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For those who call me Didi
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I hope you'll always choose joy.








  
  Chapter 1
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“Rooooar! I am a scary dragon, and I’m going to gobble you up!” I growled to my little sister as she sat in the tall yellow grass. I leaned toward her with my fingers outstretched, my face wearing a scary scowl. 
Before I could grab her, Kate ran down the hill screaming, her brown ponytail coming undone as she ran.
“Papa! Papa! The dragon’s going to eat me!”
Our father turned from the back of the horse-drawn wagon where he’d been cleaning his farm tools. His eyes grew wide, searching as he looked behind her. Kate ran into his legs, nearly knocking him over. She wrapped her arms around his knees, burying her head in his trousers.
Pa frowned when his eyes landed on me. “Zander, come down here right now!” he called as he removed his wide-brimmed work hat and wiped his brow.
Tucking my hands in my pockets, I met him at the bottom of the hill. “Yes, sir?” I kept my head down. I hated disappointing my father.
Pa let out a long breath as he pried Kate’s arms from his legs. He gently turned her around to face me. “Your brother has something to say to you,” he said to Kate.
“I do?” I bit my lower lip.
Pa glared at me, his dark bushy eyebrows separated only by a deep wrinkle. Sweat and dirt covered his tanned face.
“Oh, right. I do.” I paused to think about what I should say and crouched down to meet Kate’s eyes. She twirled a lock of hair around her finger—something she did when she was nervous or frightened. “I’m sorry I scared you.” I stood but heard Pa clear his throat—a sure sign that he wasn’t satisfied. “Um…, I shouldn’t have done that.” I glanced up at him, but he continued to wait expectantly, so I added more. “Drake’s part of our family, and you should never be afraid of him. Okay?”
Kate nodded slowly as a grin spread across her face. She lifted her head and said to Pa, “I was only pretending to be scared. He didn’t really scare me.”
Pa’s hand swept through his hair in a tired gesture, followed by the familiar placement of his hat. We both had the same wavy hair. Ma used to say I would grow up looking just like him.
Pa turned back to the wagon. “Kate, go on down to the cottage while I talk to Zander for a bit.”
Oh no. Pa had that tone in his voice—the one he used when I was in trouble but didn’t know it yet.
“Yes, Papa,” she said and skipped away from us, her long messy hair bobbing behind her.
I waited quietly until my father was ready to speak.
Letting out a breath, Pa turned around, a gentleness in his eyes. “Son, do you remember what your ma always said?” He gently squeezed my shoulder. “Choose joy. Remember?”
“I remember, Pa.” Ma had stitched those words on cloth and tacked it to the wall near the fireplace. I saw it every day and thought about her each time.
“Did you choose joy?”
“Yes, sir,” I answered. Kate and I had been having fun.
“No, son, I don’t think you did. At least, not for your sister. Even though she said she was pretending, that scream sounded pretty real. Remember that she’s a tenderhearted six-year-old. You’re twelve—almost a man. It’s your job to watch out for her.” He leaned down to look in my eyes. “And take care that you don’t ever give her a reason to fear Drake. He’s family—Buddy, too—and Kate needs to know she’s always safe with them.” He stood up, his gaze sweeping over the field. “We owe Drake so much. Remember what he did for us.”
I’d heard the story so many times. I held in a sigh.
“Speaking of Drake,” he continued, “have you checked on him today? Changed his bandage? Made sure he has plenty of water and fresh hay?”
My face grew hot. The day had flown by. I couldn’t remember if I had checked on him yesterday, either. “No, sir. I guess I felt like he was doing all right now.”
“He’s not there yet. Do I need to remind you that you’re the reason he’s in the barn recovering?” He paused until I shook my head. “I handle the feeding, and you handle everything else. That was our arrangement. Keep tending to him until he’s back to normal. Just a few more days.”
“Yes, sir.”
Pa gave a single nod. “Okay then. It’s about time for dinner,” he said over his shoulder as he turned to the wagon. “You go on back to the cottage and get it started, and I’ll be along after I put my tools in the barn.”
“Can’t I stay out for a little bit longer? It’s not dark yet.”
