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“Behave, Kaylyn,” I muttered to myself, stalking across the rocky ground. I kicked a stone moodily, glaring at the scenery I would have otherwise appreciated. I was at the edge of the Esperion Mountains, the mountain range that ran from the north part of Centralia to the western deserts. I’d followed the mountain range in the distance until the dirt had started to turn to rock, then followed the shadows westward. The sun was starting to sink behind the mountains, turning the sky a glorious series of colors that I wasn’t in the mood to enjoy.

“Act like a lady, Kaylyn.” I continued to mutter blackly. “You need to catch a husband someday. You don’t want to be an old maid, do you?” I kicked another stone. “As if turning thirteen makes me an old maid.”

The horse whickered behind me. I glared at it a moment, in case it was mocking me, then went back to grab a torch, items for making a fire, and a sack of soft powder from the carriage the horse had pulled. Inside was a trunk of clothes, a pack with a dwindling food supply, and various items I hadn’t wanted to leave behind. The horse’s food was on top of the carriage.

“So what if I’ve never had a suitor? They’d rather have my sisters anyway. Maybe I don’t want to get married. I apparently wouldn’t make a good wife anyway.” I slammed the end of the torch into the soft ground, then proceeded to light a fire, grimly satisfied. Here was something that my sisters and my mother couldn’t manage to do. I could at least do something as simple as lighting a fire far better than they ever could. And since it was the end of February, I’d need that skill to keep warm.

The fire lit, I opened the sack of green-colored powder and sprinkled some of the powder onto the fire. The delight of watching the flames turn green, grow stronger with the momentary flare then fade back to the warm colors of a fire never ceased to interest me. Amina, my only friend, had spent four hours with me, playing with green powder, watching the different shades it turned as more or less of the powder was dropped in. The only real danger was making sure the flames didn’t grow so high they caught my clothing on fire. That was less of a worry for me because my sleeves only just covered my shoulders. If anyone else had seen me, I’d have been in trouble. The top was obviously too small for me, because any appearance of shoulders was scandalous. The flames couldn’t have caught my hair, which I’d cut half an hour away from home. My black hair now swung just above my shoulders. My hair hadn’t been that short since I’d been a child. If my mother ever saw me, she’d hide me away until my hair reached an acceptable length again.

“I guess I’m hopeless,” I said, feeling more peaceful as I watched the flames turn an emerald shade. “Which is why I’m never going back. You won’t miss me anyway.” I gave a mocking curtsey to an invisible gentleman. “Oh, yes, I think all women have a duty to bear eight children,” I said with syrupy sweetness. “And that women shouldn’t risk waiting to marry in case they turn eighteen and become spinsters. Hah!” I made a derisive noise. “I’d rather be a spinster.” I stuck my hand in the bag to grab more powder. “And I will never marry for money.”

I’d played with the green powder for maybe five minutes when a roar startled me. The sound was so huge and so foreign it could only have been one thing.

“Dragon,” I breathed, scrambling to my feet. Although dragons lived in the Esperion Mountains, people rarely saw them. Those that did encounter a dragon almost always came away with a story of their near death. I didn’t care how dangerous it was; I had to see a dragon.

There came another roar, and this time I could clearly understand the anger in the sound. I was more careful as I climbed up the rocky ledge to peer curiously over the edge, then froze in horror.

There was a huge, white dragon on the ground, one wing furled, the other looking as if it had been stepped on by some huge being. The dragon was curled, hissing in defiance, roaring in pain and anger at the dozens of brown wyverns overhead. Some had landed, but those were more endangered. All dragons could blow flame and the long neck allowed them to twist it in any direction. I watched the dragon send flame at an overeager wyvern in front, and the creature shrieked, trying to escape its death without success. For all that wyverns looked like dragons, they were far stupider. They were also smaller, so the dragon had the advantage of bulk. Wyverns were roughly the size of a horse and their tails were short and stubby. Adult dragons were usually more than three times their size with long tails like their necks. However, the number of wyverns gave them the advantage; they were winning.

I wanted to help, but hesitated. I couldn’t fight this many wyverns. I wasn’t sure I could manage one wyvern, but the dragon was outnumbered. The wyverns were screeching what I could only describe as a victory cry as they swooped down again and again to lash out at the dragon who was unable to fly to escape them. I wasn’t big enough or good enough to handle all of these beasts, but I could make them think I could. Wyverns were easily confused. They’d attacked near my home often enough that I knew their biggest weakness...fire.

I raced back to grab the torch, the sack, and my bow and quiver of arrows. Using the green powder, I sprinkled a little on each arrow, then dipped the arrowhead into the torch a second before firing. As the arrows went through the air, they burst into green flame, growing larger before plunging into my target. I didn’t always hit the wyverns, but I made sure I would never hit the dragon. Those that had landed took flight, searching for their new attacker. And suddenly I realized that they would be coming after me.

I screamed in terror as one of them came for me. I instinctively scrambled for the torch, dropping everything as I dove to avoid the swipe by the wyvern. It swooped overhead, screeching angrily, unwilling to risk the searing burn of fire. Grabbing for my bow, I knocked it over the edge of the cliff and watched it plummet to the ground with dismay.

I felt something that I could only describe as a sigh in my mind, as if the world had given up that I was good for anything.

“Oh, shut up!” I shouted, and grabbed the sack, plunging my hand in and throwing a handful of powder at the torch. The flames flared and turned bright green as the mass of powder hit it, and the wyvern that had dived down for me swerved, panicked at the sight of an unnaturally colored fire, and slammed into the ground farther away.

Interest was now in my mind, interest that wasn’t mine. Fear didn’t allow me to think about that oddity. I grabbed my quiver and slung it on my back before I picked up my torch and scrambled down. Two more flares of green powder kept the wyverns off me until I managed to get to my bow. I shot another arrow lit with green fire at the wyverns above me, then raced towards the safety of the dragon, stopping momentarily to send another arrow towards the wyverns. I was fumbling to string the next arrow as much as my hands shook, but the bright flare of green flame was enough to keep them away. I just hoped the dragon didn’t decide I was an enemy too and engulf me in flame next.

The dragon adjusted around something as I got closer. “You shoot badly.”

My arm jerked on this shot, sending it miraculously into a wyvern. The dragon had spoken in my mind, and the sensation was shocking. A flood of information suddenly followed those words. The dragon was a female. She was angry. She didn’t like me. She respected my bravery. She had something she had to protect. And there was a feeling of despair I didn’t understand.

