hurt her to shout or snap or jostle someone a bit? Or even just give a sister a tight hug after having a scare?

      “Sure you are,” I say, and hug her myself.

      “Really, Bean,” she murmurs, patting my back. “There’s nothing to worry about.”

      “Course there isn’t.” I inject my usual level of cheer into my voice. “Let’s go get Rae. She’s gossiping with Auntie Jessima.”

      “Bean!”

      At least I can get an exclamation out of her now and then. I grab her hand and haul her back toward Rae, keeping to the outer aisles to avoid the visitors.

      “Slow down a bit, Bean,” Niya says, an edge to her voice. Oh, right, running will attract attention too.

      “Sorry,” I mutter and drop into a less brisk pace. A quick check of my market basket shows me I’ve managed to lose a whole bunch of radishes. How did that happen? Maybe they’re just buried at the bottom. One can hope.

      “We’re here,” I announce as we reach Rae, interrupting Jessima’s monologue. “It’s time to go.”

      “Bean,” Rae says, in a warning tone.

      “Oh, sorry, auntie.” I dip my head toward Jessima. “I hope you’re well!”

      “Good morning, auntie,” Niya says with her usual decorum.

      “Sorry, indeed, Samayna,” Jessima says, shaking her head at me. Ugh. She always uses my full name, which only Mama calls me, and that only when I’m in really serious trouble. I think Jessima does it just to irk me, so I give her a bright, unrepentant smile in return. She turns to Niya and continues, “It is lovely to see you as always, Niya. You’re looking very pretty today.”

      And how come she never calls Niya by her full name? I narrow my eyes at Jessima, while Niya looks down in embarrassment.

      “Thank you, auntie,” Niya says. I transfer my gaze to her. Hmm. She does have very pretty eyes, gray as the promise of rain in the skies, and it’s going to be a problem when boys start paying attention. The last thing she needs is a bunch of suitors sticking their noses into her life and noticing things she needs kept secret. Never mind about that, though. I’ll make sure to get rid of them.

      Rae finishes up making her farewells to Jessima, and finally, finally, we can get going. With or without all our tomatoes, but there’s nothing I can do about that.

      “Oh, Bean,” Rae says quietly when we finally set our baskets down on our little handcart. I can’t fault her for mourning the tomatoes; I just hope she doesn’t remember the radishes. I suppose I should have dropped off the basket on my way to find Niya, like Rae said, but really, finding Niya was more important. Surely Rae sees that?

      It isn’t until we’ve left Sheltershorn behind, home nothing but a faraway bump down the road, that Rae and Niya begin discussing the soldiers.

      “What were they here for, anyway?” I ask, kicking at a rock in the road. I wonder if I imagined the horse beside me when the pickle woman made a go at me. But then why had the broom gone wide?

      “Dragons,” Rae says.

      I stop dead. “What?”

      She grins and tilts her head towards the road, walking on. I hurry to catch up.

      “Do tell us more,” Niya says, with a smile for me. It’s her turn to pull the handcart, and it bumps along behind her on the road now, the wooden wheels rattling over the hard-packed dirt. “You can’t just leave it at that, Rae.”

      “They were out dragon hunting in the mountains,” Rae gestures to the distant peaks, “and managed to catch a hatchling. They’ve brought it to Empty River as bait, and are building a trap for its mother.”

      “That’s—that’s terrible!” I exclaim.

      Rae shrugs. “It’s a dragon. Breathes fire, gobbles up whole sheep, burns down villages? They can’t let it roam free, hurting people.”

      “I haven’t heard of any villages burning down,” I argue. “In fact, I haven’t heard of a dragon anywhere in ages.”

      Niya dips her head toward me. “I’m sure they wouldn’t hunt it if they hadn’t good reason.”

      “They’re using its child as bait!” I cry, wondering how they can’t see the horror of it.

      “They are,” Rae agrees. “It’s a cruel strategy, but if the dragon is a danger to our people, they have to find a way to stop it.”

      That’s all very adult sounding, and all very horrible.

      I follow along in silence, falling behind my sisters as I stew about the dragon. Niya walks with a certain unobtrusive smoothness, even with the handcart in tow. Beside her, Rae swings along in her own gait, the hitch in her step each time her turned foot comes down in sharp relief to Niya’s even stride. I kick at the stones and pebbles in the road, imagining the mother dragon searching for her hatchling (kick), her fear and fury, knowing it had been stolen (kick kick), the soldiers and mage lying in wait (kick), using its child against it (kick kick), all over a couple of stupid sheep (kick).

      “Bean.” Rae glances back, brows raised. “It’s a good deed to remove obstacles from a road, but you don’t have to take it quite so seriously.”

      I flush. Before she can turn away, I ask, “Did old Jessima say where along Empty River the soldiers have set their trap?”

      Her brows drop down heavily. “She did.”

      “Where?”

      “Why are you asking?”

      I stop in the middle of the road. “I just want to know.”

      “You’re not thinking of interfering, are you?” Rae asks, eyeing me the way she does strange dogs.

      “I wouldn’t interfere.”

      Niya says, “You have that look—the one you get when you’re dreaming up some outrageous plan.”

      “Oh, stuff it!” I say rudely, since she has found me out.

      “Shame on you, Bean!” I wince at Rae’s tone. “You’re too much of a child, still.”

      “For what?”

      “For this. If I’d realized how upset the news would make you, I wouldn’t have told you at all.”

      “That’s not fair,” I cry, hands on my hips. “I’m not a child.”

      Rae merely looks at me and turns back to the road.

      Niya says something softly to Rae, glancing at me over her shoulder, her gray eyes troubled. Either she’s worried about whatever she thinks I’m going to do, or she’s upset we’re arguing. Probably both. It’s so frustrating.