Pa’s stomach growled and gurgled. He grinned. “You hear that? That means it’s time to eat. I’m sure Kate’s hungry, too, even if you aren’t.” He tilted his head and raised an eyebrow as he waited for my response. That look always meant the conversation was over.
“Yes, Pa.”
I shoved my hands in my pockets as I walked to our little white house. Kate sat in her Kate-sized rocking chair on the wooden porch, holding her tattered doll in her arms.
“I’m hungry,” she mumbled when I reached the porch.
“I know. I’m working on it.” I clenched my jaw to prevent any hurtful words from bursting out.
“I’m sorry I got you in trouble.” She rubbed her ear and slowly looked up at me. “Are you mad at me?” She lifted her doll and said in a silly fake voice, “Yeah, we’re sorry. Don’t be mad.”
A smile tugged at my lips. I could never stay mad at her for long. “You’re quite the actor, you know? You even had me fooled.”
She giggled.
I turned and cupped my hands to my mouth. “Buddy!” I called. “Here, Buddy!”
I heard the familiar bark, which always made me smile. Buddy ran out of the woods that bordered the edge of our farmland, ears folded back, mouth open with his tongue flopping out to the side. It made him look like he was smiling. The dog barely slowed down before he reached the porch.
Kate dropped to her knees and gave Buddy a hug, her hands disappearing in the dog’s thick white fur. She was repaid with a slobbery lick and a wagging tail. Kate giggled. “I love you, too, Buddy. Did you have a fun day? Yeah?”
Inside the cottage, Kate went into our shared bedroom while I started dinner. Buddy stood nearby, waiting for the usual scraps.
“No, Buddy,” I said as I carefully sliced the cured ham. The dog wagged his curly tail in response to his name, his eyes black with anticipation. “You already ate. Besides, Pa says you’re getting fat ‘cause I’m giving you too many snacks. Go lay down.”
Buddy let out a short whine and plopped down on his blanket next to the table.
I set a loaf of bread on the cutting board. Kate hummed a tune in the bedroom, no doubt putting her doll to sleep. Ma used to hum as she worked, and it always made me smile when I heard Kate singing the same songs.
I was torn from my thoughts when Buddy’s ears perked up, his head tilting back and forth as he looked at the back window. A low growl rumbled in his throat. His body tensed. 
Kate came out of her room, her rag doll cradled in her arm. “What is it, Buddy?”
The dog sprang into action, letting out a series of sharp barks. Tail stiff and alert, he paced back and forth.
Kate’s eyes grew in concern as loud shouts came through the wall of the house. I could hear Pa’s voice among them, but there were two other voices I didn’t recognize. We ran to the back window to see what was happening.
Pa stood protectively in front of the large barn doors, his double-sided ax held firmly in front of him. He stood with his legs spread apart, his body tense and ready for a fight. Two men stood across from him, their backs to us. One pointed a sword at Pa, and the other held a coil of rope in his hand. Both men wore long black coats and black hats.
“Who are they?” Kate asked, her fingers twirling a strand of hair as her other hand clutched her doll.
I slowly shook my head in silent answer as we stood gaping at the scene.
What could those men want?
Buddy whined and pawed at the door, begging to get out—ready to guard and protect his family.
I was torn; one part of me wanted to rush out and help Pa, but the other part knew he’d want me to stay inside and keep my sister safe. My heart raced as I struggled with what to do.
The man with the rope yelled something at Pa and pointed at the barn doors. Pa angrily shook his head, and the man punched him in the stomach. Kate screamed. Pa doubled over in pain but swung his ax at his attackers even before straightening up. They jumped back, staying just out of reach. Pa coughed, his body wrenching from the effort.
Before I could stop her, Kate ran to the door. “Get ‘em, Buddy!” she yelled.
The door had barely opened before Buddy forced his way out, disappearing around the corner.
“Kate, stay inside!” I commanded as I watched from the window. Buddy came into view, barking ferociously, his hackles raised as he raced to the barn.
Kate stood beside me at the window. She grabbed my hand and held it with a fierce grip.
Buddy charged at the intruders and clamped his jaws around the nearest ankle. The man holding the rope let out a yell and frantically shook his leg, attempting to shake Buddy off. In desperation, he swung the coil of rope, striking Buddy repeatedly. The dog whimpered and released his grip, tumbling to the ground.
