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      Valeria slammed both her fists down on the table, hard enough that she saw the plates rattle. Her hands smarted from the force of the blow.

      I will not! she signed, the sharp movement of her hands making each word a shout.

      You will do as you are told, at least this once, her father replied. His gestures were not nearly as agitated as her own, Valeria noted. That did nothing to calm her fury. If anything it made her even more angry to know he could just hand her off in such a cavalier way.

      I will not be tied to some tunnel rat, Valeria signed back to him. I am free. I will remain so.

      “It's done,” he said aloud, leaning on the back of a chair with both hands. It was a sign he was less controlled than he wanted to let on. Her father would never fail to use sign language with her unless he was distraught. In fact, he caught himself and resumed signing his next words.

      He’ll keep you safe. It’s a good match. The man has even learned a few hand-signs, he told her.

      I don't need to be hidden away underground to be safe, she protested. I've been safe here for sixteen years!

      But times had changed. Even as young as she was, Valeria had seen that. The hills were no longer as safe as they once were. Too many harsh years in a row meant that everyone was ready to jump at each other's throats. Raids had escalated from a few cow-thieves to the burning of an entire village. There was even talk of war. All that meant she had become the one thing she'd always fought not to be: a liability.

      She hated admitting that even to herself, let alone to anyone else. If an attack came to their village, her family might escape, but Valeria would slow them down.

      No, she wouldn't let that happen. No way in hell. She wouldn't go become a helpless tunnel rat, but she wasn't going to sit by and get her parents killed, either. Married? She didn't even know who she was, yet. Attach herself to some man she barely knew, who didn't know her at all? Abandon the freedom she enjoyed outside for the dark warrens where the tunnel rats hid underground?

      She'd rather be dead.

      Enough. I'm going to pack my things, Valeria signed.

      Good. I am glad this foolishness is behind us, her father signed back. You have to understand. All I’ve ever wanted was to keep you safe.

      Valeria crossed the small central room of their little cottage. It was the only home she'd ever known.

      She would miss it.

      As for her father wanting to keep her safe? She looked back over her shoulder and smiled at him. He meant well. But she was the one who needed to act, to protect him. Valeria turned away from him again and ascended the ladder to her loft. She'd miss the place and her parents. But her father was right about one thing. It would be better for them if she left.

      Valeria wasn't going off into the world with nothing, though. She'd spent enough hours in the wilderness to know better. The wilds beyond their village was harsh and full of danger. All her cunning and skill alone would not be enough to keep her safe. Luckily she had more than that.

      She snatched her leather satchel from where it hung on the wall and went about the loft, gathering anything she thought she might need in the days ahead. In truth half the effort was an attempt to keep her mind from what she planned to do. If she thought about it too long, Valeria thought her fear might prevent her from going at all.

      That would be her undoing. There would be nothing left for her but to go join the tunnel rats like her father wanted. She’d rather be eaten by a dragon. Danger? She’d take it, if it meant she could remain free.

      Finally her bag was full of as much as she could carry. Valeria left a little room for some food. She'd grab something on her way out, just enough to tide her over until she found a way to fend for herself. First she needed to make sure the coast was clear. She peered over the edge of the loft, looking for her father. As she’d hoped, he was nowhere to be seen. There were always chores to accomplish on their small farm. Likely once he considered the argument settled he’d gone back to the day's work.

      She shook her head. Much as she loved her parents, they'd never truly understood her. He should have known better. Her mom probably would have seen through her sudden cooperation. Which was precisely why Valeria was glad her mother was away this morning. Quietly as she could manage, Valeria climbed back down the ladder. Just because she couldn't hear didn't mean she lacked an understanding of noise and sound. She even remembered how it felt to hear things from when she was younger, back before the fever took her hearing.

      If she made a racket on her way out, it might alert her father that she was up to something. Best to keep him in the dark as long as she could.

      A quick stop by the kitchen gave Valeria a few packets of dried meat and tubers. It wasn't much, but she felt guilty taking even that from her parents. It would spell the difference between surviving and not, so she did what she had to.

      Silent as a mouse, she slipped the front door of the cabin open. Her father was nowhere to be seen. Valeria made a quick dash to the wood-shed and snatched her bow from the wall, along with a small quiver of arrows. She belted a long knife around her waist. That was everything. No more reason to delay her departure. Except fear, and she had plenty of that. It couldn't be allowed to stop her.

      She would live or die on her own terms.

      Another sprint carried her from the shed to the forest edge nearby. Once Valeria was safe in the shadow of the trees she stopped to look back toward her childhood home. No one had noted her absence yet. There was no sign of anyone rushing about in alarm. She'd made good her escape.

      No, that wasn’t entirely true. Valeria spotted a flicker of movement, someone running through the village toward her family’s farm. The small town was bedded down in a narrow valley, guarded above by massive treetops. Between the trees and the rocks, it was a tough place for dragons to reach, so they were left mostly alone.

      Yet she could smell smoke. Had one of the damned lizards shown up? Why now, of all times? She had enough to worry about without more trouble! Valeria crouched in the shadows of a tall tree, trying to sort through what she should do next. There wasn’t much choice, though. She couldn’t abandon her parents now, not if there was real trouble.

      She went back toward their farmhouse, her bag slung over her shoulders and bow in hand. If it was a dragon, her arrows wouldn’t do much. Their only recourse would be to run for the caves and pick up the pieces afterward.

      “Mom! Dad!” she called out from the doorway as she entered the house. Valeria hated using her voice. While she couldn’t hear her words, she saw the faces that the hearing made when she spoke. She knew perfectly well that she wasn’t saying things right, that she sounded strange; so she usually remained silent. But this wasn’t the time for quiet.

      Nothing stirred inside her home. She waited a few moments to see if anyone would come out in response to her call, but there was no movement. Valeria left the building behind, jogging toward the other homes closer to the center of town.

      More smoke drifted on the breeze now, thick enough that she could see as well as smell it. Something big was alight, but the flashes of firelight flickering through the trees weren’t from the treetops, but rather from ground level. Was someone’s home on fire?

      She dashed toward the flames. Fire was a deadly threat, one the entire village would need to work together to combat. But before Valeria had taken more than a few steps she saw the raw chaos sweeping through her home town.

      Armed men tore through the place. People scattered in front of them. They’d set the fire burning on the Murphys’ barn, and as she watched were setting fire to their house as well.

      They were raiders, or soldiers. She didn’t know which, and in the end it didn’t matter. The rumors flying were true. War had come to her doorstep.
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      Valeria stood frozen as she took in the scene. Her once peaceful village was being torn to bits by these people. Jilla Murphy ran from two of the men. She was only three years older than Valeria. Seeing the pain and fear etched on Jilla’s face tore at her.

      Without even thinking about it, Valeria drew an arrow from her quiver and brought it to her bowstring. She raised the bow and aimed at the first man from the pair pursuing Jilla. The string felt heavier than usual as she drew it back and brought the fletching close to her cheek.

      Could she do this? She’d never hurt a person before, not in anger. The bow was for hunting game, not people. But the arrows would do about as well for either, she figured. Shifting her aim, she targeted the open spot between his collarbones.

      Indecision raged inside her. Her shot would hurt him badly, maybe kill him! Killing was bad, wrong, no good person did that. How could she do that? How could she not, and allow Jilla to be taken by them?

      Jilla spotted her standing there and screamed something. Valeria couldn’t hear her voice, and was too far away to read her lips. But Jilla veered toward her, running as quickly as her legs could carry her.

      Then she tripped. She went down face-first into the dirt. The men closed in behind her. They both carried swords and wore cruel expressions on their faces.

      Valeria’s fingers opened almost of their own accord. She didn’t decide to shoot the arrow so much as she just did it. Her aim was true. The shaft sank into the man’s neck. His hands went to the wound, grabbing at the arrow, and then he tumbled over onto his side. He was still moving, but more weakly by the moment.

      The other raider had seen her, though. He opened his mouth wide in a scream she couldn’t hear and rushed straight at Valeria. She drew a second arrow and nocked it, smooth with long practice.

      She’d had to become an exceptional archer, to be any good in the woods. Without hearing, Valeria never knew when she’d made an accidental noise. She had to rely on her other senses to tell when she was cracking a branch or leaf underfoot, or brushing her tunic against something. And she’d had to become exceptional at taking down a deer or hare with her first shot. They didn’t give her a chance for a second one.

      All that practice was paying her dividends. She launched the second arrow and it buried itself in the man’s chest. The impact jolted him back like he’d been slapped. The raider stood there, staring dumbly at the wound while he sank to his knees.

      Valeria brought a third arrow to her bowstring, checking how many more shafts she had. The answer was simple: not enough. Even if the raiders all lined up as foolishly as these two had for her aim, she would run out of arrows before she ran out of enemies.

      Jilla ran up to her side and clutched at her arm. Close enough for Valeria to lip-read now, she was shouting “Run! We have to run!”

      Valeria pointed toward town and forced her lips into two of the words she knew best. “Mom? Dad?”

      “I don’t know! Everyone is dying! We have to run!” Jilla repeated. Then she shook her head and ran off, fleeing the fire and battle.

      Which was probably what she ought to do as well, Valeria figured. But she was loathe to run without her parents. What if they were in that mess somewhere and needed her help? There were very few weapons in their town. A handful of spears, and an assortment of bows like hers. They’d be butchered. She drew another arrow and started toward the battle, eyes darting back and forth to spot any potential threats.

      The smoke was growing thicker, obscuring everything around her. But there, up ahead, she caught glimpses of movement. People were fighting. Her village was trying to defend itself! Valeria felt a moment of sharp pride for her people. They wouldn’t go quietly against this force. No, they’d stand up and try to fight. She raced toward the movement.

      A gust of wind whirled through the trees. It fanned the flames in the barn to her left, sending sparks sailing high into the sky and setting some underbrush aflame. But it also cleared the smoke. Valeria saw a mighty clash just twenty feet away. Raiders filled the town square, big men with sharp blades. Many of them carried shields as well.

      Her people had formed a circle around the village well. From atop the little roof covering the well, Bramble fired arrows into the raiders, but most of them bounced off shields. Men and women with spears and pitchforks stood their ground against raiders with swords. The villagers were outnumbered. They’d be overwhelmed in minutes.

      The enemy might have shields, but they were all facing the well. They were turned sideways to where she stood. Some even had their backs to her. Valeria drew her bow up again only to realize her hand was shaking too much to aim.

      She’d killed those other men. But then, they would have killed her too. Could she fire on a person who didn’t even know she was there?

      One of the villagers went down under a raider sword. It was a woman. For all she knew, it might have been her mother. Hot rage replaced indecision. Valeria aimed, her arm magically steady again. She fired.

      The next arrow was drawn and her bow rising again before the first raider even knew he’d been struck. She shot a second time and a third before the enemy knew they had a new attacker. Three men lay on the ground, curled around their wounds. Six more turned toward her. They locked shields together. It was like a wall! There was no place for her to aim, no way for her arrows to find a target. They began marching toward her at a steady pace, walking in unison to keep their shields together.

      Valeria glanced back at the well, wondering what she should do. The shields would block her arrows, which meant she was defenseless. They’d be on top of her soon. Her gaze drifted over her embattled people and caught sight of her father standing among them. He saw her, his eyes widening in recognition.

      Then he mouthed one word, his lips forming it wide enough that she could make it out well enough even at this distance. “Run!”

      That was enough for her. Valeria turned on her heel and sprinted away. Maybe she could lose the raiders with the shields and then double back, take down a few more attackers? But no — when she looked back over her shoulder, they close on her heels. They’d dropped their shield wall and were just giving chase as fast as they could run.

      She twisted her torso around, firing the arrow she still had on the string into their midst. It wasn’t a well-aimed shot, but it took one of the men in the leg. He stumbled and went down. The other five continued on without him.

      Where could she flee that they wouldn’t follow? The caves? No; if she led them there, then any villagers who’d managed to escape to their safety would be found as well. She couldn’t risk it. Besides, there was only one way into their sanctuary cave, which made it a death-trap at a time like this.

      There was only one place she could think of. The idea made her shudder hard enough to almost stumble and fall, but Valeria managed to keep her feet beneath her. She changed the angle of her flight, dipping around a giant redwood trunk and heading uphill.

      She’d flee from the safety of the forest into the uplands. Out of the comfortable sheltering trees and their tucked-away valley into the heights above it. The land that nobody sane went to, that even crazed raiders might hesitate before daring to enter.

      Because the heights above the tree line were home to the dragons.
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      The trees became shrubs and then thinned out to nothing at all. Valeria raced on anyway. A glance over her shoulder was all she needed to see the men were still close behind.

      What would it take to get them to give up? She’d thought they would stop at the forest’s edge, but even the fear of dragons wasn’t enough to drive them away. Valeria leaped over a pile of rocks and peered back at her pursuers, panting to catch her breath.

      They were moving more cautiously, at least. Only four men left, and two of them were nervously scanning the skies instead of watching her. Valeria glanced up too, making sure the sky was clear. It was hard to tell for sure. Enough thick clouds loomed low in the sky that there could be a dozen dragons up there, waiting to pounce.

      She’d only seen one of the beasts, but it was more than enough. Five years ago, a goat escaped its pen while she wasn’t paying enough attention. Valeria couldn’t even hear it depart, so it trotted off a good distance before she saw the open pen. Furious with herself and fearful about what her parents would say, she gave chase. The goat had no interest in being caught and managed to keep just ahead of her short legs.

      Then it crossed out from under the sheltering canopy of great trees that protected all dwelling below from dragon eyes. The goat kept running. Valeria sat shivering in the shadows for a minute, wondering if she had the courage to go out into the open daylight after the goat. She scanned the skies, but there was no sign of trouble.

      But when she rose to run out and grab the goat, an enormous wind pushed her back. There was a vibration she felt through the air and earth like the crash of a falling tree. Almost too fast to see, the dragon smashed into the ground on top of the goat, crushing it instantly like a hawk would do to a mouse.

      The dragon wasn’t especially large, she learned later. It was only the size of two horses. Some were much larger. This one ripped into the goat, enjoying its meal, and Valeria tried to creep back into the trees. She must have made some noise to alert it. The dragon’s head snapped up, eyes narrowing as it focused directly upon her. She couldn’t move, not even to run.

      Impossibly, it crooned at her. There was nothing else she could call it. The tone was low, a deep bass that seemed to vibrate through her bones. But she could hear it! Even the mighty crash of the dragon landing had barely registered with her broken ears, but the dragon’s song was the most beautiful thing she’d ever heard.

      Then it lowered its maw back to the goat, munching and cracking bones. The compulsion to freeze was gone. Valeria turned and ran as if the dragon were chasing her. She didn’t stop until she was back home and, sobbing, told the tale to her mother. She wasn’t punished for losing the goat, but she was for leaving the sheltering trees.

      Valeria had never left them again, not until today.

      She recalled with vivid clarity the way the dragon had dropped on its prey. They hunted these hillsides, stalking anything that wandered up from the deep woods. Like her. Another glance skyward told her nothing. If a dragon were flying up in those clouds, it would crush her before she even knew it was there.

