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For everyone still fighting for justice and a better future.










  
  
Author's Note




Hello reader! While this book takes place in the Fireborn universe, it is a standalone so you don’t have to read any of my other books to read this one. The identities I don’t share with the characters have been read for authenticity by people who do share those identities, so if something seems off or wrong to you, please remember that identity isn’t a monolith and we all experience it a little differently, though this isn’t meant to dismiss any accidental, real harm.  

Also note that Canadian spelling is being used throughout the book. It’s not American, it’s not British. It’s its own thing, it’s weird, and I’m proud of it, especially right now when a certain orange buffoon seeks to erase my entire country and the many cultures it nurtures.
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Yesterday




Tollar could make water do anything she wanted, but she never expected to have to boil it under a stolen dragon egg while rafting upriver for five days straight. Her feet shifted on the water’s surface as she balanced behind the egg, steam billowing warm on her face, the rapids propelling them both down the river and closer to safety. Tollar was safe enough anywhere she had a decent sized body of water to work with. But this egg? It needed fire. And it needed to stay hidden until Tollar could come to grips with the enormity of what she’d done. 

She inhaled the cool night air, closed her eyes, and focused on the rush of water beneath her. The roar through the canyon drowned out the sizzle around the egg, but the sound pitched to thundering fury ahead.

“Wait, what?”

Even leaning way out, Tollar couldn’t see around the enormous egg. Only the dim shape of rock walls loomed high in the darkness at her sides, so she crouched on the water, submerging her fingers to extend her senses into the river.

To where it dropped.

“Shit, already?”

She kept her hand in the water, feeling the river like an extension of herself—another long, meandering limb—feeling when the water under her tipped over the edge of the rock shelf like sliding one leg over the edge of the bed. She bent her hand level with the horizon and splayed her fingers, holding the water stable under her and the egg, letting gravity do the rest. Like she had once already. Like she’d have to do once more after this. And never mind the two sodding waterfalls she’d had to go up.

“Another drop,” she called to the egg. “But I’ve got it.”

While she and the egg plummeted on her little half-boiling water shelf, the rush of air lifting her long dark braid to stream above her, Tollar extended her senses to the river below. Making a fist in her mind, she held the water, stopping it from flowing away so that it piled up beneath, defying the riverbanks. Until her water shelf hit the surface below, and she unclenched, letting the river flow naturally.

Like that time she and her oldest brother, Jarku—back when they’d still believed he was a girl—had piled every last cushion against the side of the house and jumped off the roof.

A corner of Tollar’s mouth curled up at the memory. So few of her memories were good ones when it came to her family that she cherished them when they surfaced.

But the water under her feet lurched and sagged, like some exhausted beast collapsing. Tollar’s brain buzzed behind her eyes, and she closed them until it stopped. She gasped as she lost her balance and nearly tumbled into the river. Again. The water around her calmed and the egg sank.

“Gah!”

Her thoughts skipped along the surface of her mind like a stone across a pond. This was too much and it was too late. Gritting her teeth, she solidified the water under her feet, pushed more water under the egg to get it on the surface, and began the painstaking process of heating that water up through absolute stubbornness. Flapping her hands like she fanned a fire.

As the river glided around her stationary water island, Tollar scanned for a place to stop. Jumbled boulders loomed out of the dark on both banks, the silhouette of the viny jungle canopy reaching across the gap to obscure the night sky. Ahead, on the inside curve of the river, the land flattened out, looked grassy.

“It’ll have to do,” Tollar muttered to the egg, rubbing her hands over her face. She’d never heard a dragon talk, but she knew they listened.

The current carried her little water barge to the bend, and she stepped off the water, her boots thudding over solid ground. Dead and boring and unmoving. When she focused, the water moving between grains of sand sang out to her like her people sang on the solstice to welcome the rains and a cycle continued.

Tonight she did not have that kind of focus and was glad she wouldn’t sink into the ground if she didn’t think hard enough about it. Not having to think about sinking for the moment freed up some brain space so she could strongarm the river’s current, using wide stirring gestures to guide her focus, and use it to hollow out part of the bank where she left the egg sizzling in a boiling pond.

“We’re almost there, little friend.” Tollar glanced at the egg and then stared downriver. “One more waterfall. A couple more hours. But not tonight.”

She considered lying down with her gear and longsword strapped to her back.

“Never get any rest that way,” she groaned, unbuckling everything and dropping it to the ground. She sprawled on the grass, not bothering with her sleep mat, and used her gear as a pillow.

She had to keep the water boiling to keep the egg’s inhabitant warm. She’d done it for four nights. But she really didn’t think she could do it for very many more. Spending the first two days going against the current had taken far more out of her than she’d anticipated.

“I don’t know what those raiders wanted with you, but I’ll keep you safe.”

In reply, the egg sat silently in its gurgling, steamy puddle. Whether the egg—or more specifically the baby it contained—heard and understood her, it seemed right to reassure it the best she could. Hopefully her efforts and the boiling water were enough.

It was a far cry from where she’d found it, in a lake of fire with a half dozen other dragon eggs next to a pen of chained and captive dragons, all inside a guarded compound. Keeping dragons captive was something she hadn’t thought possible, much less by the people she’d gone there to fight—the raiders who’d taken over the port and laid waste to half the harbour.

Tollar had friends in the port, ones she hadn’t been able to locate. It was probably too much to hope that they were still alive.

The gurgling pond rolled to a furious boil as Tollar’s pulse throbbed in her ears. She pressed her fists against her forehead and took a long, slow breath before raking her fingers down her face and exhaling a groan.

“What a sodding mess.”

She hated that she hadn’t been able to do more. Dragons didn’t belong in chains. Port Sawulxo and her friends deserved better. She’d have taken all of the eggs and freed all the dragons if she could. Would have stolen every last grain of salt those raiders had if that would have actually done some good. Instead she’d done the only thing she could—taken this one egg and run.

There was only one safe place to go. Only one place where she could trust people until she made sense out of what she’d seen in the port four days ago. That was, if being stuck exposed on this stupid plateau didn’t doom them both. Tollar was half asleep despite the cool air but watching the night sky all the same, waiting to see if any dragons would spot her with this egg she wasn’t supposed to have.

So far the night was full of the usual chatter of monkeys and birds, the buzz of insects. Nothing indicated something was lurking, waiting to pounce. No mountain cat lurking nearby to make a meal of her in her sleep.

But the quiet in the skies was odd. She really had expected to encounter dragons by now. There was a whole blaze of them living in these mountains.

Sleeping in the wild again hadn’t been part of her plan. She’d meant to sneak into the farm a little later in the night and be tucked away somewhere safe. Safe and next door to her best friend. Tollar smiled up at the sky.

Stars glittered overhead, sharper and clearer than she’d seen in nearly a year, and the moons either hadn’t risen yet or were both set. She never paid much attention to their phases. This trip, she’d spent most of her time in damp, turbulent places where the stars were blurred if not totally obscured. And they were different stars than the last time she’d bothered looking up at the night sky. She wasn’t entirely sure how long it had been since she’d crossed the equator, heading south and not far inside the borders of Upalint, her home nation, but these were the constellations of her childhood.

She tried not to think too much about that.

But Beenala would be home—she was rarely anywhere else—and that was something to look forward to. And Tollar would have somewhere quiet and out of the way to stash this egg until the right sort of dragons got her message and came for it.

Hopefully it wouldn’t take long. Tollar rarely stayed home long, and Beenala wouldn’t be thrilled about having a dragon egg around.

Tollar sighed. Dropping in out of nowhere like this—she always dropped in out of nowhere, but it was the part about the dragon egg that would be interesting—had all sorts of potential to go very wrong. Tollar didn’t like the idea of disrupting the carefully cultivated routine of the only proper friend she had.

“Nothing for it.”

Couldn’t go back and didn’t have the energy to get much further.

