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By A.J. Bakke
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I STOOD ON THE EDGE of the nest, watching my three siblings fly away to join another clutch of young dragons taking to the sky. Normally, my siblings would fly with our mother, but she remained behind with me in the nest, trying to figure out what to do with me.

Fluffy golden tail tucked unhappily between my legs, I whined and looked back at Mother looming over the nest, watching her winged children shrink with distance. They were off to their new lives somewhere far away where I could not follow.

“Why can’t I go? Surely I could ride on your back,” I suggested.

“For the same reason we come here to lay our eggs. There are too many creatures that will see you as food, including other dragons.” She lowered her nose and nuzzled my side. “I cannot protect you from so many dangers.”

“Why don’t dragons live here, then?” I asked.

Amusement sparkled in Mother’s golden eyes as sunlight shimmered across her red-and-orange scales. “Then mothers would have to fly far away from here to lay their eggs, and we would face the same conundrum.”

“Unless you ate me,” I stated.

Mother huffed a laugh, swinging her head—which was bigger than my entire body—to look over the view from our massive cliffside nest. “I considered it, but you were barely a mouthful. And when you looked up at me with those big brown eyes, my heart melted.” A few rocks clattered downward as she shifted, her dangerous claws moving with care. “Some apex predator I am,” she noted wryly.

I couldn’t think of how to deal with a world that didn’t include Mother and my siblings. “Where will I go?” The deadly drop off one side of the nest suddenly looked threatening for the first time. “I cannot fly.”

“I will carry you,” Mother promised. “I will take you to one of the human villages where you can find a human to care for you.”

“But you told me I’m all grown up.”

“You are yet a fledgling in mind if not in body,” she chided. “You have much to learn about the world. Even here, there are things that would eat you. You would do better with a human to feed you and give you a warm fire to sleep beside.”

“But you avoid them,” I pointed out.

“They are a danger to me, not to you.”

That didn’t make sense. Mother was huge, intimidating and dangerous. How could a human do anything to her? I had been told that humans were tiny compared to dragons, but bigger than dogs.

“No sense putting off the inevitable,” Mother said, sounding mournful. She plucked me off the edge of the nest, and I yelped in response. “I won’t drop you, youngling,” she promised before launching off the side of the cliff.

I had seen her take off and return many times. I had often wondered what it would feel like. I had even dreamed of flying, envisioning the landscape zooming past, the wind flowing through my golden fur. What I had not expected was the lurch in my stomach as we dropped downwards or the chill in the air as the wind swept against me, making me squint. I couldn’t control my lips as they wobbled on either side of my face from the force of the wind. Not anything like how I had dreamed it.

Mother swooped upwards and my stomach was left behind as she evened out, spreading her expansive wings. Gulping, I dared to look down, half expecting to see my insides somewhere below, but I seemed to be intact, held securely in a front foot that had often brought dead deer and other animals to the nest for us younglings to eat.
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MOTHER LANDED IN AN open meadow and set me down. Tucking her wings together, she walked beneath the cover of towering trees.

Grass swished around my legs as I followed her, marveling at how this new ground felt. The green blades tried to tickle me through my golden fur. I might have enjoyed it more if I were not so focused on following Mother.

She carefully navigated the woods as we left the meadow behind. If trees were too close together, she had to choose a different path. I followed, walking near her left hind leg.

We stopped in a mountainous area under the cover of thick woods. “You’ll need to go alone from here,” she said. “When the sun is up, it needs to be in front of you, and when it sets, it needs to be behind you. Continue in that direction and you will come across human habitations.”

My chest clenched with dread.

“Do not eat their livestock,” Mother warned. “If anything, you should protect them from danger.”

“What are livestock?” I asked.

“Sheep, goats, chickens, cows.”

“Deer?”

“Not usually deer.”

“What will I eat?” I couldn’t fathom taking down a deer.

“The humans will feed you.”

I cocked my head, trying to envision a human bringing a deer to me in my new human nest.

“I will catch you one last meal,” Mother said, “to hold you over until you find humans to feed you.”

Relief flooded me, and I flopped on the ground.

Powerful claws took hold of an outcropping as Mother climbed to the top. Spreading her wings, she crouched and then lunged for the sky. Squinting against the onslaught of air, I watched her fly away. It was different, seeing her leave from this angle. I used to watch her swoop down and away. Taking off from the ground took a lot more effort. It didn’t take long for the trees to hide her from my sight, but I heard her wingbeats for a time until they too faded away.

As I had done all my life, I settled in to wait for her to return with food. The last several times, she had brought us live prey to kill on our own. My siblings had done most of the work. They were much bigger and more competitive than I, so I stayed out of their way.