      Valeria crouched beside the rocks, trying to blend in with the terrain as best she could. Her tunic was grey wool. It wasn’t quite the same as the rocks, but it was close enough. Then she drew another arrow to her bow. If there was one thing that would call a dragon, it was the scent of blood in the air. All the tales said as much. One of the men had lowered his shield just enough while he looked up instead of at the real danger.

      She fired. The arrow stabbed into the man’s right shoulder. She saw him cry out and drop his sword, reflexively covering his body with his shield. The other men interlocked their shields again. They’d seen where she was, now. Steadily they came onward up the hill toward her.

      Those shields were a huge problem. Valeria peppered them with two more arrows, but she saved the few she had left. No sense wasting them. She couldn’t stand and fight them, either. Her little knife was useless against four angry swordsmen, even if one of them was hurt. She rose up and turned to flee again.

      The shields stuck in her mind. They the color of fresh spilled blood, with something else emblazoned in black on the red field. She’d never seen shields like that before. Bright as the color was, it stood out against the green grass and grey stones of the hillside.

      “Come on, where’s a dragon when you need one?” Valeria asked herself as she continued climbing. The men were gaining on her again, running as quickly as they could.

      Valeria glanced back again. One man had fallen behind the others. Probably the one she’d hurt. Running had to suck when you had an arrow sticking out of your shoulder. She couldn’t find it in her heart to be sorry. That one, she could lose, but the others? They were going to catch her eventually. The thought drove splinters of panic into her mind.

      She stumbled, tripping over a rock hidden by the grass, and fell. Valeria was back on her feet as quickly as she could manage, but they’d come even closer. Maybe she could get a lucky arrow into another of the men? She drew one and placed it on her string.

      Before she could fire, a massive object fell out of the sky, slamming into the ground on top of the soldier who’d fallen behind. Valeria fell backward onto the ground as she instinctively shied away from the crash.

      It was a dragon, a huge blue beast. Easily twice the size of the one she’d seen as a child, this dragon swallowed the man it had killed whole. Then it turned uphill toward the other soldiers. They tried to hold their shield wall, but as soon as the dragon started walking toward them one man broke, fleeing sideways across the hill.

      The dragon pounced like it was some sort of giant house cat. It batted the man back toward his friends. He flew fifteen feet before crashing to the ground at their feet. He didn’t get up again.

      Only two soldiers left. Valeria tucked herself as low against the hill as she could manage. If she could remain unnoticed, maybe she could get away before the dragon added her to its lunch as well. She watched the other two men decide discretion was the better part of valor and run for it. Like that was going to do them any good… The dragon was faster than they were and besides, it could probably—

      It opened its mouth wide and fire roared out, blazing across the ground. Grass lit, small shrubs burned to a crisp in an instant, and then the flames engulfed the two soldiers. Valeria turned her head away. She couldn’t bear to watch. They’d been chasing her, had hurt her people, but this was too much.

      The dragon left the cooked bodies where they lay and picked up the man it had sent flying in its teeth. Its mighty wings unfurled, reaching toward the sky. Valeria sucked in a small breath, hoping that it hadn’t seen her, that it would go elsewhere so she could escape.

      But no — the dragon sniffed the air, shifting its nose like it was looking for something. Then its eyes locked on hers. Once again Valeria found she couldn’t move. Terrified, she was frozen in place. The dragon swooped toward her, gliding to a soft landing in front of her. Still the girl could do nothing but tremble as she stared up at the enormous beast.

      It scooped her up in a claw. Valeria expected to be crushed to a pulp, but the dragon was surprisingly gentle. It held her tight, but without much pain. Sharp talon points were only feet away from tearing her to bits, so Valeria held very still.

      Then the dragon opened up its wings once more. With a pair of strong wingbeats, it was airborne again, gliding higher into the sky. Valeria let out a scream as the ground dropped away beneath her at a dizzying speed.
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      Once she was past her initial terror and realized she wasn’t dying, at least not yet, Valeria was able to look around. The ground was so far below that the rocks and trees looked like pebbles and blade of grass. Now and then the dragon passed through a chilly cloud bank, the stuff spinning past like swirls of fog. It was magical, surreal. If there hadn’t been eminent death staring her in the face, she thought she would have enjoyed the ride.

      It took just a few minutes for the dragon to close on what had to be its destination. One of the mountaintops that stood above her valley loomed directly below. The dragon descended, wings catching the air. Valeria noticed that the wings glowed like captured sunlight. She tensed as the ground loomed closer, wondering if she was about to be crushed by the landing. But the dragon holding her slowed even more, coming to a hover directly above a small ledge set into the mountainside. Then it opened its claw.

      Valeria tumbled the last few feet to the hard stone and yelped. “Ouch!”

      Her bottom was bruised, and her bow had jabbed her in the ribs when she fell. How she’d managed to hang on to the thing, she had no idea. Not that a bow would do her much good against a dragon. The armor on the beast would be more than enough to block her little arrows. It felt good to have a weapon with her anyway.

      She’d just gotten back to her feet when something fell to the rock directly in front of her. The shock of seeing it drop sent Valeria tumbling backward again. She scuttled away, unsure at first what it was. Then she saw the crimson tunic and knew. This was the man the dragon had carried away in its jaws. He was very dead, and she pushed back even further from the body in horror. That could have been her!

      Valeria’s back thumped against something that didn’t feel like stone. She turned and saw a smooth oval behind her. The surface was rough, a bit like rugged leather, but it felt hard as well. But in shape it looked just like a chicken egg. She stood again and glanced around. Four more eggs sat in a rough circle around the ledge.

      The dragon was nowhere to be seen. It must have flown off as soon as it dropped her and the soldier off. Was it out hunting again? She looked around but couldn’t see it anywhere. A peek over the edge told her it was a long way to the ground below, but the cliff was a jagged mess of rocks. With a little luck maybe she could climb down the cliff face and hide herself somewhere below.

      But no sooner had she tried to place a foot over the edge than the dragon crashed into the cliff just a few feet away. She jumped backward, her feet slipping on the slick rock. Valeria wavered on the edge of falling. Then the dragon’s tail whipped up and nudged her backward. She fell on her tailbone, back on the rock ledge.

      Not going anywhere, am I? she signed at the dragon. It ignored her. Not like it understood sign language anyway, but it was how she was used to speaking.

      The dragon walked along the cliff face until it was directly above the ledge. It glared down at Valeria as if daring her to try going over the edge a second time. She thought better of the idea, instead backing up as close to the cliff as she could. A narrow crevice let her shelter there. It wasn’t deep enough to keep the dragon from clawing her out if it wanted to, but it made her feel a little safer.

      She heard the crooning sound again, thrumming through the rock around her. Valeria peeked up. The dragon’s neck was craned out over the eggs, and she — this dragon had to be the mother, she figured — was singing to them. The bass song was so deep Valeria could feel it in her bones, and incredibly she could hear the sound as well! What kind of magic was this that let her hear again? She rapped a knuckle against the stone beside her, but heard nothing. It wasn’t her hearing that was restored. It was just the dragon’s song that was audible to her.

      Valeria felt a smile tugging at the edges of her mouth. Despite the dire situation, the song was beautiful. For someone who thought she’d never hear anything again, the sound was exquisite. She didn’t care that the dragon’s song wasn’t meant for her. It was enough that she could listen.

      The crooning sound droned on. Valeria felt her eyelids growing heavy. She bit her hand to stay awake, the pain cutting through the fog drifting across her exhausted mind. Fall asleep in a dragon nest and she’d probably never wake up! No, she might die in this place, but it wouldn’t be without trying to survive.

      She explored the little crack around her. It was shaped like a V, narrowing to a small space that she could barely fit her hand into. Past there was nothing at all. Valeria felt cool air flow past her fingers. There was some sort of space back there, a cave perhaps? It might give her shelter if only she could get inside! But the crack was too narrow for anything but her fingers to pass through.

      A loose rock laying on the ground gave her a tool. Combined with her knife, she tried to chisel away at the edges of the crack. It was slow work, even more so because she didn’t want to alert the mother dragon to what she was doing. Bit by bit, she broke away small pieces of stone, widening the crack. After what felt like forever she could finally reach her entire hand inside, even a bit of her wrist. There was definitely a hollow on the other side of the crack. Whether it was big enough to hide inside or not was still anyone’s guess, but it might just give her a chance of surviving this after all.

      Valeria withdrew her arm and was about to get back to chiseling when a shower of pebbles scattered down from the cliff above. For a terrible moment she thought the dragon had seen what she was up to, that she was angry, that at last she would feel those terrible jaws close around her. She flinched and ducked, making herself as small as she could.

      But it was just the dragon taking off. She opened her wings and pushed away from the cliff, gliding out into the open air. She spiraled higher, sunlight glinting off her iridescent scales. The mother dragon seemed to Valeria to be the most beautiful creature she’d ever seen. Yes, dragons were terrible. But they were also amazing, gorgeous, astonishing creatures!

      The dragon continued climbing until she vanished into a cloud bank. Valeria waited, counting slowly to one hundred in her head. There was still no sign of the dragon. This might be her best chance to make a getaway! She turned and hammered hard against the rock face, chipping away a few more bits of rock. But the work was too slow by far. She’d never get the space wide enough in time. The cliff face, then? If the dragon came back while she was trying to climb, it might well knock her off the cliff this time.

      The dragon had rescued her, last time. Why? It didn’t make sense to abduct her and then rescue her from death. Valeria didn’t think the dragon cared whether its food was alive or not. She looked over at the dead soldier. The mother hadn’t eaten him, either. He lay where she’d dropped the body, right in the center of the five eggs.

      One of the eggs shook.

      Oh, hells. The eggs were near to hatching. She must have brought the body back for the hatchlings to eat once they were born. If they were anything like baby birds, they wouldn’t have much strength at first. Already-dead food made sense, even for a baby dragon.

      Valeria continued that line of thought toward her own situation. The baby dragons would hatch and eat the soldier. Then they’d still be hungry, and there would be nothing left in the nest to eat — except herself. She had the sudden feeling that she was in the nest to give the baby dragons live food to chase and kill.

      Time to try for the cliff, indeed! Even falling would be better than the alternative.
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      Valeria scanned the sky, watchful for the mother dragon’s return. She wanted to be down on safe ground before then. If there was a cave up this high on the mountain, perhaps there were more further below. If so, she could find her way into a safe warren for a while, wait until the dragon had forgotten all about her. Then race back to her family, maybe under the cover of night.

      It was a lot of maybes strung together, but it was better than staying put and being baby-dragon-chow. Besides, her family would need her! Where were they? Had they escaped the raiders or beaten them back? She had to find out how they were.

      The first step was a doozy. Valeria reached a toe out toward a small ledge. Her shoe skittered across, skipping over a handful of small pebbles. It was almost enough to send her teetering over the edge, but then the sole of her shoe found purchase. Gradually putting more weight on the foothold to test it, Valeria lowered herself out onto the cliff face.

      She had to look down to find the next foothold. Down was oh so far away. Pinching her eyes shut, she clung to the wall with all her strength. Maybe she’d have been better off taking her chances with the dragons after all.

      No, that way led to her death. She had to at least try grabbing for the slender hope of survival the cliff afforded. Opening her eyes again, Valeria spotted another foothold. She lowered herself to it, easing further down the wall away from the dragons’ lair.

      With renewed confidence, she moved quickly through the next few steps. The cliff face was so jagged that there were plenty of places to grip and place her feet. She’d never tried climbing anything taller than a tree before, but this was easier, if anything. Just a lot farther to fall if she slipped.

      So don’t slip, she thought to herself. Easier said than done, but before she knew it Valeria had already descended over a dozen meters from the ledge. Her arms were beginning to burn from the constant effort of clinging to the rock. Another look at the ground told her she had barely started the journey. Valeria’s arms were going to tire long before she reached bottom.

      Her legs were fine, though. If she could find a spot where she didn’t need to hold on with her hands, then she could rest her arms, shake them out a bit. But while there were plenty of holds, none of them were large enough to securely support her if she let go with both hands.

      There was a ledge that might do, off to her right. It was a good distance away, but the holds looked good most of the way to it. Valeria set off across the cliff face, trying to make for the safe spot. Just a little further, and she could rest. Her arms screamed, fingers trembling with exhaustion. Almost there, she thought. Just a few more steps.

      Valeria’s left hand slipped from the rock, her fingers too exhausted to keep their hold. Without her hand holding her in place her body swung out into the open air like a door on a hinge. She tried in vain to grab hold of anything that might save her, but nothing was in reach. With a wordless cry, she lost her other grip on the cliff and went tumbling down.

      Wind rustled her hair as she fell. Valeria looked up at the sky, the clouds and sun blurring in her vision as tears filled her eyes. She’d tried, but the cliff was more than she could handle. It was far too long a fall to survive. She took one last breath and closed her eyes tight against her rising panic.

      Her downward plunge stopped with an abruptness that sent ripples of agony through her spine. Valeria cried out again, in pain but unable at first to believe she was still alive. She opened her eyes, reaching out with her hands to find herself wrapped up in a familiar scaled talon. The mother dragon’s blue scales rippled in reflected sunlight, and her wings shone like they were small suns themselves as she rose toward her nest.

      Valeria was deposited in the middle of the eggs without much more grace than someone would treat a recalcitrant puppy. She landed half on top of the dead soldier and flew back to her feet. Anything to not be touching a dead man!

      She turned and found herself almost nose to nose with the dragon.

      It opened its mouth wide enough to swallow her whole and roared. Valeria could tell it was a roar because she felt the wind rush past her face. She could even hear it, just the barest bit, which meant the roar had to be terribly loud. But the teeth were far more impressive to her than the dragon’s shout.

      She wasn’t about to let the dragon get the best of her. Not this time. What was it going to do if she made it made? Eat her? That seemed to be what it had in mind anyway. So she did the first thing she could think of: Valeria roared back at the dragon.

      Her mouth opened wide, the girl let loose with an incoherent cry of rage, pain, and loss. She didn’t try to form words. It was too much trouble and the dragon wouldn’t understand her anyway. Instead she filled the shout with all the emotion she could muster. Her rage at the unfairness of the world. Her pain at the loss of her hearing, but more at how she was treated as less because of it. Her fear for her family. Her fury at the raiders. All of it and more she poured into her cry.

      The mother dragon’s head retreated from her. It cocked its head sideways, examining her with deeper scrutiny. Valeria supposed it had never had a small tidbit yell at it before. Well, it had now. She placed her hands on her hips and glared at the enormous beast.

      From somewhere deep in the dragon’s throat, a crooning began. It wasn’t the same song she’d sung for her eggs, but it was similar. There was calm in her song, peace and tranquility. Valeria blinked, and lowered her arms. Finally, she sank onto her haunches, and then eventually sat on the cool stone.

      “I suppose I’m stuck here, huh?” Valeria said aloud.

      The crooning stopped. The dragon’s snout curled upward, and a tiny plume of smoke rose from one nostril. That wasn’t working! But maybe it didn’t like hearing human speech. What if she tried speaking to it in the same tones it used?

      Valeria opened her mouth and tried to sing, working to match the deep tones the dragon used in its own croon. She didn’t think she really understood it well enough match the song, but she tried to mirror the bits that she recalled.

      Like magic, the dragon sang back to her. It's head swung back and forth, almost like it was trying to encourage her to go on.