      As they start walking again, I make a face at Rae’s back. Which helps not a bit. Sighing, I follow them, caught by her logic. I would much rather go stomping off into the pastures, round up a horse, and ride out to one of the other families we’re close with to find out what they’ve heard about the dragon hunt. Unfortunately, if I want to prove I’m not some flighty child that can’t be trusted, I had better do the responsible thing and walk home. Without stomping.

      But I cannot shake the thought of the hatchling, caged and surrounded by soldiers in the sunken, dusty red gorge that is Empty River; nor can I drive from my mind the thought of the mother searching for her baby, leaving the mountains for the plains, following the riverbed to her death.

      All the rest of the way home, and all the time I am doing my chores around the barn and then the kitchen, my mind worries at it. How many decades since a dragon has been sighted? How few are left? And, if this is the first word we’ve had of it, how little damage this dragon has done!

      “Careful, Bean!”

      I barely catch myself before I knock a pitcher of goat milk off the kitchen table.

      “Sorry.” I move the pitcher away from the edge.

      Mama pats my head, ruffling my hair. I duck away, and Rae gives me the look. Talk about meddling older sisters! I’m not even doing anything. Why must everyone treat me like I’m an incompetent child?

      “Sorry,” I say again. “But I’m not a child anymore.”

      Our mother laughs, waving away my apology. “I dare not ask what scheme you’re thinking up now,” she says. “Whenever you start dropping things, I know you’re thinking of something.”

      “I don’t scheme,” I say resentfully, shoving my hands into the pockets of my skirts.

      “No,” Rae agrees. “But you do come up with some interesting ideas sometimes.”

      “Thank you,” I say stiffly.

      “Here,” she says with a grin, handing me a bowl of pea pods fresh from our garden. “Shell these.”

      I take the bowl and sit down to the repetitive work of shelling. Rae certainly knows how to set me to work I can’t mess up. Shelling peas. Sorting stones out of a bowlful of lentils. Peeling potatoes. I sigh.

      Some time later, when Mama has stepped out to see if the washing has dried yet, Niya says, “Will you tell us what your latest idea is?”

      “What?” I look up, blinking as I return to the sunlit kitchen. She has finished kneading the bread and is squeezing lemons to make goat cheese.

      “Your scheme,” Rae suggests helpfully.

      “Don’t have one,” I mutter, looking back down.

      Rae snorts. “I don’t believe it. You’re up to something.”

      “Maybe,” I say slowly. “Maybe not.”

      She gestures consolingly. “I know you’re upset about the soldiers—and the dragons. But as Niya said, they must have good reason to trap this dragon.”

      “We don’t know that.”

      Rae grimaces. “Saving cats and dogs is all very well, but these are dragons—and it is the king’s men you’re trying to cheat. We really can’t do anything against the king’s soldiers. You understand that, don’t you?”

      Because I can’t draw their attention to Niya, she means. Or maybe she means I can’t oppose the king’s men, because that would also be treason. I grimace. I wouldn’t want to endanger Niya, but surely there’s another way?

      Rae sighs. “I hope you’ll tell us before you do anything.”

      Niya watches me with a certain reserved concern. She always holds her emotions so tightly, it makes me want to shake them out of her. Or just shake myself to make up for it.

      I shrug noncommittally in response. They are right: I am thinking of the dragon, and what I might do. Not that I can actually come up with a plan. I turn back to my peas as if I might wrestle a plan from them.
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        * * *

      

      Thoughts of the dragon keep me awake far past bedtime. I turn, pulling the sheet back from Niya’s clutches. She mumbles something and rolls over. On her other side, I can hear Rae's deep breathing. How can they sleep, knowing the soldiers are out there? That a baby dragon is being held as bait for its own mother? Dragons, who for all their fire-breathing, sheep-eating tendencies are sentient creatures? It's awful.

      If only there were something I could do about it. Rae’s words echo in my ears, Saving cats and dogs is all very well, but these are dragons—and it is the king’s men you’re trying to cheat.

      That may be so, but they shouldn’t be stealing babies.

      I sit up with sudden resolve, eliciting a sleepy sigh from Niya. I may not know what to do, but maybe if I go there, I’ll figure it out. Once Niya has settled again, I slip out of bed and cross the room to where my riding clothes hang from their peg. I shimmy into my long tunic, pull on the divided skirt, and knock my elbow against the doorjamb. Ouch.

      "Bean!” Rae jumps out of the sheet and to her feet faster than a rabbit bolting for safety.

      Oh, blast.

      "Just going down to the kitchen," I mutter, reaching for the door.

      "In your riding clothes?"

      Um. “Forgot to change?” Also, how can she even tell in the dark? Or was that a trick question?

      "What's wrong?” Niya asks, levering herself up on her elbow.

      “I thought so,” Rae says, proving her inquiry was a trick. “You're going after the dragon.”

      "So what if I am?" I demand.

      Niya sighs. "Bean, love, this isn’t a mangy dog that needs saving. What can you do for a dragon?"

      "What do you care?" I snap.

      "Bean.” Rae's voice takes on a warning note. Bad enough I want to go haring off through the countryside, then I have to go be rude to my sister.

      "Sorry," I mutter. "Gotta go."

      "You're not going anywhere."

      "Or what?"

      Rae hisses in frustration. "Or I'll wake Mama and Baba, and you'll be in trouble."

      I can't believe she would tell on me. "You wouldn't."

      "Would."

      "Wouldn't."

      "Would," she repeats.

      "Rae,” Niya says, watching me, and I just know she’s going to say something quiet and steady and terribly responsible and it will make everything awful.

      “See you later!” I open the door and bolt down the hallway.

      "Bean," Rae calls after me in a loud whisper. Ha! So she won't really wake our parents. I pay her no heed, taking the stairs at a run.