I wondered if she would bring something alive. Would I be able to kill it myself? Deer and cows were bigger than me. So were sheep. It seemed like everything was bigger than me. Except bugs.

Back at the nest, many an afternoon had been spent catching beetles or snapping at flies. I was actually pretty good at that because I was smaller. My siblings would often crush a beetle and then wonder where it had gone, the squished beetle remaining stuck to the underside of their forepaw while they turned in searching circles.

The memory amused me, giving me a small rise of happiness. But it was short-lived. Those times were past. I would never see them crush beetles again.

I would never see them at all.

With a heavy sigh, I rested my head on fallen leaves, waiting. Curiosity about the world around me poked at me, but I was accustomed to roaming a small space. All of this forest surrounding me instead of being far below felt overwhelming. The new array of smells assaulting my nose were distressing enough without moving. How would I survive out here alone to even get to the humans? Mother made it sound easy, but doubts assailed me. What if I couldn’t find the humans? Or what if I found them but couldn’t find one to take care of me?

Laying on the unfamiliar surface of the forest floor, I realized that this was my first time being alone. I didn’t like it. Even though the weather was decent, a terrible emptiness made my chest feel cold.

The sound of rushing air and broad wings alerted me to Mother’s return. I sat up as she landed nearby in an area that gave her wings space. Folding them, she made her way down and deposited a deer before me.

“Eat as much as you can,” she encouraged me.

I stared at the deer, suddenly realizing this was the first time I’d had an entire meal all to myself. I wasn’t being run over by my siblings or shoved aside. None of us went hungry, despite the competition, but they had always gotten the better parts. Today, I got the best parts. A small consolation.

~
[image: image]


USUALLY A FULL BELLY made me feel sleepy, but this time my heart fluttered and my chest ached. Tail tucked between my legs, I turned an imploring look toward my mother. “Can’t we both just live here forever? Do you really have to go?”

“My sweet youngling,” Mother said, lowering her head to nudge me with her great snout. “I have family and friends that I dearly miss. And three other younglings who still need my guidance.”

When she put it that way, it was rather selfish of me to want to keep her all to myself. But being sent out on my own without her continued guidance seemed unfair.

“Go ahead,” she encouraged.

Reluctantly, I forced one paw in front of the other and set out, leaving behind the last of the only world I had known. Despite the terrible dread gnawing at my full belly, I continued onward, stopping now and then to look back to see Mother watching me. Eventually, when I paused to look back over my shoulder, I couldn’t see her anymore through the trees, bushes, and moss-covered boulders.

Clouds slowly rolled in, dimming the sun. This worried me. How was I supposed to know where the sun was rising and falling if I couldn’t see it? I kept going, nose pointed in the direction I had started in. As long as I did that, I figured I would be fine.

Fatigue began to drag my steps, and I realized I hadn’t actually walked this far before in my entire life. My paws were not ready for this kind of trek. I really wanted to find the humans right away, but my paws ached and my body felt weirdly heavy. As the light continued to wane toward night, I found a spot next to a boulder that offered some shelter and stopped to rest.

The pattering sound of rain hitting the trees preceded the actual drops as they made their way through the maze of branches, leaves, and needles, finding their way to the ground. I had chosen my spot well. While the air was filled with moisture and cold, my area remained dry through the morose drizzle. Perhaps the weather could feel my pain. Utterly miserable, I finally found escape in sleep.
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A LOUD SQUEALING SOUND startled me awake. I jerked my head up, smacking it on part of the boulder I was huddled against. Ouch.

The rain had stopped and the new day was clear with blue skies and sun.

I heard the squeal again, and a violent rustling exploded in the branches almost directly above me. I darted away, heart slamming in my throat.

Something small and fluffy hit the ground and curled up tightly.

Baffled, I stepped toward it, but then stopped when a flash of feathers caught my eye. Looking up, I spotted a hawk landing on a branch. Piercing eyes stared down at me from either side of a wickedly hooked beak. I had seen many hawks soaring around our nest. Beautiful creatures, although this one appeared quite peeved.

“Fine! You can have it!” the hawk shrieked before launching off the branch and flying away.

“I wasn’t—” I started to say, but the hawk was gone.

Well, I wasn’t going to turn down a free meal, even if it wasn’t a very big one. I stopped and stood over the gray fluffy thing. What was it, anyway? I licked my chops, thinking about how good it might taste, but it was still breathing. I had watched my siblings kill creatures Mother brought to the nest for us, but I hadn’t ever done it myself. Now I found myself hesitating even while my stomach growled.

Why?

After staring at it for a considerable time, the creature slowly uncurled just enough to peer up at me with dark, shiny eyes. I wasn’t an expert, but I thought it smelled like a female.