She spoke again, her voice critical and dry. “You do better when you are supposed to do worse.”

“You’re welcome,” I retorted, voice shaking and ruining any attempt at bravery I’d shown. “Can you flame?” I fumbled for the sack of powder.

“Throw the bag.”

I hadn’t meant to use the entire bag, but I obeyed and threw it up in the air towards the most wyverns. The dragon tipped her head back and sent a stream of flame in the air. The bag caught fire and exploded into green flame, catching most of the wyverns as the powder spread and flamed. Those that survived scattered. Those that didn’t fell to the ground as burning heaps. The area was suddenly silent except for the crackle of flames.

I sank to my knees, shaky. My body trembled with adrenaline and fear. “Are you okay? Are you...oh, geez,” I whispered. There was a large gash across her chest, the softer skin not covered by scales, and blood, it could only be blood even though it was black, was dripping down over her scales. I could now hear that she wasn’t breathing well. “I...I...” I knelt helplessly. “Is there anything I can do?”

The dragon stared me down. To my astonishment, I saw her eyes changing color; flickering, deepening, the eyes always on me. I’d heard stories about dragons’ eyes changing, but always that they went their deepest red just before flaming. I watched for red cautiously.

“Human, if I asked you for something, would you do it? Something that would ensure the life of another?”

I nodded slowly, wondering what it was.

“Do you have someone you can trust? Someone who can help you?”

I thought of my brother. “Maybe. I don’t know what I’m doing so I don’t know...”

“I have an egg,” she said bluntly. “And I am going to die.”

My mind immediately tried to reject that thought. Dragons didn’t just die. I couldn’t name three instances I’d heard of a dragon being killed, not that could be proved anyway. But with her injuries, I knew nothing else could survive. And I suddenly understood the feeling of despair. She knew what was coming. I swallowed hard. “Where do you want me to take the egg? Where would I find other dragons?”

“Not other dragons.” Her gaze never left mine. “You must raise my young one.”

“Me?” I squeaked. “You want me to raise a dragon? I can’t! No one knows anything about dragons! And I don’t know what to feed it or...”

“I will tell you. I will only be able to tell you once. Then you must take my egg and go.” She shifted, showing the shimmering, pale egg.

“It’s nearly as tall as I am,” I said despairingly.

“You must find a way. The wyverns will be back.”

“Don’t you have a...a husband or something? Someone I can go find?”

“My mate is dead,” she answered. “And any dragon would kill you on sight.” She let out a groan, a deep sound that frightened me. “You are young, are you not? For a human?”

I nodded, heart in my throat. “Thirteen. I just turned thirteen day before yesterday.”

“Young. But old enough. I have heard stories of girls marrying at your age.”

“Yes, but not many, and it’s not really that way anymore. We marry at fifteen now, and sometimes at fourteen.”

“Such a difference,” the dragon said in amusement.

“Most don’t marry until they’re sixteen,” I continued, hoping she’d understand. “I won’t be a good caretaker for your baby. Surely there’s some way to help you.”

“There is not. You let fear stop you from seeing the truth. Without a parent, my baby will die. It is less than a week from hatching. Do you have a way to take my egg somewhere safe?”

I thought of the carriage over the hill. “Yes,” I whispered.

Her tail curved around, pushed me closer so that I was trapped under the gaze of those soul-searching eyes. “Will you swear to me now that you will take care of my hatchling? Will you swear to protect it from your kind and raise it?”

My eyes filled with tears. This great creature knew she was going to die and she was focused only on saving her egg. “Yes. I swear. I swear I’ll take care of him. Her. Whatever it is. I’ll take care of it the best I can.”

She let out a great cough, curled tighter around the egg a moment, then relaxed. “Get what you have brought. I will help you as much as I can.”

I raced away, up the rocky outcrop to the carriage. The horse needed a little coaxing and a lot of pushing to get him to the dragon. I’d covered his eyes so he couldn’t see, but what he could smell didn’t encourage him to move. He tried to rear up twice and I fought to keep him steady, talking soothingly and trying to keep him calm. The dragon simply watched until I got the horse and the little carriage around near the egg. She managed to get a paw under the egg, and together we pushed it inside. I wasn’t sure how I’d get it out, but decided that would be much later.

“The egg must be warm,” the dragon said. “Not hot, but warm. You must speak to it constantly. It does not know you. If it does not recognize your voice, it will harm you. It does not recognize you as a friend, or a caretaker. I have tried to tell it that you will protect it, but I cannot be sure it will not harm you.”

“Is it rational?” I asked, thinking of human children.

“It is. Dragons are born smarter than humans. It will know how to speak as I speak. It will know and remember whatever it hears through its shell. It will know that you are not a dragon and so you must be careful.”

I nodded.

“It will be hungry. Hatching is the best time to gain its trust. You must show you can care for it. Have food ready when the hatching begins. It must be able to get to the food on its own. Feed it meat, small pieces so it does not choke. Liquids. Milk with honey. You must never feed it cooked meat.”

“Won’t raw meat make it sick?”

“Semi-cooked. Never fully cooked. Dragons must eat raw meat. You must cook it a little for the first month. Then lessen it. By the second month, it should only eat raw meat. It will not be able to flame until after the first year. You must teach it how to fly. You must oil it or the skin will crack and bleed and the scales will fall off. If the scales are discolored, it is a sign of sickness. Some human medicines will work. Some will poison it. Always test it before.”

“How?”

“Use a scale holding a little blood; mix the medicines with the blood and put it on the scales. If either is discolored, it is not safe for dragons. Clean the dragon often. Dirty dragons will become sick and lose scales.”

I listened to everything she told me, trying desperately to commit this to memory. I asked questions and listened for almost an hour. Finally, her eyes closed wearily. “That is all I can do. Take my egg. Go.”

I didn’t know this dragon, but I didn’t want to leave it out here. “Is there anything I can do? Some way to help you?”

“No, human.”

“Please, give me something to try.” I stepped towards her.

She let out a growl, her eyes snapping open. I saw they were bright red. “Go, human. Now.”

I backed away quickly, tears stinging my eyes. “My name is Kaylyn, not human.”

“Kaylyn? It is a silly human name.”

“Well, it’s the name of the human who’s going to be raising your son or daughter, so get used to it.” I wiped my eyes. “What should I name the baby?”