      Valeria smiled, careful not to show her teeth. Some animals might see that as a threatening gesture. She sang on.

      All at once the mother dragon stopped her song and looked toward the sky. She spread her wings wide and bugled a challenge into the air above. Valeria couldn’t see what had upset her at first, but then she caught a glimpse.

      Another dragon was winging its way toward the cliff.
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      The newcomer was definitely coming closer, tracing slow circles through the sky as it descended. This dragon was a bright red, like the last colors of sunset. Valeria looked from one dragon to the other. Was this the other parent, or something else? She couldn’t be sure, but the blue dragon looked restless. She shifted from side to side and opened her mouth to roar into the sky.

      Valeria ducked back against the cliff wall again, wishing that crack had been a lot wider. If these dragons were about to get into a fight the ledge would be a very bad place to be. But the mother dragon must have sensed that as well. She launched herself into the air, her the ribs along her wings flaring to sudden brightness as she climbed impossibly fast.

      The red dragon opened its mouth toward her as she rose. Out spewed a gout of flame. The blue dodged to one side, narrowly avoiding the blast. She raked the red with her claws as she blasted past him. At this distance Valeria couldn’t tell whether she’d hurt the red or not, but it was still in the fight. It whirled around on a tail-tip and gave chase.

      Movement from the corner of her eye drew Valeria’s attention back down to the nest. What now? There was no sign of movement while she watched. Then she realized that one of the eggs had fallen over on its side. Knocked down by the mother’s abrupt departure? Or was it something else?

      As she eyed the egg cautiously, it rocked again. Definitely moving on its own. The baby dragon must be almost ready to come out! Valeria found herself both terrified and awe-struck by the idea. It would be incredible to watch one of these creatures be born. As far as she knew, no one had ever gotten to watch a dragon birth.

      Of course, it was quite possible that a lot of people had seen it before, but they hadn’t survived to talk about it. She couldn’t have been the first human snatched up to serve as live food for hungry dragonets.

      When she turned her eyes skyward again, the dragons were locked in close combat. They tore at one another with their claws, striking sparks against scaled surfaces. The blue managed to lock her jaws on the red’s neck. She shook hard, like a dog might shake a large rat.

      The red responded by folding its wings close to its body. All the glow faded from its wings and the pair of dragons dropped like a stone. The mother dragon’s wings flared brilliantly as she flapped them, struggling to maintain altitude, but she couldn’t carry them both. She released her grip on the red’s neck and let him fall away from her.

      The red dragon opened its wings, stopping its fall. It continued on a straight line, gliding toward the ledge. Valeria realized with horror that it would pass directly above her. The dragon opened its mouth. She could see the fire boiling between its teeth and knew death was a moment away.

      Then the red’s head jerked sideways. The flame spewed up at an angle, spattering against the cliff wall instead of torching the nest. Dragon Mom had caught the red’s tail in her mouth and pulled, yanking it off course and throwing off its aim!

      It rounded on her, all its attention back on the blue dragon. Claws tore into her scales, ripping a horrible wound. On instinct, Valeria drew an arrow from her quiver and nocked it. She didn’t know what the fight was about or if she ought to care who won, but her gut said the blue dragon was in the right here. She followed that feeling, aimed, and released her arrow.

      The shaft flew true, striking a spot where the blue’s claws had already torn up the red dragon’s scales. It found a soft spot where the scales no longer gave full protection and sank all the way to the fletching. The red dragon reared back, opening its mouth and spewing more flame toward the blue.

      She dodged sideways, taking the time the arrow’s distraction bought her to get clear of the red. It gave chase, but she was already flying higher, and the red had to struggle to catch up.

      Valeria glanced down at the eggs again. Her eyes got as round as the eggs themselves. The little egg that had toppled onto its side now had a series of cracks running across the shell. It was hatching!

      More cracks formed, and a little beak popped free from the shell. Valeria jumped forward and reached down to the egg, carefully peeling away chunks of shell to expose the small dragon inside.

      Small was a relative term, in this case. The dragonet was already the size of a big dog. It unrolled itself, gradually uncoiling neck, wings, and tail from where they’d been wrapped up like a cocoon. What it revealed looked much like the mother dragon, just smaller. The dragonet had the same bright blue scales and similar ridges down its back. It would have been adorable if it wasn’t bristling with claws and teeth.

      The little creature looked back and forth blearily and opened its mouth. It’s voice was deep, just like it’s mother’s. Valeria heard the sound like a single note. It said the same thing again.

      The little dragon looked hungry, and she recalled that the reason for her being in the nest was probably as food. Valeria backed away a step, eyeing the little beast. It was small, but those claws and teeth looked sharp enough. But if it was already talking, maybe it could also understand a voice replying? It was worth a try.

      She sang back to the baby dragon, trying to echo the song its mother had crooned earlier. Her voice stumbled a few times through the deep notes. Human vocal cords weren’t made for the depth of sound she was trying to achieve. But it must have been at least passable, because the dragonet gave a few more short calls and stumbled over toward her.

      Either that, or it was hungry and thought she was dinner. Hard to tell for sure.

      Valeria decided to take a chance and reached out to the dragonet. A few bits of shell still clung to its skin. She brushed them away, cleaning it off. It rolled over on its back, exposing its belly for her. She had to smile. Maybe it was more like a cat than a dog? Valeria gave the belly a small rub and the dragonet wiggled back and forth at the touch.

      It felt amazing to her. The skin was soft to her fingers, with a bumpy texture. It reached up a claw toward her arm and gently wrapped talons around her wrist when she tried to pull away.

      Apparently that meant ‘don’t stop’; it released her again as soon as she went back to the belly rub.

      But how was its mother? Valeria looked back skyward. The pair of dragons were still battling above then, higher than the mountaintop itself. They were so far away she couldn’t tell who was winning the fight. It had better be the blue. She couldn’t think of any good reason for the red to be interested in the nest. It had to be up to no good.

      She’d have helped the blue again, but they were so far beyond the maximum range of her bow that it wasn’t worth wasting a shot. She’d never reach the combatants. The mother dragon was on her own up there. All Valeria could do was hope.

      Hope for a dragon? This was the same creature that had kidnapped her, the one she assumed was planning to eat her or feed her to the dragonets as they hatched.

      But Valeria wasn’t so sure that was true anymore. They’d spoken to each other. Sure, neither of them understood what the other was saying. But she had to think that the act of communicating, even in so crude a manner, would have an effect. It had on her, at least.

      The dragons continued their battle for what felt like forever as she watched, keeping an eye on the dragonet while it waddled about the nest sniffing things. Then there was a massive gout of flame that roared across the sky like a tidal wave.

      Part of the light went out. One of the dragons was now a dark bulk, falling from the sky. The battle was over, but which of them had won?
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      Valeria didn’t have to wait long for an answer. As the falling dragon came nearer, she was able to pick up the blue scales, their shimmer looking somehow dimmer as the mother dragon fell to Earth.

      “No,” Valeria breathed aloud. No one could hear her. No, she signed. No one would see that, either, but it felt right. The blue dragon’s body passed by a few hundred meters from the ledge where she stood. With a flash she was gone, out of sight as she continued her tumble the rest of the way to the ground.

      But the red dragon was still up there. It was coming closer, slowly drifting toward the nest. To claim its spoils? Anger flared in Valeria’s heart. What had the blue dragon done to deserve this attack?

      There wouldn’t be much she could do against a dragon, but maybe she could shelter the little dragonet. The hollow wasn’t large, but the dragon might not take notice of them if they stayed very still. She reached over and snatched the baby dragon up. It opened its mouth to cry out and she clamped her fingers down around its snout to stop the cry.

      Stumbling as she carried its weight, Valeria made her way to her little nook and held herself as still as she could. The baby dragon squirmed for a moment but then stopped moving so completely she wondered for a moment if it was in distress. But no, its eyes were wide open. It was staring out toward the nest.

      The red dragon swooped in and landed on the side of the ledge. Its right side was turned toward her, and Valeria saw its eye had suffered serious damage from a claw. The red had its good eye facing out away from the mountain. Probably alert for another attack. But that meant it couldn’t see well toward the cliff face. Hope sprang in her chest. They might survive this yet.

      The red leaned in toward the nest, sniffing the other eggs. Then it opened its mouth, leaned in toward the nearest, and closed its teeth down around the egg. The shell shattered as the red’s mouth clamped down, sending shards scattering across the ledge.

      Another egg was hatching. Cracks spread across its surface. The red watched the egg as the cracks continued to grow. Then it leaned in and bit down, same as it had on the first egg.

      Fury and rage swelled in Valeria’s heart. She’d never felt so impotent! More than anything she wanted to hurt that red, to chase it off, make it stop. But there was nothing she could do to stop it. It ate the third egg as well, and then the fourth.

      No more eggs left. Would it leave, now? Valeria held her breath, hoping. The red sniffed around the nest like it was looking for more food. It smelled the dead soldier then turned away. Apparently that wasn’t what it wanted for its dinner.

      At last its snout came around to the broken eggshell her hatchling had been inside. It lay where the dragonet had exited, several large chunks of shell marking the spot. The red dragon sniffed the shell, taking deep inhalation’s through its snout. Then its head went up. It looked first away from the cliff.

      But then it turned to face directly toward her.

      Valeria felt again like she couldn’t move. The red dragon snorted, smoke boiling from its nose. Then it stalked toward her and the baby dragon she held.

      The dragonet struggled free from her hold and took a step toward the massive red. It opened its mouth and gave a short but loud squawk. The red dragon eyed the baby then all at once its head rushed in, jaws wide, teeth snapping shut.

      Valeria thought the little one was done for, but the red hadn’t struck to kill. Its teeth closed only inches away from the dragonet. It wanted the dragonet’s fear, not just its flesh. Somehow that got past the terror locking Valeria’s limbs in place.

      She knew about people who wanted others to fear them. There were always human beings like that in the world. Probably always had been. Valeria guessed that perhaps the same was true of dragons. But she hadn’t tolerated that from people, and she was damned sure not going to put up with it from a dragon, either!

      In one fluid motion she nocked an arrow and fired. A second arrow was on its way to her bow before the first impacted. The first shot deflected off the red’s scaled snout, but that got it to turn its head, veering away from her, which exposed the wounded around near its right eye. Valeria’s second shot sank into the scales just under the eye.

      The red dragon opened its mouth and roared, the volume enough to break through her hearing loss and shake the very stones beneath her feet. It clawed at its face and hammered its tail against the cliff face. Rocks rained down.

      She’d hurt it! Good enough. Maybe it shouldn’t have picked on someone helpless. Valeria doubted it would learn the intended lesson, but it was worth giving anyway. She readied another arrow.

      The red stomped down hard in its anger and pain. Almost like slow motion, the rock ledge began breaking up. First cracks ran along the ledge, then chunks of it fell away. Valeria let her arrow fly and then reached out to grab the dragonet without even watching where her shot landed. If the ledge broke apart they’d both fall to their deaths, but the little nook in the cliff might be enough to shelter them.

      Still holding the dragon, Valeria leaned back against the cliff. More rocks rained down, pelting her with sand, gravel, and debris. A stone the size of a fist rained down and struck her head, leaving her dizzy. A warm wetness spread down her forehead from the wound.

      Valeria sheltered the dragon as best she could, trying to keep it from being hurt. Eventually the rain of rocks stopped. She looked up.

      The ledge was entirely gone. Only a tiny outcrop remained, not enough to stand on. Her niche had turned into a perch. If she moved more than a few inches they’d both tumble to their deaths below.

      Cool air brushed against her back, rustling her hair. Valeria looked behind her and saw the crack she’d worked on widening was now much larger. It was big enough to fit through, if she squeezed a little.

      A warmer wind swept in from outside. The red dragon was circling, coming back around toward her. It didn’t look happy. Exposed as she was, a simple swipe with a tail or small blast of flame would end her life.

      She didn’t know what was inside the fissure, but whatever it was couldn’t be worse than what she faced outside! Valeria shoved the baby dragon through the crack and then slipped inside herself. The last thing she saw before she managed to get herself entirely inside was the red dragon’s open mouth, closing in fast. Red fire was blooming from its throat. It had seen what she was up to and meant to cook her inside the crack!

      The space was small, barely large enough for her and the dragon to both sit. But in the back, the little cave turned downward at an angle like a tube. There was no way to tell what lay down there, but no time to be cautious about it either! Valeria grabbed the small dragon and dove forward into the tube as flames gushed into the space behind her.

      Her descent was fast enough that the dragon-fire never reached her, although she felt its heat. The tube dropped at too steep an angle for her to slow their progress, though. It was damp and slick enough to continue carrying them down despite her best efforts to stop.

      Then all at once the tube was gone. The rock on all sides vanished. All Valeria could see was darkness, but she felt the wind against her face picking up speed as she clung desperately to the baby dragon.

      They were falling through darkness with no way to tell where the bottom of their fall might be.
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      Wind rushed past Valeria’s face. That was the only sense she had of their fall. The space around her was completely dark. To her eyes, they were floating in a vast empty space, but she knew better. They were tumbling through open air and already moving quickly enough that they’d never survive the impact with whatever waited at the bottom.

      Valeria’s fingers were wrapped in a death-grip on her bow with one hand while she clung to the baby dragon with the other. She didn’t want to let either out of her grasp, sure she’d never find them again if she did. The security of keeping her weapon near or the only other living thing close might be an illusion, but it was all she had.

      The dragonet wriggled in her arm, desperately trying to pull free from her grasp. Valeria was half tempted to let it go. Holding on wasn’t doing either of them much good, but at the same time she didn’t want the little dragon to be alone when it died. Or to be alone, when death came for her. But it persisted, finally clawing partway loose.

      It spread its wings. She felt them flutter past her face and wanted to laugh. Probably some sort of instinctive response to falling, but she’d seen how small the baby dragon’s wings were. They wouldn’t be enough to stop either of them from plummeting to their doom.

      Then the wings began to glow, softly at first but with growing brilliance. Valeria could see again! The light bounced off rock walls not so far away — but just far enough to be entirely out of reach. She wasn’t sure if it was better or worse now that she could track the progress of their fall.

      But as she watched the rocks, she noticed something odd. They weren’t speeding by with the same speed they had before. It was like they were slowing down, but that was impossible! She looked at the dragon she held, its eyes locked tight shut like it was concentrating. The dragon’s wings glowed like bright white torches, each rib running along the wings glowing with its own internal fire.

      It might be impossible, but it was still happening. Somehow the dragon was slowing their fall. Oh, they were still dropping at a good clip, but nowhere near as fast as they had been. She began to hope they might just survive this after all.

      A glance down gave her the glimpse of something shining, a reflection of the dragon’s wing-lights. It was too hard to tell what it was at first. Valeria kept her eyes locked on the ground. If she could find something that would break their fall, maybe she could keep them both alive? But all she saw were small spots of reflection, growing as they continued to drop. It looked like a smooth surface of some kind.

      Then the ground came rushing up and Valeria tucked her knees a little, hoping to take some of the impact out of the fall. She waited for the bone-crushing pain of crashing into the ground, but it never came. Instead, her legs went right through the surface, and her body followed.

      Water! She’d fallen into a pool of water. For a moment Valeria was confused about which way led back to the surface and air. She opened her eyes and saw the dragonet’s light, then swam like mad toward the light. The dragon’s legs thrashed as she got close. They almost knocked her back down into the deeper water.