She broke the silence abruptly, demanding, “Are you going to eat me or not? I don’t think I can handle this level of suspense much longer.”

“Oh ... um ... no?” I sat back on my haunches, puzzled.

In the blink of an eye, she bounced out of a ball and into the form of some kind of creature with a fluffy tail. I’d never seen anything like her. Granted, I’d never seen anything so small besides distant flocks of birds winging by. And bugs, of course.

“What are you?” I asked.

“You ... you don’t know what I am?” She stared up at me, mouth hanging open, showing off slightly curved, flat-edged teeth.

“No, I don’t,” I responded, suddenly embarrassed.

“I’m a squirrel!” she announced.

Lowering my head, I peered at her. She backed away, watching me warily.

“Usually,” she went on slowly, brows scrunched, “dogs chase squirrels.”

“Should I chase you, then?” I asked.

“I’d rather you didn’t.” She patted at her fur. “I’ve had enough chasing for one day.”

“That hawk was going to eat you,” I noted.

“It was ...” The squirrel looked up at me. “And then you saved me!”

She jumped up and wrapped her tiny paws around the fluff of the front of my neck. “My hero!”

I just sat there, stunned. I didn’t know what to do with this tiny thing hanging off me like that.

“What’s a hero?” I asked.

She dropped to the ground and eyed me curiously. “You don’t know much, do you?”

“I guess not,” I admitted. “This is my first time on the ground.”

“On ... the ground?” The squirrel squinted at me. “Where were you before the ground?”

“A nest on a cliff.”

“I ... um ... what?” She started to circle me. I turned my head, watching as she moved around me, studying me closely. “Why would a dog be in a nest on a cliff?”

“My mother is a dragon.”

“Oh.” She stopped in front of me again. “That makes perfect sense.” Her tone belied her words.

“Does it? You don’t seem convinced.”

She dramatically threw her paws in the air. “Of course it doesn’t make sense! Dogs don’t hatch from eggs!” She paused. “Or do they?” Scratching her head, she said, “I’ve actually never seen a dog being born. Maybe they do hatch from eggs. This will require further investigation.”

“I don’t think I came from an egg,” I said. “I don’t really know where I came from. I was too young. I don’t remember. Mother found me and took me to her nest. Instead of eating me, she raised me.”

“A dragon not eating something that isn’t another dragon is rather peculiar,” said the squirrel. “Well, what’s your name, dragon dog?”

“I’m mostly sure I’m just a dog,” I corrected her. “I don’t have a name. Dragons don’t get names until they fly all the way home. But I can’t fly, so they left me here. Mother said I need to find humans to take care of me.”

“That’s so sad,” she responded, eyes glistening.

Honestly, I agreed, but I still asked, “Why?”

“I’m not sure why,” she said, “but it makes my chest ache.” She patted her chest as if trying to comfort it. A moment passed, and she seemed to come to a decision. “Well then, I guess I’ll just have to help you find a human!”

“Why would you do that?” I asked, surprised.

“Because you saved my life.” She cocked her head thoughtfully before adding, “And it feels right. Right here.” She patted her chest again.

Already, this furry little creature’s presence was beginning to ease the nagging ache in my heart. “Do you have a name?” Since she expected me to have one, perhaps she already had one.

“Oh yes, my name is Thorn! Because I was always a ‘thorn in my mother’s foot.’” She spoke proudly, puffing up.

That didn’t sound very comfortable, but I didn’t want to offend her. “Perhaps I will get a name when I find a human.” All of a sudden, a name felt very important.

“Why wait? You can have one now!”

“I can?”

“Of course!” She scurried up my leg and settled on my shoulders, holding on to my fur. “You’re a grown-up dog now. You choose your destiny. And you choose your name.”

“What’s a ‘destiny’?”

“I’m not entirely sure,” she responded. I tried to turn my head to see her, but she was in an impossible spot for me to do that. “A blue jay told me all about it once, that he was going to find his destiny and follow it into the sun.”

I looked up at the clear blue sky through the trees. “I don’t think a dog can get that high.”

“Not without a dragon, most likely,” Thorn agreed. “So, what name do you want?”

I started walking, since it seemed the thing to do. My stomach grumbled hungrily, but I had no regrets about not eating the squirrel.

“I don’t know,” I said. “I’ll have to think about it.”
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THE DEW OF THE MORNING faded away, leaving the ground dry and crunchy with leaves as I padded through the woods. Thorn remained on my back, listing off potential names, often suggesting things she saw along the way.

“You said that one already,” I told her when she suggested “branch” for the fifth time. Bramble, nut, leaf, branch—those came up somewhat repetitively.

Thorn fell silent for a short time before suddenly exclaiming, “Sky! How about Sky? You came from the sky, in a way. And the sky is beautiful when it’s nice and clear like this.”

