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There are two ways to leave Pebblewick, and only one of them is sensible.

The sensible way is to wait for spring to settle, pack food that will not freeze, hire a mule from the Widow Marrow, and travel down the valley to the market towns where the roads are flat and the inns have doors that shut properly.

Juniper and Tansy did not take the sensible way. They went up, and north, into the Cloudback Mountains, in the last cold week before the passes were sure — because a letter had come from a frightened dragon eleven valleys away, and because some things, once read, cannot be un-read and then comfortably ignored.

The whole village came to see them off, which is the sort of thing Pebblewick does. It was barely dawn, and frost still lay blue in the lanes, and the send-off had the particular gentle chaos of a village that loves too many people to say goodbye tidily.

Ember Hollowfire stood at the head of the road with her copper scales polished and her eyes suspiciously bright, and did not fuss, because she had promised herself she would not fuss, and mostly kept the promise.

"You have the map," she said.

"I have the map."

"And the warm-stones. And Tansy's father's honey buns, which will keep three weeks if you do not eat them, which you will."

"We will," Juniper agreed.

"And you remember what Basalt said."

Juniper remembered. Basalt had come out to the road himself — all four hundred years and however-many tons of him, moving through the frost like weather deciding where to be — and had lowered his great grey head and said only this: "Where you're going, little Glowkeeper, they know a different word for our kind of dragon than we do. Listen to it before you argue with it. Then argue with it."

She had turned that over all week, and did not fully understand it yet, which was usually the sign that Basalt had said something worth carrying.

"I remember," she said.

Marigold flew a farewell loop overhead — a good one, high and clean, her old wings golden in the first light — and the crowd cheered, and from a window along the lane a small determined voice bellowed "THE TOAST DRAGON IS COMING BACK, SAY IT," and Juniper called back "THE TOAST DRAGON IS COMING BACK," and Milo, satisfied, went back to bed.

And the eleven glowlings lined up along the top of the well in a wobbling row, and purred their small gold purr, and Juniper went down the line and touched noses with each one, and did not cry, because she had promised Ember she would not cry, and this promise she kept by the narrowest possible margin.

Then she and Tansy shouldered their packs, and turned their faces to the high road, and walked out of Pebblewick into the enormous cold morning, and the village sang the Hum at their backs until the shoulder of the mountain took the sound away.

They walked in comfortable silence for the first mile.

They walked in slightly less comfortable silence for the second, because Tansy's pack had begun, very faintly, to purr.

Juniper stopped.

Tansy stopped.

Slowly, with the expression of two people who already know the answer, they lowered the pack to the frosty road and opened it — and out from between the spare socks and the emergency honey buns blinked one small, entirely unrepentant glowling, moss-green with a copper sheen, the boldest of the eleven, who had made a private decision the night before and was now extremely pleased with it.

"Pip," said Juniper.

Pip purred louder.

"We cannot take a baby dragon into avalanche country," said Tansy, who was already, helplessly, scratching Pip under the chin.

"No," agreed Juniper.

"It would be irresponsible. It would be dangerous. We'd have to turn all the way back to bring her home, and we'd lose two days, and the passes—"

Pip, sensing the drift of the conversation, climbed out of the pack, crossed the frozen road, and fell asleep on Juniper's foot, purring, in a patch of new sun.

They did not turn back.

This was, depending on who tells the story, either the worst decision of the whole journey or the one that saved everyone in it. In Frostfen they still argue about which.
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The North is not simply Pebblewick, colder. Juniper had somehow expected it would be — more of the same, with extra scarves. She learned otherwise on the second day.

The mountains grew taller and closer and less friendly. The rowans gave out, and then the pines, and then even the stubborn little wind-shrubs, until there was nothing on the slopes but rock and old snow and a sky so wide and pale it made you feel like a comma in a very long sentence. The path stopped being a path and became a set of hints: cairns of stacked stones, and here and there a windbell — a single iron bell hung on a post, left by travelers, that rang thin and lonely when the wind came down the pass.

"You ring them going up," explained the keeper of the first wayhouse, a broad quiet woman named Fell who had a fire in her hearth and a dragon asleep across her doorway. "Tells the next wayhouse someone's on the road. And—" she paused, and something careful came into her face, the first of a look Juniper would come to know very well, "—up here, you like the mountain to know you're small, and polite, and not staying. It's a listening sort of country."