      Downstairs, I shove a foot into my boot as I unbolt the kitchen door. Scooping up the other boot, I race for the corner of the stables. Behind me, Rae bursts from the kitchen, running as fast as her turned foot will let her. I bite my lip, feeling a moment's remorse. It wasn't fair to make Rae run. I shouldn't have taken advantage of it—and she shouldn't have threatened to wake our parents! As if I were a child!

      I continue past the stables, knowing I won't have time to get a horse out and saddled before Rae catches me. Better to ride one of the pastured horses bareback. It isn't like we didn't learn to ride bareback first, after all.

      I whistle as I reach the enclosure, and four of the nearest horses come trotting over. I choose Song, clambering up the fence and onto her back. She tenses as I close my legs around her, sensing my excitement.

      "Bean, you can't go alone!"

      "Can't I?" I shout back.

      Rae pauses, gasping for breath, still thirty paces away. "No, you snapperhead, you can't. We’re coming with you."

      I sit back hard on Song. "You're… what? And I’m not a snapperhead!”

      "Coming!" Niya calls, catching up. Rae had apparently told her this already, for she is fully dressed. Unlike Rae in her sleep pants.

      Rae sets her hands on her hips, panting slightly. “You don’t even know … where on Empty River the trap is. Someone has to keep you safe!”

      "Looking for a dragon," I clarify, just to be sure we are talking about the same thing.

      "It will take some doing," Rae agrees, crossing the distance to me, her breath coming a little more easily.

      “Why?” I ask baldly. “I thought you were going to try to stop me.”

      “I’m not sure there’s a force strong enough in this world to do that,” Rae says ruefully. “I’m not sure you’d stay even if I did tell Mama and Baba, and,” she hesitates, “you’re not wrong. It is cruel what they’re doing. I’m just not sure what we can do to stop it, so we’ll have to take this one step at a time, together. Agreed?”

      “Definitely,” I say, delighted.

      She huffs a laugh. "Where's Muddle?"

      Muddle, with her splotchy coat, crooked ear, and impish manners, is Rae's favorite mare. Niya opts for Lemon, not for her sour disposition, but because she is one of the faster horses in the pasture. Also, she bites, which could come in handy against soldiers, though Niya’s probably not thinking of that. I keep Song, drumming my fingers while they select their horses.

      “Get them all saddled,” Rae says, turning back to the house. “I’ll be back in a heartbeat.”

      “You’re leaving!” I exclaim in disbelief. How are we supposed to get anywhere if we can’t even get started?

      She sighs. “I can’t very well ride across the plains in my night clothes, sweeting. Anyway, if we’re going after a dragon, we’ll need to be sure we can get our horses’ attention when they’re frightened.”

      “Bridles at a minimum,” Niya agrees cheerfully. “Saddles for safety.”

      True to her word, Rae is dressed and back just as we finish tacking up the horses. She swings up onto Muddle with practiced ease, so much more graceful on horseback. “Niya, you’ll keep well back from the sentries or lookouts or whatever they have.”

      “Definitely,” Niya says. “I’m not going near the mage.”

      Rae chews her lip.

      I shift, impatient to be off. “I think the mage will be more worried about the dragon than us.”

      Ignoring me, Rae says to Niya, “If he even looks your way, we’re running. Agreed?”

      Niya nods.

      “Let’s go.” Rae nudges Muddle into a brisk walk. Finally.

      We take the road that passes by our house, discussing our route as we go. While a direct path through the plains might be a shorter distance, even with the moon half-full, the ground will be too treacherous to navigate at night. The possibility of one of our horses stepping into a hole and breaking its leg is not a risk any of us will take. We’ll go as far as we can by the roads available to us.

      “As far as I hear, they’re about a league away,” Rae says, the wind snatching at her words as we trot along the road. “Where the gorge’s only half-deep.”

      “What do we do when we get there?” Niya looks over at me.

      “Free the hatchling,” I say, perfectly serious. “Or just help the mother. Whichever is easier.”

      Rae laughs.
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        * * *

      

      Almost an hour later, I make out a dark crevasse running through the earth ahead of us. Empty River. The red sandstone gorge runs over fifty leagues from its beginning in a mountain canyon to far past our own little town of Sheltershorn. The river that formed it has long since disappeared, leaving behind a twisting trail littered with the shapes of strange, bulbous rocks rising from the ground. In some places, the riverbed plunges a solid eighty paces down from the edge of the earth, the sides cliff-steep. In other places, it lies no deeper than the height of a tall man, the edges worn and sloped.

      I rein Song in, scanning the night for signs of the soldiers. The prairie grasses grow high here, the only break in them Empty River.

      “Up ahead,” Niya says, pointing out the faint orange glow of firelight up the deep, twisting path of the ancient riverbed.

      “Let’s ride a little closer through the plains,” Rae says, her voice sounding strangely tight. Nervous, I realize.

      “There will be sentries,” Niya cautions her. “We shouldn’t go too close without a plan.”

      “They won’t be able to see anything with that much firelight,” I assure my sisters.

      Rae grimaces, exchanging a look with Niya. “If we can think of that, so can they. Niya’s right. They’ll have sentries stationed far enough away from the light in the gorge to be able to watch for the dragon—or intruders. They won’t risk night blindness.”

      I suppose that would be the intelligent thing to do. How frustrating! “But we can’t even see anything from here,” I say, shifting in my saddle.

      “We’ll go a little closer,” Rae says. “Come on.”

      We leave the road to trek through the grasses, stopping at a small hollow quite some distance from the glowing orange edge of the gorge. The riverbed, sunk a good twenty paces where they’ve made camp, shines with firelight, a beacon to the searching mother.

      We dismount in the hollow, the depression deep enough that we can see neither glowing gorge nor sentries from here—which means we hopefully can’t be seen either. I scramble up the side and crouch among the grasses, and a moment later my sisters join me.

      “We shouldn’t get any closer,” Rae says. “What do you want to do?”

      “Me?” I ask when no one replies.

      “Who else?” Niya’s voice is bright with amusement.