She shifted closer to the riverbank, as close to the heat of the boiling water as she could—the water itself wouldn’t hurt her if she fell in, it was the boiling part that worried her—and let the warmth of it lull her.

Just a bit of rest and then she’d finish the trip home, away from raiders or big animals sneaking up on her, where she’d be safe.
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A growing roar came through the kitchen windows from the direction of the river—but Beenala ignored it and finished her breakfast, using the last morsel of pan bread to sop up the grease on her plate and pop it in her mouth. She dropped the scraps of fish to the dog, whose name was Ash (even if she was a shade of brown that true ashes never were), and set her plate on the tottering stack in the sink. The morning mist had burned away from between the trees on her farm, and it would be a perfect day to get her mulching done. 

As long as whatever that noise was rumbling from near the river and out across the jungle wasn’t some kind of trouble.

“Is that thunder?” she asked the dog. “I hope not, it’s mulch day.”

She should have finished mulching the bean vines three days ago, but it had been a market day and then she’d had linen to finish dyeing for Per Graza and then yesterday had been a lovely painting day so she’d taken her easel halfway up Mount Acrintaga to capture the early summer’s vibrant hues. She couldn’t very well put it off to tomorrow because she’d promised to bring some of the fresh crop of strawberries to her parents in their new apartment in the city.

“Ready, Ash?”

Beenala unhooked her machete from its place next to the door, surprised the dog wasn’t pushing her nose impatiently into the jamb, waiting to be let out like usual.

Ash whuffed, sitting next to the table where Beenala had left the other half of her breakfast wrapped in banana leaf to bring with her out to work.

“Oh, right.”

She tucked the snack into the pocket of her faded grey linen shorts and pushed away thoughts about dyeing them a more interesting colour. The grey was dowdy but didn’t wash out her tawny skin and make her look pale like some kind of ghost. Beenala brushed a lock of her light brown hair off her forehead only for it to spring back into place. She sighed and pushed open the door.

The roaring sound, louder now, rolled out over the jungle as she stepped down the front ramp and to the humid warmth of the kitchen garden. Not thunder. Sounded more like a waterfall. But the nearest waterfall was seven leagues up the Arazow, and the river itself was far enough out at the edge of her farm that she couldn’t normally hear it. And she didn’t like the way the mist roiled through the trees toward her when it should be just about gone.

Ash hadn’t come down into the yard with her, growling softly from the doorway to the cottage, ears alert.

The noise echoed off the hills, hissing and gurgling like the whole river was one big teakettle. Mist bubbled out from between two patches of trees on the northern edge of Beenala’s forest, right between her trees and the Lipraxo family’s farm next door.

Not mist. Water.

Beenala froze as it tumbled toward her. Had the power dam burst? But her farm was uphill from the river.

There was something in the water. No… On the water. A boulder?

Beenala blinked and gripped the handle of her machete.

Yes, Bee, just machete the floodwaters.

She glanced around, considered climbing up onto the roof of the house. She didn’t think the pillars supporting the house raised it off the jungle floor high enough. It was solid stoneworks and she had enough skill in terramancy she could probably hold it against the flood. Probably. Her pyromancy would be useless though. She doubted there was a pyromancer in existence who could stop flash flooding with fire.

Running wouldn’t do any good. And she was more likely to fall than actually make it onto the roof. Beenala stood in her garden and trembled. Dropped her blade and watched the deluge approach.

Ash pressed her shoulder against Beenala’s leg and Beenala remembered to breathe. Each breath wheezing and ragged as the water raged toward her.

Until it slowed, veered east toward the Lipraxos’ abandoned farm, and settled into their side yard where a kitchen garden would have been if the farm itself hadn’t sat empty for over a year.

The river stopped like it hit a wall and sank into the ground, roiling and hissing, until the boulder sat in the mud with water bubbling—no, boiling—around it. The water was stationary, boiling around the strange black rock marbled with amethyst. As Beenala stood, trying to process how this great rock ended up next door, a wave rolled around the side, bearing a familiar aquamancer along its crest.

Beenala grinned.

Even from across the field and over the shoulder-height berry hedge separating the two farms, Beenala recognized that form. Her body relaxed. Beenala’s sometimes-neighbour, Tollar Lipraxo, stepped lithely off the water and onto the ground. Tollar wasn’t light on her feet in the same busy way as Beenala, but every movement was graceful and intentional.

Tollar stood with her back to Beenala, staring up at the smooth, shiny rock she’d floated into the middle of the yard, and went through the complicated gestures of a summoning spell. Her long, dark arms moving gracefully through the magic that was more complicated for Tollar since she could use only aquamancy to achieve results. Beenala’s heart fluttered. She was torn between retreating into the house and running over to greet Tollar.

She finished the spell, a tight vortex of water shot into the sky. Tollar took a step back and shielded her eyes against the sun to watch the spell’s progress as it vanished, but she swayed, stumbled and dropped to one knee. Ash barked and ran over.

“Tollar!” Beenala dashed through one of the gaps in the hedges, reaching Tollar as her friend shoved to her feet, swayed again, but found her footing.

“What happened? Are you all right?”

“Bee!” Tollar grinned, her unusual silver irises sparkling, bright like the afternoon sun on the surface of the Arazow. “It’s great to see you! I was worried you wouldn’t be home.”

Beenala squeaked out something that was meant to be a greeting, her face grew hot, but she couldn’t stop grinning.

Up close, Tollar’s little white tattoos stood out even more against her umber skin with the strange blue undertones—not the cool jewel undertones many of Beenala’s neighbours had, but real blue like in the cenotes at the far edge of the city. Tollar had a few new tattoos since she’d last been home, more of the white symbols across her left shoulder and a pair of thin diagonal white lines at her cheekbones.

Beenala, holding her breath since greeting Tollar, worried her heart may have stopped as well. Tollar stepped closer, her arms twitching up as though she meant to sweep Beenala into an embrace, but then she halted and held her hands palm up in greeting instead.

Of course Tollar would come swooping in after all this time and offer such openness, like it had only been yesterday she last saw Beenala. Beenala was inclined to react as she normally did to people’s greetings, a polite bow to welcome the openness but not to reciprocate.

But it was Tollar.

She was more than a neighbour even if it had been nearly two years since Tollar had last been in the city, and they’d both been fifteen when she’d last lived next door—and Beenala had just turned thirty-three. Yet Tollar still wore that wristband Beenala had woven for her an age ago, though it was faded almost to nothing and nearly threadbare.

What sorts of wondrous tales will she have this time?

Beenala only realized her hesitation in returning the greeting when something in Tollar’s face shifted. Something like panic flashed in Tollar’s eyes. Feeling her face warming, Beenala reached up, a little too quickly, to give Tollar’s hands a squeeze of greeting and reciprocation.

Tollar’s grin returned and she held Beenala’s hands for a moment. Then Tollar released her, bending to scratch Ash behind the ears.

“That’s a good dog.” Tollar crouched down to knead her fingers into Ash’s squishy cheeks. “Been keeping our Bee safe while I’m gone? I brought you a good bone, just you wait!”

Tollar gave Ash a final pat and stood, but staggered before catching herself and straightening. She was a head taller than Beenala, and Beenala noticed the dark circles under her friend’s eyes and the way the other woman’s hair, usually plaited neatly or in long smooth curls like eddies in the river, was a frizzy mess half escaped from a battle braid. Tollar was in full gear, longsword at her back and dagger at her hip, thin mud-streaked armour plating over her torso, upper arms, and thighs.

“What’s going on? You’re not yourself.”

Tollar shrugged and stared at the boulder. “Been a long trip, is all. So glad I made it.”

“You… came straight here this time? Are you just getting in?”

“Yes, thought I’d stop in and see my best friend.” Tollar grinned.

“But, you never…”

“Ah, well, seems that farm is mine now?” She gestured toward the abandoned house. “No need to avoid it if it’s empty. Good thing too, I needed a quiet place to land this time. And you’re always on me to come visit.”