Her dragon was the first northern dragon Juniper had ever met. His name was Slate — no relation to the Pebblewick Slate, though when Juniper mentioned there was a Slate at home he seemed obscurely pleased, as if a rumor about him had turned out to be true. He was slate-blue, and where a Pebblewick dragon would have rumbled, he ticked — a soft cold clicking in his chest, like frost forming, which Juniper found unsettling for exactly one evening and then found she rather liked.

"You're warm dragons," Slate observed, ticking, watching Pip toast herself shamelessly at the hearth. "You and the little one. I can feel it from here. Like standing near an open oven." He did not say it unkindly. But he said it the way you'd note that someone was carrying something valuable and breakable through a place where such things get stolen. "They'll feel it in Frostfen too. Fair warning."

"Is that bad?" asked Tansy, notebook already out. Tansy considered fair warning to be the two most exciting words in any language.

Slate ticked for a while before answering.

"Depends what you are," he said at last. "A warm dragon passing through — that's a marvel, that's a story for the grandchildren. A warm dragon staying—" He stopped. He looked at Juniper's glow, which she had let up without thinking, the way she did when she was tired, so that the whole low room had gone the color of honey. "In Frostfen," he said, "they've got feelings about the wrong kind of weather in a dragon. Old feelings. The kind that have had a long time to go crooked."

That night, lying in the wayhouse loft with Pip a warm coal against her side and Tansy already asleep and scribbling notes in her dreams, Juniper listened to the windbells ringing thin and far down the pass, one answering another all the way up the dark mountain, and thought about Basalt.

They know a different word for our kind of dragon than we do.

She was beginning, she thought, to hear the shape of it.

She did not yet know the word.

She would learn it the next day, from a child, who did not know she was doing anything cruel at all.
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The second wayhouse was called the Frostberry, and it taught Juniper that the North had its own idea of cozy, and that it was worth learning.

It was smaller than Fell's place and dug deeper into the hill, so that walking in was like walking into the warm side of the mountain itself. The keeper was a wiry old man named Bran who had exactly one topic of conversation — the weather, past, present, and anticipated — and could make it fascinating, because in the high North the weather is not small talk. It is the difference between arriving and not.

He fed them frostberry stew, which Juniper had never heard of and immediately loved: a dark, sweet-sharp thing, the berries picked from under the first snow, "when the cold's gone into them and made them honest," Bran said, ladling. There was black bread that had been baked in the ashes, and hot spiced milk with a name Juniper couldn't pronounce, and at the end, tiny cakes of pressed snow-pear and honey that Bran called keepers, "because they keep, see, all winter, for when there's nothing fresh and you need reminding that sweet exists."

Pip ate four keepers and had to be stopped.

But the thing Juniper remembered from the Frostberry was not the food. It was the wall.

One whole wall of the low warm room was covered, floor to roof, in small carved wooden tokens hung on pegs — hundreds of them, generations of them, each one a little dragon, no two alike.

"Travelers leave 'em," said Bran, seeing her look. "Carve your dragon, hang it on the wall, and the inn remembers you passed. Been going three hundred years. My great-great-grandmother started it." He nodded at the wall. "There's dragons up there from valleys that don't exist anymore. Villages the mountain took. This wall's the only place some of 'em are remembered at all."

Juniper looked at the hundreds of tiny carved dragons, warm in the lamplight, each one a traveler, each one a passing, each one held.

And near the bottom, half-hidden, old and grey with smoke, she found one that was different from all the rest.

It was a dragon breathing not fire, but a soft carved fall of snow.

"Bran," she said quietly. "This one. The snow-born one. Do you know who left it?"

Bran peered at it, and something old and uncertain crossed his weathered face.

"Now that's a strange thing," he said slowly. "That's been there longer than the pegs it hangs on. Longer than my grandmother. Nobody knows who carved it. And there's a story — foolishness, likely — that says on the night a snow-born dragon is out on the mountains doing what snow-born do, that little carving there goes warm to the touch." He shrugged, embarrassed by his own words. "Cold wood, always. I've touched it a thousand times. Cold as the wall."

Juniper reached out, and touched the little carved snow-dragon.

It was cold.

But she thought of a frightened child in an
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A curse, they said. They had it backwards.
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