      Panicking, Valeria pushed up harder. She broke the surface with a gasp, sucking in deep breaths of air. The dragon was beside her in the water, paddling around.

      Then it unfurled its wings again. They flashed brightly once more. A flap, and it was aloft! She tracked its progress through the air a little ways, but then it lost altitude. It was going down!

      Valeria saw it collide with the water a dozen meters away, but then the light went out. There was no more sign of the dragon or much of anything else. She couldn’t hear anything, and her primary sense, that of sight, was useless in the utter darkness that fell.

      The water was deep and cold. Her body was already feeling chilly as the liquid around her sucked heat away. Valeria could swim, but in which direction? There was no way to tell where the pool ended, and she could only swim for so long before the cold and exhaustion would take her.

      Toward the dragon, that was the most sensible option. She took broad strokes through the water toward where she’d last seen it. If she could find the dragon again, maybe they could help each other.

      But she traveled more than the dozen meters without seeing a sign of the dragonet. In the darkness it would have been easy to swim past it, or maybe it drowned after it fell. She wasn’t even certain she was swimming the right way. For all Valeria knew, she could be going in circles. There was nothing to guide her.

      She stopped swimming and began treading water again. There had to be some way out of this trap! It wasn’t enough to just react. She needed to think. How could she tell where the shore was?

      Well, assuming it was a shore, there ought to be a sloping surface rising toward it. Of course, it was possible the pool was like a bowl with a flat bottom and straight sides, but worrying about that wouldn’t do her any good.

      Valeria took as deep a breath as she could and dove for the bottom. She swam quickly, pushing her way down with strong strokes. When she thought she was going to have to give up and return to the surface, her hand brushed fine sand and smooth stone. There was a bottom!

      Hurriedly she felt around on the bottom, trying to figure out of there was a pattern to it. It seemed like there was a slight upward slope in one direction. Was it a way out of the water, or just her mind playing tricks on her? She didn’t know, but she was out of air. Pushing off hard on the bottom with her feet, Valeria shot back toward the surface.

      As she rose, she was careful to keep track of which direction the slope went. When she breached the surface, she started swimming in that direction. It seemed the best bet.

      But soon she was shivering with the cold, barely able to keep her limbs moving with enough force to drive her forward. How much farther away could it be? She began to wonder if the slope had been a trick of her mind. Diving a second time, Valeria’s fingers brushed sand again much more quickly. The water was shallower! She could almost stand.

      With renewed energy, she pushed ahead. Another dozen strokes brought her into water shallow enough that her feet could touch. Shaking with exhaustion and relief, she staggered the rest of the way to shore.

      The shore wasn’t much, just rough rock hewn away by the passing of water over the years. But it was dry, and as Valeria lay down to rest she thought she’d never been happier to lay on a big rock.
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      As she lay there Valeria realized that she could see a little bit of the place around her. At first she thought it was just her eyes adjusting, but there was the faintest of glows coming from the waterline.

      Curious, she rose and peered into the water. Little plants grew in the shallows. The light was coming from them! Valeria had never seen plants glow before, but then she’d never been in a place like this before, either. All the rules she thought she knew about life might be upside-down here.

      Even that dim light was enough to give her a little illumination of the shore, such as it was. The rough rock continued in both directions as far as she could see along the lake. But she couldn’t see far away from the waterline. The darkness pressed in if she took more than a few steps away from the water, and there was no sign of anything out there except the void.

      It made her feel exposed and in danger. Some sense tickled the back of her mind and she scurried back toward the water where at least she’d see if something monstrous came calling before it ate her.

      No, she wasn’t helpless! The bow was in one piece. Valeria wasn’t sure what kind of shape the string was in after so long a soaking. It was waxed, but it had never been intended for so long a submersion. She took a few experimental pulls on the weapon, and it seemed sound. But she knew it could break. Probably at the worst possible time.

      Besides, she only had three arrows left. Maybe she shouldn’t have spent so many during the earlier stages of this misadventure, but what was done was done. There was no way to go back and cry over spilt arrows. She’d have to make do with what she had.

      What she needed most was to get a feel for the lay of the land, so to speak. She had to get out of this cave, get back outside. Her parents needed her. They were probably worried sick, assuming she’d been taken by the soldiers. Escaping this place was the first step to getting home again.

      She reached into the water and scooped up a few of the softly glowing plants. They retained their glow even after she took them out of the water! It wasn’t a torch or lantern, but it would do in a pinch. Taking out one of her arrows and a bit of cord from her pack, Valeria tied the plants to the arrowhead. Then she went and collected more of the stuff until she had a decent-sized bundle and tied it on as well.

      The little creation cast light. Not a ton, but it was something. Holding it high over her head, it created enough illumination that she was able to see the ground a few feet around where she stood. It was something.

      She reached back into the water and grabbed another handful of the plants. Those she kept in her hand. She dropped one near the shore. It continued glowing as it lay on the rock.

      Satisfied, Valeria took several steps away from the water. Then she dropped another bit of glowing plant. Those would help her find her way back to water. There was no telling how big the cavern was, and if she got lost out there she’d be in worse trouble.

      As ready as she could be, Valeria set off away from the pool.

      The darkness made it hard to move quickly. There were stone spikes rising from the floor here and there. The shortest reached her knees, but the tallest towered over her. Avoiding them made the way tough going. She continued to drop bits of plant as she walked, glancing back periodically to ensure they were still lighting the way back.

      Eventually she came to a cave wall. The wall was made of the same rough rock as the floor. It rose straight up for at least as far as she could see.

      Setting the makeshift torch down for a moment, Valeria tested the wall to see if she could climb it. She didn’t think climbing all the way back to the top was practical. They’d fallen much too far. But there could be other cave outlets that she might be able to see if she climbed up even a bit.

      The stone scrubbed skin off her hands, and she gave up the climb after a few attempts. It was rough to the touch and cut at her skin like sandpaper, but it lacked handholds for her to grab onto. Climbing wasn’t an option.

      That left circling along the wall looking for a passage of some kind. Literally anything would do. Valeria figured she’d try just about any path that showed itself.

      But the light of her torch was beginning to dim! She reached up and felt the matted plants bound to the arrowhead. They were drying out and losing light fast. Like it or not, it was time to go back to the water.

      She turned back the way she’d come. Like her torch, the little plants she’d left as a trail were fading, the light leaving them. She’d need to hurry if she wanted to make it back to the lake before the trail vanished.

      A little light off to her right caught her eye. What was it? A reflection of her torch? Yes, it flickered as she moved the arrow and its light around. Just a reflection.

      No, it was two reflections. Sitting side by side. Like eyes.

      Then the lights blinked.

      Valeria held her breath. Was it the dragon? She didn’t think so. The dragonet’s eyes wouldn’t be that high off the ground. This was some other creature, watching her in the darkness. She backed away, wanting to fly like demons were chasing her. That would only encourage whatever it was to give chase.

      Instead Valeria forced her feet to move slowly backward, taking one step at a time away from the waiting eyes. She continued backing away until the last of the reflection faded from her view. Then she turned and ran, fleeing away from the darkness back toward the limited security of the shore.

      Something was out there. Whatever it was, it was big enough to be a threat, and those eyes didn’t look friendly. They belonged to a predator, one that now knew she existed. Valeria had a feeling this wasn’t the last she’d be seeing of that animal, whatever it was.

      The shore was as she’d left it. There was no sign of any monsters creeping up on her, and in the dim light of the aquatic plants she’d at least see an attacker before it was on top of her. She put her back up against one of the larger stalagmites and locked her gaze outward on the darkness.

      Valeria was determined to stay awake as long as it took. If she fell asleep it would be the perfect time for a predator to strike. But she was exhausted, worn out physically and emotionally but the events of the day. Trying to keep her eyes open was a losing battle, and eventually she fell into a fitful sleep filled with dreams of darkness and monsters.
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      She woke with a start, terrified for a moment that something had come upon her in her sleep. But no, there was nothing out there. Just the same empty void as before, and the same pale light from the water.

      Waking brought another sensation back. Valeria’s stomach grumbled, reminding her how many hours it had been since she last ate.

      Water was easy. There was more of it in the lake than she’d ever drink, and it tasted fresh. She filled her belly with the cool liquid.

      Food was going to be a much bigger problem. There was a little food in her bag, but she hadn’t planned on being stuck in a cave when she packed. Out in the woods she could hunt for food. Down in this place, what was there to hunt?

      The plants might be edible, but they looked a little bit too much like fungus for her taste. Some mushrooms were bad. There was no way to tell if these glowing plants were safe or not.

      Valeria ate a quick meal, still unable to get the sight of those eyes out of her head. Whatever that had been, she was sure it meant bad news for her. Getting out was going to mean leaving the lake shore, but if that thing was out there waiting in the shadows, she’d have to face it again. Whatever it was.

      There was precious little of her food left, but thinking about the lake gave Valeria an idea. She had a bow and a few arrows. If there were plants in the lake, maybe there were fish as well?

      Worth a shot. Valeria fished the rest of her twine out of her bag and split it into two bits. One, she tied to a small bundle of the glowing plants. Then she tied the other string to an arrow on one end and her bow on the other. The string would throw off her aim, but she couldn’t risk losing an arrow.

      The water was as cold as she remembered. Wading back out into the stuff was no fun at all. She’d just gotten dry! But the thought of fresh food was enough to encourage her to try anyway.

      Her left hand held her bow, an arrow already nocked. Her right held the other string. With a gentle gesture she tossed it out into the water and swirled it around. A moving light would maybe attract something to come after it.

      But time passed and there was no sign of a fish, let alone one hunting for her glowing lure. Valeria was cold and tired. Standing in knee-deep water waiting for a fish to show up when she didn’t even know if there were any fish wasn’t her idea of a good time!

      Just as she was about to give up, a flash of white in the water near her lure got her attention. She froze. Was it a fish? Gently, with tiny movements, she jiggled the lure. This time, the fish came in and nibbled at the plant. It wasn’t huge, but it was large enough to be a decent meal.

      Valeria laid the lure string down in the water, careful not to make more than the smallest ripple. Then she drew back her bowstring, aimed, and fired.

      The arrow leaped from her weapon and slammed into the water. There was a splash, water rising up as the fish thrashed for a moment while she hauled in the line. It was already almost dead by the time she had it in her hands. Best of all, the arrow was still fine. She could do this again.

      Another day, perhaps. For now she was chilled and wanted to get warm and dry again. A fire would be just the thing, and would let her cook the fish as well.

      Once she was on the shore again Valeria looked around and realized the cave was missing yet another thing she would have had above ground. There were no trees, which meant no wood for a fire.

      She plopped the fish down on the stone and sat to think. Why hadn’t she considered cooking the stupid fish before she’d gone after it? Valeria eyed the cold, dead animal. The idea of eating it raw was distasteful, but so was hunger. She’d end up eating raw fish before starving to death, if she couldn’t find another way to cook it.

      A pair of eyes staring at her from the darkness caught her attention. For a moment Valeria thought it was the beast she’d seen in the darkness stalking her. She rose to her feet, drawing an arrow to her bow. Then the eyes came a few steps closer, into the dim light.

      It was the baby dragon! It had survived after all. She’d hoped it might have, but after seeing its light vanish and then not finding it again, she’d feared it might have died in the water. But there it was. The cute little monster was staring at her. It crooned a soft but deep note.

      Valeria tried to copy the note and sing it back. The dragon repeated it again.

      What was it trying to say? It was a newborn. Valeria remembered how the mother dragon had gathered food for her hatchlings. She’d been one of the food objects, and had no intention of being eaten. But the baby dragon was probably hungry. Maybe it liked fish?

      She looked longingly at what was going to be her dinner, thinking of how long she’d had to stand in the cold water to catch it. If she gave the fish away she’d have to do that again. But it felt wrong to just let the little dragon starve. Whether it meant to or not, its wings had saved them both from dying in the fall.

      Valeria reached down and picked up the fish. She held it out to the dragon.

      It cocked its head sideways, then scampered a step away. Valeria was confused. It had to be starving. Why run away from the offered dinner? She took a step toward the dragon, but it backed away.

      It was staring at her bow, she realized! The little dragon must have seen her use it against the red dragon. It had learned the bow was a weapon. Valeria blinked. Just how smart were these things?

      Everyone thought the dragons were dumb beasts. Powerful beasts, capable of ripping entire towns to shreds. But just dangerous animals. If even a baby dragon was able to recognize a bow as a threat after seeing it in action just once, though? That implied a level of intelligence.

      Careful not to make any sudden moves, Valeria set the bow aside. Then she took a step away from her weapon and held the fish out to the dragon.

      It glanced at the bow, then at the fish. Then at the bow again. Finally it stared back at Valeria, looking into her eyes. It crooned a questioning note at her.

      Food, she signed with her free hand. Food for you.

      The dragon watched her hand move, tilting its head sideways again as her fingers went through the sign motions. She repeated what she’d said and held the fish out toward the dragon again.

      All at once it rushed in at her. Valeria tried to take a step back, but it closed more quickly than she could possibly react. Dragon teeth closed around the fish. A quick jerk of the dragonet’s head pulled its catch free from her fingers. Then just as fast, the dragonet rushed off into the darkness again, vanishing from view.

      Valeria was left alone again. She laughed at herself, giving up her food for the dragon. But she could go catch another. Besides, she had a feeling that the dragonet would be back again. She waded out into the lake again, this time intending to catch two fish before she returned to shore so that she’d be ready when the little beast did return.
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      The third fish she caught was a lot bigger than the first two. It was so large it almost pulled the bow right out of her hand with its struggles to get away. She hung onto the bow, but slipped on the lake bed instead, falling face first into the water. By the time she waded back to shore — with both fish, despite that last one’s best efforts at escape! — Valeria was once again soaked to the bone, weary, and chilled.

      Her thoughts went immediately back to building a fire both to warm herself and cook the fish. She had a flint and steel, but no wood or even tinder. She could burn the bag, even use some of her clothing to start a fire, but she needed those things. They wouldn’t burn very long, anyway. But while Valeria was fishing she’d come up with another idea.

      The clump of seaweed from her makeshift torch had continued to dry while she slept. It was still the smallest bit soggy, but most of it was dry enough that it might just catch. Valeria felt around in the near-dark until she found a small hollow in the stone. Then she untied the weeds and placed them inside.

      Her hands were shaking as she tried to strike the flint and steel together. At first it wouldn’t even throw a spark. She couldn’t keep her grip on the two tools steady enough to get them to strike properly. A deep, calming breath later, she was able to focus well enough. This time, she got a spark. It drifted down to the weeds and went out.

      Valeria sighed. No, this couldn’t just be easy, not even this one thing. That would be asking too much. She rolled her eyes and went back to striking more sparks. But each one went out as soon as it touched the damp seaweed. There must still be too much moisture in the plants for the sparks to catch. Which meant cold fish for dinner. She grimaced, not looking forward to the idea.

      When she looked up from her project, she found herself staring into the eyes of the young dragon.

      It was only a few feet away, staring at her from across her makeshift fire pit. The dragon crooned a soft sound at her, so high pitched it was almost out of the range she could hear at all.

