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Irene could not lie; no matter how hard she tried. It was troublesome, but she had learned to only tell her foster parents what they needed to know. As long as it was the truth they didn’t need to hear the complete story.

It was not quite high-sun but she knew Zeb would be waiting for her already. She grabbed a large sack from the kitchen and headed for the door.

‘Mama J, I’m going to collect ju-berries,’ Irene called as she reached the steps.

‘You’ll do no such thing.’

Irene turned and paused on the top step of the old wooden cottage, torn between wanting to leave and respecting the wishes of her foster mother.

‘The dragons that live in that valley are dangerous.’ Mama J shook her head, and it was concern, not anger in her eyes.

‘But they’re Papa’s favourite and I want to make him a pie for his name-day tomorrow,’ Irene explained. It was true but it wasn’t the only reason she was going. ‘I can sneak in and out without being seen. You know Papa taught me well how to walk silently and stay downwind.’

Mama J stared at her as if she were trying to decide. Irene’s skills in the forest were not in dispute as she grew up in the deep forest. She was as much at home there as a bird was in the sky.

‘You’re too young to go there alone,’ Mama J finally replied. ‘Maybe when you’ve grown another few inches. What if the dragons attack?’

‘Really?’ Irene replied with a slight laugh. ‘I’m almost seventeen and you know I haven’t grown since I was ten. This is as tall as I will be. It’s perfect as I can hide a lot easier if the dragons fly nearby.’

Mama J still looked undecided, but Irene knew she was weakening. Irene didn’t like to point out that Mama J was barely taller than she was. She knew foster parents weren’t supposed to look like their children and hers certainly didn’t. Irene’s features were fine and delicate, whereas her foster mother was stout and short and could barely reach the top shelf of the cupboards.

‘Besides, the dragons will have stuffed themselves with berries all morning and will be sleeping in the sun.’

Irene’s mouth curved into a small smile as she saw Mama J nod in agreement at her assessment of the greedy dragons.

‘Just enough for a pie then,’ Mama J agreed but concern still lingered in her eyes. ‘Go to the north end of the valley where the bushes grow closer to the forest so you won’t be in the open as long.’

Irene’s eyebrows rose. Mama J obviously knew the valley of the dragons well.

‘You and Papa aren’t the only ones to go there,’ Mama J said a little defensively. ‘How do you think ju-berries became Papa’s favourite? I used to cook him pies when you were just a wee baby.’

Irene laughed and gave Mama J a big hug. ‘Don’t worry, I won’t be long.’

‘And remember, don’t leave the forest!’ Mama J called after her.

As Irene hurried off, she tucked the empty sack under her belt. North. That suited her perfectly, and she would also be following Mama J’s instructions. She smiled in anticipation of an enjoyable day ahead.

Irene moved through the forest as silently as a breath of wind. Animals stirred as she passed by, but they looked up in interest rather than fright. Irene was as much a part of the forest as they were, and her presence gave them no reason to be concerned.

Her pace slowed as she reached the ridge that separated the deep forest from the northern lands. It served as a barrier and deterrent for the townsfolk and kept the animals of the woodlands safe from their bows and traps.

Climbing the ridge meant a great deal of focus on where she stepped and by the time she reached a large ravine on the other side of the ridge she was deep in concentration.

‘Hey, Irene!’

Irene looked up and missed her step as she sighted Zeb, then almost tripped on a tree root. Papa would be horrified at such a slip, but Zeb had that effect on her every time she saw him.

‘I’ll be over in a minute,’ Irene called back, softer and lower in tone than Zeb’s yell. Her voice blended into the sounds of the forest and could easily be mistaken for wind blowing through the trees.

She adjusted the set of her bow on her shoulder and hooked it over her quiver of arrows. Then she wound her long, plaited crimson-red hair around the wooden frame of the bow. She didn’t want anything to set her off balance while she was on the high-road.

Zeb nodded and sat on a fallen log as he watched her climb a tree. She tried to ignore him and pretend that he wasn’t there as it wasn’t safe to be distracted right now. She reached the tree canopy without even getting out of breath. Papa would be proud. Not a single bird had lifted off in fright either. Another sign of a good migration to the high-road.

Irene had seen the roads in the town, even though Mama J and Papa thought she had never been there. They were fixed and made of stone and very different from the road she was on now. Branches wove their way across the woodland, and Irene knew she could make her way across the entire forest without touching the ground. But branches strong enough to carry her weight, even as slight as she was, did not always lead in the direction she wanted to go. It was often much faster on foot down with the deer and rabbits.

Crossing the ravine, however, was a different matter. The high-road went easily where the forest floor could not. The ravine was deep and wide, and only a fool would even attempt to cross it on foot.

She almost glided across the branches, weaving and jumping as she crossed from one tree to the next until she had passed over the ravine. She steadied herself against a trunk and dared a quick glance down. Yes, Zeb was watching her progress with awe and an enormous smile. He pushed his unruly mop of black hair out of the way as he looked up at her.

‘Focus,’ she reminded herself as she gave him a quick wave then returned to traversing to the nearest tree that offered an easy egress from the high-road.

Zeb waited at the foot of the tree as she dropped lightly onto the leaf-covered floor of the forest.

‘You’re late,’ he admonished gently and smiled at her.

Irene looked at the sun, visible in the gaps in the forest canopy, and shook her head. ‘No, you’re early.’

‘True,’ he admitted. ‘I’m just excited to see the dragons.’

Irene couldn’t blame him. She felt the same when Papa showed her the valley of dragons many years ago. After that she had returned as often as possible and watched them for hours on end.

‘How big are they?’ Zeb asked. Even in the dim light Irene could see the excitement in his ice-blue eyes. She wondered what Papa would say if he knew she spent time with a town boy.

A chance meeting in the forest a year ago had developed into a friendship. He had been hurt and Papa had always told her to help injured animals, so why shouldn’t she help an injured person too? Surely Papa couldn’t object to her having a friend?

‘Some of them can grow as big as a large cat,’ Irene replied. ‘We can’t stay long there so we may have time for some training afterwards.’

‘I’m still recovering from that last training session,’ Zeb said with a slight scowl and then a grin as he rubbed his shoulder. ‘I guess I still have a lot to learn.’

‘You haven’t told anyone about me living here, have you?’ Irene queried. Word of people living in the forest would bring unwanted attention for sure. Papa liked their quiet life in the deep forest and she had no intention of ruining it for him.

‘Of course not. I’m not likely to admit I got all those bruises from a girl. So, why did your father teach you to fight? I reckon you’d beat any of the big lads in Briarton without even breaking a sweat.’