      I blink. “Well.” I cast a glance toward the firelight. It’s so unusual to have my sisters defer to me. I don’t want to disappoint them. I’ve got to come up with a responsible idea, at least as much as I can. “One of us needs to look at the trap. To see if we can do anything, or… something.”

      Admittedly, not one of the most persuasive plans I’ve ever come up with. But after a little more discussion, we agree I will slip ahead and peek over the rim of the gorge—staying as far back from any sentries as possible. If the sentries catch me, I’ll claim I only wanted a glimpse of the hatchling, and my sisters will ride up to collect me as if they had been chasing after me.

      I try not to hop about in excitement at this: my sisters never let me go ahead when trouble’s afoot. But Rae can’t move as smoothly with her foot, and Niya should not attract the mage’s attention, which leaves me to be the one to go ahead. I can hardly believe my luck!

      I creep along as quietly as I can until I reach the lip of the gorge. Once there, I follow the edge, keeping down and moving slowly. It takes forever. And it’s dark enough, with the moon half-full, that I can’t be precisely sure of where the sentries are. Even while there’s enough light, they might easily spot my movement. A little less moon would have been a lot more helpful.

      Around the curve of the riverbed, I catch sight of the camp below me. I hunker down, studying it. Over three score soldiers are grouped around a central structure, a wooden cage no bigger than a horse’s stall. Within it huddles an angular, bent shadow. I bite my lip. The hatchling must be too small even to light its own breath with fire. The mother, though, should be able to tear her hatchling free from such a flimsy trap. Unless she cannot reach it.

      I squint, scanning the camp and the two deep canyon walls on either side. At the top, still a few hundred paces from me, I can make out faint hunched forms: archers. Below, the firelight glints off long poles—no, not poles but spears, perhaps even pikes, driven into the ground around the cage, more lying in heaps beside the campfires. As my eyes grow accustomed to the orange glow of the fires, a tall wooden structure comes into focus rising above the camp. It stands in the middle distance between myself and the cage, facing the direction the mother must come from. A catapult?

      I edge forward, straining to make out the details, and my foot comes down a little too near the edge. A shower of pebbles patters downs, echoing off the stone walls. I clutch the grasses as I teeter on the edge, my breath coming short and fast. I’m not going to fall.

      “You hear that?” a voice calls, low and male and not half as far away as I would like. Forty paces at most. How did I not spot anyone?

      “Pebbles falling,” another voice responds from farther away. “Probably just a scavenger getting a little too close to the edge. Keep your eyes up.”

      “I know that,” the first voice grumbles.

      I remain frozen, my hands knotted around the grass, my knees pressed into the hard earth, a single sharp pebble digging into my kneecap. Only once I hear the faint sound of boots moving away do I ease back and turn around. Even then, I don’t dare pick my head up above the tall grasses. Instead, I crawl back the way I’d come, filled with foreboding.

      How ridiculously simple and childish my plan had been: find the trap, get the hatchling free, run away while it finds its mother. Right. That’s clearly not going to work, but I can’t make myself give up either. There’s no way past the sentries, and the trap they’ve laid isn’t something I have the faintest notion how to unravel.

      “All right?” Rae asks as I make it over the lip of the depression.

      “It’s bad,” I say. “There’s a catapult, and—”

      “Look,” Niya hisses, pointing. I spin around to face the far mountains. A faint orange spark flickers far off in the darkness. My stomach turns to stone. Behind us, the horses lift their heads to watch for what has affected us so. Then I see it again, a flash of fire so distant it’s hardly there.

      “We have to stop her!” I cross to Song and swing into the saddle.

      “Bean—wait!”

      “I’ll be careful,” I promise, pushing Song forward as briskly as I dare. Behind me, Rae mutters something about sheep-brained sisters and scrambles for Muddle. Niya is quiet as dust.

      At least the sentries haven’t noticed us.

      By the time we reach the road and I press Song into a gallop, the flame has turned from a tiny spark to a clear and certain flash. Now I can hear the sentries shouting their warning. No. I lean forward over Song’s neck, urging her on faster as we leave the trap in the riverbed behind. I can’t be too late.

      It isn’t until I can make out the dark bulk of the dragon, massive as a barn, as elegant as a swan in flight, that it occurs to me I have no better plan than to shout, “Mother Dragon! Mother Dragon! Wait, I can help you!”

      As if she might understand my words, spoken in a language not her own, or care what I say, or find me to be more than a tasty morsel. It doesn’t matter. I shout, my voice cracking with desperation, and the flame-breathing creature shifts her flight, almost imperceptibly, to intersect with mine.

      “M-mother,” I cry one last time, choking on the word, as the dragon swoops down, far too fast and graceful for a being so large. Song, finally sensing the dragon, whinnies in fear and skids to a halt. Then, with a snort, she turns to bolt. I tighten my grip on one rein and give her slack in the other, forcing her into a circle, but she doesn’t stop or slow, kicking up dirt and earth as we pound on and off the road. She’s going to hurt herself.

      “Song,” I cry. “It’s all right! Easy!”

      The dragon drops down neatly before us, resting on her haunches. Her scales drip moonlight, hinting at some iridescent hue, blues or purples, I cannot tell. She tilts her head toward us, great curving horns spiraling out behind her long, scaled head. Bony ridges accent the lines over her eyes and sharpen her cheekbones. Instead of a snout, her head narrows and smooths into a wicked point, beak-like and terrifying.

      Song stops. Utterly and completely, front legs planted a little too wide, her breath whistling through her nostrils.

      “Human,” the dragon says, the word wreathed in smoke. Her tail lashes once beside her, long and whiplike. For all the heat of her voice, the pent-up fury in her stance, the glitter of her eyes, I find myself shivering with cold.

      “Mother dragon,” I whisper.

