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  Chapter One
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Dira stretched, her elbows scraping the low, rough ceiling of the cave. She squeezed her eyes pleasantly shut and nestled into the layer of dry leaves beneath her, too cozy and warm to wake up fully. The fall leaves crunched beneath her, untouched by the snow. After struggling against the winter winds coming down from the Cadore Range last night, she’d been too desperate to worry about any animals sleeping here in the sun-warmed rock.  
Strong light glared orange through her eyelids. She stiffened, sleepiness fleeing. The cave opening should be too small to let any light in.
Dira cracked one eye open and then the other. Where was her cave? A glance to the right and left confirmed the outcroppings of green lichen-covered rock were still there, but what had been a shallow roof of stone was now open to glimpses of dawn sky through sparse trees creaking overhead. Had she crawled out in her sleep?
The heat radiating from the stone she had praised her mother’s dead soul for was still present. Strange given the time of year. She sat up and viewed the landscape in front of her. Snow-bedecked treetops peeked over the rocks and boulders she had clambered over. No breeze whistled through them as it had in the night. 
A long shadow rolled over her from the right and stopped. Dira looked up, cold and every muscle weak. 
Dragon!
She skittered back between the outcroppings and made herself as small as she could. Maybe it wouldn’t notice her. 
The dragon looked out toward the same view she had been examining a moment before. Its vibrant green scales were cracked with veins of gold like a priceless vase the king of Greater Magyar might display in his castle. Slanted lines of dawn light pierced the sparse slender trees, caught on the shiny scales, and glimmered like faceted emeralds. As the beast took a breath, its nostrils flaring, it licked its lips with a whip-skinny tongue, and she cringed. If only it was just a picture on a vase. Perhaps she could race forward when it looked the other way and hide behind one of the larger boulders. 
Dira eyed the possible escape routes she could use. There were three such rocks in front of her, two on the right and the third off to the left. Each boulder was uniquely colored, unlike any rock formations she had ever seen before. Their muted colors gained depth and vividness with the rising sun. She estimated the distance from her unshod feet to the trees beyond and searched among the leaves beside her for her boots as quietly as she could while keeping her eyes on the vibrant boulders.
The dragon shook its head as though waking itself up after a long sleep. The outcroppings to either side of her grew greener, the pale lichen losing its lumpy leaf-like appearance as if water were flowing down the length. In the wake of the flow, emerald scales delineated. Worse, the stone pressed to her back acquired a palpable vitality that made her skin crawl and her breath catch. 
The outcropping’s feet curled, talons cutting into the leaf-strewn ground. Along with the crunching leaves, there was the sound of roots snapping and the hint of moist soil. She cringed and feared closing her eyes, though she very much wanted to.
Scales the size of dinner plates neatly lapped over each other on the stone behind her, no longer the least bit rock-like. The curved chest of a dragon expanded and contracted. On my mother’s soul, where did my cave go?
The dragon tipped its head as if listening to sounds behind it. Dira listened, too, picking up branches cracking, deep-throated groans and a tremendous yawn that ended in an earsplitting screech. She made herself smaller. 
Without warning, the dragon lowered its head. Dira flattened to the ground and found she was again in the low-ceilinged cave. Only this time, she knew she lay between the outstretched forelegs of a dragon. She closed her eyes to minimize distractions and held still. Ah, there are my boots, kicking me in the shoulders. 
“Don’t move,” whispered the dragon in a tone decidedly female if rumbly.
Dira had no intention of moving. At least, she didn’t feel that way until a voice rumbled to her right.
“I smell human.”
The space Dira lay in tightened as if directly connected to her own throat clenching.
“Trinarae, did you eat a human?”
“No, Brundar, that would be breaking The Bargain,” said the dragon draped over her.
“Indeed it would,” he rumbled. “But I smell fresh human.” 
More branches snapped, and Dira could feel the temperature rising in the confined space. There were murmurs, and she caught the semblance of “Human?” in the indistinct phrasings. Was the second dragon unhappy the first hadn’t saved him a piece or overall unhappy to smell a human? Dira hoped the latter was the case.
“Perhaps one hiked by while we were sleeping,” said the dragon hiding her. As the dragon swallowed, the neck overhead burbled and bunched. Dira raised an eyebrow. Was that nervousness?
She began to suspect the dragon hiding her was a lot younger than the dragon smelling her.
A long inhale snuffled up alongside where Dira hid. “Smells like a very fresh human. Trinarae, tell the truth.”
“I did not eat a human.”
Not yet.
“Recite The Bargain,” ordered the deep voice.
This should be interesting. Most people called it the “don’t-eat-humans clause.” She’d heard solstice dragons called it The Bargain.
“Brundar, I did not eat a human and do not need to be reminded of The Bargain.” The head lifted, and Dira blinked in the brightness taking over the boulder-strewn—make that dragon-strewn—dale. Besides the huge chocolate-brown dragon that drew up way too close to examine her, there were three others rising from the ground: pale blue with flame-edged spines, sapphire blue with black- to red-tipped spines, and a dragon all one creamy golden hue. The boulders she had been admiring earlier were gone. The three dragons were turning around to face the interesting events unfolding, interesting events that she appeared to be the main attraction in. Their brilliant gazes fastened on her.
Keeping watchful eyes on the beasts, Dira grabbed her coat and eased it on. The hat and gloves she had pulled off in the night, she stuffed into the pockets, too warm to wear for now. 
The brown dragon drew even closer, his dark eye peering in at her. Both she and the young dragon leaned away from him. He sniffed once and blew off to the side as if trying to remove the stench from his lungs. She patted behind her until she found her boots and yanked them clumsily on while keeping her eyes on the two in conversation.
Pointing his snout to the side, the enormous brown dragon said, “Why are you hiding a human?” his voice bland.
She didn’t think he was as disinterested as he let on, not that she had any experience knowing the motivations of dragons. 
“I just found it,” said the green and gilt-laced dragon leaning over her.