“It is your choice. It must be like dragon names.”

“I don’t know any dragon names.”

“Two parts. Skywind. Crystalwing. Blackfury.” Her eyes closed again. “If you look, you will find names of dragons. Humans keep records of dragons because they fear us. Now go.”

I obeyed this time, knowing she’d never let me get close. I turned the horse and walked it away from the dragon.

As I reached the top of the hill, her voice, fainter, resounded in my mind. “Tell my hatchling I was Rosewing, and my mate was Courageheart.”

“I will,” I thought back, not knowing if she would hear me like this. There wasn’t a reply.

From inside the carriage, from the egg, there came a sound. Fear. Curiosity. It made me think of a child calling for its mother.

“Everything will be okay,” I told it, tears stinging my eyes again. “I know I’m not much, but I’ll take care of you now.” Behind me, the sun slowly set, casting us into darkness.
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I traveled slowly so as not to disturb the egg, speaking to it the entire way, long into the night. I headed for the only place I knew to go; the School for Officers and Gentlemen. My brother went to school there and was a corporal in Centralia’s army. By the time I finally reached the School’s grounds, my throat was hoarse, I desperately wanted water. and I was wickedly tired. The tension didn’t help. I had no idea what to say if anyone caught me.

The gate bearing Centralia’s old standard of four symbols on a red and blue shield was unlocked. It wasn’t supposed to be, but I opened it and led the horse and carriage inside. From there, I quickly reached the area where the recruits enrolled here slept, and called up in a whisper-shout. “Warren! Warren!”

A face quickly appeared at the window. “Mary Beth?” a boy whispered eagerly. “You were supposed to be here hours ago!”

My eyes narrowed. “I’m not one of your floozies! Where’s Warren?”

The boy squinted at me. “Aw, it’s you,” he complained.

Before I woke anyone up by shouting at the boy, my brother, always a light sleeper, popped up at the window. “Kaylyn, what are you doing here?” he hissed. “We’ve been looking for you for two days!”

“Warren, I need help!”

“Great,” I caught him muttering. “What have you done this time?”

“Warren, please,” I begged.

He dragged his fingers through his black hair. “I’ll get caught if I come down there.”

“I bet you wouldn’t have worried about that with Mary Beth!” I hissed up. “Or another one of your painted women.”

“Hey, Mary Beth’s not like that!” the boy defended.

“She’s not a call girl,” Warren hissed back at me. “She’s a good girl!”

“I bet Mother would approve! After all, she taught me and my sisters that good girls showed up at a boy’s school in the middle of the night!”

“You’re here now, aren’t you?” Warren pointed out.

“Because I need help! Warren, this is important!”

He made a sound of frustration. I waited. Not only would no one care once they figured out what I had, but he’d risk worse than punishment for me.

He heaved a loud sigh that echoed off the stone. “Stay there!” he ordered in a whisper. “I’ll be right down.”

I didn’t stay. I guided the tired horse to the entrance and spoke to the egg. “My brother’s coming,” I told it. “My brother, Warren. He’ll help us. He’ll know what to do.”

The door creaked softly open and Warren came sneaking out. “Kaylyn, where have you been?” he hissed. “Your sisters have been worried sick...”

“I went to the mountains,” I whispered. “And I saw this dragon being attacked by wyverns and so...”

“You saw a dragon?” Curiosity overrode Warren’s anger a moment. His brown eyes, the same color as mine, were bright with excitement, erasing the tired lines. “What did it look like?”

“She was hurt really badly.” Tears came to my eyes again. “I think she’s dead by now, Warren.”

“She? How do you know it was a she?”

“I helped chase the wyverns off. She had an egg, and she made me promise to take care of it. So I have this dragon egg that’s going to hatch soon, and I don’t know what to do with it.”

Warren was absolutely silent, gaping at me. Then he shook his head. “Kaylyn, what have you gotten into this time?” He felt my forehead. “I told you Amina wasn’t someone to hang out with. What did she get into?”

“No, Warren!” I yanked his hand away and dragged him over to the carriage, pointing. “It’s a dragon egg,” I whispered. “And I’m supposed to raise the dragon inside it. What do I do?”

Warren stood still a moment, then hesitantly reached out and touched the egg, running his fingers over the shell lightly. From inside came a growling sound and the egg rocked. Warren yanked his hand back. “It’s really a dragon egg,” he whispered in awe.

“I told you it was!”

He didn’t move a moment, then he shook his head. “Stay here,” he ordered. “I’ll be right back.” And he took off into the darkness.

“I’m sorry,” I told the dragon inside. “I didn’t know you could tell if others touched the shell. I didn’t know he would. If we’re going to get you out of the carriage, they’re going to have to touch your egg. We can’t move you any other way. I promise they’ll be careful. I promise they won’t hurt you.”

A strange sound came from the egg, but was momentary and no other sounds came.

My brother came back quickly with someone else. I recognized him, despite the fact he wasn’t wearing anything to display his status as a noble or as second in command at the School. “Lieutenant Marcell, I need someplace warm for my dragon egg,” I said, hoping I sounded forceful and not desperate and tired.

Lieutenant Marcell was a calm man, and I’d rarely seen him anything but calm. At the sight of the dragon egg he came to a halt, then slowly walked around the carriage, studying the egg inside. He’d taken the time to dress and wore a white tunic, brown pants, and boots. When he reached for the egg, I cried, “Don’t!” I immediately flushed as he paused. “I...I’m sorry, sir, but it doesn’t like its egg being touched.”

He pulled his hand back and turned to face me. “How did you get this egg, Miss Madara?”

“The mother was dying and gave it to me.”

“You didn’t steal it?”

“I wouldn’t steal an egg!” I protested. “And I’m not stupid enough to steal from a dragon! Rosewing gave the egg to me and told me I had to be its mother!”

“Calm down, Miss Madara; I had to check. Corporal, go raise the captain. He’ll need to know about this.”

I shivered. The night had gotten cold. Instinctively, I reached for the egg, feeling it. It was cooler than before. “I need to get the egg someplace warm,” I said again as my brother took off again. “Please, Lieutenant. Rosewing said it had to be kept warm.”

“Of course. Let’s start with the stables. Your horse is tired. We’ll move the egg from there when we get the chance.” He took the reins and guided the horse forward. I walked beside the carriage to the stables. It was slightly warmer inside. As Lieutenant Marcell unhitched the horse and led it to an open stall, I slid inside the carriage. “We’re in a stable right now,” I told the egg. “Where the horses stay.”