      “Do you know where my child is?” Her words rumble through the earth to me, the very air throbbing with the power of her voice. Is it magic that helps form her words, carrying them past her beak without accent or hiss? It surely must be magic that she can understand Menay—it’s not like she would have learned the language at her local town.

      She shifts, growing impatient.

      “Your child,” I echo, my voice tinny and small in the silence that follows. And then I remember the men. “The soldiers have it—they have set a trap for you.”

      “Of course they have.” Flames lick the corners of her mouth.

      “Y-you know?”

      “Why else would they steal my child and leave me a trail to follow?”

      I stare at her dumbly.

      “What manner of human are you, to shout to the skies to tell me this?”

      “I-I thought,” I cut myself off, take a faltering breath, and say, “It wasn’t right.”

      “Ah,” she says, and blows a cloud of smoke over me. I cover my mouth, coughing as I inhale the acrid fumes.

      “Leave her alone!”

      I blink, half-turning to protest that I wasn’t doing anything wrong, when I realize that for once Rae is not speaking to me. Charging up on Muddle, her hair flying loose and a bone-white knife in her hand, she looks like a warrior spirit right out of a tale. Niya rides hard on her heels, her face a mask of concentration as she fights Lemon’s urge to flee.

      “Oh?” The dragon shifts, eyeing my sisters curiously. “Are you threatening me? With nothing more than that bit of bone?”

      “We were coming to help you,” I say resentfully. “But you’re rather large and threatening-looking yourself, aren’t you? So why wouldn’t they worry when I disappear in a puff of smoke?”

      The dragon snorts, letting forth a spume of smoke that is, fortunately, aimed away from us. I eye her. Is she actually amused?

      Rae gives up on fighting Muddle and passes the reins to Niya before swinging down to cross the final distance on foot, her limp even more pronounced as she hurries toward me. As she reaches me, she says to the dragon, “The soldiers that have your hatchling are waiting for you up Empty River—the dried-out canyon.”

      “Of course.” The dragon sits back and spreads her wings. She’s leaving.

      I shout against the resulting wash of wind. “They have your hatchling in a wooden cage in the center!”

      She pauses. “Wood?”

      “Yes, but they have spears and pikes—there must be at least sixty soldiers. There are archers at the top of each side, too. And there’s a catapult facing the direction you will come.”

      “Why do you betray your people, hatchling?”

      I stare at her.

      She turns her great, luminous gaze on me. “Is this not treachery?”

      “I—no,” I say, clenching my fists. “They stole your child! I haven’t heard any tales of your killing people or even destroying farms or the like. They’ve no right. There are so few dragons left.”

      “So there are,” she agrees. “Still, I have eaten a good number of cows. And horses.”

      No sheep? I almost blurt, and only just catch myself.

      “You have to stop,” Rae says beside me. “Or they’ll keep hunting you.”

      “Do you think I do not know? I must feed my child, and there are fewer and fewer deer in the mountains these days. Your people have hunted the herds ragged.”

      We glance at each other. “I’m sorry,” I say.

      The dragon shifts, lifting her head towards Empty River. “I must go, humans.”

      “But they’ll kill you!”

      She sighs, a sound of sorrow and weariness. “It is a risk I must take.”

      I bite back a sob of frustration. “You can’t just fly into their trap.”

      “Of all the things you have named, you have missed the worst of them, and what cannot be avoided.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Niya answers from behind us, her voice flat. “Their mage.”

      “Just so. I cannot leave my child in that mage’s hands, to be tortured, maimed, bled, and killed—and even her body cut to pieces and used for spells. I will not leave her, even if I cannot save her either.”

      “Don’t be a snapperhead,” I say before I can help myself. Rae turns big eyes on me, but I go on, glaring at the dragon. “If you know they’re going to kill you, and they’ve already got your child, why can’t you just—trust us instead?”

      “You.” The dragon looks at me as if I have suddenly grown a tail. It would probably help if I had.

      “I can provide a distraction,” I go on, cobbling together the beginnings of a plan. “I can make them look in the wrong direction. If you come from the other side, and keep from breathing fire, they won’t see you until you’re upon them. You’ll be able to get away.”

      “We can create multiple diversions,” Rae agrees, her voice wavering only slightly. “So they won’t know where to look.”

      The dragon hunkers down, her head a pace or two over the ground, and stares at us. This close, her head is easily as large as a wagon, long and sleek and ending in the wicked curve of her beak. Her breath curls around us, scented of smoke and sandalwood.

      “You would do this?” she asks, bathing us in a wash of warmth.

      “Yes,” my sisters and I say together.
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        * * *

      

      “Help!” I cry, stumbling theatrically. “Oh, help!”

      The sentries shout, running towards me. One of them unshutters a lantern, bringing it with him.

      “Oh, Nani!” I cry for good measure. “Help, oh help!”

      A great burly man with a curving sword at his waist and a spear in his hand reaches me first. “It’s a girl!” he shouts. They really must be dense if they hadn’t figured that out.

      I grab hold of his arm, causing the spear to dip. “Nani!” I cry, pulling at him. “My nani!”

      “What’s wrong with you, girl?” he snaps, yanking his arm free.

      By now three other sentries have reached us, and as I stumble back, one of them catches my elbow to steady me. I turn to him, my breath sobbing in my chest, “Oh please help—Nani!”

      “What’s happened to your grandmother?” the second sentry asks, setting down his lantern.

      “A creature—oh a monster! From the night! Breathing fire!” I catch his hand and pull him back the way I came. “Our house!” I point wildly.

      There, bright against the darkness, a fire burns. It is, in truth, only a small wooded copse, rare on the plains, but not impossible to find—especially if you happen to have a sister named Rae who loves to wander the plains on horseback and knows such things. If you also happen to have a dragon with a built-in furnace, setting it afire is even easier. As is getting a handful of soot to smudge your face and clothes with.