“Just?”
“I woke up, and it was sleeping under my chin. I didn’t put it there or encourage it to hide there. I just found it.” The green dragon tipped her head and pulled up her lips to show Dira ridiculously sharp white fangs. 
On my mother’s soul, is that a smile? Dira crouched, ready to run.
“Well, you can’t keep it. Let it go.” The brown dragon blended in with the shadows where he stood. It was hard for her to pick out details. He was the size of a house, one at least three times as large as the shack she was raised in, and sported two upper fangs that stuck out beyond his heavy lips.
“I’d like to keep it.” The green dragon sounded wistful and cranky.
Dira eyed the bit of space in front of her. She could perhaps creep past the outstretched right-hand leg while they discussed things.
“Human,” the brown dragon addressed her, and she stopped mid-creep. “What are you doing here?”
Pressing her tangled hair behind her ears, she looked up at the dragon. Why didn’t I braid this rat’s nest last night so I could see my way out of here now? 
He leaned in closer and waited for her to answer. 
She cleared her throat, tried to speak, and produced a thin squeak. She swallowed and tried again. “It was very cold last night, and the rocks in this valley were warm. I found a small cave and crawled inside.” She itched her scalp which she imagined was crawling with vermin after her week-long sojourn in the wilds. More of her scalp itched, but she refrained from further scratching. She suspected it was important not to give the appearance of a dirty animal. The dragons she could see, and she suspected there were more, gauging by the stirring beyond her view, were all spotless and shiny where the sunlight touched their scales.
“Trinarae offered a warm shelter?” he summarized.
Dira nodded. 
“One you no longer need?”
She nodded again and took another step toward freedom beyond the young dragon’s forelegs. Hopefully, the dragon and she would continue to have similar views about the whole situation.
The green dragon’s ankles crossed, blocking further egress. She would have to crawl under or vault over them to escape.
“Trinarae.” The brown dragon’s voice still maintained that indifferent rumble.
“She’ll freeze and starve out here,” Trinarae said and blocked her exit. “It’s the dead of winter. Look at her. She’s skinny, underdressed, and filthy. Obviously, the human needs care. I suspect it is too young to be on its own.”
Dira looked up at the head of the dragon hanging over her. True, she could have had on a thicker coat over the wool tunic and trousers, and the boots were horribly worn, the soles cracking, but she was better dressed than most urchins surviving on the cold streets of Greater Magyar. At seventeen she was quite capable of caring for herself. Miffed at the assessment, she squinted at the beast. One lichen-colored eye peered down at her. Then it winked. What was that for?
Brundar leaned in closer, his snout too close for comfort. “Are you full grown? You look it.”
“Ask what she’s doing in the foothills eleven leagues from any settlement,” said Trinarae before she could answer. Dira ground her teeth. They didn’t need to know how poorly her uncle and her employer had treated her.
Brundar ran a talon along his jawline. “All right, answer that question instead.”
Being interrogated by a pair of dragons, one not enough years out of the shell to be considered a grown dragon, made her neck tense. She pondered how to deal with either question and keep her annoyance to herself. Dragons were not known to have eaten or caused harm to any humans in a thousand years, so she was less concerned about that now that she was more awake and neither had seemed to be discussing singe preferences for unaccompanied humans. Was it really any of their business why she was so far from home? 
“I’d like to be on my way, Mr. Dragon,” she said.
He ran the talon along his jaw again. “We’ll keep her until we can make the right decision what to do with her,” he said and stalked away as if to end the conversation. 
“You can’t keep me.” She charged up to the curled green foot and bolted over it. The moment her feet hit the ground on the other side, she ran between the blue and gold dragons straight ahead. They raised their feet one after the other as though a mouse might sprint up their legs. She took advantage, dodging smartly between them until she came to the spindly trees on the edge of the narrow valley.
Her feet pounded on the hard ground, and dry branches snapped as she ran. She chanced a look over her shoulder. An emerald dragon sped around the trees like a horse in a pole race. 
She collided with a leafless bush. Her heart drummed at her throat. She yanked herself out of the bush and made it another ten steps before a scaled foot caught her up, lifted her into the air and conveyed her at breakneck speed back to the valley. Trees sped past, a breath from her nose, leaving her terrified any moment she would be smashed into a trunk. She slapped her hands to her face to protect it from the scrapes of winter-stiffened stems. 
She landed hard on her chest when the dragon released her, back in the bedding of leaves and twigs she had departed from moments before. Air rushed out of her lungs and muscles cramped around her ribs. She couldn’t get a breath and tucked her knees up under her chin as if it would release the tightness in her chest. She lay staring at the leaves eclipsing her view until her lungs finally gasped. 
“You’re going to break that human if you are not more careful, Trinarae,” admonished Brundar. He rolled Dira over and onto her back with the flick of a claw that would have made her shriek with fear had she had the breath to scream. “Do you have a name, human?”
She wiped the tears hanging at the corners of her eyes and nodded.
“What is it?” The words were clipped, but he waited for her to catch more of her breath.
“Dira.”
“Hungry?” he asked.
Having not eaten for two days, saying she wasn’t was stupid. She sat up, hugged her knees to her chest and rubbed her breastbone to loosen the discomfort. “Yes.”
“Trinarae, feed your human.” Again he stomped away as if the discussion was done and of no further consequence.
She had the frightening image of the young dragon stuffing raw squirrel down her throat and backed up onto the feet of another dragon who had been observing the conversation much closer than either of them expected. Her hands slipped over the curved lines of hard talon before it jerked from beneath her, and she fell, striking the back of her head on the ground. The view of the jawline of the pale-blue dragon drove her forward toward the one less likely to forget the don’t-eat-humans clause.
“What does it eat?” Trinarae scrambled forward, her snout close enough for Dira to look straight up the nostrils. A brown foot swung in from the side and knocked Trinarae two strides to the left. 
Trinarae sprang to her feet as if it been a voluntary roll down a hill.
