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The alarm bell clanged, cracking through the quiet hum of the village, and Riony’s gaze shot to the sky. 

On the verge of taking a leap into the air, she skidded to a stop at the edge of the great slab of orange-ochre stone, holding on with one hand so she didn’t topple over onto the sharp rocks below. She scanned the smokey haze above her, seeking anything large, shadowy ... monstrous. 

“Aw, are you scared?” Jorrick, a particularly simpering jerk of an overgrown boy, heckled from the safe ground below where he stood with all the other kids.

Riony tossed messy curls off her face with a flick of her chin. “Me? Never. Unless we count that time you flirted with me. Gotta admit, blood ran cold. I lay awake all night reliving the horror. Haunts me to this day.”

“We’ve all been there.” Beside the pointy-faced boy, Kaya giggled out her words.

“Why do you punish us so?” Riony asked. 

“You all would be lucky if I made a pass at you!” Jorrick declared boldly, but his voice broke, and his face went beet red. “You’re just running your mouth so you don’t have to jump.”

Riony straightened up, filled with the courage gifted by Kaya’s smile.

“I said I could make that jump, and I will.” Riony moved back to her starting position. 

Bouncing on her toes, she eyed the gap from her ledge to the next. A big jump. One no other kid had been game to try. 

Riony wasn’t scared, but the muster bell kept ringing, throwing off her concentration. Her audience shuffled and muttered between themselves, their attention turning away. 

“Please, come down.” Lyrrin looked even smaller than normal from above, standing near the pile of boulders and debris. She wrung her gloved hands in front of her. “We have to go back to Amma and Pabba. We have to hide!” 

The kid had recently turned six but was acting more like a baby than ever. Riony’s cheeks flared again, and she shot her little sister a quelling glare. 

Could you not embarrass me in front of Kaya?

Most of the village’s children had gathered around the rockfall that afternoon, since chores were done and there was still energy to spend on mischief. 

There weren’t many areas to play in the bare-rock patch the village was built on, and at sixteen Riony was too old for the lone swing set, so a big pile of cracked boulders beside a cliff had to suffice. 

The fact they’d been told not to play on the jagged, unstable stones only made it better. Riony enjoyed the thrill of climbing and jumping across the rough and rocky surfaces. She loved it even more when the girl who made her heart wallop against her ribs was there watching. 

A few of the kids had scattered when the muster bell rang, running home, as they were all meant to. The clang-clang, clang-clang still echoed around the quarry walls. 

Riony glanced at the sky again, wary. 

“She is scared, look! Scared of the shadow dragon!”

“Shut your useless spit-hole, Jorrick,” Riony yelled back. 

“What if it is though? What if the shadow dragon is coming?” Lyrrin said.

Kaya rolled her eyes toward the small huts and buildings in the main part of the village. “The idiot on watch probably saw a carrion bird and panicked. This is the fifth time this summer.”

And each time, Riony had run home so her family could grab their bags and pack their most precious belongings and hold their breath. Only for nothing to happen. 

It’s probably just another false alarm. But if it’s not ... 

Lyrrin’s vibrant blue eyes sparkled wetly, shadowed under the heavy hood covering her head, and her lips wobbled. 

Riony changed angles, looking for her best way to climb down. “Maybe we should go and check—” 

“The shadow dragon has never landed here before, even if that was what the watch saw. And even if it did land, there’s nothing in the quarry for it to awaken.” Kaya remained still, fearless, arms folded, and earthy, golden-tipped curls spread over her shoulders. 

The ground beneath them all was bare, hard stone, all the way to the cliffs and protective palisade surrounding their homes. All the top layers of dirt and stone had been scraped clean from the abandoned quarry, taking with it any buried corpses, anything dead. 

“That’s why it doesn’t land here.” Jorrick rolled his beady eyes. “That’s why our village is safe, and the red-headed bigmouth up there is just using the muster bell as an excuse because she’s too scared to jump.”

Riony sucked air through her teeth and turned back to the gap. Her toes tensed in leather boots that were becoming too tight on her growing feet, and she leaned into her run-up.

I can do it. I’ve jumped that far on the ground before. This time there’s just nothing beneath me except for pointy boulders and pain. No problem. 