“No,” I cried, my voice rough and choked.
Pa held his stomach, each cough wracking his body with pain. The swordsman roughly shoved him aside, causing Pa’s ax to skitter out of reach as he hit the ground. The intruder flung open the barn doors and entered; his limping accomplice followed. From the ground, Pa shouted at them, punctuated by another series of coughs. Gathering his strength, he rose to his feet, snatched up his ax, and staggered into the barn after them.
Kate dropped her doll. “Drake’s in there!” She ran across the room and out the door.
“Kate! Come back!” I yelled, not far behind her.
We were halfway to the barn when a fireball erupted through its open door. We froze in place, our eyes wide.
Terrified screams reached us from inside the building.
My whole body trembled. I couldn’t breathe.
“Papa!” Kate wailed.
I grabbed her shoulders and turned her toward me. “Go to the well. Get water.”
She ran behind the house while I sprinted toward the barn. I’d barely taken five steps when the barn’s windows exploded. The force of the blast knocked me off my feet. Shards of shattered glass rained down. I squinted, lifting my arm to protect my face from the searing heat. 
Buddy slowly rose to his feet and let out a determined bark before hurrying to the barn. No sooner had he vanished from sight than a section of the barn’s wall gave way, collapsing in a fiery heap. Orange flames reached toward the sky.
“Buddy!” I screamed, my voice cracking. The barn gave an eerie moan just moments before the roof caved in. “No, no, no, no, no!”
Kate came into view, running as she carried the water bucket in front of her, the precious liquid sloshing down the front of her dress. I jumped up and grabbed her arm, spinning her around to shield her from the disastrous scene. The bucket fell from her hands as she fought to pull out of my grip.
“Nooo! We have to help Papa!” she shrieked.
The entire barn flared up as gray smoke billowed through the roof, the doors, the shattered windows.
The heat of the fire kept us from moving closer. Even from this distance, the blazing temperature stung my skin.
I stood, watching helplessly as I held Kate. My body had gone numb. It was all I could do to stay standing.
Pa was strong. He was smart. If there was a way out, he would find it.
Massive sobs overtook Kate’s little body. Her wails hurt me deep inside. Tears streamed down my cheeks as I shook my head in disbelief.
This couldn’t be happening.
It couldn’t be real.
We didn’t move. We couldn’t move.
Kate’s tears wet my shirt as I held her against me, my own tears falling into her hair. We just held each other and wept.
From the size of the blaze, we knew.
No one could have survived.






  
  Chapter 2
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“Whatcha doin’, Zander?” Kate asked, out of breath from playing in the field with Buddy. The dog stood next to her, panting; his tongue flopped out of his mouth like a big, goofy pink flag waving in the breeze. 
“Trying to fix this,” I said. Standing hunched over Pa’s workbench near the side of the house, I slammed down the hammer with more force than necessary. The handle for the water well had broken the day before, and I’d been trying to put it back together for over an hour.
Kate nudged in closer to see.
I complained, “Could you move over? You’re blocking the sunlight. I can’t see what I’m doing.” I knew I shouldn’t be taking my frustrations out on her, but I couldn’t stop myself. I returned to my project and swung the hammer. “I just can’t…” the hammer missed its mark “…get this nail…” the hammer missed again “…to go in.” The hammer missed but nabbed the edge of my thumb. My chest tightened from the intense pain, and I shrieked, dropping the tool to the ground. I jumped up and down, holding my injured thumb.
“Are you okay?” Kate pulled on my arm to see my injury.
I roughly shook off her touch. “No, I am not okay!” I yelled, inches from her face. 
I let out a growl as I picked up the hammer and threw it as far as I could, watching as it arced high over the field before falling out of sight. I bent over with a deep groan and clutched my throbbing thumb. The piercing spasm pulsed through my entire body. I had never experienced such pain before. 
“Zander?” I could barely hear her voice above the heartbeat pounding in my ears.
“No, Kate! Just leave me alone.” I turned my back to her, feeling like I would snap. “You have no idea how hard I’m working just to keep things running around here. I’m tired. I’m hungry. And I just can’t do this!” I growled again and clenched my hair with my fingers.
Kate whimpered, taking quick, shallow breaths. I turned to apologize and caught a glimpse of her quivering chin just before she ran into the house, slamming the door behind her.