“Time you practiced not pointing your snout directly at humans when you speak. You don’t want to fry your pet.”
That’s why he spoke with his snout pointed off to the side. Dira took a more assessing view of him. 
“I haven’t even had my first burning, Brundar,” she said as she crept up beside Dira.
“I’m not a pet,” Dira said and measured the distance between her and the warm dragon. The chill morning air had already penetrated her clothes, so she stayed put but folded her arms over her chest to show she was not pleased with the situation and unlikely to go along with anything they decided. 
Brundar glanced at Trinarae. Now with more light, she could make out his coloring as not quite the solid mulch brown she had originally thought. His brown eyes were like molten chocolate laced with caramel. As the sun continued to rise sending more rays down through the twisting naked branches, his scales glinted brassy highlights. “You will,” he said, “and there is no way to tell when that will happen. You’ve had your eighteenth winter solstice. It could happen anytime now.” 
Raising her snout into the air, she said, “I’ll know when it’s coming.” 
There was a surge of rumbling from the dragons who encircled them. Dira took a count. Eight adult dragons surrounded her along with the one called Trinarae. Brundar leaned in close to them, and she could feel the heat billowing from his mouth like a furnace, and he was being careful to keep his snout turned from her.
“Who is your mentor, Trinarae?”
Trinarae’s head dropped contritely. “You, Brundar.”
“Am I a mentor who lacks good judgment that you can ignore?”
“No, Brundar.”
“Did I say you could keep this human named Dira for the time being?”
“Yes, Brundar.”
“Did I misjudge your maturity?”
“No, Brundar.”
“Do we understand each other?”
“Yes, Brundar.”
“Then feed your human. You claim she is too skinny and unable to take care of herself. You want to keep her; take care of her.” This time he turned and approached two dragons who had moved off and seemed to be waiting for something.
“Brundar?”
He turned when he reached the pair and looked back over his powerful shoulder. 
Trinarae’s head had dropped until it hung well below the green scaled shoulders. “What should I feed her?”
Brundar peered at Dira. “Two hares, ground berries and a clutch of tubers.” 
He faced the waiting dragons, one the gold she had seen earlier and a massive pale-green male.
Trinarae faced Dira, pointed her snout at the ground, and eyed her with a stern expression. Those green eyes shifted to check on Brundar then back to her.
The pale-blue dragon standing guard cleared his throat. 
Trinarae twitched and pointed her mouth to the side. “Stay.” 
She trod off, taking several steps that picked up speed until she leaped and flapped her wings. Her talons skimming the leafy tops of the ground cover, she curled her legs under her. Trinarae wove through the trees and angled out of sight.
Dira gazed around, checking for any dragons alert to her activities. Was it possible for her to escape before the young dragon returned? The watchful dragon tightened his gaze on her. Guess not. She sat in the leaves, then bundled up, and bobbed her torso back and forth to generate some body heat now that she was no longer depending on Trinarae’s cozy proximity. She got a lot colder and found herself looking around not so much for an opportunity to escape as to find a dragon who might not notice her creeping up close and using him in place of a campfire. Her thick, twig- and no doubt bug-infested hair fluttered against her cheeks. She tucked it under her collar and hoped it would help keep her neck warm.
Several minutes of shivering, her chin tucked down and her shoulders hunched, made her look forward to Trinarae’s return. She raised her head to look for the young dragon and noted the dragon group had diminished in size. It had dwindled to only three: the self-appointed blue guardian, Brundar and the black dragon with red-tipped spines. Brundar was speaking with the black dragon, and though he wasn’t looking at her, Brundar was facing her direction. She contemplated waving at him, but that would require she pull her hands out of her pockets. She curled her shoulders more instead. 
If she hadn’t abandoned her apprenticeship with the printer, she could be sitting on a stool in the warm printer’s shop, probably with a full belly and noshing on an apple from the cellar. She shoved the thought aside. She hadn’t wanted to be an apprentice. Why couldn’t she have stayed in her mother’s home on the bit of land they’d owned? Her uncle had waited only two days after her mother was buried to take her into the city and bargain with the printer. The printer had made it clear he believed she was too old to apprentice, but her uncle had made her demonstrate her skills at drawing, and that had convinced the old printer she was trainable. 
She watched the brown dragon chat companionably. Brundar leaned his broad coppery shoulder on an actual rock. She snorted. The black dragon’s spiked tail patted the ground as if it were searching for a pillow. What a great scene this would make for a drawing! The printer would be pleased. Wait. She didn’t want to be an apprentice.
She could have made a go of living on her own. With Mom sick, she’d been taking care of herself for several months anyway. Her uncle had stated it was unsafe for her to live so far from the city on her own. Why did he think it was okay to visit his sister and his niece every few months if it was unsafe for one woman? Wouldn’t it be just as unsafe for two?
That hike home from the city had been a waste. And finding the house already leaning, shutters torn off, the place left to decay after only three months still made her want to cry. Mom’s lonely grave was the only part still being looked after. He took better care of Mom after her death than he did while she struggled to live.
Her knees pressed some warmth to her chest. If only it wasn’t so cold. 
She lifted her head and peered around. All she’d managed to do was become the pet human of an underage dragon.
A sudden breeze pulled a section of her hair from beneath her collar and sent it whipping across her face. Two dead hares landed at her feet along with a tangle of twigs bearing dried sauberberries, the sad brown berries all shriveled and hard. It was hard to appreciate the gift. She couldn’t eat the rabbits raw, and the berries would require some water to make them at least chewy, and she had no fire to remedy the situation.
Trinarae did not remain long enough to hear a thank-you, which was best as she had no intention of thanking the beast. Trinarae twisted in midair and was gone again into the morning light.
Brundar approached and nodded to the blue dragon who walked sedately to a more open area and leaped into the air to glide effortlessly over the spindly trees and out of sight. Brundar’s snout drifted toward her though it didn’t point directly at her. “Do you know how to prepare them for cooking?” One brown eye peered at her.