      Valeria sang back to the dragon, bemused that it was again trying to speak to her, and thrilled that after all these years with barely any sound in her life that now she had something she could hear again. That, more than anything else, made the presence of the dragonet precious to her.

      It sang again, the same note as before. She realized it was looking at her hands. No, at what she held in her hands! She struck the flint and steel together which dropped another spark. The light from the spark seemed to interest the dragon, and it sang the same note again.

      She crooned it back.

      The dragon inhaled deeply. Valeria realized what was about to happen right before the dragon exhaled, blasting a small burst of flames from its mouth down onto the patch of half-dry seaweed. What was left of the moisture evaporated in an instant, and the stuff lit with a sullen orange flame.

      Valeria grabbed some more seaweed and placed it on top of the fire. It wouldn’t last long. She speared the smaller fish with her arrow and stuck it over the flames. The dragon watched all this activity with curious eyes, like it was soaking in every movement she made. While the fish was cooking, she brought her attention back to her little companion.

      It had sung that note when she lit sparks. When she sang it back, it used its fire breath. Was that note like a word? Did the dragons have language? That seemed impossible, but she’d already gleaned they were much more intelligent than her people knew. What if they could speak as well?

      She sang the note to the dragon. It spat out a little burst of fire, looking pleased with itself. Valeria smiled back — she couldn’t help but feel happy, no matter how dire their circumstances might be. The dragon was teaching her to speak its language!

      How had it learned to speak its people’s songs already? It had just hatched, after all. But Valeria had seen brand newborn horses understand their mothers immediately after birth. Perhaps some language was inherent. All human babies made similar sounds, after all.

      In the end she supposed it didn’t matter how the baby dragon knew, just that it did. If Valeria could learn to speak its tongue, they could communicate with each other. Then she eyed the dragon’s claws. Like a human, it had five digits on each claw, and the fingers were fairly flexible. On impulse, Valeria set down the arrow so that the fish was still heating and held her hands up in front of her, palms toward her. Then she moved her hands up and down, waggling her fingers. It was the sign for fire. While she made the sign, she crooned the dragon word for fire.

      The dragonet looked at her curiously. It spat out a little ball of flame. Then it sang the word. Valeria was still making the sign with her hands. The dragon sat back on its haunches and raised its own claws, then moved them in a rough approximation of her sign.

      Valeria was elated. She wanted to jump and shout with joy, but held it in so as not to scare the dragon away again. Instead she reached back for the other fish. It was the big one, the one that had made her take a tumble out in the water. The fish she’d promised herself would be dinner. But the dragon was probably hungry too, and she would have enough to eat with the fish cooking in front of her.

      She held the fish in front of her. Then she turned her other hand thumb up and made a motion like a fish swimming. She held out the fish, then made the sign again.

      The dragon seemed to understand at once. It made the same sign with its claw and sang a new note for her, one she hadn’t heard before. Valeria tried to sing the note back to the dragon, but it blew smoke at her and then repeated the sound. She mustn’t have gotten it right! More carefully this time, she sang the word back to the dragon.

      It made the hand sign for fish one more time and then looked pleadingly at her. Valeria laughed and handed the fish over to the hungry creature. She looked down at her meal. It was fairly cooked, and the fire was guttering out. Feeling much better about the idea of warm food instead of raw fish, and ecstatic that she was able to teach and learn a new words with the dragon, she pulled her dinner loose from the arrow and tore into it with the same abandon her new friend was showing with its own meal.
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      Valeria woke with a start, knowing only that something was wrong. She lifted her head from her arms and looked around wildly, for a moment not sure where she was. Everything that had happened over the past day came crashing back at once. The dragon! Where was it? When she’d fallen asleep the baby dragon was curled up beside her.

      Now it stood a short distance away, staring into the darkness. The dragon’s wings were at full brilliance, furled outward like little sails and casting bright light in all directions. It was making some sort of noise, too. Valeria could just barely hear it, whatever it was. The pitch was higher than the dragon’s usual deep tones, so it was barely audible to her.

      Whatever had alarmed the dragon was probably a threat to her as well. Recalling the eyes she’d seen in the darkness when she explored the cave, Valeria reached for her bow. Only two good arrows left. She couldn’t trust the one she’d used for fishing and cooking the fish to still fly right. She brought one of those precious shafts to her bowstring and stood up, ready for whatever might come at them from the darkness.

      She raised her bow, staring off in the same direction as the dragon. What was it sensing out there that she couldn’t? Beyond the small space illuminated by its wings, Valeria couldn’t see anything at all. It was like the light was simply swallowed up by the darkness in the cave.

      A flicker of motion caught her eye. She raised her bow, watching carefully. There! She saw it again, just for a moment. Not long enough to risk a shot, but there was definitely something out there. Then she saw the eyes again, two pools of color reflecting back the dragon’s illumination. Valeria drew back her bowstring and aimed.

      Before she could shoot, the dragon took action of its own. It opened its mouth wide and spat a blast of fire toward the eyes. Light from the flames highlighted the creature facing them for a brief flash. It was bigger than her, covered with fur, and had long teeth. Whatever it was walked on four legs. The flame singed it as the animal dodged sideways to avoid the blast. The smell of burnt hair reached Valeria’s nose.

      Her dragon friend stood on guard another minute or so, staring out into the dark. Then it folded its wings back in. The brightness faded down to a dim glow. Valeria lowered her bow as the dragon turned back to her, singing a note she remembered the mother dragon saying when the red dragon attacked. Was that their word for a predator? Or just for danger in general? She went with the assumption that it meant danger.

      There were a few signs she could use for that. Valeria opted for the one-handed version she knew and made a claw of two fingers with her right hand and moved them up and down. At the same time, she made the same sound the dragon had.

      It copied her hand motion, just like it had before. She smiled. They were talking, really talking! She sat down, feeling more assured that the dragon would sense their stalker if it came calling again. Besides, it had a taste of dragon fire now. How likely was it to come looking for another fight?

      Valeria picked up a rock off the ground and held it up so the dragon could see it. She set her bow down and enclosed the rock in her left fist, sticking her thumb out. Making an identical fist with her right hand, she tapped the top of her left fist with the knuckles of her right.

      The dragon sang a note to her. She sang it back, tapping her hands together again. The dragon made the sign for rock back to her. Growing more excited, Valeria looked around for something else she could teach it. They were on their way to having an actual conversation!

      Valeria pointed to herself and made the sign for woman. Then she showed the dragon the name sign she used for herself. Pointing to herself again, she repeated the signs. The dragon seemed to get the idea that she was talking about herself. It crooned a song note and pointed at her. Was that the word for human?

      Putting her palm face down in front of her mouth, Dana moved the hand away while wiggling her fingers. Then she pointed at the dragon and repeated the sign. The dragon in turn made the sign and then pointed back at itself. It canted its head sideways a bit like it was asking her a question. Valeria nodded, pointing at the dragon one more time and making the sign.

      She was getting tired of calling her new friend ‘it’ and ‘dragon’. Valeria didn’t know enough about dragon anatomy to tell for certain, but her hunch said the dragon was male. Until she figured out otherwise, she’d start thinking about it as a he. He still needed a name, though! His brilliant blue color looked like the sapphire on her mother’s ring. That might do for a name, but Valeria didn’t have a word for that stone.

      That was fine. A name sign should be something unique anyway. Valeria thought for a moment then merged the sign for diamond with the sign for blue, and made the motion with her hand. Then she pointed at the dragon.

      He seemed confused at first. Then he made the sign for dragon and pointed at himself. Valeria nodded, repeated the sign, and pointed at him. Thinking quickly, she took a bit of burned seaweed and sketched a crude dragon on the stone floor. He looked down at it, then back at her.

      Valeria made the sign for dragon again, first pointing to him, then made it again and pointed to the drawing. Then she showed him the name sign she’d made, and stabbed her finger toward him three times, emphasizing it. This time he seemed to understand. He repeated his name sign and pointed at himself.

      He was smart! How many words would he be able to learn? Valeria had never heard of any animal learning sign language before. That meant Sapphire was brighter than dogs, cats, or any other animal she’d run into. She wondered if the dragons thought her people were just dumb animals, too. If they could learn to speak to one another, maybe they could learn to co-exist as well.

      Sapphire was making another sign at her, singing a word at the same time. Fish.

      Hungry? she signed back.

      Fish. He signed twice more, then sang the note. Fish.

      OK, I get the idea, she signed. He didn’t know those words yet, but it was important to immerse him in the language so he could learn from context. She knew that from her own experience. Until her parents had learned sign language and begun using it all the time around her, Valeria’s progress had been slow.

      She got back to her feet and fetched the bow plus the fishing arrow. Going back out into the water for food wasn’t going to be fun, but she had two mouths to feed now. She slung her bag over her shoulder to store fish she caught and waded back out into the cool water.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Thirteen

          

        

      

    

    
      The water was no warmer than the last time she’d waded in. Valeria shivered a bit. She placed her feet carefully with each step. Another dunking was the last thing she needed, even if there was the bonus of now having an ally who could dry her out quickly.

      Was Sapphire an ally or a friend? It was hard to read what went on inside the dragon’s head. He was still so strange to her in most ways, despite their growing shared vocabulary. With a cat, she would know if it was annoyed by watching its ears and tail. Valeria felt sure dragons had a similar set of body language. She just didn’t know how to read it yet.

      It could well be that Sapphire was helping her because he needed help. They were stuck in this cave together and there was at least one hostile animal out there that thought they’d make a nice snack. It made sense for them to cooperate.

      But what about after they got out? Valeria was determined that there would be an ‘after’, and she wasn’t willing to let thoughts to the contrary intrude. No matter how much she might fear that she’d never escape this place. She grimaced, pushing the unwelcome thought away again. Once they got out, would Sapphire still be her friend? He was a dragon, and dragons were dangerous. That’s what she’d always been told, anyway.

      Supposedly there had been a war, a long time ago. Back when people lived in the massive ruins scattered about the land, they’d battled against the dragons. It wasn’t hard to figure out who won. Dragons controlled the air and the peaks, while humans nested in underground caverns or deep beneath the shelter of thick forests. The war had been so long before Valeria’s time that no one alive even recalled knowing anyone who’d witnessed it happen. That meant there was probably as much legend as there was truth around it.

      She cast her lure out and readied her bow, settling down for a long wait. The fish would come when they came. It might be quite a while before something flitted past her glowing lure. Her feet were cold and growing colder, but Valeria steeled herself against the chill, keeping her body as still as possible so she didn’t disturb the water.

      After a while she wondered if they’d perhaps already eaten every fish in the underground lake. She knew that couldn’t be true. There had to be more than two fish in there. But none of them were coming her way. Valeria sighed, hoping she would find something for the two of them to eat. They couldn’t go without food for too long. Sapphire especially. He was just a baby and would need regular meals.

      Little splashes dotted the water not far from her. Lots of them! The ripples and drops came closer. It was like the answer to her prayers. Not just one or two fish, but a whole school of them! They jumped from the water in their haste to swim in her direction. All she needed to do was wait until the slowed down a bit and she’d nail one of them with an arrow. There were so many targets she could hardly miss.

      But they didn’t slow as they approached. Not one of them even hesitated at her lure. They rushed past her legs through the water, their bodies creating eddies around her boots, the tails of more than a few slapping at her calves as they darted past her. Heading for where? The shallows? She wondered what they were up to, but they’d be even easier to catch near the edge of the lake.

      Sapphire trilled a loud note from the shore. She glanced over her shoulder at the dragon, almost losing her grip on the bow. He stood at the water’s edge, wings open and glowing. He sang the note a second time. What had that one meant? It wasn’t fish…

      Danger! Sapphire sang again. Valeria stumbled backward a step, looking around for the source of the danger. She’d learned to trust the dragon’s senses.

      A ripple streamed through the water toward her. It was a long ripple, one that moved back and forth like a snake would travel through the grass. She took another step away from it, but whatever it was, it was closing in on her quickly. A predator of some sort? It would explain why all the fish had fled past her.

      Time to get out of the water. Way past time. Valeria lowered her aim and sloshed backward as quickly as she could through the knee-deep water while still watching the ripple come closer. Then the fish, or snake, or whatever it was swam past her lure, briefly revealing itself. It looked like a snake but swam like a fish, and it was longer than she stood tall. Something about the way it moved through the water struck a primal chord deep inside her.

      Valeria’s backward steps turned into a panicked rush. She had to get out of the water before that thing got to her! So great was her hurry that she stumbled over something behind her. Then a foot slid on the slick rock. With a splash she was down on her back.

      Her head went underwater for the briefest moment before she thrust herself back to the surface, gasping for air. The monster had to be closing in still. Somehow she didn’t think the splash from her fall was going to deter it. Valeria pushed hard on the rock surface beneath her, rose to a sitting position, and tried to get back to her feet. Before she could stand, the fish-snake struck.

      Its head came partway out of the water, rising high enough that she could see beady black eyes set on either side of a long snout filled with sharp teeth. What the hell was the thing? It lunged forward at her leg. Valeria jerked the limb out of the way and the fish got a mouthful of her boot instead.

      The thing twisted, jerking its entire body over in a roll. The rock was too slick for Valeria to brace against the quick movement. With the fish’s jaws locked on her ankle, she was rolled over along with the fish, her head plunged back under the water.

      Valeria shoved up hard against the bottom with both hands, taking in a gulp of air as her head came up. The thing still had her boot! She lashed out with her free leg and kicked it hard in the head, but it wouldn’t let go. Instead it yanked, dragging her off her arms. Her head was only under the surface for a second before she came back up for air. But to Valeria’s horror she realized it had dragged her a meter further from shore during the struggle. Worse, the water was noticeably deeper already.

      If it carried her out much further, she wouldn’t be able to get air. The fish would drown her. She kicked it a second time, driving her foot against it as hard as she could. It still didn’t budge. Since the kicks weren’t doing much good, she put her foot down on the lakebed until it found traction on the stone. Then she strained to hold her position while the fish struggled to drag her into deeper water.

      Her bow! But she’d dropped it when she fell the first time. Valeria saw it floating in the water a meter away. It was so close that she felt like she could almost reach out and touch it, but the truth was it might as well be a hundred kilometers away.

      Another yank on her foot and she slipped a little deeper. Valeria thrashed, desperately trying to fight against the fish, but she was still losing ground. The water was waist-deep on her already, and the further out the thing dragged her, the less she could resist its pull.
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      Valeria thrashed in the water, struggling to keep afloat. All at once the water’s surface lit up like daylight. She wasn’t sure what was happening at first. Then she heard Sapphire’s trilling song from overhead. The dragon was coming to help her!

      He blasted fire down at the fish, but the water didn’t let his flames reach deep enough to hurt it. Sapphire flew back and forth overhead. He seemed hesitant to enter the water. Valeria could understand why! She’d give just about anything to get her leg free and swim clear of the lake.

      Then Sapphire took the plunge. He dove at the fish, striking with his claws. It jerked hard, pulling Valeria entirely under water. She couldn’t breathe, couldn’t see anything through the bubbles surrounding her and the flash of light overhead. But Sapphire must have wounded the thing attacking her. While it was distracted, she might have a chance.