‘He’s not my father,’ Irene corrected. She didn’t answer the question though. She didn’t know why Papa insisted on her learning hand-to-hand combat and being skilled with both sword and arrow. Not that she had ever held a real sword. They used finely detailed wooden ones that father carved from a hardwood tree that grew near the ravines. Whenever she asked he changed the subject after muttering something about being too young to know.

Zeb didn’t appear to notice that she had evaded the question as he stamped his way through the forest. Every step made Irene cringe. There was no way they could sneak up on the dragons if he crashed through the undergrowth.

‘Did you practise walking softly?’ Irene asked. ‘If they hear us, you won’t get to see them. Either that or they will attack us.’

Zeb immediately took a gentler and slower step and looked embarrassed. ‘Sorry, we don’t do anything quietly in the smithy.’

He stopped, as if suddenly remembering something, then dug in his pocket.

‘I made something for you,’ he said with a grin. He turned his hand over and opened it. A small, delicate and finely shaped shiny bird lay in his palm.

‘That’s beautiful. What’s it made of?’ Irene asked as she picked it up and examined it. The tiny bird was perfect in every way and it surprised her. He had clearly been looking at the wildlife more than she thought.

‘Silver. I’ve been practising so I can do more than mend horseshoes or make cooking pots.’ Zeb looked a little embarrassed and she could see he was hoping she liked it. ‘Maybe one day I’ll find work as a silversmith at a bigger town, or even in the city.’

‘It’s perfect,’ she said and put it in her pocket with a genuine smile even though his skill might mean he left Briarton. She liked his company and would miss him if he went away.

Zeb had told her a lot about the world outside the forest. Tiny villages, towns and even a place called Stonedon Manor; a house the size of a small village in the north, where a baron lived. The baron was said to be cruel and angry and she had no desire to meet him. The world sounded very crowded and noisy and her quiet forest was perfect.

‘You’ll have to cross a small ravine to get to the valley,’ Irene said as they carried on. ‘It’s what protects them from being discovered.’

‘Nobody comes here anyway. Stories in town tell the forest is haunted and that a witch lives here.’

‘Yet you came here,’ Irene pointed out. She didn’t comment on the witch theory. That one was true.

‘You know it was a bet that I couldn’t spend a night out here,’ Zeb reminded her. ‘And if I hadn’t fallen and been unable to walk I wouldn’t have lasted half an hour.’

Irene grinned, remembering how scared Zeb had looked when she swung down out of a tree. ‘It’s just as well I found you before the ghosts did.’

Zeb laughed but cast her a quick glance to check that she was joking.

‘The ravine is just up ahead. But lucky for you I know another way across instead of going to the high-road.’

She led him down the steep slope of the ravine. Loose soil and stone slipped underfoot as they clung to scrappy trees that struggled to take hold in the rocky slope.

‘How’s your balance?’ Irene asked as they reached a tree trunk that had fallen across the ravine. It formed a crude, but useful, bridge.

Zeb didn’t reply for a few seconds and Irene didn’t embarrass him by looking at his expression. Even she had blanched with fear the first time she crossed it, but then again she was only seven at the time. The ravine was deep, and far below in the shadows were glimpses of sharp rocks in a slow-flowing stream.

‘Is it safe?’ Zeb asked and his voice was a little high-pitched.

‘I’ve used it a thousand times,’ Irene said with a shrug. ‘It’s best to just run as fast as you can and get it over with. It’s wider than it looks and quite stable.’

Zeb swallowed hard and nodded. ‘Sure, no problem.’

Clearly his desire to see the dragons was much stronger than his fear of walking across the tree-bridge.

Irene lined herself up with the tree and took off at a run. She was light on her feet and sure-footed. As she reached halfway, she remembered Zeb wasn’t as well-balanced as her. Should she have found a vine for him to hang onto just in case? But it was too late now as she heard the thundering of his feet as he took a run up to the trunk.

She reached the other side and took hold of the trunk to keep it as stable as possible. Zeb was almost halfway across and his expression said he had blanked out his surroundings and was running by instinct alone.

His step might not be as light as Irene’s but his legs were much longer. It only took a dozen strides for Zeb to reach the other side and he threw himself onto the stony bank with a sigh of relief.

Irene felt a twinge of guilt for making him cross the tree-bridge but just as she was about to apologise he turned to her and grinned.

‘That was fun!’ His voice was loud and it echoed down the ravine.

Irene held a finger to her lips and he nodded. ‘We’re not far now. Walk where I walk.’

They crept through the forest for five minutes after they scrambled up the side of the ravine. Irene was impressed that he was so quiet and had to look back several times to check that he was still following her.

She stopped when the trees thinned and pointed down into the valley below. It didn’t look much different to the rest of the forest. There weren’t quite as many trees though and of course, there were dragons. She had seen the valley a thousand times, so instead she watched his expression.

‘I don’t see anything,’ Zeb whispered. Then a second later he sucked in a breath of surprise and Irene grinned. He had spotted one of the dragons. Zeb’s mouth fell open as he stared into the valley with a dazed expression.

‘Aren’t they pretty?’ Irene asked as she turned to watch as well. It was the hottest part of the day and the lazy dragons would mostly be sleeping. Only a couple were flitting about near the tops of the ju-berry bushes.

The dragons were shades of green and golden brown that would have blended into the forest if it wasn’t for the fact that the sun glinted off them and made them sparkle.

‘Can we get closer?’ Zeb asked.

‘I need berries so, yes, we’ll get a lot closer.’

It took a few minutes to slowly work their way down to the bushes that grew throughout the valley. Every bush was laden with bright purple ju-berries for as far as they could see.

‘Stay low. I’ll gather berries from the bottom of the bush so they don’t see us.’

‘Are they nice?’ Zeb asked, then plucked one from the bush and popped it in his mouth. His puckered expression and surprised wide eyes answered his own question.

‘They are after you cook them,’ Irene replied with a small laugh. She was stripping the branches directly into the sack and it was already a quarter full.

Zeb spat out the berry and looked a little less impressed by the hundreds of berry bushes. Irene pulled him quickly under the bush and he looked startled.

‘Shh.’ Irene held one finger to her lips and pointed upwards. Through the branches they saw a sparkling green dragon hover over the bush and pluck at one berry after another. After a dozen berries the dragon flew off.

‘Well, I don’t think we could get much closer than that,’ Zeb said in a breathy tone of delight.

‘I think I’ve got enough berries so we’ll head back up to the trees to watch them for a while.’ Irene put a few more in the sack and picked it up to test how heavy it was.

‘What’s that noise?’ Zeb stuck his head out from under the bush as a harsh sound filled the air.