She nodded.
“Do so, and gather what you need to start a fire. I’ll get it burning when you’re ready.”
“Would you start a fire now? I don’t think I can gut the rabbit with my hands freezing.”
He nodded and waited for her to build a proper bundle of sticks. She crumbled leaves for additional tinder. After circling the campfire with rocks and sweeping the area clear of flammable material outside the ring, she waved at the brown dragon who lounged two strides away watching her progress. Brundar stretched out his neck and blew lightly on the mound. She backed up. A thin stream of flame penetrated to its center, and it blazed into a mini conflagration. The dragon withdrew, and she concentrated on feeding the fire more sticks. 
After a moment, a twisted stack of broken tree limbs landed with a bounce beside her. She leaped to her feet.
“These will keep it burning longer.” He nosed the two hares she’d dropped in her hurry to steer clear of the dragon while he was lighting the fire. “Do you have a knife?”
She reached under her coat and tunic and opened a small waist pouch; from it she pulled a stone knife. It had a turtle-shell grip with a wide but dull chip of stone still useful for scraping, chopping meat and vegetables, or separating the pelt from an animal. Mom had acquired it years ago on a trip to the Shlognar coast. Dira held it out in her palm for Brundar to see. It was all she had left of the gear she had run away with. Three ruffians had stolen her pack. She’d taken to her heels, not wanting to learn if they wanted more than her supplies.
His brow twitched. “You’ve nothing else?”
“My rucksack was taken from me four days ago.”
“Ah.” He grabbed the two hares, and before she could wonder what he was going to do, he’d split them down the belly and beheaded them with the fine point of a talon the size of her leg. “Give whatever you don’t wish to keep to Trinarae.” He dropped them beside her and settled in to ignore her with half-closed eyes. 
As if the beast hasn’t just slept through the night.
Trinarae swooped into view and came to a surprisingly graceful landing. Three small grubby tubers landed beside the hares. Dira nodded her thanks and lugged a flat stone to the fire and proceeded to gut the hares. She gathered the entrails and the heads and gave them to Trinarae, who gulped them. Her jowls drooped when there was nothing left of the tiny morsels. 
Appetizers for a dragon. She brushed off the tubers as much as she could before wiping them down with a scoop of snow that had survived the heat of eight dragons filling the area an hour earlier. Her shoulders ached from the effort of chopping them with the dull blade on the flat stone. 
She pulled out a folded string and a needle made out of a dry thorn from her waist pouch. She sewed the neck closed on the first hare and stuffed half the berries and slices of the orange-fleshed tuber inside the belly cavity, then sewed the slit closed. She repeated the process with the second hare. She spitted them both and hung them above the fire on forked sticks, turning them side to side to cook them evenly without losing the juices, which she expected to soften the berries and distribute the sweetness.
Dira scraped the skins clean and laid them near the fire to dry. When not manipulating them to keep them soft, she turned the rabbits on the spits. She planned to bundle what was left of her meal for later eating inside one of the skins. When the opportunity came, she hoped to prepare the hides, sew them together and make a hood with the fur side inward. She was going to need everything she could find to keep herself warm. Winter was far from over, though being in the foothills was much better than at the high levels where Greater Magyar and most of the settlements she was familiar with were.
Already the meat and berries were leaking a tasty aroma. Her stomach rumbled. Trinarae watched the carcasses cook and swiped her thin tongue out past the fang on the side of her jaw closest to Dira. It had a disquieting effect on her contentment. 
Perhaps letting her know how much the food was appreciated would keep her from thinking she would be sharing any more of it with her. “Thank you for bringing me breakfast, Trinarae. I’ve been terribly hungry for days.”
“There are two,” said Trinarae. “Are you going to eat them both?” She took a long inhalation.






  
  Chapter Two
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Dira struggled for an answer regarding her plans for the second cooking hare carcass. 
Before she could settle on an appropriate response, Brundar said, “We’ll be hunting after Dira finishes her meal. You wouldn’t like it cooked anyway. Now leave her alone. No one likes to be stared at while she eats.”
Trinarae lay down on one side of her, Brundar on the other side. While the meal continued to cook, Brundar asked questions with a tone that made her feel he was passing the time. 
“Where were you attacked and your rucksack taken?”
“Three, no four, days north of here.” She turned each of the roasting rabbits.
“How distant from the city proper?” he asked, scratching under his chin with two black talons.
Dira looked at the dragon. Why did he feel the need to ask any questions at all? 
The aroma of the food seemed to curl about her nostrils like a nymph tempting her to fall into a warm pool of water. It was hard to concentrate on the questions while she was so hungry and food was roasting right in front of her. 
Since she had Brundar to thank for the meal, she supposed he deserved answers even if the questions were pointless. “About three leagues along the Cranny River, where the bend takes it around the Tully Breaks.” It had taken from sunup to far past sundown to get that far from the city, but she had wanted to make sure there was no chance the master printer would come after her.
“You fought to keep your property, but they bested you.”
The words were said as a statement of fact, as if she could not have lost them any other way. She sat feeding the fire twigs and leaves to occupy her hands. He thought she fought, defended herself like a proper adult. But she hadn’t. 
After a moment, she glanced his way. The deep chocolate eyes, like melted fudge, stared at her. Awaiting her agreement, she supposed. 
“No. I was already sleeping after a light meal, my pack under my head when three men stole into my camp. One grabbed me by the hair, another took hold of my ankles. Before it got any worse, I kicked and punched and somehow broke loose. I didn’t stick around to see if the three of them were willing to fight me for my things. I felt quite certain I didn’t stand a chance, and the loss of my pack was worth keeping my life.” There, that sounded sensible. The fact that she’d run until she collapsed was unnecessary information.
“Were they much stronger than you, larger and better trained for battle?”
“What are you insinuating? Do you think I was a coward to leave my things to them?”