      She didn’t have her bow anymore, but the quiver was still at her side. Valeria reached down and grabbed for an arrow. They were both still in the quiver. She drew one and held the point like a dagger. Then she bent forward at the waist and stabbed the arrowhead into the fish.

      Over and over she stabbed at it. She was punching through the skin. It felt smooth and almost greasy to her touch, and when it gave way for her weapon there was a distinct sense of pushing into something.

      The fish tightened its grip on her foot in response to her attack. Valeria screamed underwater as the pain ratcheted up in her ankle. She lost most of her precious air. Desperate now to get free so she could take a breath, she stabbed once more, as hard as she could.

      This time she must have hit something vital. The fish convulsed and released her foot. It jerked away from her, snapping the arrowhead off inside itself. Valeria caught a quick image of the fish’s long snout and jagged teeth as it swam past her and darted into deeper water. Her arrow jutted from the space where one of its eyes had been.

      She pushed her way back to the surface and took a deep breath. The shore was so very far away! She wondered how long the fish would be distracted by its injury. Had she chased it off for good? Scanning the surface of the water, she watched for the tell-tale sign of ripples.

      There it was! It had circled clear and was coming back for her. She turned to swim back toward the shallows, Sapphire still flying overhead and singing to her.

      Danger, he sang.

      She knew it already, but the song helped inspire her to more effort as she struggled through the water. A glance over her shoulder told Valeria she wasn’t going to make it. The fish was almost on top of her.

      All at once Sapphire dropped again. This time, his claws grabbed for her shoulders. He hooked his talons on to her so hard it hurt. Instinctively Valeria reached up and grabbed his hind legs, pulling herself up to relieve some of the pressure on her shoulders.

      Sapphire beat his wings hard. They flared to sudden brilliance, lighting everything around them with their glow. Valeria didn’t see how it was possible for so small a creature to lift them both into the sky, but the dragon was doing it! Her waist, then her knees came free from the water.

      The fish-snake thing was almost on top of her. She tucked her feet up, lifting them out of the water. Just in time, as the fish snapped its jaws at her. It missed grabbing her leg again by the barest distance.

      Then she was flying. Sapphire carried them both up to a few meters above the lake’s surface and glided toward shore. His claws still hurt where they dug into her shoulders, but she supported most of her weight with her arms gripping his legs, so it wasn’t too bad. The last time she’d been flying it was hard to enjoy the experience through the terror she’d felt. This time was a little better. She trusted Sapphire to help her, now more than ever.

      The little dragon continued the glide until they were past even the shallowest water. Then he released her. Valeria continued to hang on just a second longer while she put her feet down toward the ground, then she let go as well. She dropped the last half meter to the ground, tucking her knees to take the impact.

      Sapphire came down a few feet away, settling to the ground. The dragon looked exhausted, and no wonder! It wasn’t used to flying much yet, let alone carrying her as well as himself. How had he managed to lift so much weight? Those wings were stronger than they looked, or the bright light had something to do with it. The more he struggled to fly, the brighter his light seemed to be. If the glow was connected to his flight, was it somehow magical?

      So many questions she still needed to answer, but for the moment she had one more thing to do. Much as she hated the idea, she had to go back to the water one more time.

      The lake looked cold and deadly now that she knew a monster waited out there in its depths. The closer she went to the shore, the more her dread grew. Sapphire was becoming agitated as well, singing to her about danger. She nodded to the dragon but didn’t stop her slow approach. Finally she saw what she was seeking. Her bow floated just a few hands from the shore.

      With a few quick steps she rushed out and grabbed the weapon, then dashed back to safety. The bow was drenched but hopefully would still be serviceable once it dried. It had been sealed with oil against rain, the string waxed, but repeated submerging would do damage. She inspected it as she walked away from the water, her feet moving probably more quickly than they really needed to until she was safely away.

      Then Valeria let herself sag to the stone beneath her feet. Sapphire did the same, both of them wiped out from the encounter. It had been such a near thing!

      Sapphire breathed flames onto the rock floor of the cave. At first Valeria wasn’t sure what he was doing. Why use his fire like that?

      Valeria. Fire. No danger, he signed to her.

      He laid down in the patch he’d heated, then rose again and pointed to it. She got the idea and gratefully lay down on the warmed stone. Heat soaked into her chilled muscles, slowly bringing them back to life. The water had been colder than she’d thought, and she was starting to shiver now that her wet body was out of it. But the warmth dispelled the shakes along with the cold. Valeria curled up around herself on the heated patch.

      Then Sapphire lay down next to her, curling his warm body around hers like a cat. She felt the heat radiating from his scales like he was a small furnace. The dragon was probably never bothered by cold at all! He seemed to produce his own heat.

      Between the warmth, her exhaustion from the battle, and the comfort of Sapphire circling her body, Valeria’s eyelids soon grew too heavy to stay open. She closed them, blinked them open again in an effort to stay awake.

      No danger, Sapphire crooned to her. Then he made another sound that Valeria took to mean rest, or sleep.

      She smiled. Her question from before felt answered. Sapphire was more than just an ally. He was her friend, and she’d do whatever she could for him just as he had for her. Together they were much stronger than either of them would be apart.

      Those thoughts chased her into sleep. For the first time since falling into the cave, her rest wasn’t filled with nightmares.
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      When Valeria rose Sapphire was no longer behind her. She looked around, worried for a moment, but then saw him down by the lake shore. He stared out over the water.

      Danger? Valeria sang to him.

      He turned back to her and sang, No danger. No fish.

      She rose from where she’d fallen asleep and wondered how long she’d been out. There was no way to know, not even any way to tell how long she’d been in this dark place. Had it been hours? Days? She had the feeling it was more than a day, but how much more she had no idea.

      The thought of going back into the water fishing terrified her. That killer fish was still out there somewhere. If she went in again, would it come after her? She wasn’t sure she could escape it again this time, if it did.

      No. Danger fish, Valeria said.

      Sapphire looked wistful and sad to her. He had to be hungry. But he replied, Yes.

      Fishing wasn’t going to solve their food problem anymore, not with a monster living in the lake. That made the need to escape this place even more pressing than it had been before. Before, she felt like she could put off exploring for a way out. Their basic needs were all being sustained by the lake, after all. But now the idea of going fishing filled her with dread. The thought of making the trek to explore the cave still made her nervous, but Sapphire could light their way, and Valeria felt sure that together they could fight anything they ran into.

      She eyed her nearly empty quiver. Two arrows left, one of which was scorched and bent. That left one good shaft. There was also her knife, but it was only a hand-span long. It was a tool, not a weapon. Still, it would be something in a pinch.

      Valeria beckoned Sapphire over to her with her hand, then added in the sign for ‘come’. They still had a lot they needed to teach one another about their languages, but they could continue lessons as they explored.

      It’s time to look for a way outside, Valeria signed.

      Sapphire didn’t look like he understood. She tried again, pointing out into the darkness away from the lake. The dragon took a step in that direction then looked back at her. Valeria nodded. She made the sign for light, and tapped his wingtip. Sapphire repeated the sign for light and lit his wings. They cast a soft glow in all directions.

      Valeria nodded, and Sapphire in turn sang the word for light back to her. She smiled at the dragon. If they kept this up, they’d have a working vocabulary in no time!

      Using Sapphire’s light to guide their way, it took little time to find a wall. Once they had that to work with, it was a matter of figuring out which way to go. There didn’t seem to be a difference between the two routes. Valeria took out her knife and etched a huge X in the wall to mark where they’d found it, then turned to her right. Keeping the wall on her left, they set off again.

      Now that she had light, the raw beauty of the cave shined through. Droplets of water glinted from stalagmites and Sapphire’s glow was reflected by hundreds of crystals embedded in the stones around them. In places it looked like the rock had flowed like mud or water, then solidified. In other spots it looked rough and scarred. The cave was full of marvels.

      None of which mattered as much as finding a way out. At long last they hit a smaller cave leading away from the main one. It cut into the wall to her left, diving down and away into darkness.

      Danger? Valeria asked.

      No, Sapphire replied. He started down the tunnel, sniffing around as he went.

      She followed. The walls were close around them now, hemming her in. The rock felt like it was a massive weight bearing her down. In the larger cavern there had been a sense of enormous open space around her, so it hadn’t mattered much that she was underground, but this passage was different. The intensity of the sensations grew until Valeria felt stifled and entombed in the place.

      It didn’t make sense. She’d been in caves before. The caves near her village were where her people went for safety, when anything bad happened. They had supplies inside, weapons, food, and water to keep them all through any dark times. But those caves were familiar and comforting. These ones felt narrow and confined instead.

      Sapphire sang, drawing her back from her thoughts. She looked past the dragon and saw they’d come to the end of the tunnel. Ahead of them the walls grew together, narrowing until they merged. This one was a dead end.

      Valeria’s heart sank. She’d hoped this might be the way out, that they’d somehow found it on the first try. But it was going to take more work than that. How many passages were led off from the main cavern? There could be dozens. It might take days to explore them all, and even then it might turn out that there simply was no way out after all. What would she do then?

      Dejected, the girl turned around and started back up toward the cavern. Sapphire followed behind, singing to her. He at least seemed happy to continue the search, and Valeria tried to draw strength and courage from him.

      They left the tunnel behind them, continuing their search for another passage. Somewhere, there had to be a way out. The fish might have lived in the lake for a very long time, even the predatory one. But the furred animal they’d run into had to have come from someplace outside. It wouldn’t survive in the dark without food for very long.

      No, there was a way out. She just had to keep looking until she found it. In the meantime Valeria kept herself busy by continuing to teach Sapphire sign language. Before long she realized the dragon was doing better at learning her words than she was at learning his songs! The notes he sang for her were gradually becoming more complex, twisting together in ways that she could hear but had difficulty repeating. He proved to be a patient teacher, though, repeating the word as many times as she needed until she got each one right.

      We should stop for rest, Valeria sang.

      Stop soon. Keep walking for now? Smell srreeeeee, Sapphire said.

      She didn’t know that last word. It wasn’t one she knew before. What word mean?

      Srreeeeee. Air. But srreeeeee, Sapphire said. He sniffed the air.

      Valeria inhaled deeply through her nose, trying to see what he was talking about. At first she couldn’t smell anything different. The scent of damp rock was overwhelming. But then she picked up something new, a slightly different smell. She wasn’t quite sure what it was, but it made her think of trees and grass. Her pulse quickened. Was there a way out someplace nearby? Hope lit up her eyes.

      We walk, Valeria agreed.
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      Sapphire led the way through the cavern, his sense of smell driving them both forward. He skipped right past the next tunnel they saw after taking only the smallest sniff of the air. Valeria wondered if it might be best to search each one. Just how good was a dragon’s nose, anyway? But she held her tongue and let him lead the way, hoping he was right.

      The next passage seemed to be the one he was looking for. He went inside without hesitating and started down its length. The tunnel twisted back and forth, and at one point Valeria had to climb up a steep incline. Sapphire simply flew to the top, barely moving his wings at all. To Valeria it looked like his wings were more for steering than for lift.

      She brushed herself off at the top of the climb and gestured for him to continue on his way. Now there was a faint breeze. The smell of loam blew past her nose, mixed with a sharp, pungent odor she couldn’t quite place. The way out had to be close!

      Danger, Sapphire signed.

      She froze in place, looking around. If he was signing, it was because he didn’t want to be heard. They’d mostly been using dragon song to talk to one another.

      He pointed down the passage in the direction they wanted to travel. Valeria sighed. Of course the threat had to be the way they wanted to go. She looked at him.

      Risk danger? Valeria asked in sign.

      Sapphire seemed to consider that for a moment, then nodded. He started down the path again. Valeria took her bow off her shoulder and checked it over, making sure it was as good as it could be under the circumstances. The weapon should hold for at least a few more shots.

      Which would be more than enough. All she had was one more arrow, after all. Hardly an arsenal. If they ran into serious trouble, she wasn’t going to be much help. Her little knife was tucked in her belt where she could grab it quickly in a pinch.

      They went on. The passage widened as they continued, the ground leveling out. The floor was covered with dirt instead of being bare stone. It didn’t look heavily traveled, but here and there Valeria could see scuff marks from the passage of someone or something moving   around in the cave.

      One more corner rounded, and now there was even brighter light coming from somewhere ahead. Daylight! They had to be almost out. Still keeping her bow ready, the arrow on her string, Valeria moved forward. The cave continued to widen, opening into another big space. Nowhere near as large as the cavern with the lake, but it was big enough to have corners drenched in shadows even with Sapphire’s light and the hint of daylight ahead.

      Danger, Sapphire signed again. He pointed at the floor.

      She looked down. A small tuft of fur lay there. Something about that fur...

      It looked the same as the fur on the animal that had stalked them, the one Sapphire had burned! Was this its lair, then? Or just a way for it to travel in and out of the cavern? Her nerves grew taut as she scanned the edges of the room. They had to pass through, but the back of her neck crawled with the sensation she was being watched.

      Sapphire moved alongside her, watchful eyes darting back and forth, taking in everything. Nothing sprang out at them. They’d crossed half the open space and Valeria could see the opening to the outside. It was easily large enough for them both to exit. The light she’d seen was dawn, or sunset. It was hard to tell which without knowing which direction was which. There was just enough light to see it dripping into the cave system.

      All at once Sapphire pounced at Valeria, throwing her to the ground. She smacked face-first into the floor, confused and hurt. Why had he turned on her now? Was their friendship just an alliance of convenience after all? Now that they had a way out, Sapphire didn’t need her anymore?

      Valeria rolled over onto her back, ignoring the blood dripping from her nose. She brought up her bow, ready to defend herself. But Sapphire wasn’t there. He’d shoved her out of the way, and now he was a few paces away, tangled in a struggle with a large, dark-furred creature.

      The predator! It was in the cave after all. Valeria drew back her bow string before realizing her last good arrow had shattered when she fell on it. She pulled the other arrow, consider it. But shooting into the close melee would already be risky. She might hit the dragon by accident even with a flawless arrow. The odds were much worse if she used a damaged one.

      How could she help?

      Sapphire breathed fire, but he couldn’t seem to get his neck craned around properly. The attacker had his head pinned and was slowly working his jaws around close enough to bite down on the dragon’s vulnerable throat.

      That wasn’t going to happen! With a roar of rage Valeria threw herself forward. She slammed the bow down on the predator’s head. It jumped back, opening a maw filled with sharp teeth and lashing its tail back and forth.

      The animal was some sort of huge cat. It was pitch black, with heavy fur. Each paw had sharp claws protruding from it.

      The animal dipped down into a crouch and prepared to spring at her. Valeria moved the bow into a guard position between them, hoping to take the cat’s rush on the weapon.

      Before it could jump, Sapphire was back on it again. His talons raked at the cat, opening new welts along its flank. It lunged at him with its fore paws, slashing out. Sapphire dodged. The cat continued closing, and soon the two were locked together in combat again.

      Valeria cast the bow aside. It wasn’t going to do more than annoy a cat this large. She drew her knife, hoping it would be enough to make a difference. The cat had its back to her. She jumped in, wrapping one arm around the monstrous animal’s neck. With her other arm she stabbed down.

      Remembering how the fish reacted when she hit an eye, she brought her knife down toward its face. Her blows rained in while the cat bucked and tried to roll her off. Sapphire clung to it, keeping it from turning to face Valeria with its teeth and claws.