“Oh. Right. It’s wonderful to have you back!” Beenala glanced at the empty house. Tollar never said as much before, but Beenala suspected it was her family she’d been avoiding. Still, it warmed her to know Tollar hadn’t been avoiding her.

“It’s good to be back, good to see you.” Tollar’s smile faltered and her gaze drifted to the boulder as she stifled a yawn with the back of her hand. “Listen, I’ll be here a few days at least and we can get caught up, but right now I’ve got a spot of trouble to take care of. I need your help keeping this thing warm.” She gestured at the massive boulder, several handspans taller than Tollar, nestled in its boiling pond.

“Wait, how are you doing that?” Beenala stood straighter. “You haven’t got fire magic.”

“Tell me about it! Do you know how hard it is to boil water without it? I could borrow from a pyromancer, but they’d have to be close enough to touch for it to work.”

“You’re making that up!”

“I can show you sometime.” Tollar paced around the side to where her kit lay on the ground, all of it sucked dry by Tollar’s aquamancy except for the little puddle of water gurgling under the boulder. Tollar’s kit, while dry, was as mud-caked as the rest of Tollar’s things.

As promised, Tollar pulled out a monster of a bone, nearly as long as the dog, and tossed it to Ash, who immediately pranced off through the berry hedge and around the far side of Beenala’s cottage, probably to bury it somewhere inconvenient, like in the herbs again.

Beenala stood before the boulder, heat rising from the boiling water, the air thick with the smell of hot mud.

“Sorry, Bee, nothing for you this time.” Tollar was slow and unsteady getting back to her feet. “I thought to get you more of that orange pigment, but didn’t get quite that far north. I know I missed your birthday and the solstice, but I wanted to bring you something. I thought I’d look for some nice fabrics in the port, maybe something you could make a new dress with? But anyway, business didn’t go quite like I’d expected and now…” She shrugged and flicked her hands toward the boulder, then paced away.

Beenala gave it another look, something about it unnerving her, but before she could give it much thought, her mind seized on a piece of what Tollar had said.

“Wait, the port, do you mean Port Sawulxo? Is that where you brought this from?”

“Bee, I need your help. I can’t keep that water boiling forever—it’s been five days as it is!”

Tollar stilled, no more pacing, her arms hanging placidly at her sides with her cool silver gaze focused intensely on Beenala. Beenala’s heartrate danced away, and she had to trace the purple veins in the boulder until her heart calmed.

“I need to keep it safe until I can figure out exactly what I’ve gotten myself into,” Tollar said. She winced and pressed her hands over her face. “I need your help.”

“I’ve got work to do or the corn will never get planted.” And she’d never meet her quota to the city and that entire building full of people her farm was responsible for feeding would starve and— She inhaled deeply. It had been so much easier when her brother the floramancer had still lived here. But it wasn’t unmanageable as long as she stayed focused. Right. Focus.

“It’s always wonderful to see you, but it’s mulch day.” Beenala half turned to go to her cottage and find the machete she’d dropped.

“Just an hour!” Tollar’s tone was desperate. Beenala stopped to watch her.

Tollar stifled another yawn and staggered sideways before catching herself.

“Toll! Are you all right?”

“I need to not have my attention divided. I just want to stop using magic for a bit.”

Beenala blinked slowly and met Tollar’s tired gaze, heat rising to her cheeks at the thought of her friend using some impressive feats of magic for five days straight. That she’d kept the water boiling in her sleep. Though she clearly hadn’t had much of that.

Beenala took Tollar by the shoulders and led her toward the house. “Let’s get you out of the sun.”

“I just need to rest, just an hour.” Tollar slumped on the ground against one of the stilts elevating the house. “Wake me up then and I’ll explain everything.”

“Yes, all right, I suppose I can spare an hour.” Beenala held her hand up to the sky, measuring the time through the sun’s height.

This won Beenala one of Tollar’s magnificent grins, and she sincerely hoped her friend planned on keeping the farm because Per Graza was pleasant and all, but Beenala couldn’t talk to anyone quite like Tollar. It was always so nice to have Tollar around.

“I’ll help you with your chores,” Tollar said through another huge yawn.

“That would be lovely. Now how do you need me to help?”

Tollar gestured at the boulder and toppled right over. Cold jolted down Beenala’s spine, her stomach tightening.

“Blessed ancestors, Tollar, are you all right?” Beenala crouched next to Tollar and grabbed her arm to help her up, but Tollar was suddenly deadweight. “Toll? Toll!”

Beenala’s limbs went watery, like she’d melt into the ground the way all that river water had. She clutched Tollar’s wrist. Warmth returned to her body when she felt a strong pulse, Tollar’s chest rising and falling with each long, slow breath. Beenala shook her, trying to wake her, but Tollar didn’t stir.

Beenala glanced at the big rock. Five days. Tollar had been hauling this thing around, boiling water without fire magic, for five days.

“Okay, she’s burned out, needs a nap. Fair enough.”

Beenala dragged over Tollar’s kit and wedged the bag under her friend’s head, getting her better positioned to rest so she wouldn’t wake up with a cramp in her neck. Then she sat on the bottom step of the abandoned house and stared at the large rock Tollar claimed to need help with.

A feeling of unease returned. The rock was too smooth, too shiny, even if it was stunning with its glittering amethyst veins. What kind of rock was it? Obsidian maybe? Onyx? Beenala placed her palm flat against the ground and focused her terramancy through the dirt and steaming mud, trying to get a sense of the rock.

But there was nothing.

“Wait, what? That’s impossible!”

She tried again, getting a sense of the shape of the mud under the rock, but not being able to feel with her magic the thing she could see with her eyes. Glaring, she stood up and got closer, tried again. Still nothing. Leaned across the hot muddy mess of the former garden to put one hand against the rock, drawing back immediately because of the heat.

But still not feeling the rock with her magic.

“How is that…” Her eyes widened. “It’s not a rock.”

She stepped back, taking in the full view of the thing. Sidled around it until the shape grew recognizable. Beenala bunched her hands into fists and pressed them against her mouth, sucking a ragged breath through her nose.

“Oh… Oh no. Oh, blasted ancestors, Toll, what have you done?”

Beenala closed her eyes and held her breath, trembling despite the heat radiating off the egg. The dragon egg. No wonder Tollar needed to keep it warm.

Beenala stared up at the rock-like dragon egg and fought down the urge to run back into her house. Or out into the garden to mulch like she was supposed to. Dragon eggs? She was not qualified for this sort of nonsense. What was Tollar thinking? Tollar probably wasn’t qualified to deal with dragon eggs either, and they would all end up eaten.

And this was more than stories, more than the safe comfort of hearing about the wild world Tollar ventured into from the familiar bubble of home. This was a dragon egg in the yard.

Where had she gotten it from? Who in the port would have a dragon egg? Surely, Tollar wasn’t so reckless as to steal a dragon egg from an actual dragon? Beenala shook her head, no that didn’t make any sense.

“Oh no, the summoning…”

Had Tollar summoned dragons? Beenala glanced around the pair of yards as though a whole blaze of dragons were descending already. Was a time, around when Tollar had last been home, that dragons had been a regular sight over the Naldes Mountains, especially near dawn and dusk when they hunted the gezars—giant mountain cats coming down into the jungle from the peaks.

Since then, the dragons had all gone off, and Beenala had grown used to the empty skies. The idea of it being filled with beasts made her head spin. Ash, back from digging, bopped her muddy nose against Beenala’s hand, and she took a deep breath and stopped fidgeting with the hem of her shirt.

“Right, keep it warm…”

The water, while steaming, was no longer bubbling and there was a lot less of it, already seeping into the ground without Tollar’s magic to make it stay put.

“Fire, Bee, you’re a sodding pyromancer.”