Irene tilted her head and listened. It wasn’t a sound she recognised. After a second she frowned. It was a dragon, but it wasn’t the soft crooning that she was used to, nor the light warble of song that greeted the dawn. This sounded angry and scared.

Part of her wanted to leave the valley and let the dragons sort out whatever it was. She knew better than to interfere with the natural order of the forest but the sound was piercing and desperate. As she listened she split the sound into many different dragons. Most of them were angry. Just one sounded scared.

‘Let’s take a look,’ she suggested. Looking didn’t mean she had to do anything and Papa would want to know if something new was going on in the forest.

She dumped the sack of berries and crept forward from bush to bush. It wasn’t hard to follow the sound and in a few minutes both Irene and Zeb were staring at a scene that had both their mouths drop open.

Clearly, it was hatching season and Irene saw a dozen or more high-sided stone nests tucked in amongst the long grass near a small lake. Most of the nests had eggs in them and were unattended, basking in the sun. All around the nests were sparkling stones of every colour imaginable.

One nest, however, had a dozen dragons hovering over it, hissing and croaking angrily. Small jets of flame shot out at whatever was in the nest and the scared cry was coming from within.

‘I guess they don’t like that one,’ Zeb said and looked like he wanted to run out there and rescue it.

‘We can’t interfere,’ Irene said, holding him back even though she felt the same.

‘But...’ Zeb said, about to argue the point but the attack on the newly hatched dragon had escalated. The cat-sized dragons were launching themselves at the nest with their claws extended.

Irene didn’t even remember moving but suddenly she was running towards the nest. She yelled loudly and waved her arms like a bird attempting to fly.

The dragons froze in mid-air, stared in surprise, then dove at her. She side-stepped and felt them whistle past her head. She dropped to one knee and notched up an arrow. She did not intend to shoot but wanted to scare them off. The dragons hovered a short distance away. They looked at her as if planning another attack, then Zeb stood up and they shot off so fast that one-second they were there and the next they were gone.

‘I thought we weren’t supposed to interfere,’ Zeb said, coming up beside her as she approached the nest.

‘Well, just don’t tell anyone,’ Irene suggested as she slung her bow back over her shoulder. She peered over the edge of the nest with trepidation at what she was about to see. Had they killed the poor dragonet?

A weak croaking sent a shiver of relief through her but then she sucked in a breath so deep that she stopped breathing for a few seconds. Inside the nest was a dragonet, yes, but it was pure white, with eyes that sparkled red like polished gems.

‘It’s hurt,’ Zeb said, pointing at the trickles of blood running down its hind quarters. Its wings were also shredded and hung limply at odd angles.

‘We can’t leave it here,’ Irene said firmly. She reached in and scooped up the little white dragonet. It wasn’t much bigger than the palm of her hand and clearly hadn’t been hatched for more than a few minutes.

As the sunlight reflected off the white hide it looked like a rainbow.

‘Well, I’d love to take it home, but I don’t think that’s going to work,’ Zeb said as they quickly backtracked out of the valley.

‘I’ll look after it until it’s old enough to care for itself,’ Irene replied. She knew deep down that Papa wouldn’t like it, but it was an injured animal so he couldn’t really argue.

Irene picked up the sack of berries as they left and before long they were back by the ridge of trees looking over the valley. There wasn’t a single dragon in sight and Irene knew they wouldn’t venture out for hours now that they had seen her. They were lucky that most of them had been asleep. An attack by the entire dragon clan would have had a very different outcome.

‘What are you going to call it? Is it a boy or a girl?’ Zeb asked. He kept tripping up as he spent more time staring at the tiny white dragonet than where he was putting his feet.

‘It’s a he. See the horns? Girl dragons don’t have them,’ Irene pointed to the small nobs just above the dragonet’s eyes.

‘He twinkles in the sun. You could call him Twinkle!’ Zeb looked impressed with his suggestion but Irene just raised one eyebrow.

‘Twinkle?’ She repeated. ‘For a boy?’

‘Twink?’ Zeb suggested hopefully. ‘Or Wink?’

A branch fell with a crash as Zeb ran into yet another tree and the dragonet screeched in fright. Instantly the dragonet’s white hide turned as dark as the darkest inky night sky.

‘Ink,’ she said quietly. ‘I’ll call him Ink.’

She tucked Ink into a pocket and the little dragonet curled up, still inky-black, and fell quiet.

‘I think I had better make Papa’s pie the best he’s ever had,’ Irene said as they approached the tree-bridge.

She peeked into her pocket and saw Ink was now as white as snow but somehow the name seemed to fit perfectly.

Irene and Zeb parted ways and she hurried home wondering how she was going to explain the new addition to their family.


  
    
      
        	
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        	

        	
          
            [image: ]
          

        
      

    
  


    
      
        [image: ]
      

    


    UNDER ATTACK


    
      
        [image: ]
      

    

  

It wasn’t hard to hide Ink. She had considered telling Mama J and Papa, but she didn’t find the right moment that evening. She tucked him into a box of old rags and hid him under her bed. Next to it she placed a saucer of berries; more than enough for a tiny dragonet.

She woke a dozen times in the night and peered under the bed to check Ink was still there. He was and appeared to be sleeping. The main thing that worried Irene was the white glow that he gave off. It lit the room like a candle and she hoped that Mama J didn’t suddenly decide to tuck her in again as if she was a child.

Morning came without incident. Ink was awake but quiet and had eaten all the berries.

‘You’re very hungry,’ Irene whispered to the little dragonet. ‘I’ll go fetch you some more.’

She let the blanket fall over the edge of the bed to hide Ink from view and hurried off to the kitchen. The sack of ju-berries was hidden in the pantry. Papa wasn’t expecting a pie and Irene intended to make it when he was out today.

She dug out a large handful of berries and was heading back when she all but ran into Papa. She pushed the berries behind her back and hoped she hadn’t squashed any or they would drip on the polished wooden floor.

‘Where are you off to in such a hurry?’ He asked in a good-natured tone but didn’t wait for an answer. ‘I thought I might head down to the dragons today and see what’s going on down there. Do you want to come?’

‘Really?’ Irene said, and instantly felt guilty about her trip there yesterday and swallowed hard. ‘What makes you think something is going on?’

Papa shook his head thoughtfully and rubbed his chin. ‘I don’t know. The birds are acting strange and there’s more wildlife heading this way than is normal. It’s probably nothing but I’m going to check it out. Are you coming?’

‘Well, I’d love to...’ Irene began then shrugged. ‘But I have some cleaning and baking to do with Mama J.’

‘You’d rather clean?’ Papa asked in surprise. Then the corners of his mouth curled up as she blushed. ‘Well, you have a good day cleaning then.’