“Can the dragon hear you?” Lieutenant Marcell asked as he latched the door to the stall.

“Yes, sir. The mother said so. She said I had to talk to it so the hatchling would know me.”

“Hatchling? She called it that?”

I nodded.

“And she said the dragon was about to hatch?”

“Less than a week.”

“Where did you find this dragon?”

“In the mountains, sir. Being attacked by wyverns.”

“And she gave you the egg?”

“She said she was dying. She was hurt really badly. Her blood was...black, like a wyvern’s.”

Lieutenant Marcell offered his hand. “You’re hurt,” he said gently. “Let me look at those injuries.”

“Injuries?” Puzzled, I looked at my arms. There were red splotches that I was only now beginning to realize hurt. I’d been so intent on making the horse walk, and walk in the direction I wanted, and I’d been so tired that I hadn’t noticed. “Oh.”

He gently took one hand and helped me down from the carriage as if I were a lady coming to a ball. “Burns?”

“I...I guess so. It’s probably from the green powder. It turns flame green.”

“Marvelous stuff,” he said, seating me a few steps away from the carriage and starting to inspect my arms. “Although it’s all we can do to keep the recruits from going through barrels of it. How did you get burned by the green powder?”

“I threw it in the air and Rosewing set it on fire. It got rid of the wyverns.”

“I’m certain it did.”

“Lieutenant!” My brother came back, panting. “Captain says he wants all of us in his office.”

I shook my head. “No. I won’t go. The egg is cold and I have to stay with it.”

“Kaylyn, now isn’t the time for one of your stubborn fits,” Warren hissed.

“I’m not going anywhere without this egg!” I shouted at him. “It’s my responsibility! I won’t leave it for anybody!”

Lieutenant Marcell made a quieting gesture. “Corporal, rouse three men to help us move the egg. We should be able to get it in the great hall. We can build a fire there. Will that do?” he asked me.

I nodded.

The egg let out a growling sound and rocked in the carriage.

I hurried over to it. “Look, I told you we’d have to have help to move you,” I told it. “You’re practically as tall as a human already! Dragons can move you easily, but we can’t. And you can’t stay in this carriage. We’re going to get you someplace warm. Please, dragon, just work with me here. I’m doing the best I can.”

There was a shifting sound inside the egg, but all was quiet.

“Corporal,” Lieutenant Marcell said, light brown eyes on the egg and me.

“Yes, sir.”

I gave every argument I could to the egg, but the dragon inside was still unhappy. The three servants who’d been roused looked awed and a little afraid. We pulled the carriage inside the great hall, and then to a smaller room. A fire had already been built, and together we all worked to get the egg out safely. The dragon made a growling sound and wouldn’t be soothed until we set the egg down on a nest of blankets. Everyone drew back and I knelt in front of it, apologizing and saying we wouldn’t touch the egg again. “You can stay here until you hatch,” I told it. “We won’t move you.”

“Lieutenant Marcell. Corporal Madara.” The captain, his eyes tired and showing we’d woken him from sleep, stood behind the carriage. “Would either of you care to explain to me why there’s a carriage in the great hall?”

“We had to move the dragon egg to a warm place, sir,” Lieutenant Marcell explained. “Take the carriage to the stables,” he ordered the three men.

As the carriage was removed, Captain Durai came in. His skin was a very pale brown, with brown eyes that slanted slightly and black hair that was cut military short. Unlike Lieutenant Marcell, he was dressed in sleep clothes and a robe. He observed the egg a moment, his expression revealing nothing. “Where did we get a dragon egg?”

“My sister, sir,” Warren offered, at rigid attention in front of the man in charge of the entire School. “She requests a safe haven here.”

“At ease, Corporal,” Captain Durai said without taking his eyes off the egg. “Your sister’s name?”

“Kaylyn Madara, sir.”

“Miss Kaylyn, I would like to hear the story of how you got this egg.” He looked out the door at the servants lingering, trying to find the source of the commotion so early in the morning. “I believe we’ll need some water and some food.”

They hurried to work and Captain Durai closed the door. “Have a seat,” he told everyone, and took a chair of his own. “Miss Kaylyn,” he prompted.

Hesitantly, I told the whole story. I wasn’t interrupted. When I got to the part about Rosewing, my eyes teared up again. “She wouldn’t let me help her,” I choked out. “She’s just lying there, maybe dead. And if the wyverns come back, she won’t be able to defend herself.”

“She’s a dragon, sis; she can defend herself with flame if nothing else,” Warren tried to soothe me.

“She couldn’t before! She certainly can’t now that she’s been bleeding for hours! She wouldn’t pass off her egg to a human if she thought she was going to live. Dragons hate humans. Everyone knows that.”

“And when was this encounter?” Captain Durai asked, directing me back to my tale.

“I met Rosewing a little before sunset.”

“Where, exactly?”

“The Esperion Mountains.” I was starting to want nothing more than sleep. “The distance of walking for almost eight hours.”

Lieutenant Marcell looked quietly impressed. My brother glared at me. I glared back, daring him to say anything about where I’d been. He didn’t, but he wanted to.

“You walked since sunset yesterday?” Captain Durai repeated.

“No, sir, about an hour afterwards. Rosewing taught me how to hatch and raise the dragon, and then we started walking.”

“How did you know where to go?”

“I’ve been to the School before, sir.”

“I doubt you’ve been to the School from the Esperion Mountains,” Lieutenant Marcell said gently. “And the sun was likely gone before you got very far. Did you ever get lost?”

“No. I used the constellations. The North Star. Warren taught me.” I could almost feel myself wilting. I’d never gone for so long without sleep.

“You took a direct route here then?”

I nodded. Then I realized why they were asking. “Are you going to look for Rosewing?”

“If we can.”

I knew they weren’t going to help Rosewing. “I’m not lying.” Instead of sounding confident or strong, I sounded pitifully resentful and petulant.

“There are others who will need some kind of proof,” Lieutenant Marcell explained. He rose. “You’re tired. Captain, I’ll see if I can ascertain a more certain location, then we can let her rest.”

“I have people that need to be contacted. You’ll lead the group to find this dragon. Miss Kaylyn, provided you have told the truth, you have a safe haven as requested.” Captain Durai stood and crossed to the door. Outside, the servants stood, holding trays and looking nervous about entering. “I’ll take one of those to my office,” he said. “Another inside.” He gestured and headed up the stairs. The first servant sprang eagerly after him, leaving the second to cautiously approach, nervously staring at the dragon egg.

