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Dangerous Dare


DIANE





Of all the dares Diane had attempted, this one might just kill her. 

She leaned into the cliff face, trying to ease the ache between her shoulders. Her grip slipped, and pain ripped through her calloused fingertips. With a gasp, she shifted her weight onto her toes and jammed her fingers deeper into the narrow crevice. 

Smooth rock lay under her cheek, unyielding. Her breath steadied as she contemplated her situation. 

She’d made a mistake. 

And yet, she’d almost done it. 

No one had ever climbed to the top of Rugged Cliff without gear, not even the best climbers, never mind a fifteen-year-old girl. This dare would’ve made her legendary.

Diane groaned as she lifted her head from the comfort of the solid surface. There was no other option. She would have to descend.

Shifting her weight onto her firmly planted foot, she slid the other foot to the right, searching for the protrusion that had allowed her to lunge to her current handhold. Her body strained to leave the solid cliff, to give her an extra inch to reach the foothold, as her hands clutched the sharp rock.

But it was no use. 

Four moves ago, she’d made a mistake. If she’d chosen differently, she wouldn’t be in this predicament. Her right foot would be nestled in the supporting groove currently occupied by her left, and the next one up would be within reach. But she’d gotten brash. The smooth rhythm of breathing, reaching, pushing, and climbing had numbed her logic. She’d been one with the cliff, a spider crawling up the vertical incline.

“Told you she couldn’t do it. No one can.” Steve’s voice carried up to her. As did the snickers of the others standing next to her younger brother at the base of the steep cliff.

“Come down. You’ve climbed higher than Kaden ever did. It’s too dangerous.” The waver in Rayne’s voice matched the flutter in Diane’s chest.

That’s what she was trying to do.

She resisted the urge to glare at her friends, knowing it wouldn’t help. She hadn’t completely failed.

In spring, Kaden climbed halfway up the widest pillar that made up the Rugged Cliffs. When he’d dared Diane to try again, she’d been confident. After all, she’d been secretly training since their whole group had failed. No one, not even her high-energy brother, had been able to climb higher than Kaden’s head.

His bragging had pushed her to prove him wrong. 

Rayne insisted that Kaden only wanted to spend more time with her. But Diane had brothers while her friend didn’t.

Kaden thought he was better than she was. Of course, he was wrong. There was more to winning than strength.

So, she’d stuck her hands on her hips and countered his dare. Not only would she climb to the midpoint, but she would do it without ropes.

Right now, she regretted her bravado.

She’d already won the dare, beating Kaden’s record easily.

But summer was ending, and the chill of fall was already in the air. This was the last chance to do all the things they’d planned before the monotony of school and chores took over. She wanted to set a record no one could surpass.

Resting her shoulder against the rock, Diane scanned the surface for another foothold that would get her closer to the top. Her hands ached, and a muscle in her right shoulder twitched annoyingly.

Nothing.

The sheer cliff mocked her with its lack of crevices and protrusions. The rough, craggy base had given way to this smooth surface without warning three-quarters of the way up.

Diane sighed, frustrated with herself and the cliff. She tilted her head back, tightly gripping the stone under her fingers.

The bluff was within reach, but an overhang blocked her way. Supporting her weight while hanging practically upside down would be impossible. Even her legs trembled at the thought.

She had to move soon.

Admitting failure was harder than giving in to the fear of what would happen if she couldn’t get down. 

She was a fighter. She was strong. There had to be a way to get back to the beach below in one piece. Over the years, she’d broken enough bones that she didn’t want to suffer through the long recovery. Assuming that was the worst that would happen to her.

Diane unclenched her jaw, giving up. “I’m stuck. Can any of you see a place for me to move?”

Kaden’s mocking laughter almost made her lunge for her previous perch, despite the risk. But she already knew she couldn’t make it. 

“Just go back the way you came.”

“Already tried that. I can’t reach it without letting go.” Diane turned to glare, and her grip shifted, the rock crumbling under her hand.

She slammed her chest into the cliff wall, cursing her lack of attention. Her heart thundered in her ears at the nearly fatal mistake. Her breath came out in short gasps as she regained her handhold. Shouts rang out from below.

Slowly, her focus turned outward. The others were silent. Whatever they’d shouted was lost to the past.

Her arms trembled. She couldn’t hang on much longer.

“Skies, don’t move! Steve and Kaden are getting help.” Rayne’s panic wasn’t encouraging at all.

But no one could help her now. The trip to and from the village would take an hour, even running full out, and then more time would pass while she waited for them to lower a rope from the bluff. Diane knew her own strength, and it was dwindling.

She really wasn’t ready to let go yet.

If she survived, her mother was going to kill her. This wasn’t exactly how she wanted to be remembered—as the girl who fell from the Rugged Cliff. She would become a cautionary tale.