Buddy whined, his gaze going from me to the door and back again. He tilted his head as he looked at me. Just what I needed—criticism from the dog.
“I know, I know.” I rubbed my face and sighed.
Kate had never looked at me with such fear. And I’d caused it. This wasn’t like her fake scare from two weeks ago. This was real. Breathing deeply, I closed my eyes for a moment. My thumb pulsed, my body ached, and now my heart stung from what I had done.
There was always so much work to do on the farm. No time to rest. No time for fun. Not even time to feel sad about Pa’s and Drake’s deaths. I’d been the one in charge of everything since the fire. Kate and Buddy depended on me, and I couldn’t let them down.
So much pressure.
The well handle taunted me, as if it knew I couldn’t fix it. One thing was for sure: I wouldn’t be able to finish the job without the hammer. Shaking my head, I walked to the field to search for it.
Pa had harvested most of the remaining crops shortly before the fire. I had always admired the straight lines he plowed so carefully. Pa knew how to do everything—grow crops, fix things, take care of the family—and he made it look effortless. Ma had died three years ago, and Pa must have been exhausted every single day since then, filling the role of both mother and father. I was exhausted, and I didn’t do even half of what Pa did.
I missed him so much.
I swallowed the lump in my throat as I hunted for the hammer. When I finally found it, the thought of returning to my endless mental list of projects made me sag to the ground. The sadness that had been buried within me for two weeks welled up in my chest. I held my head in my hands, fighting to keep my emotions inside, but they burst out anyway. Tears flowed as sobs shook my body.
I had never felt so overwhelmed. So alone.
Something touched my ear, followed by a hot breath panting on my neck. I wiped my face on my sleeve as a smile tugged at my lips. Buddy whined and licked my cheek. I wrapped my arms around the dog’s neck as he sank against me, his tail wagging happily. We sat like that for a while as I ran my fingers through his soft white fur.
“You’re right,” I whispered to my long-time friend. “I’m not alone, am I?”
Buddy pulled out of the hug and lay down next to me, licking his front paw which had been burned in the barn fire. I knew nothing about treating animal injuries, but he seemed to be taking care of it himself. He had moved slowly after the fire but appeared to have no long-term damage.
“Zander?” I looked over my shoulder, and there stood Kate, holding a plate with a big chunk of bread, more than one person could eat. She knelt beside me. “You said you were hungry.” She avoided looking at me, which made my heart ache.
I took the plate and touched her arm in gratitude. “I’m sorry,” I whispered, trying to keep my voice from shaking. I struggled to find the right words. “I’m sorry I yelled at you, and I’m sorry I got so angry and made you scared. It’ll never happen again.”
She looked up at me and smiled gently. “It’s okay. I know you love me, and you’re working as hard as you can.” She rose up onto her knees and hugged me. “Choose joy,” she whispered in my ear.
She skipped back to the cottage, and Buddy ran to catch up with her.
I took a deep breath.
She may have been only six, but she always had been fine-tuned to what other people felt.
I loved her. And I loved her confidence in me.
Maybe, just maybe, I could do this.

      [image: image-placeholder]“Zander, we’re out of jerky,” Kate called through the open door that night. 
“I’ll get some more.” I leaned the ax against the woodpile I’d been chopping. Glancing at the uneven stack of logs, I felt a pang of embarrassment at my jagged cuts. Pa’s firewood never looked that bad.
I walked to the storehouse which held our shrinking supply of preserved food for the colder months. Unfortunately, Pa hadn’t had time to can the last batch of the harvest before he died, and I didn’t have any idea how to can food myself. So, Kate and I had been eating vegetables constantly these past few days, trying to finish them off before they rotted. The apple trees’ limbs hung low, heavy with fruit that would be ready to pick in a couple of weeks. Then, instead of vegetables, we’d be eating mostly apples.
Buddy panted hard when he caught up to me at the storehouse. Before opening the door, my eyes drifted to the charred ruins of the barn in the distance. Only one wall remained standing, and it leaned like an old man. The single black empty window looked like an entrance to a tomb.