With Warren’s help, I managed to describe the area where I’d been between mouthfuls of delicious-smelling food. Warren had spent a great deal of his childhood exploring and knew where everything was. Lieutenant Marcell said Warren would accompany them on the trip to find Rosewing and let himself out with the coordinates written down on a map.

“What were you doing there, Kaylyn?” my brother demanded, now openly furious.

“You know exactly what I was doing there,” I shot back, too tired to fight well.

“Running away from home? That’s mature.”

“I don’t want to be mature!” I shouted at him. “I hate it at home! You got to run off to be an officer, but I don’t get to leave until somebody decides they want to marry me! I don’t want to marry, and I won’t stay in that house until that happens! All Mother does is lecture me and all my sisters do is whine about all the balls and stupid functions that they can’t attend because they don’t know anyone of higher status well enough!” I mocked in their whining tone. “And they’ll never marry well! You came home for three days last time you had a break and couldn’t get away fast enough! What am I supposed to do?”

Warren colored slightly. “I’m an adult, Kaylyn.”

“You’re sixteen. That’s only considered adulthood if you’re a woman and married. I’m not going back home.”

He looked frustrated. “What am I supposed to do with you?”

Tears filled my eyes. It was the one phrase I’d heard for most of my life, meaning I didn’t belong and nobody knew where I had to be to make sure no one had to put up with me and my antics.

“That wasn’t...I didn’t mean that,” he said helplessly.

“I’m just tired. I’ve walked for eight hours and my arms hurt and my feet hurt and I want to sleep.” My voice was watery and wavered.

He looked guilty for causing tears. Dad had always been the one to deal with me. Since he’d died, Warren hadn’t been home much and he didn’t know how to fix things. It was easier to revert back to training, so that’s what he did. “I’ll see if I can find a room.”

“I want to stay here.”

“Kaylyn...”

“I want to stay here!” I shouted at him.

“All right! I’ll tell Lieutenant Marcell you want to stay here! Just get some sleep, all right? You look terrible.” He backed towards the door.

“I don’t care.” I was back to being petulant as I shoved myself out of the chair and stalked wearily over to the gleaming egg where I curled up on the nest of blankets that had been arranged around it.

There was a sound from the egg I could only describe as irritation.

“If you want me to move, dragon, then you can hatch and throw me out. Otherwise, I’m going to sleep here and you’re going to deal with it.”

There was a soft hiss, but I felt it was more defiance than real anger. I bunched up some blankets to form a kind of pillow, then I let myself fall asleep.

I slept with the egg as much a defense as anything. Trouble was growing for this egg and me, and I knew I was at the mercy of whoever was in charge. I wasn’t powerful enough to demand anything. I didn’t have money to bribe with, power to wield, or a family name to hide behind. I was a very minor noble, barely worthy of the title of noble. I wasn’t enough of a noble to gain the rank of ‘lady’. My mother had been Mrs. Madara when she’d married, and unless I married higher in the social chain, that’s what my title would be as well. I was afraid if I ever left the egg that I wouldn’t be allowed to see it again, or that it would be gone when I came back. Everyone would want the dragon egg, or be afraid of it.

I awoke to find someone had covered me with another blanket and a tray of food was sitting on the floor. My stomach growled with hunger. The food was still warm, and I wasted no time in eating it. Lieutenant Marcell came in as I was finishing up.

“You’re back already?” I asked. His dark brown hair was long enough to look windblown and there was a considerable amount of dust on his boots and up his pants.

“It takes less time on horseback and during daylight. We found what was left of Rosewing,” Lieutenant Marcell said as he took a seat in the chair in front of me. “The other dragons had gotten there first. They burn their dead,” he explained. “All the wyverns you accounted for were still around.”

“I told you I wasn’t lying.”

“There’s no doubt of your story now. The generals are on their way from Vicoma.”

I felt a wave of worry. “I don’t want them here. They’ll take it.”

“There’s no knowing what they’ll do.”

“They’re going to take it. I know they are. Can’t you make them stay away? At least until it hatches?”

“They’ll be here tonight or tomorrow morning. I can keep them out until tomorrow, but not after that. What happens then is out of my hands.”

I bit my lip. “Do you think there’s any way to make them leave us alone?”

“It would depend on your ability to convince the generals you’re capable of providing what they’re looking for.”

I let out a groan of despair. “Like they’d ever pick me for anything.”

“You never know,” he consoled me.

I looked at him, squinching my eyes in displeasure. “Would you pick me for anything?”

He gave a half-smile. “Perhaps not at first glance, but I’m learning about you. You have the stubborn determination to walk for hours, through the night, and the bravery to fight wyverns to help a dragon, not knowing if she would welcome your help. It’s very obvious that you’re trustworthy by the way you’ve held to your promise to Rosewing, and you’re smart enough to find a way to find help and be able to use military skills your brother taught you. I see potential in you.”

“They won’t. They’ll see that I’m a girl and that’s it.”

“Don’t be so quick to judge,” he admonished me. “You don’t know what they’ll do.”

“If they wanted women to do things, they’d make it happen. But it’s not happening because they don’t want it to happen. They’re the reason women aren’t allowed to do anything. We’re barely allowed to speak for ourselves.” That came out sullen. I hated needing a man around to get anything done.

“Changes aren’t quick. You wouldn’t want them to be, or they wouldn’t last. Progress is being made. It’s tough when a country changes. There are plenty of other countries far more conservative than we are.”

I rolled my eyes at that.

“After all,” he continued, “without a ruling royal family, a lot of things had to adjust. Change is happening, whether they like it or not.”

I looked at the egg. “Maybe not enough,” I whispered.
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True to his word, Lieutenant Marcell kept the generals out. I talked to the egg, telling it everything I could about the people coming. It was as much because Rosewing had told me to speak to the egg as it was a way to get my worries out. I tried to come up with ideas to make the generals leave us alone, but all of them were childish fantasy and I knew it.

The intrusion came the next morning. I was pacing in front of the fireplace, nervously tugging at the borrowed dress I wore. As the door opened, I whirled, braced defensively. There were five of them, dressed in full uniform, as if they were going to impress the egg. I resisted telling them the dragon couldn’t see us.