She took her flint off her belt to make a spark, ballooning it into a fire with her magic and pushing it into a ring around the dragon egg, the air around her growing cool with the effort. Could she use magic for the entire hour? Probably, but Tollar using boiling water to keep the egg warm was purely ridiculous, and Beenala simply couldn’t expect her to start doing it again when she woke up.

“We’ll have to build a fire,” she said to Ash, who woofed in agreement.

Beenala fetched a stack of wood from the pile near her cottage, but stopped short of building a fire. Setting the logs in all the soggy muck was only going to make more work for her. Beenala sighed and went back to Tollar, shaking her shoulder.

“Tollar? Come on, I just need you for a minute. I’ll even restart the hour.”

But nothing, Tollar dreamed on.

Ash sat in front of her, staring expectantly.

“Now what?”

The dog cocked her head to one side.

Beenala blinked. “Yes, you’re right! Just need to get the egg over a bit, don’t I?”

Beenala pressed her palm against the dirt again, but not seeking this time. The ground rose up a few inches and the egg rolled onto a patch of dry ground, the fire still orbiting around it. The ground under Beenala softened from the effort. Ash barked and scurried away. Beenala hurried to push the wood in around the egg and bring the ring of fire down to get it started.

Before heading back to her house to get more wood, Beenala stopped to check on Tollar, where the morning sun was already encroaching on her friend’s nap. Tollar would be better off inside the boarded up house and the boards would have to come off eventually—might as well be sooner rather than later. So Beenala set to prying them away and carrying them to the fire.

She looked at the dragon egg, her breath stilling at the sheer size of it and what it contained.

Ash leaned against Beenala’s leg and she inhaled deeply. Just an hour. She could do this.
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Tollar woke to darkness, heavy like all the depths of the ocean pressed against her. Like her joints burned with the fury of a fire demon. And no wonder. She’d fallen asleep in her armour, sword hilt pressing into her back. She groaned her way to unsteady feet and rubbed at the stiffness in her neck, wrinkling her nose at the cool, musty air. Tollar had fallen asleep without spreading out her sleep mat, just lying flat on the dusty stones, her kit as a pillow. Blinking into the gloom, walls loomed up and she remembered she was home. 

Whatever home meant.

This place had only ever been four angry walls. And Auntie’s place in Nytaltek had only ever been a dry place to sleep. Was that home? Tollar was certain home meant more to most people.

People like Beenala had a feeling for home, in Beenala’s case to the point she clung to walls no longer meant for her. Beenala really needed a cozy little apartment in the city. Something like Auntie had. With bright light and space enough for Beenala’s paints and textiles where she could make pretty things and not have to worry about mulch.

“Oh shit. It’s mulch day!”

Tollar winced. She should know better than to impose like this. Should have stayed out in the mountains until the dragons came for the egg. But it just hadn’t been safe enough.

And it had been two sodding years. Tollar wanted to see Beenala. She’d have to be more careful if she didn’t want to send her friend spiralling.

Tollar stumbled around until she got her bearings, sinking into the familiarity of the house like sinking into a pit. But why was it dark? And when did the boards come off the windows?

“What is going on?”

Tollar propelled herself out the front door and down the ramp perpendicular to the stairs. Stars blinked through the mist, though it wasn’t utterly dark, with a brush of grey to the east and the orange glow of a fire nearby. She skidded to a halt, staring around at the dark. Shook her head and got going. Had to find Beenala.

She rounded the corner and found the hulking form of the dragon egg in the yard where she’d left it in Beenala’s care, surrounded by gentle firelight. Beenala had come through, ancestors bless her.

Tollar circled around the egg as she headed for Beenala’s cottage.

“Ah, there you are.” Beenala came through the hedge with logs stacked in her arms. “Are you up for good this time?”

“This time?”

“You were up at dusk to eat.”

“I was?”

“And again after midnight to relieve yourself.”

“What?”

Tollar stared at Beenala, trying to make sense of what she’d said. How long had it been?

Beenala set down the cords of wood and came closer, looking Tollar in the eyes. The tension in Tollar’s shoulders melted away under the gaze of Beenala’s warm brown eyes like firelight Tollar could just about drown in.

“Ah, good. You look awake this time. Tollar, I daresay you may want to consider never again using the boiling river raft trick.”

“Err… Maybe five days was a bit much.” Tollar rubbed the back of her neck. “Did I really sleep all day?”

“And all night, it would seem. So much for ‘just an hour’ but I’m glad you’re here now. Help me get some new wood on the fire, will you? I ran out of pyromancy about three hours ago.”

“Bee!” Tollar gathered up the logs. “Go to bed. I’m so sorry.”

“Couldn’t be helped. I don’t like this,” she gestured toward the egg, “but I’m not about to let the poor creature die. And it was clear you would sleep until you no longer needed to.”

“Thank you. And I’m sorry about this. Go get some rest.”

“Just an hour?” Beenala’s eyes twinkled in the dark.

“Off with you!” Tollar chuckled.

She set to work adding logs to the fire, using her magic to coax the water out of them when they took too long to catch. And why hadn’t the dragons come for the egg yet? They had homes all through the mountain range and should have got her message via the Guild by now. She came around the egg and stopped when she found Beenala standing there, a faraway smile on her face as she watched Tollar work.

It only made Tollar feel worse, Beenala standing there with great dark circles under her epicanthic eyes and her sepia hair that was short and straight and usually standing on end like a pale flame, more dishevelled than normal, like each strand insisted on getting back to the cottage to sleep, but not one could agree on the direction. And that machete hanging at one wide hip like she thought she’d get her mulching done yet.

It was all so very Bee. Her extensive routines and the baffling way she loved this tiny corner of the world. Tollar dropped the last log into the fire, confident it would be fine for an hour or two, and sidled over to Beenala.

“Bee, at least go have a nap. I can fetch more firewood if I need it. I can’t believe you drained your magic over this!”

“I didn’t think to use normal fire like a swib until I’d just about run out of juice.”

“All the more reason for you to rest now.” Tollar tried to gently shoo her away, but Beenala crossed her arms, glanced at the egg, and gave Tollar a pointed look.

“At this point a few more minutes isn’t really going to matter. Tollar, where did you get a dragon egg? And why?”

“What a mess!” Tollar threw her hands into the air and paced around the egg as she spoke. “I couldn’t just leave it there, now, could I? What kind of raiders keep dragons? No one keeps dragons! Dragons keep themselves! So it couldn’t be anything good, could it? Can’t leave something like a dragon with bad people, now, could I?”

Beenala stared at her, eyes wide, mouth pulled down.

“Look, those dragons I summoned will be here soon enough.”

“You summoned them here?”

“Well it’s not like the egg can trundle off on its own to meet them. I expect they’ll just swoop in and pick it up and be off.”

“But with only a summoning, are they going to know why you’ve got a dragon egg? Tollar, you’re going to get us both eaten!”

Tollar waved a hand and looked over at the egg. “I sent a message to the Wizards Guild earlier, but there’s no way one of them will make it up here any time soon. They keep talking about building a southern Guild centre up here but, well, you know how they are.” Tollar shrugged. “Anyway, they should have gotten a message to whichever dragons are coming.”

Beenala closed her eyes and gripped the hem of her shirt, shaking her head very slowly. “Tollar, you can’t just—”

“It’s not going to bother your family too much will it? What did you tell them?”

“Oh, no. My parents went with Erxo when he moved into Nytaltek proper just after you were last home. He’s at the school, wants to be a scholar, and Mammi’s knees don’t tolerate the work like they used to.”

Tollar stopped and stared at her. “Wait, you’ve got all this on your own?”

“The harvesters come regularly for the city’s share, and Per Graza and her boys help when I need it. They’ve been helping make sure your place didn’t go to weeds and the harvest gets delivered since your ma moved into the city.”

Tollar exhaled noisily and glanced back at the empty house. She could think about the farm and what she was going to do with it (how she was going to get rid of it) after she got this egg back to the dragons.