Irene knew he had guessed there was some name-day surprise being planned. Ink would definitely be a surprise!

She watched him leave the cottage then took the berries to Ink. He squawked softly in thanks as he gulped down three in quick succession.

‘Easy on now,’ she said and moved the saucer a little further away. ‘You’ll get a tummy ache.’

Ink hummed gently and curled up again, then his eyes fluttered closed and he appeared to be sleeping. Irene knew she could easily sit and watch the dragonet all day, but she did indeed have things to do.

‘Irene, Papa has gone so let’s get on with this pie,’ Mama J called.

‘Coming,’ Irene called back. She checked Ink one last time, then propped the window open for a bit of fresh air and went to join Mama J in the kitchen.

‘You get the ju-berries on the stove while I make the pastry,’ Mama J said. ‘Then we’ll clean while they cook.’

Irene went into the pantry again and looked at the sack of berries. She would need a lot of those to keep Ink fed until she could go back for more. She wished she had thought to ask Papa to bring some back.

After filling an empty container at the back of the pantry there was not a lot left but Irene brought the leftovers out and tipped them into a pot on the stove.

‘Is that all you got?’ Mama J queried with a frown. ‘It’s barely enough for one pie!’

‘I can always go back for more in a few days if he wants another one,’ Irene suggested.

Mama J shrugged and they set to making the pie. Most of the morning had gone by the time they finished the pie and, much to Irene’s disgust, a lot of cleaning as well.

‘I’ll do my room,’ Irene said.

Her room was nothing more than a curtain pulled across a section of the main living area. The one real bedroom belonged to Mama J and Papa.

Even from here Irene could just make out the glow from her dragonet. Mama J didn’t appear to have noticed. Yet.

‘And open that window for some air,’ Mama J suggested. ‘There’s a strange smell. Did you leave some food in there? You know better than to take food to bed.’

‘I’ll check,’ Irene replied and sniffed gently so as not to let Mama J see. Could Mama J really smell the berries, or the dragonet?

The pie was cooling when Papa came jogging across the clearing and around the edges of the small lake in front of the cottage.

Irene watched him run with a rising sense of unease. Papa wasn’t young but he was still very fit and he ran like a man less than half his age. It was a loping, ground-eating pace, that said he was going somewhere in a hurry.

He was a lot taller than Mama J and looked more like Irene in his facial features and general appearance but there were still some differences. The most obvious was that his ears were rounded at the top while her own and Mama J’s were pointed.

A brace of birds hung from his belt. Papa was a good hunter, and a good hunter never returned empty-handed.

Irene hung back as Mama J went out to greet him.

‘There’s definitely something strange going on,’ Papa said as he put his quiver of arrows and bow down by the door, then took off his boots and came into the cottage.

The smell of ju-berry pie filled the entire cottage but he didn’t seem to notice. That was enough to worry Irene on its own. She walked slowly out into the main room but kept out of the way.

‘With the dragons?’ Mama J shot a quick look at Irene. It was a questioning and accusing glance that said she would be talking to her soon.

‘Yes, they’re stirred up about something, that’s for sure. The sky around the valley was full of them and even in the forest beyond the ravine.’

‘They’ve never left the valley before,’ Mama J said with a gasp of surprise.

Papa stopped and sniffed the air. He frowned then looked at Mama J and Irene. ‘Do I smell ju-berry pie?’

Irene just nodded.

‘Is there anything you want to tell me?’ Papa asked. He was a fair man and Irene had only ever been in trouble when she deserved it. And she had the feeling that today was a day she deserved it.

‘Well, I did go to the valley yesterday for ju-berries,’ Irene began. She was still trying to decide just how much of the tale she would have to tell. Did she need to tell them about Zeb? Ink seemed a definite yes, but she wasn’t quite ready for Zeb’s part of the story.

‘Surely she can’t have done anything to upset the entire dragon clan?’ Mama J said in Irene’s defence.

‘Irene?’ Papa said calmly and waited for her to continue. He sat down in his comfy chair and rocked back and forth.

‘I wanted to make you a pie,’ Irene began again then paused.

‘Was something wrong already?’ Mama J suggested. ‘You should have told us.’

‘No, there was nothing wrong,’ Irene admitted. ‘Except that some of the dragonets were hatching.’

‘Ooh, a hatching,’ Mama J interrupted and looked delighted. ‘I love watching them break the shell.’

‘Jaelan, just let her speak,’ Papa said firmly. ‘Go on, Irene.’

‘Well... there was a dragonet that they didn’t seem to like. They were attacking it,’ Irene said and fell silent. She pursed her lips together and looked guiltily at Papa.

‘And you intervened,’ Papa guessed. ‘You always were kind-hearted.’

Irene had expected him to admonish her for it but he simply looked at her with a half-smile.

‘They almost killed it,’ Irene said. She wasn’t sure if she should feel relieved or if there was still trouble to come.

‘And they probably did after you left,’ Papa said with a sigh. ‘They kill the weak or the sick to keep the clan strong.’

‘No, they didn’t kill him,’ Irene said simply.

‘Him?’ Mama J asked and her eyes narrowed a little. ‘You brought it home? I knew I could smell something!’

‘Yes, Mama J,’ Irene replied softly. ‘I couldn’t just walk off and let them kill him. Could you?’

‘No, I couldn’t leave a hatchling to die,’ she replied and exchanged a look with Papa that said she was talking about more than just a dragonet.

‘Where is it?’ Papa asked. He seemed to have accepted that it had been done and from the set of his jaw he had already decided what to do about it.

‘Under my bed,’ Irene replied but did not offer to fetch him.

‘As soon as he is strong enough we will take him back and leave him by the ravine. Hopefully he will fly back and be accepted. If he is no longer weak they won’t try to kill him.’

Papa seemed happy with his solution but Irene chewed on her lower lip and he frowned.

‘Is there something else? For I have had enough surprises for the day,’ he added.

‘Ink is a little different,’ Irene said.

‘Ink?’ Mama J and Papa spoke together.

Irene didn’t reply. Instead she pulled back the curtain and reached under the bed. She dragged the box slowly out into the light and carried it over to them.

Ink sat still, looking around cautiously, and crooned softly. Mama J looked delighted but Papa’s frown returned.

‘No wonder they were trying to kill him,’ Papa said and sighed deeply. ‘We can’t take him back even when his is older.’

Irene held her breath and dared to hope that she would be able to keep the dragonet.

‘I’ve only ever seen one white one,’ Mama J said as she reached down to stroke Ink’s outstretched neck.

‘There’s a reason for that,’ Papa continued. ‘The leader of the clan is obeyed without question and without a second thought. The clan leader is always white and there can only be one leader. The white dragon is stronger, bigger and has skills other dragons do not.’