Only three of them looked at me; the rest of them were staring at the egg. Of the three that looked at me, it was brief and it was clear they found me lacking. Captain Durai was there, along with Lieutenant Marcell and my brother. Warren looked awed by the amount of powerful people in the room and eager to please. The military men with the generals at least attempted to look professional as they took their place along the wall and were much more subtle about staring at the egg.

The fat general, short, round, and his bulk straining his blue and red Centralian uniform, was the first to puff forward. Just as I was about to state he couldn’t touch the egg, Lieutenant Marcell caught my eye and shook his head slightly. I wanted to protest, but held my tongue, unsure if he’d already told them not to touch the egg, or simply giving way.

The fat, little man circled the egg once. “Quite a find,” he said. “Yes, quite a find. A dragon egg!”

“With less than a week until it hatches,” another commented. “And this girl found it?” He turned his appraising gaze to me, looking down his long nose. “Are we certain she didn’t steal it? The last thing we need is a dragon coming after us for egg-stealing.”

Lieutenant Marcell quickly answered before I screamed the answer, and a few insults as well. “The mother is dead. We checked Kaylyn’s story. If the dragons knew about the egg, they haven’t shown any signs of looking for it.”

“I don’t believe this girl is bright enough to steal a dragon egg,” I heard someone say.

I stiffened with the insult. “I’m not stupid enough to steal one,” I snapped out.

All gazes now turned to me. I glared at them all.

“You are of a noble rank, are you not, Miss Madara?” Emphasis was put on the title.

I colored slightly. “Yes, I am.”

“You’re little more than a child!” a grandfatherly-looking general exclaimed.

“I’m not a child.” It was said through gritted teeth. Warren gave me an imploring look, begging me not to act like I usually did.

“Where’s your brother?” The fat general turned around, seeking the male in charge of my future.

Warren stepped forward. “Here, sir!”

“How old are you, Corporal?”

“Sixteen, sir!”

He glanced at me. “And you must be younger than he is. Are you the youngest?”

“She’s the youngest of my triplet sisters, sir,” Warren answered quickly, knowing my temper was on a short leash.

“You see?” he asked the others, as if the minutes between my birth and my sisters’ caused a great lack of knowledge. “She’s just a child! And left with the responsibility of a dragon egg? A great weapon?”

“I am not a child.” It wasn’t quite a shout, but it wasn’t quiet either. “And the egg is mine. It’s not a weapon.”

I was given a patronizing smile. “Miss Kaylyn, you don’t know what it could be.” Greed was written all over his face.

“I know what it’s not, and I know it’s not yours.”

“There is a question of ownership, Maddox,” someone murmured to the fat, little general.

“Easily fixed, Olina. Corporal Madara.” General Maddox gestured to my brother.

Warren looked nervous. “Yes, sir?”

“Who is head of the household?”

“I am, sir. My father died.”

“So you retain control over your sister?”

Horrified, I was momentarily speechless. Warren had the power to take my dragon.

Warren sent me an apologetic look. “Yes, sir.”

“Warren!” I begged.

“Do you believe your sister is fit to care for a dragon?” General Maddox asked.

Warren hesitated.

“Warren!” It was a plea and an accusation.

“Kaylyn, it’s a dragon,” Warren implored. “What am I supposed to do?”

“I made a promise! I know what I’m doing!”

“Young lady, you have no idea what you’re doing,” General Maddox told me. “Sergeant...I’m sorry, Corporal Madara, do you believe your sister is fit to care for a dragon?” he asked again.

I could see my brother wavering. Promotion was what the generals were offering, and he wanted it.

I felt my eyes narrow. “Dad would never have hesitated,” I hissed.

Warren flushed guiltily.

“Young lady, that is underhanded,” another general chided me.

“You just threw promotion at his feet!” I bellowed at him. “Why not make him a captain next? Or would that be too underhanded? I thought they taught responsibility, and morals, and trust here. Or is that only when you’re not around to buy loyalty?”

Warren stared at the floor as General Maddox puffed up.

“Miss Madara, hold your tongue,” he barked.

“No! I won’t let you take this dragon egg!”

“That is not your choice. Corporal.” The general’s tone was no longer kind. “Answer my question.”

My brother wouldn’t look up from the floor. “General Maddox, sir, I was trained that my first priority is to my family. I was also trained to trust my judgment, and the judgment of others. No one has ever said dragons have poor judgment, and my sister is not a liar. If she said that a dragon trusted her with a dragon egg, then it’s the truth. If a dragon trusted my sister with an egg, that dragon’s judgment is that my sister is qualified to care for the hatchling. And if that is so, then it is my duty to assist my sister in whatever she may need to raise this dragon. Sir.”

I felt like cheering.

Several eyes narrowed. “I see.” General Olina’s voice was chilly. “You are dismissed.”

“Corporal, wait outside until further notice,” Lieutenant Marcell ordered.

Warren flashed me a resigned look, bowed, then left, the door closing softly behind him.

“Your brother may have given in, but you have yet to meet our approval,” General Maddox snarled.

“I’m the wrong gender to meet your approval,” I said bitterly. “It’s my egg.”

“Do you have the resources to take care of this dragon? Food? Water? Shelter? If you were removed from this facility, could you, or your brother, provide for a growing dragon?” At my hesitation, he gave a smile of victory. “I thought not, Miss Madara.”

“So we aren’t rich,” I snapped out. “I’ll take it back to the dragons after it hatches.”

“Then why didn’t you before? Did you not tell Captain Durai that the dragons would kill you on sight? If so, then clearly you cannot take the dragon back.”

“What do you care?” I demanded. “We’re only minor nobles.” I knew resentment was obvious. “Barely above sinking into the grime of working class, right?”

Several faces looked pained. The letter that a servant had shared with the entire country hadn’t reflected well on the ruling generals, most of whom had come from wealthy, higher-class noble lines. Once the word had spread on what the generals had written to each other, a strike from the working class and a few of the very minor nobles had put everything on hold. Concessions had been made in order to keep peace and stop revolt among the poorer but skilled people needed for the wealthy to have what they wanted.

“That was...misinterpreted,” another general offered.

“‘Those who enroll in the School for Officers and Gentlemen should be kept where they belong. Only those with the advanced education money can buy deserve to attain higher rankings in the military system, lest we offend those powerful enough to do us damage’,” I quoted, watching more of them wince.

“The point is that you aren’t prepared enough...”