Maybe she could hold on a little longer. She just had to imagine she was part of the rock and not an exhausted, scared teen.

The cold stone seeped into her cheek, numbing her face. A cramp shot through her hand, the pain curling her fingers, and her grip slipped.

Diane screamed, grabbing for the rock while her other arm stretched under her weight. She frantically slid her foot along the rock, and her toe caught something. A slight dip. She jammed her foot in and ran her cramping hand along the stone, searching for the crevice it had been in. 

With a heartfelt groan, she found it.

All she had to do was ignore the pain in her body, the cramping in her hands, and the throbbing of her thighs. 

Mind over matter. That was how she’d survived so many dares.

Staying put wasn’t going to work. Not with her own body betraying her.

Now that she was slightly to the right of the overhang, a horizontal crevice was visible. With the right lunge, she could reach the top of the cliff, assuming her legs had the strength.

“I’m going up.” Unfortunately, her voice came out breathy and timid, so she wasn’t sure Rayne heard her.

It didn’t matter. She was committed now. Diane stretched sideways, hoping her foot didn’t slip.

“No! Stay put. You just have to hang on a little longer,” Rayne shouted, but Diane kept her focus.

There. At the point where her underarm screamed from the stretch, she pushed off with her toes and dug her fingers into the narrow crevice. Pain radiated through her forearm while the twitch in her shoulder pulsed frantically, but she’d done it.

Her foot dangled uselessly. All her weight rested on her left toes. Now she just had to find the next foothold. Diane opened her hips and slid her knee along the rock, searching for that magical spot. Relief flooded through her when she found it. 

She could do this, seal her notoriety as the only person to climb the largest pillar in the Rugged Cliff. No more invisible Diane. She was more than the fourth child of the Tiller seven. She could accomplish the impossible.

Only her younger siblings thought she was brave, especially Brody, her youngest brother. They didn’t call her foolhardy or say she was tempting death.

Muffled voices rose. Steve had returned with their oldest sister.

Rayne sounded relieved when she finally shouted, “We’re building you a bed of branches to land on.”

Diane had no intention of letting go. Wind blew against her back, cooling the sweat that soaked her body. She licked her salty lips and closed her eyes for a moment.

The cramp that plagued her hand tightened her fingers. 

No, she must ignore the pain. Her hand still functioned.

A sudden gust buffeted her side, a warning that it wasn’t just her strength she had to deal with. Diane looked up, past the bluff, at the dark clouds whipping across the sky.

She was running out of time.
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Curiosity


LAUREL





Laurel flew over the injured deer, saliva pooling in her mouth. This was the first time she’d hunted so far from the group, but she was still connected through the coven bond. A dragon was never alone. Distance didn’t matter with a mental connection to everyone in her family. 

She’d followed this deer as it wandered from the glade, away from the bulk of the herd. The other younglings would finish their meals soon, and she would return to the dragon keep still hungry if she didn’t hurry up.

Laurel was a delicate eater. The others enjoyed startling their prey and chasing them down. But she preferred to hunt the outliers, like this one that wouldn’t make it through the harsh winter season. The herd had to stay strong, so the coven had enough to eat.

“That’s correct, but you should have caught the deer by now. Stop dawdling.” Galyna’s mental reprimand stung.

As a mentor to the younger dragons, Galyna was five years older than Laurel, but she oozed superiority. At fifteen, Laurel wasn’t the youngest dragon in the group, but last year she had been. The older seemed to forget how much Laurel had improved.

“Almost done.” She sent back an image of pouncing on the deer, and Galyna’s attention turned away.

Laurel swooped through the cloud, ensuring her shadow didn’t warn the deer of her presence.

A scream broke the stillness, and the deer froze, still half hidden by the foliage.

Laurel growled, frustrated and hungry. The frightened deer wouldn’t move, and she knew from experience that diving through the trees to flush it out would only result in bruises and embarrassment. Now she had to find another meal. Perhaps the creature that had interrupted her hunt was injured and would satisfy her hunger.

Laurel flew over the dense forest, replaying the scream. There was something different about it. The sound had been mental as well as verbalized. She skimmed over the treetops, sniffing deeply for any hint of blood.

For once, Galyna didn’t notice the growing distance, probably dealing with the youngest dragon, Jerica, who had a knack for getting herself into trouble.

Laurel flew faster. She just needed to find out what had made that sound. The older dragons said her curiosity was her greatest weakness, making her impulsive and undisciplined. But she didn’t see it that way. 

The world was an exciting place, and dragons, especially younglings, didn’t get to see enough of it.

Pain burst in her mind, clenching her talons. 

She quickly tightened her mental shields. But this wasn’t another youngling spilling their emotions. This was something else.