“I am curious if you require training or not.”
“Require training?” She stood and stalked over to the dragon. “What do you know of preparing a person for fighting someone? Dragon, who are you to judge me?” She stood glaring straight up at him in direct line with his snout.
Brundar turned his head to the side. “If you do not watch your food, you will burn it.”
The irony was not lost on her. Had she been food, he could have roasted her. She stomped back to her fire and checked the meat. It was already well browned, and though she had kept the stitched side up, fat was dripping into the fire and sizzling. She breathed the aroma in. Her stomach growled and rumbled nearly as deep as Brundar’s voice. She lifted the closer of the two spitted rabbits and lay it on the flat stone she had used earlier to chop the tubers. The other she set aside on one of the skins. Carefully, she pried at the hot, greasy twine with a twig and pulled it through the tender flesh. 
She didn’t have much twine left; she needed to save every bit. She put the swollen twine in her mouth and sucked on it. Until the meat had cooled enough for her to pull off bits to chew, this taste would have to do. Once the twine was as clean as she could make it pulling it over her tongue and through her lips, she folded and returned it to her belt pouch. 
With the twig, she tumbled the soggy sauberberries and softened sliced tubers out from the puckered mouth of the open belly. After her first bite of the meat, she began tearing off pieces and topping them with the berries and tubers. Delicious. She groaned, deeply satisfied. It was the tastiest food she’d eaten in days. 
When she had been on the run from the thieves, all she’d had were the leftovers from the meal she had made just before they had taken over her camp. She’d placed the leaf-wrapped late season nuts and berries in her coat pocket before curling up to sleep that night. That hadn’t lasted past the first few hours of the morning that followed. She was beside herself with joy at having two whole cooked hares for herself and trying not to show it.
While the second hare was still warm, she unstitched it and sucked on the string while she allowed the food to cool. Later she would wrap it in one of the rabbit skins with what remained of the first rabbit meal. It should keep until lunch and even dinner later. She let the fire die down. 
There were small snowdrifts more than fifty paces from the dragon sleeping area. She stood and picked out a spot that would supply the cleanest snow to cleanse her hands and face. She looked at the two dragons lying so close. Probably shouldn’t temp a dragon by smelling like roasted meat. She trudged off, leaving her hat and gloves and the unprotected meal behind. She glanced over her shoulder repeatedly, but neither the great brown dragon nor the small green one stirred, though Trinarae’s head never turned from the still-steaming meat.
She blew on a handful of snow and then smeared her face and hands several times before finally confident she’d removed all the grease. The snow barely melted at all, and her skin grew numb. Shivering by the time she headed back, she shoved her cold-reddened hands in her pockets and hunched her shoulders to keep her neck warm. The fire was nearly out when she reached it, the meat cool enough for bundling.
Brundar and Trinarae had moved closer. At first, she was miffed that they hadn’t been able to control themselves, drawn to the unguarded meat. Seeing that the fire was completely out, she felt her face flush at her assumption that they had been scuttling closer in order to take her remaining food. The warmth they generated kept her from feeling the cold and dried the wet hair around her face from her lengthy washup. She put the bundle in an outside pocket of her coat and pulled on her gloves and hat. She had considered disappearing among the trees after she cleaned off the grease, but leaving the food, her hat and gloves along with the protection the dragons seemed to offer for her independence seemed a poor bargain.
She buttoned her coat and faced Brundar. “What next?”
“You said one grabbed your ankles and the other your hair.”
“Yes,” she said, looking at him suspiciously.
“Stand still.” He moved quickly, and she held her ground though she wanted to run. He sniffed her first at her feet then raised his head up over hers and sniffed three times. “That will do.”
She leaped back, smacking into Trinarae. Trinarae didn’t move even a fraction. She was certain her right shoulder would be bruised. 
“Why did you sniff me?” Dira asked.
Brundar spoke as if he had not heard her question. “We’ll be flying; Trinarae has never flown with a human before, but her scales haven’t turned, so you should be perfectly safe.” 
Dira prepared to contradict him, and Trinarae looked equally displeased, but he added, “Mounted on her back. That is the proper way. Gripping you in her talons is a sure way to cause you harm.”
Trinarae snapped her mouth shut, and Dira pondered what the solution was. She wasn’t sure she wanted to ride on the back of a dragon who had no experience. The alternative was riding with Brundar, and that was not all that comforting an option either. 
She tapped her chin with her fist. “I could be on my way,” she said, inching away from Trinarae.
Both dragons said, “No.” 
The intensity of the pronouncement was not lost on her. She crossed her arms and tapped a foot. Running off was unrealistic. Either one could chase her down. Why did getting her first warm sleep in four days lead to her becoming the mascot for two dragons?
“Trinarae, you will need to accommodate Dira on your back and allow her to adjust as needed for comfort, as well as maintain a steady speed alongside me. You will have to avoid changing direction and elevation too quickly. That means no racing, no chasing, and absolutely no air acrobatics.”
“But what if Dira would like me to do all those things?”
She dropped her chin in dramatic response and hoped Trinarae had some experience reading human expressions.
“Highly unlikely,” was Brundar’s dry reply.
Trinarae grumbled, and Dira waited for Brundar to explain his plans.
He ignored her look of curiosity and said, “Get low on the ground, Trinarae.”
She looked prepared to argue, but after a glance at Brundar standing tall and looking down at her from twice her height, Trinarae folded her legs underneath her. 
The sun broke through the trees and flooded the area with more light. Brundar blazed with shimmers of bronze edging his dark-brown scales. He looked glorious, the tips of his spines flashing like polished spear points. Trinarae was equally splendid, the gold veining under her green gleaming. Dira gulped. I’m going to look like a dusty beetle stuck to poor Trinarae.
“Dira?” Brundar asked. It seemed as if he’d had to say her name more than once. 
She looked him in the eye and nodded. Whipped chocolate eyes on top of all the other polish.