“Wealthy enough,” I interjected stonily.

“...to be able to care for this dragon. And such a magnificent creature should not be left to starve or be mishandled by a willful, young girl.” General Maddox glared at me. “A girl who, I’m told, has run away from home and clearly ignores the rules of convention.” His eyes fixed pointedly on my hair a moment. “You have shown no ability to care for this dragon egg.”

I let the comment about the length of my hair pass. “You haven’t shown the ability to care for anything except yourself!”

“Remove her,” he ordered to the men behind me. “We’ll take the egg.”

“No!” I threw myself forward, but was held back by the men with him who had suddenly grabbed me. “No, you can’t!”

He ignored me. “Something this powerful in the hands of a girl will end only in disaster. It’s better if those who know what they’re doing is in charge of it. Captain Durai, the egg will come with us.”

“You don’t have a clue what you’re doing!” I shouted at him. “None of you do! You don’t know the first thing about caring for a dragon!”

“And you do?” Derision was clear on his face.

“I’ve spoken with a dragon mother. She taught me how to care for a hatchling.”

Had he not been a general, I guessed he would have rolled his eyes. “How old are you?” It was nearly dripping with condescension.

“Thirteen.” It was shot out as a challenge.

General Maddox shook his head. “You’re far too young to handle this kind of responsibility. We can find someone older with more experience.”

“Girls my age marry and have children!” I shouted at him.

He looked irritated. “Remove her,” he ordered again.

Panicked, I blurted out my one defense as they started to pull me to the door. “If that dragon hatches and I’m not here, it’ll kill you!”

The men dragging me paused.

I spoke quickly, knowing this was my one shot. “The dragon only knows my voice. The mother wasn’t sure it would take to me in such a short time. It doesn’t trust you, and if it doesn’t trust you it’ll kill you. You can’t take it!”

“You see, Maddox?” General Olina asked. “It’s dangerous. We can’t use it as a weapon. It’ll only turn on us. We need to destroy it.”

“Before it hatches,” another added.

“But the possibilities, Hesperian! Think of the possibilities!”

“I am, Maddox. I’m thinking of the possibilities that this creature will not be under control. That once it hatches, its cries will eventually bring down the wrath of its kind. This creature, I’m certain, will bite the hand that feeds it, and anything else it can reach.”

I struggled to get free while the generals debated among themselves. I got nowhere, and in the end, General Maddox nodded, reluctantly agreeing. “If it won’t take to us, we have no other choice.”

“You can’t kill it!” I screamed. “It’s a baby! It hasn’t even hatched yet!”

They ignored me. Women didn’t deserve their attention, only men, and only men of any social rank would matter to them. If I’d been a boy, they might have listened to me. I struggled harder, fighting to free myself, hoping there was something I could do.

“Stop it.” The man on the right murmured the command quietly to me. Both his hands were clenched to my arm to keep it in his grip. “It won’t do any good. I don’t want to hurt you. We have our orders.”

“But I promised,” I pleaded.

He shook his head slightly.

While the generals discussed the best ways to kill a dragon, I slumped, sniffling hard. Both men glanced at me, looking pained.

“Miss, please don’t cry,” the man pleaded softly.

“You’re nothing but filthy murderers,” I said, my voice wavering. “All of you.”

He sighed, relaxing his grip a little more. I didn’t move, desperately calculating. If they were afraid of dragons, I only had one chance. I continued to sniffle, keeping myself on the verge of tears. Finally, it was decided they’d shoot the egg, and see what happened. As the two men ordered to shoot moved into position, I ripped my right arm free and scratched with my fingers at the other, drawing blood on his neck.  As he flinched, I yanked free, throwing myself forward, pressing flat against the egg, one arrow a mere step from my back.

“If you harm this baby, I’ll tell the dragons.” My eyes were squeezed shut and tears were swimming behind my eyelids. “I’ll go to the mountains, and I’ll find them, and I’ll tell them each and every one of your names and what you did and they’ll come destroy you. They won’t rest until all of you are dead, and they’ll kill any human they see. You may not want to listen to me because I’m a female and have little status, but dragons don’t care about status. They’ll care that I saved one of their own and then you killed it.”

“Kaylyn, you don’t know how this dragon is going to act,” Lieutenant Marcell said gently. “You said yourself it may very well hurt you.”

“I gave my word! My word may not hold as much weight as yours, but a dragon asked for my promise and I gave it! I’ll die before I let any of you make me break my word. Now get out!”

“Why you impudent...” a general began indignantly.

“Get out!” I screamed at him.

A hand clamped on my arm, jerking me around. “Now listen here, you guttersnipe,” General Maddox snarled.

From the egg came a furious hiss and a rocking that drew everyone’s attention.

“I don’t think the dragon likes you threatening his caretaker,” Lieutenant Marcell said mildly. “If it can hear everything we say, this is perhaps not the best way to gain a dragon’s trust.” His voice held a thread of censure. “And were her brother in the room, he could call for satisfaction for laying a hand on his sister.”

I jerked my arm free from the general’s loose grip. Lieutenant Marcell had just given me my answer; the mother’s right of protection. “Captain Durai, you promised me a safe haven. Doesn’t that promise extend to those beneath me? If I’d brought my child, wouldn’t it have the same promise?”

“It would,” Captain Durai answered.

“This dragon is under my protection, the same as a child. If you gave me a safe haven, then you gave this dragon a safe haven. Until we’ve done something to negate that, would you please make everyone leave us alone?” I begged with my eyes. “Mother and child are supposed to be tranquil and have a happy atmosphere with no stress during the last month of childbearing. Can we at least have the few days left to be tranquil?”

There were mutterings, but as there were many fathers, fathers-to-be, and grandfathers, this latest decision on having a happy, healthy child wasn’t something any of them could argue against. Many women were ordered to sit and be pampered during the entire time of pregnancy so that the child would turn out well and the mother wouldn’t miscarry. Transferring this policy to a dragon hatching was a little fuzzy, but they weren’t doctors and no one knew enough about dragons to refute it. And since the dragon could clearly hear us, there wasn’t a question that this hadn’t been a tranquil time for the baby.

“I’m afraid, Generals, that she has a point. Perhaps if we give her and the hatchling time and peace we can decide what to do once the dragon has hatched.” Captain Durai’s voice was slightly apologetic.

There were mutterings, unhappy dislike, but they cleared out. I rested my cheek against the egg, whispering over and over that it was going to be fine. The egg was silent.