I stopped and looked up at the blue expanse, my chest squeezing with longing. Be it for good or ill, I said, “Yes, Sky sounds nice. That will be my name.”

“Though a human might give you a different name,” Thorn warned.

“Why?”

“They don’t understand our words. We can learn theirs, and they can learn ours to an extent, but they will not understand what name you want.”

Now that I had chosen a name, I felt rather attached to it. I wished Thorn had told me that sooner. Why pick a name if a human would change it anyway? A sigh heaved from my jaws and I lay down.

“What are you doing?”

“I need to rest. I haven’t done this much walking before, and I feel sad.” That sudden sadness had sapped my strength away in a heartbeat.

Thorn patted my head. “You probably also need food. Since you don’t eat squirrels, and I can’t very well run down a rabbit for you, what else do you eat?”

“Bugs?” I suggested.

“Bugs I can do! Be back soon!”

I flinched as she launched off my back and scurried away.

She soon returned, her face bizarrely bulging out on either side. Alarmed, I raised my head. “Are you all right?”

“Mmfh scmmph,” she responded.

With a dramatic bleeeeeegh, she dumped an assortment of bugs out on the dirt before my paws, many of them still quite alive and wriggling.

I was so shocked that she had carried all those bugs in her face that all I could do was stare, trying to decide if I was still hungry or too horrified to eat.

“Go ahead!” Thorn invited. “They’re for you!”

Reluctantly at first, I started eating the bugs. But before long, I had to resist the urge to lick the dirt in hopes of any more. Looking up, I realized that Thorn had scampered away.

It wasn’t long before she returned with another cheekful of bugs.

After she made several more trips to procure bugs for me, I felt better. Bugs weren’t the greatest of meals, but a large quantity of them filled my belly and gave me renewed energy. 

“Whew!” Thorn flopped on the ground nearby. “It takes a lot of bugs to feed a dog. We definitely need to find you a human.”

“Is this too hard for you?” I inquired guiltily.

“Of course not!” She bounced to her feet. “I’m happy to find bugs for you all day if I have to! It’s fun. It gives me something to do. Shall we continue?”

“Yes, I suppose so.” Trying to keep up with a squirrel’s train of thought was almost as difficult as walking for hours on end. Looking at the fern-lined path ahead, a mix of dread and hope churned my stomach, making me regret eating quite so much.
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“STOP!” THORN WARNED as we approached an odd arrangement of wood. Branches ran sideways attached to other branches that stood up straight.

“What is this?” I asked.

“It’s a fence,” Thorn responded perkily. “If we go beyond it, we will be in a field belonging to humans. There are sheep in this field, and where there are sheep, there are sheep dogs.”

“More dogs?” I’d never seen another dog before, and the prospect excited me.

“Yes, but these dogs won’t know you’re not going to eat their sheep, so we need to avoid them.”

My tail sagged with disappointment. “Oh ...”

“We’ll go around.”

I started walking along the outside of the fence. “Mother said I should protect their livestock to make a good impression.”

“That is a great idea,” Thorn agreed. “But you’ll need to be careful about it.”

Finding a human felt overwhelmingly complicated. My stomach grumbled. Keeping myself fed also felt overwhelmingly complicated.

“What are those?” I asked as we approached a collection of strange forms. By now, the sun was quite low, darkness encroaching on the land and casting long shadows from said forms.

“That’s a house,” Thorn explained. “That’s where humans live. And that’s a barn and a chicken coop.”

I sniffed the air, looking around expectantly, but I didn’t see any humans. All was quiet.

A creature rose from the ground as we approached. It took me a moment to realize that it was a dog!

My tail wagged of its own accord.

“Wait!” Thorn cried.

But my legs took me bounding forward, too happy to think about being afraid.

Perhaps I was lucky, for the dog was large, but also old and stiff. I noticed that it moved a bit painfully as I stopped short and stared, tongue hanging out, trying to hold in my joy.

“Hold up there, young one,” the dog warned. It was a large male with thick, wavy fur clinging close to his hide.

“I’m sorry,” I apologized. “I’ve never seen another dog before.”

He tilted his head, half of it black, some of it speckled with gray, and the rest white. “You haven’t? I’ve never heard of such a thing. What about your mother?”

“He was raised by a dragon,” Thorn announced from my shoulder, attempting to hide behind my head.

The dog’s head lifted, surprise shining in his eyes. “I’ve never heard of that either. Or seen a squirrel riding a dog. And here I thought I’d seen and heard all there was in the world. Why are you here, dragon dog?”

“I need to find a human to take care of me,” I told him straightforwardly. “I need to protect their livestock.”

The dog’s nostrils wiggled
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