Irene stared at Ink. The tiny dragon was already half as big as he had been yesterday and the tears in his wings were almost mended. It would only be a day at most before he was flying. What if he tried to return to the valley? Was he big enough to defend himself?

‘So we train him to stay away from the valley,’ Irene suggested. She didn’t really see any other option.

‘You know what dragons eat, of course,’ Papa said with a wry smile. ‘You’ll be making a lot of trips to the valley. We’ll need to find a way to keep him here until he is big enough to protect himself.’

Ink croaked with a plaintive and begging tone that said ‘I’m hungry’ and Irene wondered if he understood what they were talking about. She went to get the rest of the berries from under the bed but the saucer was empty. The supply in the pantry would probably only last another day!

Ink also appeared to like cooked ju-berries as well. He ate a large portion of the pie but none of them minded. It seemed he was getting bigger with every bite and by the time Irene went to bed that night she needed two hands to hold him. Papa had already gone to bed and Mama J was just finishing up some sewing.

Irene tucked him against her chest and picked up a small lantern then headed for her small alcove. Ink immediately became agitated and wriggled free.

‘What’s up with Ink?’ Mama J called from the other side of the room.

‘I don’t know. He doesn’t seem to like the candle.’ Irene watched the small white dragon fly round and round the lamp then, apparently satisfied that it posed no danger, settled on her shoulder.

‘We should ask Papa about that tomorrow,’ Mama J suggested.

‘Goodnight, Ink,’ Irene said, putting him in the box and pushing it under the bed. Ink immediately scrambled out of the box and leapt onto the bed. Irene looked at him as he turned in a circle, just like a cat, then settled down and tucked his nose under his tail. She shrugged and left him. There seemed little point in forcing him to sleep under the bed now that his presence was known.

By morning the dragonet looked almost as big as those that had been attacking him back in the valley.

‘Irene! Jaelan!’ Papa’s voice made her jump. It was an urgent, warning shout. ‘Shut the windows!’

Irene stood on the bed and slammed the window shut without question. Whatever reason Papa had was good enough for her to act instantly. His voice had been a little distant and she wondered where he was. It was still early, but nobody slept in when the sun was up. She ran around the cottage and shut several other windows then watched Papa running towards the cottage from the woodpile. She opened the front door for him as he rushed in, then shut it behind him.

‘What’s going on?’ Mama J asked, coming out of the kitchen.

‘Did you shut the windows?’ Papa asked. He looked worried and focused on something outside the window. ‘Hide the dragonet.’

Irene caught sight of green glint out by the edge of the clearing. Dragons! They had come to find Ink.

‘How did they find him?’ Irene asked as she hurried back to her room. She scanned the crumpled bed, looking for the white dragonet. He wasn’t there. A frown pinched the corners of her mouth downwards and she dropped to the ground and looked under the bed. Again, no sign of Ink.

‘They will have tracked your scent,’ Papa said in an absent-minded tone. He was staring at the windows and looked concerned. ‘I wish there had been time to put the storm covers on.’

The storm covers? Irene knew them well. They covered the glass completely and kept the wild winter storms out of the cottage, but they also kept all the light out. They were only used in the direst of storms. The fact that the dragons could track her scent was a secondary concern. First she needed to find Ink.

‘He’s not here!’ Irene shouted as she ran around the small cottage searching for the dragonet.

‘Did he get out the window before you closed it?’ Papa asked.

‘No, he was on the bed,’ Irene replied. She was standing in the middle of the room and felt helpless. There weren’t many places to look and she’d checked them all.

‘Are you sure?’ Papa turned and looked at her with a stare that bored into her and frightened her a little.

‘Yes,’ she replied meekly. She had never seen Papa look at her that way before.

Papa nodded just once, as if he were confirming a decision he’d made and walked to the large wooden door. He threw it open and went outside.

‘Come out here,’ he called to the others. ‘Quickly.’

Irene and Mama J exchanged a look of pure terror.

‘Really?’ Mama J queried.

‘Now!’ Papa yelled. ‘Before they get here.’

Mama J grabbed Irene’s hand and pulled her out of the cottage. The clearing was swarming with dragons now. They were darting in and out of the trees and some were zooming directly towards the cottage.

‘Just stand still. Don’t move at all.’ Papa pulled them closer and the three of them stood like statues, watching the dragons’ speedy approach.

Irene held her breath. Where was Ink and why did Papa think it was a good idea to stand out in the open with hundreds of angry dragons heading their way?

‘Why are they taking so long to get here?’ Irene whispered. The dragons kept veering away and flying in circles then resuming their path towards the cottage. It was like some sort of mad dance that made no sense.

‘Shhh.’ Was all the reply she received.

She watched in silence as the dragon swarm finally reached them. The screeching dragons flew around and around them then streamed into the cottage. There were sounds of things being smashed as the last of the dragons entered the cottage. Papa held them firmly so Irene couldn’t turn to look through the window. How did that many dragons fit inside their small cottage? The windows would definitely not have stopped them for long.

She was rather pleased that Ink wasn’t there after all. Perhaps he had slipped out one of the windows and was now far away, and safe.

Another loud smash followed by a whoosh of air announced the dragons’ exit from the cottage. They streamed up into the sky and vanished over the top of the trees in a dozen heartbeats.

Papa held them for another moment then relaxed his hold and let out a big sigh of relief.

‘Well, that could have been much worse,’ he said as he watched the tree line. ‘I don’t think they’ll be back.’

‘I wonder where Ink is,’ Irene said, watching the clearing and hoping to see a white sparkle heading their way.

‘He’s inside,’ Papa replied cryptically.

Irene just stared at him. That wasn’t possible. The cottage had been overrun with dragons.

‘My kitchen!’ Mama J cried out as they went inside. Everything was tipped over and anything breakable looked broken.

‘Call him,’ Papa said as he stood next to Irene in the middle of the destroyed cottage.

Irene frowned but said nothing.

‘Call him.’

Irene shrugged. ‘Ink!’

She waited, then called again, but the only response was a cry of dismay from Mama J in the kitchen.

‘They ripped the flour sack!’

Irene turned to look at the white dust filtering out on the breeze then she blinked. Ink was standing in front of her. He was snow white and looked at her with calm, bright red, eyes.

Papa looked at the white dragonet with a grin of pride and he nodded as he spoke. ‘He is more mature, and probably stronger than any other dragon in the valley already. Except perhaps the leader of their clan.’

‘But how did he survive that search?’ Irene asked. She reached down and picked up the dragonet. Ink snuggled into her and wound his tail around her arm. He was humming softly and didn’t seem at all distressed by the attack.