      Attacking the eye wasn’t working. The cat was moving too much for her to aim well. Instead, she brought the knife down to the cat’s throat and slashed. It took several tries before she cut something vital. The cat sagged down against the floor, bucking a few more times as it died.

      Sapphire, are you OK? Valeria sang. She grabbed the cat by a paw. It had fallen on top of the dragon, pinning him to the floor.

      OK, Sapphire said. He pushed while she pulled, and soon he was free from the cat’s body. He had a few scratches, but mostly his scales repelled the cat’s claws. That was more than could be said for her. Somehow the cat had managed to slash her left arm, raking open the skin in three long gashes.

      Valeria winced as she examined the wound. She cut off a strip of her tunic with the knife and bound it closed. She’d need to wash it out later. Who knew what disgusting material the cat had stepped in? The wound would get infected for sure if she wasn’t careful with it. But it was good enough for the moment.
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      It was daybreak outside. The light gradually grew brighter, and Valeria quickly found herself squinting to shield her eyes from even these early morning rays. But they were outside again, clear of the cavern. Hopefully for good.

      She looked around, trying to place where they were. The trees around the cave’s mouth were the same familiar redwoods she’d grown up with. In fact, everything about the woods felt like home. She was higher on the hillside than anyone usually traveled, but the village should be just a kilometer or so away.

      Come, she sang to Sapphire.

      He was still standing in the mouth of the cave, looking around at the world outside with very wide eyes. Danger?

      No danger. Come, Valeria repeated.

      He stepped out and walked quickly to her side. It was funny, in a way, but she kept her smile hidden for his sake. In the cave Sapphire had been brave as could be, pushing her down when the cat attacked and taking the brunt of its assault himself. But out in the wide world, he looked every bit the small child again. A wave of protectiveness washed over her.

      They started downhill. Valeria needed to find out how her parents were and let them know she was all right. But a niggling worry made her hesitate to go directly to town. What if the raiders were still nearby? She didn’t know how long it had been, but they might not have journeyed out of the valley yet, especially if they’d caught a glimpse of the red and blue dragons battling it out overhead. The fight must have been hard to miss even under the shelter of the trees.

      Instead she made for the caves her people used in times of distress. If anyone had made it away they might still be there. She could get news from them. Either way, there would at least be food and weapons there. Valeria’s stomach grumbled at the thought, and she knew Sapphire had to be at least as hungry as she.

      The caves weren’t far. Although she hadn’t ever been to this particular place, there were enough familiar landmarks that she was able to easily find the entrance. She motioned for Sapphire to halt and knelt beside him, using bushes for concealment. If her people were in there, how would they react to a dragon showing up? They’d be afraid, for certain. Someone might panic.

      But if the raiders were there? She might need Sapphire’s help just to get away.

      Come, she signed, deciding on their course. But stay behind me. Danger.

      Sapphire nodded and snorted a small jet of flame. His way of telling her he was ready for any danger that might come their way, Valeria guessed.

      They made their cautious way down to the cave entrance. She saw footprints in the sand. Someone had been here. But who? With careful steps she led Sapphire into the tunnel. It went in for quite a ways. That was why they’d picked this particular cave, she remembered. It was deep enough that no dragon would be able to reach them.

      She turned and looked at Sapphire. Well, that wasn’t working as intended. Of course, they weren’t too worried about attacks by dragon hatchlings! It was the big ones that threatened entire towns.

      The passage grew darker as they went deeper into the mountainside. Sapphire flared his wings, just enough to give them light to see their feet and the ground beneath them. He seemed on edge, sniffing everywhere.

      A flash of movement caught Valeria’s eye as someone rushed toward them. Sapphire sang of the danger, but she’d already seen it coming. She dipped her knees and turned her hip into the attacker, grabbing hold of their shirt. With a hard throw she sent the person tumbling away. Sapphire was already moving. He opened his mouth, ready to blast their assailant with flames.

      It was then Valeria recognized the woman she’d just thrown.

      “Tilda!” Valeria shouted. Then she turned to Sapphire and quickly sang, No danger.

      The dragon closed his mouth but looked like he didn’t quite trust this person, no matter what she said. Valeria sighed with relief. The old woman had nearly been toasted. She was a village elder, one of the older residents. Why was she guarding the passageway? Surely there had to be someone better suited to the job?

      She reached down and offered her hand to Tilda, who took it with a rueful smile. Then she opened her mouth to speak. There was enough dragon light that Valeria could read her lips. “I’m sorry I can’t speak your signs.”

      “It’s OK. I read lips,” Valeria said, stumbling over the words and hoping she said them correctly.

      Evidently the message had come across well enough. Tilda nodded. “I know. The village, have you been there? Is it safe to go out yet? And where did you get that?”

      The last question was said while she pointed at Sapphire. Her eyes widened as she seemed to take the dragon in for the first time, realizing what it was. Tilda shrank away.

      “It’s OK,” Valeria rushed to reassure her. “He’s a friend. Mom? Dad?”

      Tilda shook her head. “I haven’t seen them, no.”

      “I have to go find them,” Valeria said.

      Tilda looked like she was about to object, then stared at the dragon again and nodded. “Maybe you can, at that.”

      “Need weapons, food, water,” Valeria said.

      “Follow me,” Tilda replied.

      She led the way still deeper into the cave. At last they came to a door, carefully set into wood support struts. The whole thing was made to be as secure as anyone in town could design it. The other side had a bar which rested across the door, making entry almost impossible. It would take a battering ram to bring the thing down. Tilda rapped on the door and said something that Valeria couldn’t make out. Then the old woman turned her back to Valeria entirely and continued the conversation with whomever was on the other side.

      Valeria wasn’t thrilled by that. It was rude to speak around her like she wasn’t there, and worse to deliberately make it so she couldn’t tell what was being said. She opened her mouth to protest, but before she could speak the door was already opening. Tilda stepped inside and beckoned for her to follow.

      The space inside was full of children. Valeria looked around, wondering where the rest of the adults were. Surely some of them had escaped the town? She felt stabbing fear for her parents. If they were safe and well, they would have come looking for people who’d run to the cave. That no one had come wasn’t good news at all.

      “Just children?” Valeria asked.

      Tilda nodded. “I was teaching class when the raiders came. I hurried them all here, but no one else has arrived.”

      “How long?” Valeria asked.

      “It’s been two days.”

      Two days. Far too long for the townsfolk to have abandoned children in the cave. If anyone had been able to come, they would have. Either everyone else in town was dead, or they were besieged, or…something. Something bad had happened. Valeria couldn’t give up hope her parents were safe, but it seemed less likely by the moment.

      She had to press on, though. “I’ll go look. Need a new bow. Arrows. Also food and water for both of us.”

      Valeria turned back to check on Sapphire. Most of the children in the secret cave had backed away from the dragon as far as they could. Two hadn’t, though. They stepped toward him instead, looking entranced. One reached out a hand toward him. Sapphire looked over at Valeria and she nodded, telling him it was OK.

      No danger, Valeria sang.

      He allowed the child to stroke his head. The boy giggled with delight and soon he was joined by half a dozen other younglings, all wanting to touch the dragon. Valeria rolled her eyes but then stifled a giggle of her own. Sapphire was enjoying the scritching. The dragon rolled over on his side so they could rub his belly.

      She remembered that there’d been five eggs in the nest. He should have had siblings, she thought with sorrow. There should have been nest-mates there to entertain him and keep him company. Instead he had her. Valeria hoped she was a good enough replacement for the family he’d lost.

      Tilda tapped her arm. When Valeria turned toward her, she had a broad smile on her face. “A charmer, isn’t he?”

      It took Valeria a second to realize she was speaking of the dragon. She nodded. “His name is Sapphire.”

      “How did you find him? You tamed a dragon?” Tilda asked. “I’ve never heard of such a thing.”

      Valeria shook her head. “He’s not tame. They’re smarter than we thought. They have language. And we found each other. I wouldn’t be here if it weren’t for him. I would have died.”

      Tilda nodded, her face grim again. “I brought the things you asked for. Meat for him, dried cakes for you. Water for you both, and the weapons you need. You asked for a bow, but I brought you a short sword as well. You might need it.”

      She handed off her load to Valeria, who belted the weapons on one at a time. This was what it meant to gird oneself for battle, she thought. When she left the cave, she’d be headed back into danger again. But this time she was better prepared, and she was bringing along a friend. She broke out the food and handed Sapphire his portion, offering him water as well. It had already been two days. They could afford a few more minutes to be as well-prepared as possible.

      But then they were going out there. If the raiders were still at the village, she intended to make them sorry they’d ever spoiled her quiet home. They’d go fleeing back to wherever they came from. Her eyes hardened with her resolve. By the time she was done, Valeria wanted to be sure they would never even think about coming back to her valley again.
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      Valeria waited with less patience than she would have liked for Sapphire to return. She’d sent him ahead to scout the village. It made sense, after all. He could do a fly-by and see what was going on there, then come back and tell her. But she couldn’t help worrying. What if something went wrong? What if the raiders were still there and hurt or even killed him?

      Her parents were missing already. She couldn’t bear losing Sapphire, too. He was the only friend she had left. The wait for him to get back felt interminable. She scanned the sky constantly, watching for him, hoping to see him break through the tree.

      After what felt like forever she saw the dragonet break through the branches above and swoop toward the ground. He slowed and hovered a few feet above the soil then slowly landed.

      Was worried, Valeria signed. Using sign language made sense if there might be foes about.

      Am OK, Sapphire replied. Saw danger.

      Draw? Valeria asked, pointing to the ground.

      Sapphire set about raking away the leaves from a the soil, then etching a diagram of the town. He was remarkably accurate. She could tell which buildings were which without any trouble. There was the town square. The dragon placed a collection of small dots there. Then he went on to put a series of X marks all over the town. A few of them were near the dots in town, the rest were scattered on the periphery.

      X danger, Sapphire said. He pointed to the dots. Not danger. Ropes.

      Valeria mimed being tied up, and Sapphire nodded in reply. He was picking up more and more of her human habits. She wondered if she was learning draconian body language. That would be an odd thing.

      So there were people bound in the square, surrounded by other people Sapphire felt were dangerous. He understood weapons, so the ones marked danger were likely armed. The most obvious answer was that the raiders were still in town, and they had a bunch of captives. She had to find a way to free the townsfolk and rout the raiders, but the way they were spaced out that wasn’t going to be simple. Attacking any one batch of soldiers would alert the others, and they’d all be on top of her. Her bow hadn’t been enough last time. She doubted that even with dragon-fire on her side they’d be able to win a pitched battle.

      Which just meant they needed to be sneaky.

      This is what we will do, Valeria signed.

      

      A short while later she had moved into position. Slipping past the guards was child’s play once she knew where they were stationed. She’d run around this village since she was old enough to toddle around. The place had no secrets for her. She knew precisely where she could sneak around and be unseen by adults used to looking up. It helped that many of the buildings were raised structures, with narrow crawlspaces beneath them.

      Valeria peered out from beneath one of the houses nearest the town square. She counted at least twenty people tied up, but they were too packed together to tell if her parents were with them. The captives were dirty and some were wounded. They looked grim, but most of them looked like they could move well enough once freed. She just needed a distraction.

      That came in the form of a dragon streaking down through the treetops, roaring and breathing fire as he dove. Sapphire’s flight path took him directly toward a pair of guards. They took one look at the fire-breathing monster bearing down on them and the instincts of a lifetime hiding from dragons took over. They bolted, both of them fleeing in opposite directions.

      There were two more guards near the villagers, but they were too busy watching the dragon chase their fellows around to pay any attention to the young girl slipping out from under a house and crawling toward their captives. Old Brody McGuin saw her, though. She must have made enough noise to get his attention. His eyes were very round when he looked over and spotted her.

      Valeria put a finger to her lips and flashed her pocket knife at him. He nodded his understanding. She crept the remaining distance and carefully cut through his ropes. By the time his wrists were free, more of the crowd had seen her. This was more attention than she’d bargained for. The other two guards were still alarmed and looking in the direction the dragon had flown, but one of them would notice soon enough.

      She handed the knife to Brody. He nodded again, a flash of spirit showing in his eyes, and turned to the person next to him, slicing through her bonds. They would free each other quickly enough without her help. That left her free to deal with the raiders.

      Rising to one knee, Valeria took her bow from her shoulders. She drew three arrows from her quiver and stabbed them into the ground in front of her. Then she pulled out a fourth and put it to her bowstring. Rising in a swift motion she fired at the nearest guard. The arrow dropped him, but she wasn’t paying attention, already reaching for the next arrow and nocking it in a fluid motion. The second guard had seen the first one fall. He drew his sword and started toward her, not realizing the danger he was in.

      Valeria had more than enough time to take careful aim before she put the arrow into him.

      It was alarming how easy that sort of violence had become for her. Was it really only two days before that she’d hesitated to loose an arrow into a living person? It seemed so much longer. How much had she changed? What was left of the girl she used to be, after all her adventures?

      There wasn’t time to worry about it. She grabbed another arrow and made ready to fire. More guards would come soon enough. She needed to be prepared when they did. The rope cutting was going so slowly, though! Only one knife and far too many wrists. She looked over the crowd, seeking two specific people, and froze when she finally saw them.

      Her mother and father sat next to each other, wrists bound. No, that wasn’t quite right. Her father lay against her mom, a bleeding bandage wrapped over his belly. He’d been hurt, then. Badly, from the looks of it.

      Valeria slipped the spare arrows back into her quiver and ran through the crowd to their side.

      You’re alive! her mom signed.

      She nodded. I’m here to save you.

      Just go, her dad signed at her, his hands shaking. Take who you can and go.

      She understood. He wasn’t going to be able to run. There were others in the captives who were hurt as well. None of them would be able to flee. The villagers would have to leave them — or stay and fight. Valeria didn’t think these people had much fight left in them. She slipped the short sword from her belt and handed it to her mother.

      Free as many as you can, and get him to the caves, Valeria signed to her.

      What about you? her mother replied.

      I am going to teach a lesson these soldiers won’t forget, Valeria said, her fingers snapping out each word.

      Then she turned away from her parents. If her dad was to have any chance of survival, she needed to buy them all a lot of time. That was going to be the easy part, she figured. The harder task would be surviving it herself.

      Two more raiders ran toward the square, swords drawn. It seemed like the general alert had sounded, or someone had given these two a clue anyway. She drew and fired an arrow, wounding one. The other dropped down to a knee and sheltered his injured partner behind his shield. That would have been a smart move, against any other opponent.

      Against her? Not so much.

      Danger, Valeria sang as loud as she could. Fire!

      Like he’d been waiting for her signal, Sapphire swept down from the branches above toward the hapless pair. He bathed them in a blast of flame, then veered away to land beside Valeria. The guards didn’t rise again.

      Run or fight? Sapphire sang.

      Valeria looked back at the villagers, still freeing each other and scrambling toward the safety of the trees. She sang her reply. No sense hiding now. She wanted to be seen.

      We fight.
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      More bad guys than arrows. That was going to be a problem. Valeria still had a fair number of shafts left in her quiver, but the raiders had decided to get smart. They weren’t coming at her by ones and twos anymore. Instead, she had a dozen of them forming ranks in front of her. They had shields and spears. She already knew the shields were pretty much proof against her arrows, and the spears would keep Sapphire from getting too close.