No one had seen the smoke, so no one had come to check on us. I guess that’s what happens when you live isolated from others. Our farm was tucked away, surrounded by mountains and a huge forest with tall trees. There was also a ring of prickly bushes around the outside of the forest. My family had created the privacy we needed, but it came at a cost. We were very much on our own out here.
I had forbidden Kate from going near what remained of the barn. I’d told her it was because of the broken glass on the ground, but it was really because I was afraid of what she might find. I had gone there as soon as we put the fire out, stepping carefully while calling out for Pa and Drake. It was such a jumbled mess of blackened wood and ash and water that I couldn’t even tell where the horse stalls had been or where Drake had rested. I had desperately searched for a survivor, whether human or creature, but when a part of a wall and roof fell, nearly landing on me, I realized that I was no good to Kate dead or injured. As much as I hated to, I had to accept that no one could have survived that fire.
I took a deep breath and tried to clear my mind of the sad thoughts. I gave Buddy a good scratching between his ears. His eyes closed in appreciation as he enjoyed the attention. Just as I reached to lift the latch on the storehouse door, Buddy barked. I jumped at the sudden sound. It was his playful bark. I knew what that used to mean. I shook my head. It couldn’t mean that. Buddy’s tail wagged, and he panted excitedly.
“No, Buddy, he’s gone,” I said sadly.
Buddy continued wagging his tail while looking across the field toward the edge of the woods.
Wait, he couldn’t have survived the fire. Could he?
I followed Buddy’s gaze to the forest, and there stood Drake, all six feet of him, head to toe...or, actually, head to claw. His white belly sparkled in the morning sun, and his green tail stretched out on the ground behind him. He was thinner now, and the bandage on his hind foot was gone.
My mind had wrestled with so many feelings about Drake these past two weeks, mostly anger for the fire he must have started—the fire that killed Pa. I had looked for Drake in the forest a couple of times after the fire, just in case he had managed to escape. After all, we believed dragons to be fireproof. I had checked his favorite sleeping spots but never saw any sign of him, so I assumed the worst—that he’d died in the fire, too. Now here he was, standing at the edge of the forest that circled our property. Seeing the dragon again, right here, alive, made my stomach swirl with conflicting feelings.
Drake plodded toward me, his tail stirring up the fallen leaves as it dragged behind him. Next to me, Buddy dropped his front legs to the ground, his rear sticking up in the air while his wagging tail moved his entire body. He gave a playful growl before sprinting across the field toward his friend. But when Buddy reached Drake, the dragon ignored him and kept walking, his sad eyes looking only at me. Buddy yipped again and ran next to him. When the dragon reached me, Drake looked down at the ground.
I bit my lip, unsure of what to do—unsure of how to act toward him. Part of me was so glad he was alive. And part of me didn’t want him to be.
“Drake.” My voice wobbled, scratchy and strained. “You’re okay after all.”
The dragon moaned in response. He blinked, and a tear slid down his snout. Taking a step closer to me, he leaned down and touched his forehead to mine. He moaned again, a mournful sound coming from deep inside him. It contained so much pain and sorrow.
A sob burst from me as the pain I’d been holding forced its way out. My anger toward him eased just a bit. The ache in my throat made it impossible to talk. Instead, I wrapped my arms around his thick neck and bawled. I let it all out. I cried for Pa’s death. I cried from all the stress and expectations that now rested on me. I cried in anger toward this dragon who caused the fire. I cried with utter sadness that everything had changed for us in one dark moment.
Drake wrapped his green wings around me, warming me inside and out. We stood like that for a long time. When I couldn’t cry anymore, the dragon moaned again.
“I know, Drake,” I whispered, my voice trembling. “I’m just going to need some time to get past this.”
Tired of waiting on us, Buddy yipped again and jumped onto my leg, pushing me off balance. Our hug ended, and I wiped my face with my sleeve. I rubbed the dog’s head. “You’re glad to see him, aren’t you, boy?”
Buddy barked to get Drake’s attention before running across the field. He paused halfway and turned, crouching down with his rear in the air again. He yipped, his tail wagging.
Drake turned to look at me and tilted his head to the side, as if asking permission.
I nodded. “Get him,” I encouraged, and Drake dropped to all fours and loped toward the dog. I couldn’t hold back a grin.
When Drake
[image: There stood Drake, all six feet of him.]
There stood Drake, all six feet of him.
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