“Climb up on Trinarae. Use her leg and shoulder like mounting steps.”
Dira took note of the available places she could place her hands and feet on Trinarae. Steps for a giant. She would have to stretch and reach, getting the best grips she could to climb up to the back of her shoulders.
“Trinarae will help by adjusting as you climb. Go ahead.”
If you say so. She set a tentative foot atop the forward dragon foot. She reached for the elbow and gripped a spine sticking from its rear-facing point. When her hand grasped it tightly and she was reaching up to lay her hand below the massive shoulder, Trinarae lifted her foot, surprising her. She grabbed for another spine that came within reach, the last in the row down the long neck. The scaled leg, almost horizontal, was easy to ascend to the shoulder now. She climbed up and swung a leg over and sat. Little separated her from the spine she had gripped moments before for balance. If she was slammed forward, she would be impaled. Dira looked to Brundar. Maybe he could offer an alternative.
“It will have to do for now,” he said. “Trinarae, you must follow my instructions to the letter. Will you do that?”
“Yes, Brundar,” she said, sounding like she was repeating by rote. “Can I stand now?”
“I am sorry, Dira. I thought Trinarae would want to be careful with you. But I see now that isn’t the case. I will figure out a sling to carry you with. Trinarae, help her down.” He stretched out. “Let me ponder awhile.”
Trinarae’s head whipped around to face him. “No, Brundar. I’ll do exactly as you say. I promise. She’s my human, and I will take care of her just as you say.” She crept over to him, her head down low. 
Dira hunkered down onto the wide shoulders, trying to fit herself to the rhythm of the dragon’s sway. 
“Please, Brundar,” said Trinarae.
“You’ll follow my every direction?”
“Yes, I will. Every direction.”
Brundar stared down at the contrite dragon for a full minute. She could feel Trinarae’s tension through the bunched muscles beneath the vibrant scales. She couldn’t decide if she wanted Brundar to agree to let Trinarae fly with her or not. 
“Very well,” he said and stood, arranging himself to face north along the length of the small rocky dale. “I want you to do a three-step takeoff, smoothly, just as we practiced before the solstice sleep. I expect to see three full flaps on beat, and stay on my right.” After receiving a surprisingly agreeable nod from Trinarae, Brundar turned his attention to her. “I can hear quite keenly. If you are too cold or too warm, worried about your safety or tired, all you have to do is speak in your normal tones. You do not need to yell, even if I am several wing lengths distant. Do you understand?”
She nodded. Brundar would take good care of her. If he said he could hear her, she believed him. When had she decided to trust him? How strange. At the moment, he was the only one she felt confident trusting.
“We will be flying for about forty minutes. Is there anything you need to take care of before we start?”
“I’m ready, Brundar,” she said and then tried to figure out what she should hold onto. She stayed leaning forward and took a firm grip of that last spine on Trinarae’s neck. She imagined herself dangling from the dragon as it shot straight up in the air. Her muscles went immediately weak. Maybe she was not as ready as she thought. Brundar took a step forward, followed by two more that left only his shiny black talons in contact with the ground, and then he was airborne. Trinarae was but a step behind him, and Dira clung with all she was worth.
Expecting to be jostled and jiggled from her seat, she squeezed her eyes tight, unwilling to see the ground flying up to meet her when she fell off. After a moment, a breeze rushed through her hair, making it stream out behind her. She peeked with one eye and found them above the trees, little separating the two dragons’ wingtips as they soared up the incline of the boulder-strewn hill.
“Are you well, Dira?” came Brundar’s voice across the gulf of air.
“Better now that I’m not worried about losing my seat.” Her hair had settled down as well as if Trinarae had created a tiny space of protection in the bend between neck and shoulder where she crouched. “Trinarae’s vault into the air was smooth.”
Brundar chuckled. “It was the best take off she’s done yet.” He gave Dira a wink. “I knew you had it in you, Trinarae, to be a fine flyer. Now that you have takeoffs under better control, we can work on maintaining altitude.”
At least, she thought the wink was for her. Trinarae was looking forward and flying straight. What a mouthful of a name for such an immature dragon. She patted her hard shoulder and said, “Trin—may I call you Trin? I didn’t even know we were off the ground, you rose so smoothly.”
“I didn’t want Brundar to carry you. Some dragons have to train up to five years with a lead dragon. I’ve been with Brundar for a few weeks. He can refuse me if he decides I’m not ready for training.” She gave her wings a light sweep, and they rose more in line with Brundar. “You may call me Trin.”
It really was easy to hear the young dragon. They flew for a minute filled with the rustle of the swift air and the silence of the height. “So, Trin, you’re sort of an apprentice.” 
“I don’t know what an apprentice is. I’ve had all the training my dam and sire are allowed to give me. Now I’m with Brundar, and he can send me back to wait out another solstice if he chooses.”
“Would that be bad?”
“It would mean I am too young still, and I would disappoint my clan.”
“Because you weren’t ready?”
“Because I didn’t follow his directions and behaved like an untrained fledgling, maybe still a whelp.” The dragon lost her beat for a moment, and she thought perhaps Trin was embarrassed since she got in trouble with Brundar for arguing against his directions. For a moment, she was embarrassed as well for failing to stick with her own apprenticeship. If Goren had been fair dealing with her, she would have stayed, she reminded herself. Trin’s behavior and her own were completely dissimilar. Why would he think it acceptable to have an apprentice not learn how to read? She felt her teeth clench and worked to purge the memory and its attendant frustration. She wasn’t a printer’s apprentice any longer.
Below, the hill country sprawled like a painted map. The winter colors were subdued, dull browns and scraggly lines for denuded trees and shrubbery. Rocky glens and snowdrifts winked in the shadows. She looked toward Mag Point Mountain and farther to the east Far Point Mountain. By my mother’s soul, I’m heading back the way I came. What took four days, we’re covering in less than an hour! 