      Once they were formed up in a group the soldiers seemed to take heart. They might be facing a dragon, but it was a small one, after all. They advanced as a unit, staying so close to one another that Valeria didn’t have a good target. She glanced behind her. The villagers were all freed. Most had already fled into the woods. But there were four too wounded to travel on their own. Others were helping them. Brody and her mom were carrying her father, since he was hurt to badly to walk.

      If she fled, Valeria might be able to get away, but not her parents. She had to buy them more time. Luckily, the soldiers had forgotten one very important thing about Sapphire. He had wings.

      Fly over, she sang. Fire.

      Sapphire replied, OK. Then the dragon took flight. The men responded by huddling even closer to one another. They moved their shields to cover their bodies as the dragon sailed above them. As Sapphire landed, he raked their formation with another blast of fire. Most of the flames was deflected by their shields.

      But since they’d turned those defenses to face the dragon, the raiders’ backs were now to Valeria. She launched an arrow into one man, then shot another. She counted four dead or wounded before the remaining raiders realized what was going on and faced shields outward in both directions. That done, four of them advanced in each direction. The ones facing Sapphire jabbed long spears at him. He spat a burst of flame, but it was again deflected. The dragon was forced to retreat from their attack.

      Valeria was left facing the other four shieldmen. Her bow wasn’t going to do much good against them. She did manage to catch one in the leg as he raised his shield a little too high, but although he was wounded he pressed on. Like her friend, Valeria was forced to back away.

      Then heavy hands clamped down on her wrists from behind her. She almost dropped the bow in fright, but managed to hang on. Two men had snuck up on her! One ripped the weapon from her hands while the other pulled her arms cruelly behind her back. She yelped with pain, but their furious faces showed no trace of pity.

      Help! Valeria sang as loud as she could.

      Sapphire was already in the air. He’d seen her plight and launched himself toward her. The other soldiers rushed forward to stop him, but before they could arrive he crashed into the two men holding Valeria. They toppled to the ground, the dragon on top of them. He raked them with his claws, then turned to Valeria.

      Grab me. Fly! Sapphire sang.

      Valeria swallowed hard, but did as he bid. She slid up onto the little dragon’s back and wrapped her arms around his neck. Her body was bigger than his, and she had no idea whether he’d be able to lift them both or not. But she trusted her friend. He wouldn’t let her down.

      Sapphire’s wings glowed and then flashed to brilliance. He beat his wings hard, struggling to lift off. For a moment she wasn’t sure he’d be able to manage it, but then his feet lifted from the ground and they glided higher into the air. She was flying! The feeling was amazing. Valeria could see the entire battlefield from her vantage point.

      Fire, she sang.

      Sapphire obliged her, swooping past the main group of men and blasting at them with his flame breath. They scattered, the formation falling apart as every raider went his own way to avoid being burned to a crisp. Laughing, Valeria clung to the dragon’s neck as he continued his slow swoop.

      But they were losing altitude. The ground grew nearer, and Sapphire’s wings weren’t glowing as brightly. She knew the signs. He was wearing out, running low on whatever the magic was that let him fly. Her weight plus his own must have expended his energy so much more quickly. The forest floor rushed up quickly beneath them.

      Sapphire managed to keep them aloft enough so they didn’t crash land, but he stumbled as he set down. Valeria went forward over his shoulder and slammed into the ground hard enough to take the breath from her lungs. She shook herself off as quickly as she could, struggling back to her knees.

      Her friend was limping, one foreleg held up, his eyes full of distress. He couldn’t fly and wouldn’t be able to run well. She couldn’t lift him, either. The raiders saw them come down and were rushing in to finish what they’d started.

      Go, Sapphire signed.

      It would be the smart thing to do. She had no weapons besides her fists. They were outnumbered and a furious enemy was charging. She was terrified. If she stayed, Valeria knew she wouldn’t survive this. But she couldn’t just leave Sapphire behind.

      No, she sang. We fight.

      The dragon looked ready to start a stubborn argument, but there wasn’t time. Instead he turned toward the raiders and sang a new note. Valeria could barely hear this one. It was too high pitched for her ears, but judging from the way the raiders responded it was well inside what a hearing person could detect.

      One after another, the raiders clamped their hands over their ears. They dropped weapons and shields alike to block out the sound. A raider went to his knees, his eyes squeezed tight shut. Just how loud was Sapphire singing? Valeria’s jaw dropped at the raw power of sound he displayed.

      Then he coughed and stopped the song. Can’t keep singing, he signed. Spent.

      I understand, Valeria signed. It’s OK.

      The raiders were getting back to their feet and picking up weapons again. which meant it was her turn. Shaking with fear, she stepped between the dragon and the men and raised her fists. Any of them who wanted to hurt Sapphire would have to come through her.

      They seemed more than happy to do that. The raiders barely bothered forming up new ranks, instead rushing toward her in a single clump. Valeria stood her ground, waiting for the spears to come within range and stab at her. Her eyes were wild and frantic. She didn’t want to die. But would not leave her friend.

      Then Sapphire grabbed her by the shoulder, pulling her toward the ground as he sang, Duck!

      A crashing so great that she could feel the vibrations in her bones rolled across the treetops. Boughs snapped like twigs, leaves showered down on the ground. Blasts of splinters flew in all directions, pelting everyone in range. Sapphire shielded Valeria’s body with his own armored one, protecting her from the worst of it. What was happening? Was the sky falling?

      She peeked up from beneath his wing, her eyes going very round. No, not the sky. Something far more dangerous.

      A pair of enormous blue dragons landed almost on top of the raiders, crushing some. Their raking claws and teeth did for most of the rest. The few survivors who ran screaming into the woods seemed unlikely to cause more trouble for anyone.

      Then the dragons both turned their gaze on Sapphire — and Valeria. She swallowed hard.
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      Sapphire slowly withdrew his wing from her as the two dragons stepped closer. When they came near enough to be a threat, the young dragon stepped between them and Valeria. He opened his mouth and sang at them. The stopped in their tracks, singing back to him.

      It was nothing like the few short notes she’d shared with Sapphire so far. The speech they were using was tiny and rudimentary compared to the way the dragons sang with one another. Instead of short staccato notes, the sentences and statements were a full melody, one note flowing into the next so they sounded part of a seamless whole. No wonder humans hadn’t realized the dragonsong was a language! Sung this way, it felt as impossible to translate as the wind.

      But she knew enough to understand a little of what was said. The dragons wanted to know what she was to Sapphire. He said she was his friend. The big dragons seemed to agree with that. She gathered they’d been watching at least part of the battle. It seemed she’d won some points by sticking by her friend.

      The more she listened, the more she felt like she was beginning to glean a greater understanding of their speech. It wasn’t perfect by any means, but she thought she was getting the gist of what they said.

      Very well. She may live. A remarkable human, if all you say is true, the dragon on the right said.

      Now come with us, the other dragon added. You still have much to learn. Your mother is gone, but we will teach you as she would have.

      A pang struck Valeria’s heart. She’d feared this moment might come. After all, Sapphire was a dragon. Didn’t he deserve to be with his people? But she had hoped they would somehow find a way to be together despite their different worlds. She thought back to the time they’d spent together in the cavern. If she’d known it would all end when they exited, would she have pushed so hard to leave right away?

      She thought the answer was probably yes. Her people needed her, and she’d saved them. It was hard to regret that. But the thought of losing her only friend was a blow she didn’t know how to deal with.

      Sapphire looked back at her, his eyes round and sad. Valeria wondered. Did he actually want to go? Or were they planning to force him? She remembered her argument with her father right before the raiders attacked. Sometimes parents — or elders — could think something was in the best interest of their children and take action. Usually, they were right, she had to admit. But sometimes they weren’t.

      This felt like one of those times.

      Do you want to go? Valeria signed to Sapphire. The big dragons would have no idea how to use sign language.

      No, Sapphire replied in sign. Clearly he’d understood why she chose to use it. But…

      They’re bigger than you? Valeria challenged. You can’t always give in just because someone looks bigger.

      But Sapphire looked more cowed than he had against the cat or even the raiders. He really wasn’t going to fight for what he wanted. Which meant it was up to her. She took a step forward and cleared her throat.

      He doesn’t want to go, she sang to the dragons. He is my friend.

      They both stared down at her with about the same expression she might wear of a dog started speaking to her. It was almost comical. If she wasn’t worried about being eaten, Valeria would have laughed. Her song wasn’t as clear or as resonant as that of the dragons, but her meaning seemed to get across anyway. That was good enough for her.

      It speaks? one of the dragons sang.

      She does, Sapphire replied.

      Poorly, but the animal is speaking, the other dragon said. Is what it says true? You would prefer the presence of this pet?

      Her temper flared at that last. Valeria took a few more steps toward the dragons and stood there, hands on her hips, staring up at them defiantly. I’m no pet. He’s my friend. He saved my life, and I his. More than once each, in fact.

      The big dragons said something to each other about blood, but she didn’t understand the rest. Valeria glanced over at Sapphire, who signed to her that he would explain later. She pushed her curiosity aside for the moment. If there was a later, they’d have plenty of time to work on more language skills.

      Very well. These are unusual circumstances, the dragon on the right said. But these two should not be parted. The hatchling may stay.

      Valeria smiled. She could barely restrain herself from jumping for joy! Sapphire could stay!

      However, the lefthand dragon sang, he must still come to us for regular teaching. His education cannot be lacking just because he is around humans most of the time.

      Sapphire nodded to them and sang back. I understand. I will come when summoned.

      Whenever summoned, no matter what, one dragon added.

      Yes, Sapphire said.

      Then the two huge dragons craned their necks in toward Valeria, coming in close enough that she could smell their breath and see sunlight glint off their huge teeth. She wanted to shy away from them. Every fiber of her being screamed at her to run, to flee from these monsters of doom. It took all her strength to stand firm.

      This one might be remarkable, one of the dragons said.

      Perhaps, the other replied. Then, to Valeria, it sang again. You will care for him. If harm befalls him, we will extract the damages from you and everyone you hold dear.

      Valeria swallowed hard and sang her reply. I understand.

      Then we are off. But we will be watching, the dragons replied.

      With beats of their mighty wings, ribs flaring to light, the dragons took off again. They swept skyward, lifting through the trees until they were above the tallest boughs and flying free through the air again. Once they were gone, Valeria sank to her knees, utterly spent.

      You are all right? Sapphire sang.

      Yes, just tired. You really want to stay? Valeria asked.

      If you want me, Sapphire replied, his song hesitant.

      She threw her arms around his neck, hugging him close. Small tears of happiness trickled down her cheek. Yes, of course I do.

      

      It took several days for things to return to some semblance of normal in town. Several houses were burned out. Those would need to be rebuilt. The wounded required care. There was no one without at least some injuries. Even Sapphire had a sprain to his foreleg that would take some time to heal. Valeria cared for his injury herself. No one else in town wanted to get too close to the dragon, even if it had helped save them. He seemed all right with that, happy to have Valeria minister to him.

      Her father was healing as well, back at home resting under her mother’s care. That left Valeria picking up much of the slack around the farmhouse. Between the extra work and caring for Sapphire, she had little time for anything else.

      But on the third day she finally looked around the place and realized that everything was done at last. She ran the hand pump on their well and poured herself a mug of cool water. The days had sped by. Hard work and no time to brood would do that, she guessed.

      Movement from the farmhouse caught her eye. Her dad exited the door, limping toward where she sat on the stoop. Valeria gave him a frown. He was using a crutch to get around, but it looked like he was still in a lot of pain.

      Are you supposed to be up? she signed.

      I’m well enough, he replied. I wanted to talk. We were interrupted last time.

      Valeria wondered what her father could want to talk to her about. It had been almost a week since their last serious conversation about her future. He couldn’t possibly still be thinking about that, could he? She had a dragon to care for now. Going underground into the warrens was out of the question now.

      Then her brows knitted together, considering everything that happened since. She was no longer the girl who’d run away rather than accede to her parents’ wishes. Too much happened since then. Valeria didn’t need to run away from this. She’d faced far more frightening things.

      But her father surprised her. I was wrong, and I wanted to say I’m sorry.

      Valeria let her eyebrows do the speaking for her.

      He laughed. You do that as well as your mother. I mean it, though. You clearly are able to take care of yourself. I wanted to make sure you were safe against just this sort of attack. Instead, you save us all.

      He shook his head, with wonder or disbelief she wasn’t sure. And you come home with a dragon in tow.

      A baby dragon, she signed with a smile.

      Sure, just a baby. What are we going to do when it’s grown? How much does a full-grown dragon eat?

      She didn’t know, but it was a good question. One she’d need to solve down the road, but not today. We’ll cross that bridge when we get there.

      Good enough, he replied. He turned to go, then stopped and said one more thing. I just wanted to tell you I was sorry. And I’m proud of you.

      Then he was gone, back into the house where hopefully her mom would make him rest. That left Valeria alone to her thoughts. Who was she now? She didn’t feel like the same person. But she didn’t know who the new version of herself was yet, either.

      In a way she was a lot like Sapphire. Both of them were different from the rest of their people, but together they’d found a partner who was enough like themselves where it mattered most. Valeria smiled and rose, wending her way toward the small shed where Sapphire was sleeping.

      He half-roused when she came in, but then drifted back to sleep when she lay down next to him. Then he gently lay a wing down atop her, and she was soon fast asleep as well.
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      I have a daughter who loves dragons almost as much as she loves reading. Or maybe I have that backwards? I’m not sure, and it seems to switch from time to time. But she loves both dearly. One of her all-time favorite book series is the Wings of Fire books by Tui Sutherland. I’ve even read a couple of them myself (great writing!).

      But my daughter Dana hates books where the protagonist does things that don’t make any sense. She finds that sometimes a story will use ‘the main character acts like a dummy’ as a tool to stir up conflict. I can’t argue. I’ve seen the same thing, although I’m not quite as sensitive to it.

      I wanted to write her a story that didn’t have the main character’s silly mistakes tossing them into jeopardy. The book had to have dragons (of course), should be about a young woman a little older than her, and should involve danger, excitement, and adventure where the girl solves the problems the world throws at her because she is brave and smart.

      The First Dragonrider is my attempt to make that happen.

      Valeria’s story is one about courage and hope. It’s about bridging the gap between two people who are about as far apart as anyone can be. Oh, and if I did a good job, it’s a rollicking good adventure as well!

      I truly hope you loved this book. I’ve deliberately written it so that a pre-teen will get a kick out of the story, and a full grownup will love it just as much. I feel like this sort of tale can reach a wide range of book-lovers, and I’m glad you’ve joined them.

      If you liked this book, please consider leaving a review on Amazon, Goodreads, or both. Reviews help authors enormously. They’re also a great tool for us to decide which series we might want to continue. I definitely have plans for more stories about Valeria and Sapphire, if there is sufficient demand for them. Let me know!

      THANK YOU. From the bottom of my heart, I appreciate so much that you’ve taken the time to read this far. People like you are why I write stories. You’re the reason I spin these tales so that we can both explore new worlds and strange places together.

      Thanks for reading,

      

      Kevin McLaughlin
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