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UNQUIET SKIES

Collie glanced down as the rocky ground fell away beneath them, the chill wind of the upper currents lifting his hair. He loved this moment when powerful wings pushed them up toward the blue and white promise of the sky. The height wasn’t scary, although little enough kept him from tumbling from his perch and into empty air. The ripple of powerful muscles underneath his legs felt a lot like riding a farm horse, and he clenched his knees for balance. The land spread out below, unrolling craggy brown and green expanses streaked with blue, dissolving into crinkled edges where land met deep, dark blue sea.

What’s the word on the racers?

The voice sounded in Collie’s head, deep and feminine and half-amused, with just a trace of concern. Collie had never quite got the hang of communicating mentally, so he answered aloud. The wind tore his words from his throat, but the dragon would hear.

“Four teams coming, so I’ve heard. One from as far away as Australia! But who wouldn’t want to take a shot at ten thousand pounds sterling?”

Do you think one of them will make it? They’d climbed high enough now that Collie could see all of northern Newfoundland below, one long peninsular finger stretching north to almost touch Labrador. He’d surprised Miss Bell on last week’s geography test, drawing the coastline of the Dominion on his slate with the finest accuracy his unwieldy chalk would allow. Later he’d berated himself for showing off, hoping she wouldn’t find his extensive knowledge too suspicious, but she’d only given him a smile and a “Well done!” when she saw it.

Collie screwed up his face as he answered Awdwith. “It’s near two thousand miles to Ireland,” he said. “That’s a lot of gasoline, and gas is heavy.”

But eventually, someone will do it, the dragon mused, and this time Collie heard sadness bloom in her voice. We won’t have these skies to ourselves for much longer.

Sudden fear clutched Collie, a cold, slippery thing winding around his heart. He pressed palms, cold even inside their thick leather gloves, to the sides of the dragon’s neck and hunched his shoulders to draw the collar of his jacket up to his ears. “You won’t leave, will you? You’re still safe enough. No-one’s ever going to be interested in the middle of the island. There’s nothing there!”

Awdwith’s smile was in her voice. If I’ve learned anything, it’s that humans eventually go everywhere, and drive all others out. But don’t fret. I’m not going anywhere yet.

They grew quiet then, keeping their thoughts to themselves as the dragon’s powerful wingbeats carried them north. Eventually, the dragon glided down to settle on the westernmost of the Horse Islands, windswept, barren, and empty. Collie clambered down from her back on the top of a craggy cliff and settled himself to watch as the dragon cruised high above the waves, hunting. When she spotted prey—a seal or large fish—she’d dive like an osprey, leathery wings tucked back, arrowing down into the water after her prize. Collie licked a pencil stub and sketched her—flying, circling, diving— in an old notebook Miss Bell had given him when she noticed him doodling on his slate one day. Not drawing Awdwith, of course—he’d never let anyone else see his images of her—but a quick sketch of his dog, Bridey.

Collie tucked the notebook back inside his jacket as Awdwith returned and set down on the rocky crag. She settled her bulk next to him, her back stretching taller than his father’s six feet even when she hunkered down. He’d only ever measured her length with his eyes, but he guessed she ran a good twenty feet from nose to tail, her head twice as big as that of any draft horse. Now she shook her iridescent green scales dry in the sun, long tongue snaking out between ivory-white teeth as she licked her lips with satisfaction. Time to go home?
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