“Well, that’s three less people to bother with this.” Tollar looked at Beenala and forced a smile. “But it’s bothered you enough for one night. Go, rest.”

Beenala continued shaking her head, but her stance softened. “Ash has been snoring in the cottage since the last time you were up. The only one of us with any sense is the dog!”

Tollar laughed and Beenala looked quite pleased with herself. Beenala turned toward her cottage. And froze. Hands trembling at her side. Tollar looked over Beenala’s shoulder and a cold wave prickled over her skin when she saw the gezar, a mountain cat bigger than a horse, slinking through the shadows next to the hedge like an inky black pool.

“Ash…!” Beenala whispered, her voice cut off.

“Your door closed?” Tollar slid closer to Beenala, barely breathing out the words, her mouth next to Beenala’s ear.

Beenala nodded but otherwise remained still.

“Dog can’t get out, gezar can’t get in. It’s us you need to worry about.”

Tollar glanced at the dragon egg, safe in the bonfire. She considered her house, but Beenala had pulled off all the boards and opened everything to air it out. They’d never get in and get it all shut up quickly enough. They were better off in the open where the big cat couldn’t corner them.

The gezar stopped, its eyes flashing in the firelight as it lifted its head, scenting the air.

Tollar’s hands twitched with the need to pull out her longsword, but one sword wasn’t enough against a jungle cat with tusks as long as Tollar’s forearm. Beenala was out of fire magic, which would be very handy right now, and Tollar wasn’t sure yet how much water magic she could muster.

Only one way to find out.

She concentrated on the ground, feeling for the water, before pulling it up—but not too much or she’d trap them both in a sinkhole—and launching a spear of it at the big cat. The hit flipped the gezar end over end, crashing through the hedge, and it roared out its displeasure.

But then it was back on its feet, prowling their way.

“We need to run.” Tollar half turned, but Beenala stared at the approaching beast. “Bee! Run!”

Tollar tugged on Beenala’s arm and got her moving. But they were too slow. There was no outrunning this killing machine.

So Tollar reached for the groundwater again, syphoning it up and solidifying it under their feet as they went. She gripped Beenala’s arm above the elbow to get her to stop running and help her keep her balance on the water platform.

Then she propelled them on a chute of water out away from the houses and deeper into the orchard. Up rows of crops between rows of trees, down the narrow paths joining rows, always heading for the river. It was complicated magic, especially when groundwater was her only available source at the moment, but it was far easier than keeping a dragon egg afloat on a boiling wave.

Not that she could keep this up for anything near five days. She was already getting foggy brained. She needed to deal with this before it drained her. Again.

First order of business had been to draw the cat away from the houses before it got the idea they were a good area to hunt. Now she needed to actually lose the cursed thing.

She continued sliding them up rows and down paths, worried her memory had failed her or the pre-dawn gloom betrayed them. But she heard the river growing closer and spotted what she was looking for.

The sentinel.

A whole row of sentinel trees edged the river between its bank and the road that ran alongside the farm. The neighbours across the river farmed fish and kept their banks swampy, but here Beenala’s family focused on crops. The sentinel trees held the ground in place when the water was high to keep the river from encroaching.

And near the middle of the row was the biggest of the sentinels.

The sheet of water skidded to a halt underneath the sentinel’s boughs, the nearest of them more than fifty feet up—lost in the shadow of the canopy, even as the deep, pre-dawn blue continued to brighten.

“Why did we stop?” Beenala asked, her voice shaky and eyes wide, staring out into the forest.

“We can’t run forever. We need to lose it.”

“I can’t— We don’t— But how—” Beenala’s gaze roved everywhere and nowhere.

“Broken moons, you’re awful at this,” Tollar said, not unkindly, and lay a hand on Beenala’s shoulder to make the woman look at her. “I know what to do. So you need to listen to me, all right?”

Eyes wide and frantic, Beenala nodded.

“Take a deep breath.”

Beenala did.

“You’re going up the tree.”

“What?”

Something rustled in the foliage down the road, and Beenala squeaked in terror.

“Sit down, trust me, and call down when you’ve got a firm hold on a branch.”

“What!”

The sentinels, with their thick but brittle bark, were unclimbable for anything heavier than a monkey. Most gezars knew better than to try. Tollar just had to get Beenala up there.

At least Beenala listened to her and sat on the ground. Tollar was close enough to the river to draw water from it, and she pulled away a wave and slid it under Beenala. Then she funnelled the water into a column and pushed it up and up, her friend perched on the top and voicing a little “Eep!” before disappearing into the dark. Tollar pushed the water up rapidly before slowing it so she didn’t smash Beenala into any branches or fling her past them too fast to catch hold.

But she watched the forest around her, not the canopy above. A pool of shadow at the end of the row looked unnaturally dark.

“Gah! Toll, I’m up!”

Tollar stopped the water’s advance and let the column sink down slowly. Beenala would cry out if she didn’t really have a grip, but everything stayed silent so Tollar let the whole column rain down at once.

Then Tollar ran.

She was swifter without Beenala, who was sturdy in her own way but had her mother’s knees and generous curves and only moved so quickly. The padding of feet on grass behind her confirmed the beast gave chase. The skin across her shoulders tingled. She would never outrun a gezar, not without more magic.

And right now, she didn’t intend to outrun it. She left the stand of sentinels and ran along the riverbank until she got to the head of the rapids upstream of the tree keeping Beenala safe.

Tollar launched herself off one of the riverside boulders and parted the current around her descent until she landed on the riverbed between the two biggest rocks at the head of the rapids. She glanced up at the riverbank to make sure the cat wasn’t ready to pounce. It wasn’t, and she widened the part in the water until she found what she was looking for.

Smooth old wood tangled up against the boulders. She climbed into the gaps between trunks and branches, braced securely, and then closed the water around her.

She let out one long breath, releasing all the air in bubbles that rushed away, before slowly drawing in another, this one all water. The river wasn’t too silty today so it filled her lungs smoothly, no different from air except for the cold. She coughed, but her body adjusted.

A smile played across her face. She didn’t care how weird it was, submerging in the water and letting the river run through her was like coming home.

Could she live at the bottom of the river forever?

It was cool against her skin, refreshing like a cold drink on a hot day and comforting like a favourite blanket, even as it drove her against the snarl of wood on rock. But at least she didn’t have to use magic anymore. Not having to focus on it lifted a weight from her thoughts.

Tollar settled in and watched the riverbank from below, the surface a dark silvery blue in the growing light. The waiting wore on her like ice pellets driven by a fierce wind.

What if it didn’t work? What if the fool beast fixated on Beenala’s scent up the tree rather than going after the moving target?

Tollar scowled at the bank and resisted the urge to climb out of her little nest and pace the riverbed. The whole point of sitting in this pile of debris was to save her energy. Swanning off in a fit would defeat the purpose.

Come on, where are you? Ancestors curse your stupid hide.

Her hands ached to hold her sword, and she gripped the branch in front of her instead.

And then there it was, great big stupid head silhouetted against the sky.

With barely a thought, Tollar pushed a wave out of the river to knock the big cat from the bank and into the rapids. She held her breath, hoping it wouldn’t start swimming, but its dark shape rushed away on the current. It was someone else’s problem, if it survived the battering it would get from the boulders.

She winced.

Cat dealt with, Tollar climbed from her perch and pushed herself through the river on a column of water much like the one she’d used to propel Beenala up the sentinel. She breathed out the water, using a bit of magic to get it all out in one go, then breached the surface and took in a deep breath of air. She set herself down on the waterside boulder and drained the excess water from her hair and clothes. Her armour had been crafted by an elemental blacksmith who knew how to protect the metal from rust, but that was no reason to go around like a swampy mess all the time.

A column of water trailed lazily along the ground behind Tollar as she approached the big sentinel where she’d left Beenala. She lifted it all in a big spout.