‘Let me show you,’ Papa said. He picked up a broken chair and dropped it onto the floor with a loud bang. Instantly, Ink faded from sight and even though Irene could feel his tail around her arm she could not see him at all.

A few seconds later Ink’s white hide blurred back into view and he began humming again.

‘Where did he go?’ Irene asked and stared at the dragonet in awe.

‘He doesn’t go anywhere. He reflects his surroundings so perfectly that he can’t be seen. I didn’t realise a white dragonet could do it so young.’

‘So he will be safe from now on?’ Irene said with a huge grin, despite the destruction around her. ‘He can stay?’

Papa nodded. ‘He will be able to hide whenever he needs to. Now that the dragons have been here and not found him, they won’t come back.’

‘So, they tracked me here from two days ago?’ Irene asked. A niggle of worry was forming at the back of her mind.

‘They can track a trail a week old or more,’ Papa said with a nod.

‘And would they track anyone who had been there lately to try to find Ink?’ Irene didn’t look at Papa for he would know she was hiding something.

‘We’re the only ones who have been there,’ Papa replied, then he paused. ‘We are the only ones, aren’t we?’

‘Well, there’s a story I probably should have mentioned,’ Irene began. ‘It was about a year ago now...’
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Papa listened to Irene’s tale without comment and when she finished telling him about Zeb he turned away to pace across the room.

‘And he was with you in the valley?’

‘Yes, Papa.’

Irene began cleaning up the room and saw Mama J watching her from the kitchen. It was obvious she had heard the story too and a tear ran down her cheek.

‘I knew our life in the forest wouldn’t last forever,’ Mama J said sadly. ‘We should tell Cora.’

‘Nothing needs to change,’ Papa replied firmly as he turned and walked back towards Irene. ‘Nobody has come looking for us yet. He may have told no one about us.’

‘No, he won’t,’ Irene chipped in. ‘He promised to keep it a secret.’

She wondered why they didn’t want people knowing they were living in the forest.

‘And when the dragons bring attention to the village?’ Mama J asked. ‘People will certainly start searching the forest once they’ve seen them.’

Papa shook his head. ‘The dragons won’t want to leave the forest and it’s unlikely they’ll go into Briarton. Especially since there are so many people there.’

Mama J’s look of dismay did not even flicker.

‘I’ll go to town and check if they’ve left the forest,’ Papa added. ‘If I leave now I can be back before nightfall.’

‘Can I come?’ Irene asked. ‘I’d like to make sure Zeb is okay.’

Papa didn’t reply straight away. He and Mama J exchanged a look that Irene couldn’t decipher.

‘She can’t go to Briarton,’ Mama J said with a shake of her head.

‘I’ve already been there once before,’ Irene whispered. The look of horror on her foster parents’ faces made her gulp. What was so bad about her going to town? ‘I won’t go beyond the forest this time if you want but I would like to come.’

‘Well, we’ll need more berries anyway,’ Papa said with a nod. ‘If we come back through the valley we can get enough so that we don’t have to go back for a month or more.’

‘I’m coming too,’ Mama J said firmly. Her eyes were following Irene as if she might disappear at any second.

It was a sombre trio that headed silently out of the clearing. Papa led the group and Mama J was behind Irene. Ink flew next to Irene and flitted off to the side to explore every few steps, but always returned a moment later. They followed animal trails that led towards the ravine but Papa veered off down a little used track.

Irene wanted to ask where it led, but she knew she was in trouble and nobody had spoken since they left the cottage. She held her tongue and looked around, getting her bearings easily. The ravine was off to the right and they seemed to go parallel to it.

‘You remembered,’ Mama J said softly as they broke through the dense bush and came out a few steps from the ravine. ‘It looks just the same.’

Irene looked around. Remembered what? The ravine looked no different from where she normally crossed, but with fewer trees near it. It wouldn’t be easy to use the high-road to cross here.

Mama J walked up to the single tree that was near the edge and ran her hand gently over the bark. Irene came closer and saw someone had carved a heart into the tree. Her eyebrows rose. Papa would never allow her to damage a tree with a knife.

Papa saw her expression and looked a little sheepish. ‘I was young once too and when we first came to the forest I wasn’t familiar with the high-roads here. This was the only place we could cross.’

Irene’s eyebrows rose a little further. She had assumed that her foster parents had always lived in the Deep Forest. The revelation that they had once lived somewhere else raised yet more questions that she knew better than to ask right now. She knew Mama J was not suited to the high road but since she rarely left the house that was never really a problem.

Papa unwound three long vines from a tree and handed them one each. Irene took it then noticed that this side of the ravine had dozens of hanging vines, yet there were none on the other side.

‘I come here to clear the vines on the other side every summer,’ Papa said as he followed her gaze. ‘We crossed easily and others could do so as well if I let them grow.’

Ink was already on the other side of the ravine and flitted about digging around in bushes as if looking for something. Irene knew instantly that the dragonet was hungry, again.

Mama J launched herself out across the ravine and swung steadily and swiftly to the other side. She landed with a thud and tied her vine around a tree.

‘You next,’ Papa indicated to Irene.

She nodded and gripped the vine tighter. She loved swinging on vines and if it hadn’t been such a serious occasion, she would have grinned.

A leap and a swing and she was across. It was over far too soon and Mama J tied the vine up next to hers. Papa followed in a few seconds and then they were off again. They threaded through the forest silently and soon emerged onto the route that Irene knew so well. It wasn’t far from where she usually met Zeb.

Zeb. Her thoughts turned to her friend. Was he okay? Had the dragons followed him to Briarton? She gulped in fear for his safety. She had taught him some moves that would help him defend himself but nothing that would make any difference against a swarm of dragons.

Ink veered off towards the valley of dragons and paused to look back at Irene. He gave a high-pitched warble as if asking a question but Irene did not know what he wanted.

‘Should I call him to join us?’ Irene asked Papa.

‘No,’ Papa replied with a small shake of his head. ‘Ink is a wild dragon. He can do what he wants. It is not for us to demand or command. He can well look after himself now.’

Irene nodded sadly. She wanted to call him to her shoulder but she turned and followed her foster parents towards the village. She tensed as she waited for the touch of the dragon’s claws on her shoulder. Another step and another. A dozen more, but Ink did not come.

She sighed deeply as she turned back to look for the little white dragon. She couldn’t see him at all. Ink was gone.

It wasn’t far to the edge of town now and the trees seemed to grow closer, the trunks thicker, as if trying to create a barrier. It was darker with many looped roots to trip an unwary traveller.

With only a few paces to go they came to a sign that faced into the forest so that anyone entering from the road would see it. The words were in faded red paint.