      “It’s coming!” I shriek now with renewed paroxysms of terror as a second flame flashes above the burning copse. “No, no! My nani! You have to get her out!”

      “There now, child,” the sentry I cling to says, his voice gentle. “You’d best come sit down and catch your breath. That creature will be following you here, no doubt.”

      How would that be remotely comforting in any event? I go back to my old refrain: “But Nani—”

      “If your grandmother was in that house, she’s dead,” the first sentry says with all the subtlety of a sledgehammer. I pretend not to hear him.

      “What’s all the commotion?” a new voice asks.

      I turn with wide-eyed hope towards the cloaked figure and stumble over my own feet. The mage. “Oh,” I gabble. “Sir—Master Mage—” then, gathering myself, “My nani!”

      “The dragon’s set her home on fire,” one of the other men explains, gesturing with his torch towards the distant fire. “The grandmother couldn’t get out.”

      “A diversion tactic,” the mage observes. “We expected as much when it didn’t fly straight here. It will come for its child when it realizes we won’t be drawn out.” He pushes back his hood and steps into the circle of light to inspect me. He is young, his dark hair held back in a tail, but his expression is cold as a hundred-year-old grave. “How did you escape?”

      “How—”

      “Yes,” he repeats, his voice brooking no nonsense. “How did a girl escape a dragon?”

      “A dragon,” I echo, and burst into tears that are very nearly true, for I am terrified of what will happen if he discovers my lie. “Nani! A dragon!”

      He grabs my shoulders and shakes me. “Speak sense, girl. How did you escape?”

      “The window!” I whimper.

      “Let the girl be, Master Devinal,” the second sentry says in a reasoning voice. “She’s had a bad scare, lost her grandmother. Small wonder she can’t string three words together.”

      Devinal raises his eyes to glare at the sentry. Over his shoulder, above the opposite rim of Empty River, a dark shape blots out the stars, moving swiftly. The far sentries must still be watching the ruckus I am creating, or else the flaming copse. Despite his cunning, the mage hasn’t realized how diversionary the tactic is—or how fast dragons can fly. To give the dragon a chance, I must make one more attempt.

      I grab the mage’s hand. “Master Mage! You must believe me, please! My nani and I were upstairs—we heard the creature roaring—my nani made me jump from the window but she said she was too old,” my words tumble over each other. I tug at the man. “The thing—the creature—it breathed fire and our house—our house!”

      He jerks free of me, contempt in the set of his lips. “What of your parents?”

      A faint wind begins to grow from the approach of the dragon. Time for desperate measures. “They’re dead,” I say, facing him, just managing a slight whine.

      “Ah, child,” the second sentry mutters.

      “So is your grandmother,” the mage says coldly.

      I take one step forward, and as a sentry from the other side shouts in alarm, I land a vicious left hook to his jaw that leaves my hand feeling like I broke it. “No one’s dead, you pea-brained hog-breathed horse thief!” I shout with more zeal than honesty. I doubt he’s ever made off with anyone’s horse.

      Neither the mage, who lies prostrate on the ground, clutching his face and cursing, nor the sentries, who grab my arms to keep me off the mage, notice the alarm spreading through the rest of the camp.

      “Let me at him,” I shout, heroically struggling against my much-larger captors, and then the dragon is upon us.

      She descends with all the glory of her line, plummeting like God’s vengeance from the sky, a swift and silent arrow aimed for the heart of the camp. Not until the first spears begin to fly does she let loose her fire. Then I realize that she had not truly been flaming before—pure fury pours out of her muzzle, white hot and blinding. As she descends past the rim of the canyon, her tail flicks down and I hear a resounding crash, the last clear sound before utter chaos erupts. She must have knocked over the catapult. There’s nothing else that would make such a sound.

      The sentries forget me. As simply and as surely as that, I am dropped, most of the soldiers running to the canyon’s edge to throw their spears. The second sentry, however, stoops to grab the mage by his shoulders.

      “Master Devinal! The dragon is here—get up! Get up! You are our protection!”

      The mage staggers to his feet, one hand still pressed against his jaw, his attention on the gorge. Through a strange quiet, I can hear the dim sounds of battle: shouts and cries coming to me as if from a great distance, a dull roar from the dragon herself. She needs more time. Words aren’t going to slow the mage down, but I know a thing or two about protecting creatures on the prairie.

      I scoop up a stone and imagine the mage is nothing more than a coyote come to harass our goats and make off with a kid. I lob the stone at him with all my strength. It smacks him in the center of his back, throwing him forward with a cry.

      He whirls around, half-staggering. “What—?”

      “Right here, you ox-brained huckster,” I say. “And my nani is not dead. I hope the dragon eats you!”

      “You little wretch!” He gestures toward me, his expression contorted in a mask of concentration.

      A blast of magic hits me, spinning me back through the air. Somewhere behind me, or beside me, or perhaps before me, a horse whinnies, rearing to cut the mage’s foul wind to pieces with its hooves. I slam into the ground—only I don’t. Instead, it’s as if I smack into a bubble that gives beneath me, breaking my fall. I land as gently as if I had sprawled onto a feather mattress.

      I turn my head to see the sentry pivoting back toward us. The mage has already turned his back on me, striding past the sentry towards the riverbed. The sentry hesitates, concern on his brow as he looks at me.

      I’ve failed. The mage is going to attack the dragon, and all I can do now is try to escape myself before the mage comes back for me. Which he will, because no one attacks a mage and gets away with it. I lever myself up, shaking. Maybe if I throw just one more stone, at least the dragon will get away—

      As if summoned by my thoughts, the mother dragon rises from the canyon like a dream, her roar washing over us like water over a flood plain. One foot scrapes the edge of the riverbed, leaving a set of grooves gouged into the dry earth. But for a spear or two that hang at odd angles from her scales as if caught against her, no more troublesome than burrs on a horse’s tail, she seems unharmed. Beside her flies the diminutive shape of the hatchling, her little wings flapping furiously.