Brundar angled his wings and began to descend. Trin followed his example, taking a slow turn aligned to his downward slope. They touched ground in a rocky meadow bordered by evergreens. He drew close and whispered, “Take a breath and tell me what you smell.”
She couldn’t tell if he was speaking to Trin or her, so she inhaled and could discern nothing beyond the bitter richness of the pines. A faint whiff of smoke tantalized her nose. The air was colder than the solstice meadow, and she clung close to the heat coming off Trin. The burnt wood odor probably came from her own clothes or perhaps Brundar. Beneath her legs, she could feel Trin’s chest expanding and contracting. 
Trin rattled off her list of perceived scents. “A campfire recently put out, dried sausage and oats, at least two unwashed humans, maybe three.” She took another sniff. The ground cover rose in swirls toward her snout. When she exhaled, the duff and twigs fell back to the ground. “One was recently ill and didn’t clean up well.”
“How far away is the camp?” he prompted her.
“Half a flight league tops.”
“Are the humans still there?”
“They’re heading northeast.”
“Good,” he said then tipped his head to eye Dira. “What did you pick up?”
“Just the fire.” Really, dried sausage and oats, a vomit-covered person. How could she compete with that?
“Take another sniff. Now that you know what you are smelling for, see if you can catch those scents.”
She gave Brundar a raised eyebrow, but took a long inhale, then another, her head cocked. Though the scent was barely discernable, she caught the faint spice of sausage, red pepper, and garlic. She grinned at Brundar. “The sausage, aged red. My mom used to make it all the time. I had a half a log in my rucksack.” She’d lost all her supplies to the bandits. It rankled and she lost her exuberance.
Brundar nodded. “We’re going to stay on the ground. Take the lead, Trinarae. I want you to stop when the humans are still out of sight. This is a tracking drill. We don’t need to startle them; maintain your stealth.”
Trin slunk low and stretched her neck out long and parallel to the ground. She took one slow slinking step forward, reminding Dira of a cat on the prowl. The shoulder muscles bunched beneath her.
“Remember you have Dira with you,” said Brundar. “No sudden starts.”
She patted Trin. Yeah, remember I’m back here. 
As Trin gave them a slow wiggle, the green shoulders softened under her fingertips. She skulked forward at a quick, ground-eating pace while keeping a smooth ride. Brundar strode alongside, the tip of his snout even with her green-scaled shoulder when she took the lead. The two slunk around trees and over boulders without missing a step or interfering with each other. 
The first ten minutes, the smoke in the air from the campfire grew stronger, and then it tapered off and disappeared altogether. They were now upwind of their prey. Dira sniffed, trying to pick up on the odors the dragons would put off. Besides her own smoky rabbit smell, she didn’t pick up any hint of dragon, though what that would smell like, she was uncertain. The wind shifted again; this time it blew from their left. Trin had turned them so subtly that she’d missed the adjustment. She glanced around to note their new bearing.
When Trin slowed down and crouched, tipping her head as if to listen for more direction from her mentor, Dira looked to Brundar. He had pulled up close. “I am going to head them off. While I keep the men occupied, you two steal in and locate Dira’s rucksack. Take it and sneak off. I don’t want them to see either of you or even know that you were there.”
So he was using her lost pack as a way to train Trin. Why did she have to be part of it? “Don’t you think they’ll be wearing their packs and mine?”
“Not after I tell them to drop them.”
This should prove interesting. How many bandits were tracked by rucksack-avenging dragons? “What do you need me for? Trin could find my pack easily by following that amazing sense of smell.”
“You’re the one they took it from. Don’t you want to be part of getting it back?”
When he put it that way, she wanted to do more than that. She wanted to take their packs as well and make them spend three nights in the cold with no food. “I suppose I’d like to get my rucksack back myself.” 
Brundar was already disappearing among the trees when she answered. Trin continued her stealthy creep toward the hiking thieves. Moments later, Dira could hear Brundar’s deep voice. She couldn’t make out what he was saying, but he was no longer hiding his presence from the men they’d been tracking.
Trin slowed to a slinking pace, stealing up behind the men who were looking up at the imposing dragon. Brundar’s legs were braced wide at his sides, his broad neck curved up over their heads so they had to stare straight up to pay attention. A shiver ran down Dira’s spine, though he wasn’t looming over her. He’d already burned a swath of vegetation to either side of them. She suspected they had tried to run off. 
The men’s packs were on the ground behind them as Brundar promised, and she and Trin slithered toward them. When Trin’s snout came within a modest swing of the stack of canvas bundles, she lowered herself and stretched out her leg for Dira to slide down. After a moment’s hesitation, Dira snuck toward the bags, reaching for her small torn rucksack. The odor of bile was strong, and she hoped whoever had been sick had not done so on her bag. 
A twig snapped under her foot as her fingertips dug into the worn cloth, and the three men jerked. Dira froze. Brundar’s head dove down toward them, his voice booming, heat pouring out of his mouth, and they cowered, the noise forgotten. She grabbed her rucksack and a knife strapped to another pack. It was hers. They must have doled out some of her possessions. Lifting her pack off the ground revealed her small bow broken beneath it. She silently snarled and shook her head at the men. She scooped up the broken pieces and tiptoed back to Trin. 
After mounting the dragon’s leg, she settled herself again onto the base of Trin’s neck, the bow and rucksack crushed to her chest. She waved at Brundar, who snorted in the air over the heads of the cringing bandits. He gave his final instructions to the men. 
“Take a bath. I can barely stand to be this close to you.”
Hah! Not likely they’ll be bathing anytime soon now that they think the stink has driven Brundar to wish to avoid them. 
Trin slinked back among the trees and soon had them at their starting point. Dira searched inside her rucksack. Most of her food supplies were gone, along with the folded newspaper she was trying to read. Three arrows still remained strapped to the side of the rucksack. They had no doubt wasted her other three pulling too hard on her bow and not bothered to gather them back. 