Danger. Do not enter.

Someone had scrawled a picture of a ghost in the top right corner of the sign and words were carved under it.

A M waz here

Just then a horse and wagon came thundering down the narrow lane that ran past the forest. The wagon was heavily laden with poorly stacked furniture, and a young family was huddled together on the driving seat.

The man spotted them, slowed the horse a little, then pulled it to a halt.

‘Don’t go to Briarton. There’s a plague of dragons!’

The man’s wife punched him and whispered in his ear then pointed at the trio standing by the edge of the wood and then the sign.

The man looked at Irene and her family with a suspicious expression. His gaze strayed to the sign next to them, and then his eyes grew wide.

‘Ghosts!’

He said not a word more, but the look in his eyes spoke volumes. He considered them to be as bad as the dragons. The man flicked the reins and urged the horse forward while his wife pulled their two young children closer.

Irene looked at the clothes she and her family wore. It was familiar clothing to them, but to others it must look strange. Greens and browns that would melt into the foliage — all except her shock of crimson hair. What with Mama J’s short and wide stature, pointy ears and the clothes they wore, there was no surprise really that they caused fear in the townsfolk.

‘Well, I guess there’s our answer,’ Papa said dryly as they watched the wagon rumbling off in a cloud of dust. ‘And the dragons have been there long enough for people to be packing up their houses.’

‘But why have they stayed?’ Irene asked nobody in particular. ‘They didn’t hang around at the cottage once they didn’t find Ink there.’

She couldn’t resist a quick glance back to see if Ink had followed them but not even a leaf stirred in the gloomy depths beyond the road.

Papa shrugged. ‘There must be something else there that interests them. You stay here and we’ll lure the dragons back into the forest. We might be able to lead them back to their valley without the villagers finding out where it is.’

‘Stay here?’ Irene squeaked. ‘While Zeb is in trouble because of me? Is that how you raised me?’

Mama J and Papa exchanged a quick look that showed they were scared, not worried.

‘It doesn’t matter anyway,’ Mama J said. ‘She’s already been to village so even the forest isn’t safe now. The best we can hope for is that we’ve taught her to survive long enough for us to fetch Cora.’

‘Survive?’ Irene repeated, butting in on their private conversation even though she knew it was very rude. ‘Are you expecting the dragons to attack me?’

‘We’ll get rid of the dragons then tell you all about it,’ Papa said calmly, but his eyes showed anything but calmness. ‘Cora has kept us safe for a long time with one of her spells.’

Irene repeated nothing out loud this time but it ran through her head. Aunt Cora, a spell? What did the mage who lived to the South in the forest have to do with this?

Another wagon came into sight and Papa drew them all back into the forest. It rumbled past then they went back out to the rough road.

‘You might as well come. Mama J is right. If you’ve already been to the village it’s too late to change things anyway,’ Papa said with a hint of sadness and resignation in his voice. He walked off quickly in the direction the wagons had come from.

In a few paces he broke into a run and the others had to hurry to catch up. It wasn’t far to town, just a minute or two at most at this pace. As they rounded a sharp bend the taller buildings came into view above the bushy hedge that lined the other side of the road.

‘Are they birds?’ Mama J asked hopefully. She was fit as she spoke clearly even though they were running fast.

Irene looked and saw what appeared to be large birds whirling and zooming above the town. Nobody replied. They weren’t birds.

Papa was already notching up an arrow to his bow and Mama J’s slingshot was loaded with a large stone. They had left the wooden swords at the cottage as Papa had said they were only useful for practicing. Irene could not help wondering if there might be a real sword in town somewhere. She was sure she could use it to help save Zeb.

They ran on to the edge of the town but met no more wagons or fleeing townsfolk. In fact Briarton looked to be deserted already. Irene wondered if those they had seen were the last of the townsfolk to leave.

Then she saw a curtain twitch, and a man stared out at them with a terrified expression. His face vanished as soon as Irene made eye contact. No, the town wasn’t empty. The people were all hiding in their houses. Irene knew very well that a simple window would not stop these dragons if they wanted to enter a house.

‘They seem to be mostly at the far side of town,’ Papa said, squinting up into the rising sun. ‘Near the workshops.’

Irene realised Papa knew Briarton better than she thought. He had clearly been here a lot which made sense as he looked a lot like the villagers. They all had rounded ears as well. Her next thought was Zeb. The blacksmith was near those shops.

‘What’s the plan?’ Mama J asked as they returned to a fast jog through the empty streets.

They followed Papa who wove in and out of the backstreets without hesitation which showed he knew the fastest way to their destination.

‘I’m still thinking about that,’ Papa admitted. ‘Perhaps if we fire at them they’ll get angry and follow us. Having Irene with us might help too. They know her scent and might follow her hoping to find Ink.’

‘You’d use our daughter as bait!’ Mama J said indignantly.

Papa did not answer as they came out of a narrow alleyway at that moment and he pressed them into the shadows of the nearest building. They were on the main street where the tradespeople sold their wares. Small shops lined the road and at least half of them had broken windows. Goods were strewn across the cobbled road and it looked as if the dragons had searched the shops thoroughly.

The street was deserted and totally silent. A metal sign above one shop squeaked as it swayed back and forth. Had something knocked it, like a dragon, or was it just a small breeze swirling down the road?

Irene glanced up and saw the dragons doing lazy figure eights as they flew over the town. A quick survey of the street and surrounding alleys showed that there were none on the ground. She looked up again at the dragons. They were waiting for something or someone, probably for her.

‘Irene!’ a hissed whisper broke the silence, and they all looked down the road. A lone person stood peering out the doorway of a larger shop. Irene recognised it as the blacksmith’s shop and knew that behind it was the workshop where Zeb worked.

‘Zeb!’ Irene called back softly and she couldn’t keep the relief from her voice.

‘Come inside,’ Zeb said and motioned them over with a quick wave. He glanced up as if confirming it was safe then waved them over again.

It was only a quick dash across the street and down the road a dozen paces but Irene’s senses were alert as she ran. The slapping of their feet on the cobbles sounded incredibly loud and it was nothing like running in the forest. There it was easy to find places where footfalls were softened but here her feet thumped loudly. She felt as ungainly as Zeb had been in the forest and she longed for a canopy of branches and leaves to hide her from prying eyes above. She listened for any sounds of dragons coming closer, but apart from a screech from up high there was nothing.

‘Quickly, they will come past again in a few minutes.’ Zeb hurried them inside and shut the door, then cracked it open a fraction and watched the street for a few seconds. He closed it again and turned to them in relief. ‘They didn’t see you.’