      The mage stumbles back in shock, his hand still upraised, but now as if to ward her off, or perhaps to direct at her the magical slap he had prepared for me. Whatever it was he meant to do, he fails, for her tail snaps forward, smacking him aside. I scream.

      “Child,” the sentry shouts, throwing himself down, and then a great clawed paw closes around me, talons pressing against my ribs. I scream again, terror choking me, any coherent thought disappearing as I am lifted into the air.

      I keep screaming until the dragon says, kindly, “You can stop now, my dear. They cannot hear you anymore.”

      My mouth gapes open, my breath rushing in and out in hoarse, sobbing gasps that are very nearly screams. We have landed, and the dragon gently sets me down on the feathered grasses of the plain. Her hatchling lands with a soft thump beside me. I lie on my back, gazing up at the two bony faces, idiotically tracing the family resemblance.

      “Child?”

      I moan and close my eyes.

      “Poor baby,” a second voice says, high and fluting and close at hand. I open my eyes to stare at the hatchling. Me? A baby?

      “Oh, hush,” I say rudely.

      The hatchling blinks at me, affronted. The mother dragon rumbles softly, a deep, amused chuckle. “Humans have their dignity,” she explains as if I were some exotic creature.

      “Did you kill him?” I ask, sitting up. “The mage?”

      “No, though I would have liked to. Kill him, and I would have half a dozen of his peers after us.” She sits back on her haunches and tilts her head to inspect the last remaining spear still caught in her hide, then knocks it free with the flick of a claw. “I’m already being hunted for the cows we’ve eaten. It would be unwise to kill humans, don’t you think?”

      “Then when you—when you freed your daughter, you didn’t kill anyone?” I can’t help the hopeful rising of my voice. It hadn’t occurred to me until the moment of attack that anyone might die.

      “I hope not,” the dragon says, and breathes a flame over her scales, cauterizing the spot nicked by the spear. “It is always possible that some fool fell on his own spear. Humans have a tendency towards clumsiness when they are afraid.”

      I nod wordlessly.

      She drops her head to inspect me. “Your sisters will be heading to your meeting spot.”

      I nod again. They came as close to the camp as they dared—Rae with the plan to follow after me and collect me if needed, and Niya to watch and use her own magic as she deemed fit. Rae hadn’t liked the idea, but we argued that if the mage noticed at all, he would think me the magical Talent. If he’d taken me in to be assessed, I would have easily proven him wrong. At any rate, we agreed on a meeting spot in case we were separated, mostly because the dragon insisted. I’m only just beginning to understand why.

      The tip of her tail flicks back and forth, reminding me of a cat. “I am in your debt.”

      “What?” I push myself to my feet. “Don’t be ridiculous!”

      The hatchling sits back, offended, but her mother only lets out another amused breath. “You risked your life. Even with that charm of yours for protection there was a good chance you might have been harmed.”

      “My charm?” I raise my hand to the pony pendant, thinking of the invisible horse—that hadn’t been Niya. In point of fact, it couldn’t have been if it was the same horse I thought I imagined protecting me from the pickle lady’s broom. Maybe the faerie’s gift hadn’t been that bad after all. “Right. My charm,” I flounder as the dragon continues to watch me.

      “I despise debts. I will give you a gift in return.”

      I blink in confusion, looking up at her. I don’t like debts either. But a gift isn’t really the same as a debt payment, is it?

      She regards me, her eyes half-lidded. “Those who drink the blood of a dragon can understand the tongues of animals.”

      “I don’t want to drink your blood!” I shudder. “And who wants to know what the chickens are clucking about anyway, or hear what the goats cry when taken to slaughter? Or hear the pigeons blathering away? I don’t think they’re great philosophers. Thank you, but no.”

      The dragon trumpets her laughter to the sky. “No,” she says, reaching a claw up to wipe away a tear from her eye. “They are not great philosophers at all.”

      “You see,” I say, feeling vindicated.

      “Here then,” she says. “Give me your hand.”

      I hold out my hand warily. “What are you…?”

      “This.” Her claw flicks out, neatly scoring a line across my palm. I wince, but at the same moment she wipes the tear she shed over the wound, and it closes. As simply as that, leaving behind only a faint line on my palm.

      “What was that?” I don’t know too many folks who consider a scratch a nice sort of gift, even if they can somehow heal it right away.

      “Tears shed in joy,” she explains. “Your words will come easily to the ears of all animals, and you will be known to other dragons as a friend.”

      “Known?” I study the pale line across my palm in awe.

      “By your scent, my dear. There are few indeed who have the tears of a dragon mixed in their blood.” She turns her head, listening, but I can’t hear anything past the usual sounds of the night.

      I stare at my hand, at the wound that just closed itself up. Healed itself. “Can you help my sister?” I blurt, even though this was a gift and I don’t have anything to offer her in return for another one.

      The mother dragon looks back at me. “Your sister?”

      “My oldest sister, Rae. She limps. Sometimes it hurts her and if… well, if your tears can close my wound, is there a way they could help her? I’d much rather that than anything else.”

      “Ah, child,” the dragon says, reminding me of the sentry’s unexpected sorrow at my made-up story. Only none of this is made up. “Her body is formed as it is. I cannot reduce her pain without changing her form, and that I can neither do nor do I know that she would wish it. But I honor you for asking.”

      I close my fingers around my palm. “Thank you,” I say, trying not to let my disappointment show. Because this gift is still something precious, even if Rae not being in pain ever again would have been even more wonderful. I don’t necessarily want to change my sister either, but I would have loved to ease her pain on her bad days.

      The hatchling twitches her wings. “Mama? I hear horses.”

      The mother dragon points with a single talon off to the right. “If you go on foot in that direction, you should reach your sisters within a half hour. The soldiers are mounting a chase, though it is still some distance away. I will make sure they follow our flight for a time, that they not notice you.”