Her hand crushed the heavy canvas. That had been all the winter stores she’d found in the cupboards of the shack. The bow she supposed she could replace at the first opportunity, but losing the food meant she needed these dragons even more. And she wasn’t done with that newspaper yet. 
“Fools,” she whispered. 
They’d likely stolen from her because they didn’t know how to fend for themselves. They probably couldn’t even read!






  
  Chapter Three
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Dira sat on the ground and grasped the broken pieces of her bow. She had few memories of her father. She didn’t even remember what she called him. He’d died when she was five. 
Mom had talked about him every night. Some bit of memory would reawaken, and Mom would share it. Dira had but one memory of her own, and it was only a moment, but one she clung to. With the broken pieces in her hand, it took little to imagine him leaning toward her and handing her the oversized weapon. His eyes were a deep dark brown, his smile crooked over a broken front tooth. 
Mom had said her father had made the bow in anticipation of her going hunting with him when she was older. Her fingers gripped the broken end. After his death, her uncle had been the one to teach her the rudiments every autumn for the week that he came to help get their crops harvested. He hadn’t had much patience, but he came each year around the same time until she was eleven.
After that, he’d left them to fend for themselves. She supposed he thought an eleven-year-old more than capable of making up for the loss of a grown man in working around the small mountain farm. She’d mastered the technique of bow hunting by trial and error, his sour voice vibrating across her tense shoulders even now as she fingered the loose line. 
She ran her hands over the smooth riser, appreciating the care her father had put into shaping it. Her name was carved above the grip in delicate, intricate letters whose edges had long since worn smooth from her thumb running over it for luck before each shot. Telling herself the newspaper was a greater loss was just a cover for the heartbreak. She couldn’t ignore the clench of her throat and the pain in her chest as she gripped the upper limb and placed it at the break at the top of the riser. She examined the fit. 
Admitting to herself she hadn’t the know-how to fix it, she twined the bowstring around the two parts. She couldn’t make herself throw it away and secured the bow to the side of her rucksack to decide later what to do with it. 
Trin was occupied, watching a squirrel race from tree limb to tree limb overhead. The creature chattered indignantly at Trin as if she were the cause of so few nuts present on the rocky terrain.
Brundar was not yet back, and Dira gave her surroundings more attention. She was only a day’s hike from her family’s land. She shivered. The trees were coated with icicles, their bare limbs creaking from the weight. She checked on Trin, who was still focused on the unhappy squirrel. The sharp green snout tracked the scampering squirrel with the precision of a bowman. 
She donned her pack and walked to the edge of the tree-lined space. Maybe she could be on her way. She had all her gear back, for the most part, and food she could stretch out for at least a day. She wasn’t helpless. After stepping in among the narrow trunks, she peered back at Trinarae. She hadn’t noticed her slowly backing up. Dira’s steps lengthened, and she covered a lot of ground, slipping deeper among the ice-bound trees until she couldn’t see the barren space or its inattentive dragon.
If she left, would they track her down? With their sense of smell, the two wouldn’t have any trouble finding her if they chose to retrieve her. Niggling guilt rose. They had provided shelter and warmth for a night, however unintentional. The two dragons had fed her and helped her get her rucksack back. She rolled her eyes. Did that mean she owed them something? Was there some obligation of companionship attached to two hares, berries, tubers and a full night’s rest? Of course not. 
She fisted her hand and tapped it against her chin. They were better off without her, and she without them. What was she hesitating for? She turned and stalked toward home. But home wasn’t home anymore. She really needed to get to Shlognar. The Quonar Sea on its southern coast moderated the weather, and she had a better chance of survival. 
She hadn’t gone more than fifty paces when Trin called her name. It wasn’t a demanding call or even a worried one. Just, “Dira,” winding faintly through the tree trunks, yet she stopped immediately, closing her eyes and pressing her lips together, and refused to answer. She took a step forward, and the call came again, still not containing any worry or command. She rotated on a heel and stared in the direction of the rocky landing beyond the naked trees. A chill ran across her shoulders, reminding her how cold it was. She tugged at her hat and shoved her hands under her armpits. Two steps brought her to a thick tree trunk. She leaned her head against it. A day’s walk and she would be back home, without food, a leaky roof overhead, and no stores to get through the winter. Shlognar was a cold two week’s tramp at least. Who was she kidding? It would take longer than that.
If she stayed with Brundar and Trin, she would be warm more often than cold, fed more often than hungry, and safe from any trouble a dragon could deal with. That left very little to trouble her at all. Come spring, she could head for Shlognar or even Larpa.
She trudged back, arriving in time to see Brundar land in the shallow clearing. Trin was still following the squirrel. She and Brundar were opposite of Trin’s last location, as if the chattering squirrel were taking the dragon on a tour of the clearing.
Brundar flapped his glinting wings and folded them tightly against his body before stretching out on the ground. “You’re still here,” he said, that signature disinterest lacing the words.
She suspected he knew she had nearly left them. “I owe you for the food and shelter.”
“It was good training for Trinarae to hunt for you. A fair exchange.” 
“Well, I had my first good night’s sleep, and you helped me get my belongings back, most of them anyway.”
“The night’s sleep was not a special gift any snug cave couldn’t have provided. As for the pack, again, it was useful training.” He watched Trin with a benevolent gaze.
“I think I owe you, and a Spanner doesn’t disregard an obligation.”
The dragon turned his attention to her and stared with his caramel and chocolate eyes. “I could use your help. Are you interested in a trade, a bargain of sorts?”
“What’s the bargain?” She narrowed her eyes. Maybe she could see behind any subterfuge if she concentrated enough. His bored look held no treachery that she could see, but she knew solstice dragons were particular bargainers. The don’t-eat-humans clause had lasted a thousand years.
“I could use help training this young dragon,” said Brundar. “She’s willful but embarrassed to have someone else see that. If you’re here, she’s likely to follow my instructions and thus gain the dragon skills she so very much needs.” He shifted his impartial gaze back to the small dragon
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