“Reee-oh-neeeeeeeee, don’t!” Lyrrin’s whine drifted up with a gust of smokey wind as Riony burst into motion. 

The air tasted sour as she huffed deep breaths. Her feet patted over the stone at a speedy rhythm, and then with a thrust of strong legs she was in the air. The worn fabric of her shirt gusted as she hung for a moment at the peak of her jump, then came down again.

I’m going to make it, I’m going to ... Oh, raze it, I’m not going to—

Riony’s shin smashed against the sharp edge of the rock she was meant to land on. Sharp pain slammed into her, but she didn’t have time to think about it as the collision sent her tumbling face forward into rock. Tucking herself into a roll, she avoided leaving a bitemark in the stone and tumbled to a skidding stop.

As much as Riony wanted to lie on her side and breathe through the pain as she worked out whether she’d broken her leg, she reminded herself that Kaya was watching and pushed herself quickly up to her feet. 

It was only pain, after all. 

Riony had known worse. 

She raised her arms high then swept into an exaggerated bow. 

There was a bit of half-hearted applause from the kids who remained to watch, but all were too distracted by the continuing bell. 

Kaya clapped the loudest. “You made it! I thought for sure you were about to kill yourself.”

A frustrated squeal burst from Lyrrin, and her pale face turned bright red. “You shouldn’t have done that! You’re always doing what you want to do. We’re supposed to go home to be safe.”

“Go then!” Riony snapped.

The fiery outrage in Lyrrin’s eyes could have burned deeper than dragonflame as the child grunted and then ran off alone. 

A pang of guilt tugged at Riony as she lowered herself over the ledge and slid down to ground level. 

Lyrrin’s overreacting. The others are right. We’re safe here.

With her feet back on the ground, Riony tested her weight on her injured leg and it held. No wobbly bones. The sting was real though, and a warm flow of liquid tickled down her shin.

Smirking, Riony lifted her chin to Jorrick. “Your turn next?”

“I’m going to ... see about the bell. It doesn’t normally keep ringing this long. Seems important,” Jorrick grumbled, rolled his eyes, and turned away. 

“That’s okay. I don’t blame you for running away. Maybe ask your amma for some tips on how to not be a coward!” Riony hollered after him.

With the show over, all the others left too. All except Kaya.

Riony forgot her guilt over her sister as she stood alone with the prettiest girl in the village. Kaya had an attractive audacity that came from being one of the town leader’s children, even if she was just one of many from multiple wives.

That man is trying to single-handedly keep this blighted world populated.

And even though Riony historically hadn’t liked girls whose names started with K, she found herself liking Kaya. Very much. She tried to neaten her unruly hair that sprung free from its short braid. She cleared her throat as she moved closer.

Kaya smiled conspiratorially. “Did you hurt yourself? That whack was loud enough to echo through the quarry.”

“There was a whack? Huh. I didn’t feel a thing.” Riony hid her limp. 

“So ... you don’t need anyone to look after you?”

Riony swallowed and found her limp again. “You know, maybe it does hurt a little. If you’re offering. Maybe you could carry me home.”

Kaya playfully shoved Riony’s shoulder, then her fingers lingered on the bronzed skin of her bare upper arm. “Between us, I think you’re the one more likely to successfully carry anyone anywhere.”

A cold chill tickled down Riony’s neck as memories of her time as a slave rushed back. Of the other girl whose name started with K. Of the work that had made her strong. Of the whippings. 

If she survived that place, she could survive anything. 

Shaking off the past, Riony put her best smile back on. “Maybe we could just head down to the waterfall and—"

“Kaya! Are you deaf, child?” Drahm marched their way, eyes narrowed on them and the pile of rocky debris at their backs. “What are you doing down here? This is no place to be playing, and the muster bell rings!”

“Sorry, Pabba.” Kaya bowed, averting her eyes from both her father and Riony as she rushed away. 

The town leader came to a stop. His bulky body, strong from his blacksmithing trade, was marked with sweat and soot. He must have been at his forge when the bell rang. 

He waited as Kaya disappeared, then turned his attention to Riony who remained stalled on the spot by disappointment that her time alone with Kaya had ended so abruptly. Taking in the warning in Drahm’s expression, she got moving as well, as fast as her injured leg could take her. She didn’t want any of that man’s attention. 