      I hadn’t even thought of a chase. “Will they catch up to you?” I ask. The hatchling isn’t that big, and probably hasn’t eaten in a while. Can she even fly that far?

      “Their horses are no match for my wings. I can carry my daughter if need be,” the mothers says, and dips her head toward me. “We thank you for your aid and leave you in peace.”

      “Safe travels,” I say, offering the traditional Menaiyan farewell.

      The hatchling gives what I can only describe as a giggle. “Prosperous arrivals,” she replies.

      Together, the two dragons launch themselves, flattening the surrounding grasses with the force of the air caught beneath their wings and very nearly knocking me over. I watch as they streak forward, rising above the prairie. A breath later, just as I am losing sight of them in the darkness, the mother lets loose her fire. It will draw the soldiers straight toward her; they will never even notice they have missed me.

      With a smile, I turn and start the trek to where my sisters are waiting.
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        * * *

      

      By the time I crest the low hill and spot the watering hole below me, dawn lights the far horizon, pinking the sky.

      A moment later, I hear a shout and spot the still-small figures of my sisters swinging onto their mounts and hurrying toward me.

      “Bean,” Rae calls. “You’re well?”

      “I’m fine,” I assure her. “And the dragons are fine too—they’ve already left.”

      “I thought they would have brought you here,” Niya says as they pull up together. Rae tosses me Song’s reins.

      “They didn’t want to lead the soldiers to us. But everything is fine.”

      Rae’s shoulders sag with relief. “Good, but we’d better hurry,” she says. “We’re already going to be late as it is—we don’t want Mama to worry. You’re sure everything is all right?”

      I grin. Rae never believes me when I say everything is fine, but I can’t really blame her this time. “I’m sure.”

      “That mage didn’t hurt you, did he?” Niya asks. “I tried to break your fall, but there wasn’t much time.”

      “You did great.” I swing up into the saddle. My left hand aches from punching the mage, but that’s quite all right with me. That memory will last a lifetime, and my hand will mend soon enough.

      “What happened there?” Rae asks. “With the mage?”

      “Umm….” I flex my hand.

      “That shadow horse wasn’t mine,” Niya points out.

      “Oh that! I think it was my charm.”

      My sisters glance at each other and then Rae grins. “Genno Stonemane is one smart faerie.”

      We ride the rest of the way home in silence, watching for any sign of the soldiers. We reach our pastures without incident, just as the sun breaks the horizon, lighting the house as well. The kitchen door is open and the morning cooking fire has been lit, evidenced by the thin line of smoke rising from the chimney.

      “We need a new story,” Niya says as we pull up by the stable. “A true one.”

      “We went for an early morning ride,” I say, swinging down.

      “You don’t do that,” Rae points out.

      “No,” Niya agrees. “But you do, and this once you took us along. We wouldn’t let you alone.”

      Rae grins, dismounting beside me. “This is all my fault, isn’t it?”

      “Absolutely,” I agree. “All your idea too.”

      She reaches to tousle my hair.

      I duck away. “I’m not a child!”

      “I suppose not.” She sighs, and gives my shoulder a quick squeeze instead.

      I blink at her. “Really?”

      Rae offers me a crooked smile. “You just rescued a pair of dragons, Bean. You’re growing up.”

      I give a delighted chirp of laughter. “Does this mean you’re going to stop treating me like a child now?”

      “Of course,” Rae says. “You did really well back there.”

      Niya nods. “You’ve always been brave, but this time you kept your wits about you in the face of both dragons and mages. I’m proud of you.”

      “You’re growing into a force to be reckoned with,” Rae agrees, smiling.

      Their words warm me deep inside. I can’t help beaming at them.

      Rae’s grin turns mischievous. “So, no skipping your chores now that you’re more grown. I’m putting you in charge of getting the horses untacked, fed, and settled. Niya and I will help with breakfast.”

      Not like I haven’t untacked horses a thousand times before. “Sure,” I say, still smiling.

      “Fine by me,” Niya says, looping Lemon’s reins around a nearby post.

      “And you’d better wash up before you come in,” Rae adds, her eyes twinkling. “You smell like a dragon.”

      “I do not,” I say with great dignity.

      Rae smirks. “Whatever you say, dragon breath.”

      “Dragon Bean,” Niya sings. She definitely does better with a bit of adventure—and a chance to use her magic. I consider this revelation as my sisters head off toward the house laughing.

      The horses wait patiently beside me. All thoughts of additional adventures aside, I can’t very well lead all three horses into the stable at the same time. I’ll have to come back for one of them. Unless...

      “Let’s go to the stables together,” I suggest, feeling five kinds of fool for expecting an answer. “I’ll give you each a good rub down and an extra serving of oats before putting you back in the pasture.”

      Muddle twitches her ears, eyeing me curiously. Then she shoulders past me and heads for the stable with long strides. I only just manage to swing her reins over her neck to keep them out from underfoot. With a soft huff, Song heads to the stable as well. Lemon grunts at me to undo her reins from the post and then hurries after them. Now that’s impressive.

      “I don’t suppose you’d enjoy playing jokes on my sisters?” I ask, going to pull the door open.

      Muddle snorts with disgust.

      So much for that.
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      Thanks so much for reading this novelette! If you enjoyed Bean’s adventures and this is your first taste of the Dauntless Path, please check out Thorn, a retelling of the Grimm’s fairy tale The Goose Girl, set in the same world but with different characters. (Or you can jump to The Theft of Sunlight, the first in a completed duology that features Bean’s sister, Rae.)

      And if you happen to have a moment, please consider leaving a review for this story on the retailer of your choice (and/or Goodreads!). Reviews are critical in helping more readers discover my work, as well as decide if this is the right story for them. Even just a sentence or two makes a world of difference!

      Thanks again for reading!
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