“Hop on, I’ll bring you back down!”

It had grown light enough that Tollar barely made out the shape of her friend on one of the branches. But even once the waterspout sat flush with Beenala’s branch, the woman didn’t move.

“Soggy ancestors,” Tollar muttered. She pulsed out a glob of water to engulf Beenala and pull her down with the column.

Once on the ground, Beenala sputtered and smoothed her rumpled clothing like she was trying to wipe away water, but Tollar had already drained it and sent it back to the river. Beenala raked her fingers through her hair, managing to make an even bigger mess of it. Then she dug her fingers into the hem of her shirt, though Tollar saw the way they trembled, and she took several breaths, each one slower and deeper than the last.

Beenala fixed her with a burning glare.

“Up a tree?” Beenala snapped. “Really? That was your brilliant plan?”

“It worked. You’re welcome.”

“You put me up a tree and used yourself as bait! What if it had caught you? I’d be trapped up in that tree for days. Probably die up there!”

“Someone would have come along in a few hours, down the road from the dam or maybe even Graza herself. And it wasn’t going to catch me! I had control of the water all along. I could have rerouted the whole river at it but wanted to take the path of least risk to you and your farm. Come on now, Bee, it wasn’t that bad.”

“Says the one who wasn’t stuck in a tree!”

“No, I was stuck at the bottom of the river. That’s much better.”

“How did you stay down there so long?”

Tollar went colder than the river could ever make her. She couldn’t tell Beenala the truth, couldn’t risk anyone knowing. People didn’t like her as it was.

“Just used an air pocket.” She shrugged and turned down the row of sentinels, heading toward the house. “Honestly, Bee, I had it under control. I knew you wouldn’t be able to help, so I did what I could. If you’d practice a bit more, you’d have had some energy left over to help me with the gezar. You probably still can’t light a spark, can you?”

Beenala scowled. “I’ve gotten by fine with my skill the way it is. I didn’t learn the way you did. I didn’t have to.”

“Well. Looks like maybe you do now. Come on, let’s get back so you can rest now that we’ve dealt with our bitey friend. You get many of those cursed things around?”

Beenala stared downriver and tapped her fingers against her thighs. “Probably had one a season for the last year.”

“What!” Tollar stopped and stared at her. “I saw maybe three in my whole life before this! What’re they doing out in the farmland?”

“I suppose there’s more of them now that there aren’t any dragons around.”

Tollar tilted her head, taking in the words. That’s what seemed so different. So quiet. Only the birds and monkeys to make any noise, and a whole jungle’s worth of monkeys couldn’t compare to the racket from a blaze of dragons.

“Is that why that egg is still sitting in my yard? I thought they’d have come for it hours ago.”

“You didn’t know?”

“There’s been dragons in these mountains as long as there’s been dragons,” Tollar said. “Where the rotting moons did they go?”

Beenala crossed her arms around her middle. “I don’t know, wherever dragons go. People didn’t really want them around, some lot in the city convinced enough people they were a menace, and I guess the dragons took offence and left.”

“I’m gone for two years and you all let the place fall to ruin!”

“It really hasn’t been so bad. Quieter for a start. And all my past gezar encounters, I’ve had fire to chase them off.”

Tollar paced over to a sentinel and drummed her fingers against its springy bark before she paced to Beenala. This was all wrong. Who knew when the dragons would get here for the egg? They could be coming from anywhere since she hadn’t seen dragons since the captive ones on the coast. It could be a whole week! After the message she’d had the Wizards Guild forward to the dragons, she’d expected the Upalintan blaze to be waiting for her. Would they come at all?

This was approximately twelve times the mess she’d thought it was. And she needed about twelve times the intel.

“No one bothered asking the necromancers to do anything about the cats?” Tollar asked.

Beenala shrugged. “Oh, you know they never come out of their hills.”

“But why chase off the dragons? They’ve always done such a good job keeping the gezar numbers in check. It’s only going to get worse with no other predators to combat those monsters.”

Beenala shook her head and kept walking. “We’ve had monsters fighting monsters. But what happens when it’s time to fight the dragons?”

Tollar inhaled sharply and stopped dead, blinked at the back of Beenala’s head. Had coming home been the wrong choice? Was it safe here at all? Tollar’s limbs jangled and she quickened her pace to catch up.

“Why in the name of every ancestor there ever was would you fight a dragon? No one needs to fight dragons! Make sure they’ve got enough wild game to eat and mind your manners and they make the perfect neighbours! Bee, what is going on around here?”

Beenala stopped and glared at her. “You can’t just frog off for years at a time and then swoop back in thinking you have all the answers just because you’re some fancy soldier.”

Tollar’s mind stumbled like she’d stepped in some particularly foul mud, anger buzzing through her limbs. She bunched her hands into fists, gripping the emotion like she could physically hold it back, and chose to believe Beenala was not growing cruel and was only tired and scared and letting her mouth get away from her better judgement.

But Tollar’s mouth went and did the same.

“I’m not some fancy soldier,” Tollar said. “Thought you knew that.”

“Not a soldier?” Beenala made a point of eyeing Tollar’s sword and armour.

Tollar rolled her eyes and smiled, getting moving. “I’m not a real soldier anymore—those belong to proper armies.”

“Then where have you been the last two years? And all the ones before?”

“Bee, every time I go, it’s somewhere different and with different people. I trained here with the army, but it really wasn’t a good fit. I’m a sell-sword.”

Beenala stared at her like she’d said something particularly stupid, and Tollar’s stomach went cold as she braced herself for the judgement, wishing she’d kept better control of her traitor mouth.

“But you’re not a blacksmith,” Beenala said slowly, uncertain.

Tollar grinned. “No, I don’t make swords to sell.” She patted the edge of her sword’s scabbard. “I sell this sword.”

“Do you have to buy it back?”

Tollar bit her lips together to keep from laughing. “I don’t literally sell my sword. I sell my sword’s service. It stays attached to me.” Beenala squinted at her, and Tollar stopped walking and sighed. “Look, what I really mean is that I sell my services with the sword.”

Beenala’s mouth fell open and the cold feeling sharpened to a spike and drove through Tollar’s insides. She leaned against a tree and stared down the row.

“So you go around cutting people for the highest bidder?”

Tollar swallowed. “Not the highest bidder, no.” She crossed her arms and looked up at the cover of the fruit trees. “Just the most interesting one.”

“Oh.” Beenala coughed nervously and shuffled her feet. Tollar kept focused on the canopy. “Tollar… Does it bother you?”

“What?”

“It’s just, you’re upset now. Does being a sell-sword bother you?”

“No. Seems to bother other people plenty.” One of her former comrades from training—one with a powerful position here—was especially bothered, but she pushed thoughts of Saivyn aside.

“Oh. Well then. It’s just, if it bothered you, you shouldn’t do it. But if it’s just that it bothers other people… Maybe you should spend time with better people.”

Tollar turned slowly but Beenala blushed furiously at her feet.

“Maybe I should.” Then she sighed, pushed away from the tree, and continued down the row. “But it’s the same everywhere I go. People don’t really like me.”

“You don’t stick around long enough to give them a chance.” Beenala met Tollar’s gaze. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to upset you, it’s just I don’t know much about what you do or where you go when you’re not here. All I know is the stories you bring back, and those are highlights, not the whole picture. Is this what your normal days look like? Hiding in rivers to out-clever predators?”

“In a fashion, yes. Doing real battle like I did in Port Sawulxo is rarer for me. Mostly I join merchant caravans and follow them up one side of the world and down the other, keeping them safe and seeing what there is to see. Some days keeping them safe means standing around where people can see my sword and not get ideas. Some days it means out-clevering things as bad as gezars. Sometimes it means fighting bandits or raiders.”

Beenala smiled and stopped to pull a weed, leaving it in the middle of the path before catching up to Tollar.