Irene noticed the windows were all broken and the contents of the shop were scattered everywhere. There was a long cut on Zeb’s face. Three thin lines that could only result from an attack by dragon claws. The blood had been wiped away and there was a light scab already forming.

‘Are you hurt, child?’ Mama J asked, leaning in closer to examine Zeb’s cheek.

‘I’m fine,’ he replied, pulling away and looking at Irene with a questioning glance.

‘These are my foster parents,’ Irene explained. ‘We came to see if the dragons had been bothering you.’

Zeb just looked at her for several seconds then flicked his gaze around the room.

‘Well, we can see that they have,’ Papa said quickly. ‘Should we move away from the windows?’

Zeb nodded and led them through the back of the shop and into the large workshop. It was far hotter than the last time Irene had been here. It was winter when she visited before and the blacksmith’s workshop had been toasty warm compared to the cold, snowy day outside. She glanced at the fires at the end of the room and saw they were roaring.

‘My master fled town with his family yesterday as soon as the dragons turned up,’ Zeb explained. ‘He thought I had something to do with it since they attacked the smithy first. He was shouting and yelling about how I would never work in Briarton again. Why would they attack me?’

‘That’s probably because of the dragonet we saved,’ Irene said quietly.

‘The white one? Ink? The tiny little runt of the litter that couldn’t even fly?’ Zeb looked astonished to discover that he was in fact the reason for the attack after all. ‘So that little dragon has ruined my career? I’ll have to leave town and hope my master hasn’t spread news of it too far.’

‘Well, he’s definitely not a runt and they don’t hatch in litters. He’s also not tiny any longer. Ink is as big as those outside now,’ Mama J pointed out, but Zeb wasn’t listening. He was breathing deeply and began pacing up and down the workshop. Irene went to talk to him but Papa held her back.

‘Give him a few minutes to let it sink in. His life here is finished and it’s a big shock,’ Papa explained.

‘And there are still the dragons to deal with,’ Mama J added. ‘We’ll need to lead them away.’

Zeb appeared to have spent enough energy with pacing and he strode purposefully towards them. His face was set in a grim expression but he looked a lot calmer.

‘So, how do we get rid of them? Perhaps if the townsfolk see me getting the dragons to leave they might forget that they blamed it on me.’

‘We’ll need to get their attention and hope they follow us. With you along as well as Irene we have a better chance as they’ll hope to find Ink where you are,’ Papa answered.

‘Where is Ink?’ Zeb asked, suddenly looking around and realising that the little dragon wasn’t there. ‘Perhaps we should give them the dragonet and then they’ll go?’

‘No,’ Irene spoke at the same time as both of her foster parents and their voices were much louder than intended.

Zeb looked a little taken back by the chorus of negative responses.

‘They’ll kill him,’ Irene added then realised that Ink was too clever to be caught now. ‘Well, they won’t but they’d want to. Besides, he’s not here.’

‘Where is he?’ Zeb asked. He looked a little embarrassed to have offered the little dragon as a sacrifice so easily.

‘I don’t know,’ Irene admitted. ‘He’s a wild animal and I can’t tell him to stay with me.’

A screech, louder and closer than those from above, drew their attention to the shop. More screeches joined the first and it sounded like there were a dozen dragons in there and they weren’t happy!
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‘Quick, duck down behind here.’ Zeb hurried them to hide behind a heavy table that had been pushed on its side. ‘They haven’t come all the way in yet. Something in here makes them uneasy.’

Irene wondered how he could tell the dragons were uneasy. Zeb didn’t possess any natural wilderness skills or animal knowledge that she knew of. She crouched down and peered over the top at the doorway that led to the shop beyond. Dragon claws were sharp, as shown by the cuts on Zeb’s face but she felt more intrigued than scared. What could keep the dragons in town? They were scatty, gluttonous, and lazy, so this was totally out of character. Ink certainly wasn’t in town when the dragons arrived and hadn’t been since then, so there must be something else of interest around here.

She expected to be told off for looking over the table, but saw that the others were doing the same. It was a small smile of pride that curved her lips despite the situation. Zeb had been a complete scaredy-cat when she’d met him and was afraid of his own shadow. Now he had tangled with a dragon, or two, and looked more angry than afraid.

A small green male dragon poked his head through the doorway, and beady black eyes glared at them. Yes, the dragon was definitely uneasy. By rights, he should have rushed in and attacked them just for looking at him. A second later he was joined by two other greens and half a dozen brown dragons.

Irene wasn’t the only one to draw back and crouch down a little. If they attacked there wasn’t much protection to be had in the smithy. Irene looked around and saw that there were a few long pokers by the fire and other items that could be used as make-shift weapons. There simply wasn’t room in here to draw and release an arrow as the dragons were far too close. By the time she had even raised her bow they would be upon them. Just the thought of attacking the dragons, even in defence, left an icy feeling in her stomach. She wasn’t sure she could harm them for any reason.

Fortunately, she wasn’t forced to make that decision as one by one the dragons flew off. A moment later, there was just the first green dragon glaring at them with hatred. He hissed and looked around again, before his attention lingered on the fires then he too withdrew and could be heard flying off.

‘That was odd.’ Papa said what she was thinking.

‘They want to come in, but something in here is worse than their anger,’ Mama J added.

Irene looked at Zeb. Did the dragons want him, or was it something in the smithy? What had stopped them from attacking? Her gaze drifted to the fire.

‘I don’t think he liked the fire,’ she said.

‘But I’m sure I’ve seen them breathe fire so why would they be afraid of it?’ Mama J asked as she looked quizzically at her husband.

‘Ink was scared of a candle lamp,’ Irene added.

‘They do indeed breathe fire, but not more than a lick of a flame.’ Papa agreed. ‘So when they see fires this big they probably assume there are enormous dragons making the flames.’

They all emerged from hiding now the dragons were gone. Irene went cautiously to the door and looked out beyond the shop. There was no sign of them.

‘They clearly didn’t find Ink here, so something else is keeping the dragons in town,’ Mama J pointed out. ‘Why do they seem to be keen to get to you, Zeb?’

All eyes turned to Zeb and he looked confused. ‘Me? Why would they want me?’

Papa stepped closer and tilted his head slightly as he looked at Zeb with a serious expression. Irene knew that look well. It was a fatherly ‘trust me’ expression that was supposed to show that there would be no repercussions if you just owned up to what you’d done. Of course, there were sometimes consequences of owning up, but Irene had always felt better when she had confessed.

‘Now, Zeb, did you damage something in the valley? What would they be angry with you for?’

Zeb looked startled at such a direct approach and a frown dipped his eyebrows. ‘You’re serious?’

‘Definitely, until
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