Laurel flew over a cliff, and the scent became clear. 

A human.

Logic and rules said she should fly away, but the human’s pain beat at her, so similar to a dragon’s. Unlike an injured animal, there was more than instinct behind the emotion. An intelligence that pushed through the pain.

Laurel flew past the bluff, and the cliff gave way to a long beach. As she swung around, her sharp gaze identified a human clinging to the cliff, just below the outcrop. 

Determination battered Laurel’s mind. 

Humans didn’t usually project so fiercely. Or maybe they did. Younglings were warned to stay away from the village, so Laurel had never seen a human up close. She hadn’t been interested enough in them to gather information.

“Help me.” The female’s voice quivered with effort. Her desperation tightened Laurel’s chest, and she flew closer without meaning to.

The small human didn’t have talons to grip the rock. Her fingers were soft and bloody.

Laurel sniffed deeply, opening her shields and ignoring the female’s emotions. There were more humans in the forest below, too far to be of any help. Somehow, despite knowing little about humans, she knew this one was young. There was something familiar and bold about her too. Something adult dragons didn’t possess. It might be different for humans, though.

“I must reach the top. Please.” The girl’s mind-speech was weaker, her focus on her hands and feet. Her fatigue and fear transmitted in waves.

Laurel shouldn’t interfere. Like with the deer, nature would determine whether she survived. That was the way of the world. 

But there was something about this girl. A strength in her thoughts, despite the pain in her body. Something that reminded Laurel of her own struggle to find her coven long ago, when she was a mere hatchling. 

A burning desire to live beyond all reason.

The balance of nature would not be upset by her helping this one small human.

But she’d been taught that human skin was frail, easily cut by talons, so Laurel couldn’t simply grab her. There was no way to fly close enough for the girl to climb on either. Plus, she’d never had a human on her back. It might hurt.

Before she could think of another option, the choice was taken from her. 

The girl’s frail talons gave out, and her scream pierced the air and Laurel’s heart.

Laurel dove for the falling girl, her wingtip scraping the rocks. Weight slammed into her chest as she spun parallel to the cliff. 

Instinctively, she clutched the small human against her chest, her talons twisted awkwardly to avoid puncturing the soft skin.

The girl was heavier than Laurel expected, and her wing beat faltered. She dropped a dragon length as she struggled to find her balance. Frantically, Laurel whipped open her wings, hoping to catch a thermal and shoot over the beach.

But it was too late. She was too low.

Her wing caught on the top of a tree, and she spun as pain shot from the tip along the long bone to her shoulder. Branches snagged her wings as she fell, but she managed to hold the girl without crushing her.

Laurel crashed, the force stealing her breath. It took a moment for her body to remember to breathe. Darkness spun around her, and only the fear of harming the girl stopped her from leaping to the sky, to safety. 

The world rushed into focus. Treetops above, hard ground below, and pain shooting through her wings. 

Laurel sucked in a deep breath, evaluating her injuries. Her side ached from the abrupt landing, and her right wing throbbed where she’d scraped it against the rock. A little bruised, but otherwise she was fine and should heal quickly.

The girl groaned and pushed against Laurel’s chest. Startled, Laurel released her grip, and the girl fell backward. 

Laurel stood, removing the leaves and branches from her shoulders. She was still hungry, and the girl was safely on the ground. It was time to get back to the others before Galyna sent out a search party. Laurel wasn’t sure how much trouble she’d get into for helping the human.

The girl sat up and spoke the way animals made sounds. “Thank you. I would’ve died if you hadn’t helped.”

Her emotions were chaotic, a combination of gratitude and grumpiness.

Laurel tilted her head, her curiosity getting the better of her. “How did you get there?”

“It was a dare.” The girl shrugged and then winced. “Crap. I’m a mess.”

Laurel didn’t know what the girl meant by a dare, but her stomach growled loudly, reminding her of her original quest. 

She leapt into the sky and flew away from the odd human.

“I’m Diane. Thank you.” The girl’s voice was far away, and Laurel had already forgotten her.
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Grateful


DIANE





As soon as the dragon left, Diane swayed from exhaustion. Her hands shook violently, and her legs threatened to buckle. 

She wasn’t dead. She wasn’t broken.

If it hadn’t been for the dragon, she would’ve crashed into the unforgiving ground below.

Rayne ran through the broken branches and wrapped her arms around Diane. “Thank the skies! You could’ve died.” She released her tight hug and shook Diane. “Don’t do that ever again.”

Diane sighed, leaning her head onto Rayne’s shoulder. Everything hurt. Not just her limbs and body. She felt as if she’d been tumbled and beaten by stormy waves. The magnitude of what could’ve happened overwhelmed her, and she clung to Rayne to remind herself she was indeed alive.