“Well, that doesn’t seem so bad,” she said.

“Thank you, Bee. Now let’s get back so you can get some rest.”

The cold spike melted out of Tollar’s gut, replaced by warm light, like she was filled with sunshine. She remembered exactly why she was always so pleased to see Beenala whenever she came back to Nytaltek. There was a tragic dearth of constants in the company Tollar kept while she was away. Most of the time it was exciting, but being in Beenala’s easy company reminded her how lonely being away could be.

But there was still the matter with the dragons and getting the egg safely returned to them. Tollar examined the canopy, green and vibrant in the growing light, and clenched her jaw against a groan. She didn’t have a sense yet of how bad things were with the local dragons. Gentle Beenala didn’t pay much attention to politics beyond what would affect her farming and her access to art supplies, so it could be much worse than she’d let on. Beenala, like a lot of Upalintans, didn’t pay much attention to the wider world and had little understanding of how safe and lucky they were.

The cold spike drove through Tollar as she thought of the egg being in danger. If anyone found out about it, would she be in danger?

If the rift between humans and dragons was ugly enough, it didn’t take much to imagine the worst that could happen. Egg destroyed, farm burned down, Tollar maybe in chains. Or worse. And what about Beenala?

If I have to flee on another boiling wave, I’m going to drown the entire sodding world.

She needed more information. Not just about what was going on at home, either. Everything in Port Sawulxo was wrong—the enslaved dragons were the worst of it, but there was more to it she couldn’t quite see. Surely someone here would know something? And of those in Nytaltek she knew she could trust, only one of them could give her insight; only one of them held a position with the sort of power to keep Tollar and the egg safe if coming home really was the colossal mistake it had the potential to be.

“Bee, I need to go talk to Solia. Will the egg be safe while you rest?”

“Tollar, I need to go into the city to see my parents—I promised. If I’m not there on time, they’ll come here.”

Tollar squeezed her eyes shut and exhaled loudly.

Would a couple more hours really make much difference? No one was going to stop by, except maybe those dragons and that would be quick and solve the matter anyway. Let Beenala see her parents and try to catch Solia before she went on shift.

“Let’s get back to your place before we run into more trouble and I’ve got to geyser you up a tree again.”

“What does geyser mean?”

“Bee, old friend, I think I have an excellent story for you.” Tollar grinned and, while she told Beenala about that steamy basin she’d been through four years back, she tried not to think too much about how things had changed since she’d last been in Nytaltek. Was bringing the egg here a mistake? Hopefully Solia would have some answers.
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Tollar tossed another plank onto the fire and stared down the lane toward the city. Again. Beenala was gone, having taken some strawberries for breakfast with her parents—some new routine since they’d moved out of the cottage. 

And Tollar wanted to get going. If she was fast, maybe took the river instead of walking, she could catch Solia before she started work. And maybe this was big enough to interrupt work?

Tollar growled to herself and looked up at the egg.

She should get into the city to talk to Solia, but she didn’t like the idea of leaving the egg alone. Not without a better idea of the level of hostility locals had toward dragons. Send a message to Solia to meet her here? But Solia would lose her mind when she saw the egg and not give Tollar a chance to explain things.

“Ugh, that’ll never work,” she murmured to the egg before going to the house.

Some chocolate remained in the mug Beenala left for her, and Tollar sipped the last of it and gathered the last of the planks Beenala had pulled off her windows to bring to the fire.

Good sense said she should go see Solia and probably stop at Auntie’s on the way back to pick up some normal clothes. All she took with her when she left was travel gear, and everything actually fashionable stayed at Auntie’s house. The travel gear was fine and all, but it was utilitarian and ugly—green that had faded into something colourless and dull, plain trousers and shirt. Honestly, she preferred wearing her armour because at least it had some flair, and the lengths of armoured leather that protected her hips and thighs made a cute enough skirt.

She could have a nice visit with Auntie, bring her some of whatever grew out in the forest for a nice breakfast. Right after she popped into the guard house, see about getting on the roster for a week or two, and talk to Solia about… Well, everything.

She should go. And yet… Something kept her rooted here, a mild sense of distress over leaving the egg alone. Like some invisible band snapped her back into place if she tried to go too far.

The egg gleamed in the sunlight peeking over the mountains, the amethyst-coloured bits sparkling. Tollar walked its perimeter, dropping planks anywhere the flames were low, and noticed a long, deep crack in the exterior.

Had it somehow been damaged by the gezar? Or…?

As she watched, the crack lengthened, and new ones spiderwebbed out from it, crackling softly.

“Oh no.”

Tollar dropped her planks and retreated, pulling water from the ground and pooling it at her feet to bring up in a quick shield if needed. Did dragons hatch angry? Or hungry?

“Oh shit.”

What did a baby dragon eat? Would it know better than to eat her?

Yes, well, maybe should have thought of that before bringing a dragon egg home, eh?

“Ancestors be damned, I hope Bee left Ash in the house!”

Tollar caught glimpses of deep black and bright amethyst scales sliding past the gaps in the egg. And then the shell split in half, two great chunks rolling away while smaller flecks rained down, an ashy scent filling the air.

The baby dragon, and there was no mistaking it for anything else—leathery wings, four scaly legs, and spiky armoured body like the adults, but smaller, only about twice the size of the gezar—had its back to her and for that Tollar was profoundly grateful. It was beautiful, though, coloured like its egg with a glossy black body streaked with glittering amethyst, wing membranes of pure purple, and horns, spikes, and talons the deepest midnight black. It was a clumsy thing, coltish on spindly legs, flapping wet wings about ineffectually. Could it fly already?

It was the dragon’s fire Tollar worried about, but there didn’t appear to be any of that either.

When was Beenala coming back? Best person to have around with dragons of uncertain temperament was a pyromancer. Stronger the better. Having a dragon whisperer around didn’t hurt, but first and foremost, Tollar wanted a pyromancer. And she had one. Usually.

All right, water shield will help some. It can’t move fast yet so running is probably a safe bet.

Tollar didn’t fancy hiding at the bottom of the river again, but she also didn’t fancy being burned alive or eaten. So.

Thankfully, the creature hadn’t noticed her, quite content to flail about and eat its own eggshell. Well, that made some sense, didn’t it? Made for a convenient food supply. But with dawning horror she realized the eggshell wouldn’t last more than another minute, and she needed something to feed the dragon that wasn’t herself.

Tollar had met some dragon scholars in her time, though she paid minimal attention to what they said. Always talked about adult dragons. Tollar got the impression humans didn’t have much opportunity to interact with younglings.

“If my farm gets overrun with scholars…”

But Tollar hadn’t planned on telling anyone beyond Beenala, Solia, and that message to the Guild about what she had in her yard. Doubly so, now.

The baby dragon turned and spotted her. Its glittering black eyes were full of sentient intelligence, and Tollar had never felt so much like a cricket before a tarantula. All of its teeth were long as her forearm, and the pair of spiralling horns on its head were about as long as Tollar’s legs.

“Good morning,” she said, voice shaky and feeling stupid. What did you say to something born smart? Did it understand human language? Ugh. “Fine day to make your debut, good work! My name’s Tollar. Do you come with names? Afraid I don’t know much about your lot.”

“Tollar!” the baby squeaked in a voice that reminded her of that sizzling wave they’d spent five days travelling on. Something in the tone spoke to curiosity rather than aggression and Tollar relaxed.

“Just so you know, since I don’t think anyone’s had the chance to tell you, I am not for eating. People are not for eating, all right? And my friend Beenala has a little brown dog named Ash that might look like she’s for eating but she’s not. All right? You can’t eat Beenala or Ash. You understand?”

“Eating!”

“Oh shit.”

Tollar glanced at Beenala’s cottage, wishing her friend was home but equally glad she was out.