A hand rested gently on my shoulder and I flinched, looking up at Lieutenant Marcell. “If you need anything, let me know,” he said kindly.

I turned away, huddling against the egg. “You don’t care. You were going to let them kill it.”

“I can’t overrule them. I’m bound by the rules of society, Kaylyn,” he said quietly. “If there’s anything I can do, all you have to do is ask. I promise I will make sure it’s done.” He lightly touched my skin where General Maddox had grabbed me. Thankfully the burns had healed enough that it didn’t hurt much, but there were red marks from where the guards had held me that were likely going to turn into bruises. “I’ll send your brother back shortly with medicine. And next time, a fist will work better than a scratch, though I’ll ensure they don’t lay a hand on you again.”

I felt all anger disappearing. He didn’t approve of what they’d done, and he had tried to stand for me. And I was going to need a stronger ally than Warren if I was going to last. “When the baby hatches, he’s going to need food. Meat, semi-cooked. Still a little raw. Milk and honey.”

“I’ll tell the cooks to have it ready. Any kind of meat?”

“I think so. Rosewing didn’t say.”

“Is the dragon a boy?” he asked, referring to my slip of calling the dragon ‘he’.

“I don’t know. Rosewing didn’t know. I just have this sense it’s a boy.” I stroked my fingers over the shell. “Thank you, Lieutenant.”

“Just Dillon, Kaylyn. I don’t think we need formalities anymore.”

I nodded. “Thank you, Dillon. Thank you for standing up for me.”

He waved that aside, as if there was something normal about what he’d done. “You’re the only person I know who’s had a conversation with a dragon. To have the guts to fight over a dozen wyverns is incredible. To gain a dragon’s approval is unique. You’re going to be something special, Kaylyn, and I foretell great things from you.”

I blushed. “I’m the youngest of triplets. I’m the same as two other people. Nothing special’s going to happen to me.”

“I think it’s already happened. You just need a little help getting where you need to go.” He winked at me. “And if the stories I heard from your brother are true, you aren’t anything like your sisters.”

I blushed deeper. “I’m really not a troublemaker.”

“You’re thirteen. Everyone gets in trouble at thirteen.” He patted my shoulder, then went to answer the timid knock at the door. “Corporal.”

My brother looked defeated. “May I talk to my sister, sir?”

“Of course. When you’re finished, I’d like to see you in my office.”

The moment the door was closed, I raced to my brother, holding tightly. “Thank you,” I whispered.

“I’m not very good at being Dad, am I?” he asked.

“No. But you’re my brother. You’re not supposed to be. And you were the best brother ever today.” I looked up at him. “Are you going to get in trouble?”

“I don’t see how I wouldn’t.” He gave a heavy smile. “But I guess Dad would be proud of me.”

“He would. And I’m proud of you too.”
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Warren would have been in disgrace and kicked out of the School if the generals had gotten their way. They didn’t take defeat from a girl well, and apparently there was no breaking the mother’s right of protection or the safe haven. Lieutenant Marcell had stated there were no grounds for punishing Warren, and reassigned him with me. Warren was in charge of making sure I didn’t break any rules that would allow Captain Durai to revoke my protection. I knew how much I owed Dillon for what he was doing, and I wasn’t sure how I would ever repay him.

“David heard General Maddox say it!” Warren’s friend told us. “He said for sticking up for your sister, he could forget ever making captaincy!”

“But he’s been picked to take over the School for years!” Warren objected in a whisper. “Everyone knows it! It’s only dependent on when Captain Durai retires!”

“Not anymore. General Maddox said Captain Durai had been ordered not to promote Lieutenant Marcell.”

“I really hate him,” I muttered.

“Captain Durai?” Warren asked.

“Maddox. Fat, slimy, little worm.”

Both recruits looked appalled. “You can’t say that!” the boy stammered. “He’s a general! We’re supposed to respect our elders!”

“I’ll respect him when he can respect somebody besides himself.”

They both shook their heads and turned back to each other. “How’s Lieutenant Marcell taking it?” Warren demanded.

“Nobody would know if I hadn’t heard. He doesn’t act like anything’s changed.”

“I heard Lady Marcell was furious with the generals,” Warren whispered. “I guess it’s because of that.”

“Is he going to be okay?” I asked worriedly. “Can the generals do anything else to him?”

Both of them shook their heads. “If they were going to do worse, they’d have done it already,” Warren informed me.

“Not making captain is insult enough,” the other boy added. “Especially when he was supposed to be Captain of the School.” He peeked out the door. “I have to go,” he said. “Before someone comes looking for me.”

“I have to stand outside,” Warren said to me. “Do you need anything?”

I shook my head. Warren stepped outside, leaving me to contemplate this turn of events. I hadn’t considered that someone else might get in trouble. I understood that Warren worshipped the ground Dillon walked on, since he’d protected Warren, but I couldn’t understand why Dillon would work so hard for me and my family. He was a powerful noble, with everything my family lacked. We didn’t have anything to offer, and now he was suffering for defending me. It was so rare that someone like him would make a stand for someone outside his sphere, and a female at that.

I was rolling a metal ball across the floor, from hand to hand, because the dragon hatchling seemed to like it. He made a singing sound that just felt happy to my mind, and so I continued to roll it while I thought. There was a dress folded next to my pallet on the floor that needed to be repaired, but I was avoiding that chore. I figured entertaining a dragon was enough.

I looked up as Dillon came in. “Aren’t you busy?” I asked, letting the metal ball roll to a halt.

“Not too busy to check up on you and the hatchling. How are you?”

I studied him as he moved to sit beside me. “You’re in trouble, aren’t you?”

The smile became wry as he leaned against the wall. “I guess everyone’s heard if you’ve heard.”

“Did they dishonorably expel you?”

“No. They just won’t promote me again. Being a lieutenant isn’t all bad. It’s more of an honor than a lot of people gain. And it’s dishonorably discharge, by the way,” he added.

“But you were supposed to take Captain Durai’s place one day. And I messed it up, didn’t I?”

“No, I made a decision, and I will live with the consequences of that decision.”

“I hate Maddox,” I grumbled.

Dillon tossed the metal ball in the air a few times. “Maddox is angry and letting greed blind him. That’s all. Maybe when he and the others calm down, they’ll see things aren’t as bad as they believe.”

“After they dishonorably discharge you and kick you out of the School?”

“They
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