For once, Rayne was quiet, the enormity of the situation making her shake too.

With a long sigh, Diane pushed away and stood on her own, never one to dwell on what-ifs or what could’ve been. If she did, she’d never take on dares, never have adventures or challenge herself to improve.

She’d climbed higher than anyone else in the village and almost made it to the top. Next time she would attach a climbing rope to the bluff, just in case she needed it. She always learned from her mistakes and had no desire to come that close to death again.

“I’m fine. A little sore, but no broken bones. See?” She pulled needles and twigs out of her black hair.

“Because a dragon saved you.” Rayne’s wide eyes reflected her awe.

Westrange Keep was on the other side of Trout Lake, so dragons flew overhead all the time. But they only visited the village twice a year, once for the Dragon Rider Festival, when members of the elite Dragon Rider families were matched to their dragons, and then for the Harvest Festival to receive their tithe.

Worry seeped into Diane’s relief at surviving. The dragon had been small, probably a young female. Dragons were very protective of their younglings. Some of the branches next to Diane were large. They’d fallen through the trees, breaking branches, and landed hard enough the dragon had lost her breath. If she was injured, the coven would be angry, and the villagers would blame Diane. 

There were rules about interacting with dragons, and Diane had broken the main one in her desperation. 

She’d used mind-speech to beg for help. That was strictly forbidden.

It might not matter to the dragons that Diane could’ve died. They’d attacked villagers in the past and certainly wouldn’t consider saving a person a valid reason to break the rules.

The dragon had clasped Diane in her arms. Only members of the elite Dragon Rider families were allowed to touch a dragon. Her family worked the fields in the summer and were tailors in the warehouses in the winter.

Even her school was one filled with workers. She’d never even met a Dragon Rider.

An icy shiver ran up her neck.

“Yes.” How could she downplay her mistake? “She must’ve seen my distress. You know how they say dragons can sense emotions. I screamed when I fell. She reacted instinctively and probably regrets it.”

Diane hoped her confusion would convince Rayne that it had all been a coincidence. She was willing to take risks to ensure she wasn’t forgotten, but she’d never done anything that would break important rules. The fact that she would’ve died without the dragon’s intervention might not be enough to justify her actions.

Rayne frowned, as if she was just realizing the unlikelihood of a dragon being there at precisely the right moment to grab Diane from the sky.

“Yes, you’re lucky that dragon was nearby.” She nodded as if that settled the matter, but the wonder had faded from her eyes.  “And she was young. It must’ve been an impulsive decision. An older dragon wouldn’t have helped.”

Something amazing had happened, and they would have to downplay it as much as possible. Still, a thrill pulsed through Diane. 

She’d technically ridden a dragon!

Her. The girl with the useless magical ability to find her way home. Sure, she could do as much normal magic as everyone else, but her dreams of having a strong enough ability to train as a witch had died when she was ten years old.

She’d been on a student camping trip when their leader had lost the way. She’d known for a while they were traveling in the wrong direction, but she assumed there was a reason, until the leader admitted he’d lost the trail marker. She’d pointed out the path that would take them home. At first they didn’t believe her, but as night approached, they decided her direction was as good as any. They reached the village before nightfall. 

Most people thought it was a lucky guess. But her mother recalled that of all her children, Diane had never been lost. Simple testing with a blindfold and long stumbling walks all around the village had revealed her power.

No matter where she was, Diane could find her way home, even to the point of discovering new trails through the mountains to get there.

She didn’t really know how to describe it. When she spun, there was always a rightness to one direction. A witch tapped into their magical core and created amazing spells. Being able to locate one place in the world wasn’t enough to power anything. 

Of course, that didn’t prevent Diane from attempting every spell she could. Just because she couldn’t be a witch didn’t mean she couldn’t learn on her own. But eventually, she’d found her limit.

That was when she discovered dares. Her classmates would dare her to go far away or into a ravine, or across a river, and she always found her way home. Usually, before anyone noticed she was gone.

Kaden shouted from the bluff. “Diane!”

She waved at him and the adults he’d gathered to save her.

Linking her arm with Rayne’s, Diane hobbled to the trail below the cliff. “Maybe they won’t even know there was a dragon. It happened pretty fast.”

Rayne squeezed her arm. “They know. No one would believe you survived a fall unharmed. The golden dragon was small but clearly visible as it flew away. Don’t worry. Everyone will be amazed that you’re alive. Try to act remorseful, and no one will question how the dragon showed up at just the right time.”

Rayne was right. There were too many coincidences. Diane would stick to her story and stress her relief at surviving. But that meant she’d have to act terrified when all she felt was thrilled.

She had called a dragon to her when she’d been in need. What if she was meant to be a Dragon Rider?
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