Tollar snapped her fingers and pointed at the dragon. “All right, you’re probably hungry and you can’t eat me or Beenala or Ash. But you know what you can eat? Monkeys! We’ve got so many monkeys, cheeky little demons always stealing the things that I like to eat. So you can help me and I can help you. Want to follow me? I’ll show you the best spot to find some tasty monkeys.”

“Monkeys!”

“Yes, excellent. Just this way, we’ll head into the jungle. Sound good?”

“Eating!”

“Just so. Eating monkeys in the jungle and not eating me or Beenala or Ash.”

Tollar sidled sideways to keep an eye on where she was going and watch the dragon too, in case it misunderstood that she was definitely not for eating. The dragon shoved itself up on its thin little legs, took a shaky step and promptly flopped over, scattering bits of the bonfire’s remains everywhere.

Tollar put out a dozen little fires from the scattered burning planks and used some strategically placed columns of water to get the dragon on its feet. Where it promptly fell over and made a horrific screeching noise that she highly suspected was crying.

“Oh. Shit.”

So abandoning anything even resembling good sense, Tollar walked right up to the dragon. “Is it okay if I touch you?”

The dragon responded by stretching out its long neck to nuzzle its barrel-sized snout against her and knocked her down.

“Right then.” She patted its deceptively soft nose, used some water to ease it back so she could stand. “Look, you can’t walk just yet, and I can’t feed you anything just standing here. Maybe you want to have a nap while I go fetch you some monkeys to eat?”

“Monkeys!”

Tollar sighed. What if someone came by while she was gone? What if Per Graza heard the screeching and came poking her nose around? Tollar really could have used another couple of hours to suss out the situation in the city before having to deal with a baby dragon. Of course, she couldn’t stand around until it got hungry enough to decide that she was, in fact, for eating.

“All right. Just stay here. Don’t go anywhere if you figure out how, and I’ll be back in a snap with some food.”

The dragon lay down in the dirt that had at one point been a kitchen garden. It watched Tollar leave with such a pitiful expression she almost wanted to stay and let it just gnaw on her arm. But she got to the treeline and followed the shrieks of the screecher monkeys, little monsters always ripping down the bananas and smashing coconuts before they could be harvested. Made a mess out of everything. And if it wasn’t cleaned up fast enough, the rotting fruit attracted the daggerflies and no one wanted that.

Not far from one of the old irrigation canals on what Tollar supposed was now her farm, she found a whole colony of monkeys. Little shrieking grey blurs darting through the foliage, about half the size of Ash. They’d always been the thing she missed the least when she was gone. But this was far worse than she remembered. Was it because the farm had been abandoned so long and they’d moved in? Or did it have to do with the dragons being gone? With the dragons gone and more gezars around, the monkeys would be looking for new, safer habitat, wouldn’t they?

“Oh, but no one thought of that before chasing out the dragons, did they?”

Tollar sighed.

Beenala always talked to the farm when she tended to it. Tollar had been to so many places, and no one else talked to their food before harvest. She gripped the pendant made of her granny’s finger bone—only other family member who’d cared about Tollar besides Auntie, who’d cared enough to gift Tollar the bone on her death—and took a deep breath.

No, other places didn’t talk to the trees and the shrubs or the animals. But other places could be barbaric. Stripping the good out of everything around them without seeing. Tollar couldn’t ever stay in Nytaltek for long, or any part of Upalint for that matter, but she couldn’t stop coming back, either. It was the only place they did things right. Was that what home meant?

While they harvested nearly constantly, major harvest times each season involved a lot of ceremony. The last one she’d been part of, she’d been out here with her family and Beenala’s and some harvesters from the city, and they’d been between the rows performing a whole song and dance. Keeping time with the drumming meant to evoke the sombreness of the year’s final harvest. Some of the more traditional families came out in full costume, often feather adorned to mimic the plants they tended, and with symbolic offerings.

Tollar was not singing and didn’t have time for costumes and offerings. She needed to get this over with and get back to the dragon before Beenala came home and got herself eaten. Or one of the neighbours stopped by.

This had been such a bad idea.

She’d never trapped or hunted before. Was the ritual different from the harvest? There was no getting out of harvest duty, except in leaving entirely. She groaned and pressed her fingertips to her forehead.

“All right then, what am I supposed to do?” she said, feeling ridiculous.

Food was food, regardless of where it came from, it all deserved respect. There was tradition, even if she couldn’t remember what it was.

Well, there was fishing, she’d done plenty of that. This was close enough, wasn’t it?

Giving Granny’s bone a final squeeze, Tollar took a deep breath and opened her eyes, walking closer to the canal. The monkeys screamed at her and darted farther away, to the opposite bank. Some of them fought, the bigger males tearing at each other’s fur.

She said as much of the fisher’s prayer as she remembered, adapting it on the fly.

“Okay, look, I’m sorry about this,” she said to the monkeys. “It’s not for me, nothing personal, all right? Circle of life and all that.”

They ignored her and went on fighting and screeching, but she had a clearer conscience when she washed a wave over a pair of males and pulled them down into the murky canal water. Waited. Focused on the ones fighting obliviously in an attempt to not think about what she was doing. Drew the now-dead monkeys out on another wave that followed her back to the dragon lying with its chin in the dirt, whistling mournfully.

“Okay, look. Here, monkeys! For eating!”

She deposited the corpses in front of the dragon’s nose, being sure to drain away all the water. The dragon lunged forward, snapping its jaws around both monkeys at once and swallowing them whole.

“Sweet merciful ancestors give me strength and protect me.” Tollar gripped the bone pendant. She hoped Granny’s spirit was listening. And could do anything about dragons.

The little dragon lifted its head, which in retrospect was not actually that little, and fixed Tollar with its terrifyingly intelligent gaze. “Monkeys!”

“Yes, all right, those were a snack I guess? Merciful ancestors, how many of these things are you going to eat in a day?”

The dragon tilted its head, gaze fixed on her, and Tollar decided to assume the creature understood everything she said.

“Right, fine, you probably can’t count yet. But that was two monkeys.” She held up two fingers. “I’ll see if I can fetch you—oh, how about six more?” Now she held up six fingers.

“Six monkeys,” the dragon said.

“All right, fine.”

And so it went, Tollar apologizing and drowning monkeys half a dozen at a time and hauling them out of the jungle on miniature waves much like the one she’d used to get the dragon here in the first place. She’d bring it monkeys like offerings to one of the old gods who dealt in blood, and the dragon devoured them in an instant and then stared at her until she went back into the jungle for more.

At least the monkey supply was endless.

Or was it? And did she really want to test that theory? What would she feed it if she ran out of monkeys? Should she feed it more than monkeys? She tried not to wince at what a phenomenally bad idea it had been to bring the dragon egg home. Of course, leaving it would have been far worse. Dragons did not belong in chains. But how was she supposed to know her foolish kin had driven away the dragons and she’d have to wait like this for help?

She really needed more support. Really needed to get to Solia, not that she could leave now.

After the dragon ate its twentieth monkey and stared expectantly at Tollar, who was resigned to her fate as monkey slayer and feeder of dragons, Ash started barking from somewhere near the direction of the city.

“Oh shit.”

The dragon whipped its head around to follow the sound, and Tollar immediately threw herself between it and Ash’s approach.

“That’s Ash! She’s a dog. Not for eating.”

“Dog.”

“Yes. You eat monkeys, not dogs.”

“Monkeys.”

The dragon craned its neck to peer around Tollar, and she turned to see Ash, hackles fully deployed, barking furiously from the end of the lane that sloped down to join the main road along the river into the city. Beenala came around the bend and stopped dead. Her lovely brown eyes widened and she nearly fell off her bike.

“Oh good, you’re back! I could use your help,” Tollar called.

“Get lit!” Beenala shrieked. “I did not sign up for this!”

“Oh shit,” the dragon said solemnly.

And despite her guilt at heaping more on Beenala and her desperation over how rapidly the situation got away from her, Tollar nearly died laughing.
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