It was a common joke around town if he looked at a girl too long, she’d become his next wife. Whether she wanted it or not. 

The late summer sun had Riony sweating as she hobbled her way between the raised garden beds toward home. The cottages were mostly the same, built from the rose-gold sandstone of the quarry and thatched with straw from the rice paddies. 

The stone of the older homes had grayed and faded with time, but Riony’s home was new, the freshly cut walls bright and unmarred by the ever-present smoke of dragonfire and funeral pyres.

By the time Riony limped up the threshold to her family’s cottage, the ache in her shin had bloomed from a sharp sting to a heavy throb. The door stood wide open, and Riony paused there a moment to bend and rub the pain away. Warm air, thick with the scent of drying hennan and carrowmy, wrapped around her.

Riony’s amma knelt beside the hearth, franticly sorting jars of ointments and tinctures into a bag. 

Without looking up, Eylin said, “What took you so long? Get your bags packed, quick!”

With a barely stifled groan, Riony shuffled toward her room. Her footsteps fell unevenly.

“You’re hurt!” Keen eyes shot toward Riony and her mother was across the room in three swift steps, peering out the doorway with fearful eyes.

The old acorn pendant she always wore shifted into view from under her collar, its wood worn smooth. She touched it, briefly, unconsciously. A worry-born habit.

“What happened? Are they in the village already? Did they rise here?”

“There are no revs, Amma. I’m fine” Riony said, even as her leg threatened to give way under her. “Just a jump gone a little sideways.”

Elyin’s shoulders relaxed and she tsked, brushing a loose strand of hair behind Riony’s ear with gentle fingers. Then her eyes widened again. 

“Where’s Lyrrin?”

“She’s not here?” Riony took the last couple of steps to her and Lyrrin’s room, peering in for the child’s familiar hooded form. “She left for home before me. She must’ve taken a long way around, I guess?”

Amma’s voice sharpened. “You let her go off alone? With the alarm bell ringing?”

“She’s six, not a baby,” Riony grumbled. “She’s the one that got huffy and ran off.”

“That’s not like her at all. What did you do?” Her mother shot her a look like only mothers could, the one that scraped the guilt inside her red and raw. 

Riony turned away and shrugged.

Eylin said, “She’s your responsibility when you’re out playing.” 

Heat bloomed through Riony, scorching her cheeks in a churning mix of shame and fury. 

True, Riony was supposed to be looking after Lyrrin. And from the moment Riony had been at the child’s birth and stolen the baby to keep her alive, she had felt that responsibility deeply.

But Riony had been a slave her whole life and had already been working for years when she was Lyrrin’s age. The kid had it easy growing up outside of dragonlord ownership and didn’t need eyes on her every minute. 

Like the others said, the village was safe.

Riony snatched up her backpack, making a show of packing her belongings into it with rough, punching motions. “She was out of my sight for barely a few minutes. Can’t I even have that time to myself?”

“With the alarm bell ringing!” Eylin repeated.

“Nothing is going to happen!” Riony’s voice rose to meet her mothers.

Her pabba appeared, ducking low through the doorway. Sweat marred his ivory shirt and dirt from the gardens darkened his rough hands. “Is everybody ready? The bell is still ringing. Swore I saw something in the sky. I don’t think this is a false alarm.”

“She doesn’t have Lyrrin,” Eylin said.

Farrad froze. His eyes, so like Riony’s, with a nebulous mixture of greys, blues, and golds, narrowed on her. “You lost your sister?”

“She’s not lost! Where could she go?” Riony waved her arms around, gesturing to the village walls all around them, invisible from within their cottage. 

“Well, she’s not here,” Eylin said, voice high with worry. “And she’s your little sister. You’re meant to look after her.”

“I do!” Riony shouted. “I just—”

I just wanted one moment to myself. For myself.

Riony glared at the open bag she’d been stuffing belongings into, chaotic and half-packed already from previous false alarms with a worn blanket, spare tunic, a simple straw doll with a red ribbon tied around its waist. 

Riony was too old for dolls now, but it was the first toy she ever really had, made by her pabba when they reached the village. One for her and a matching one for Lyrrin, with a blue ribbon.

Lyrrin’s lay on the nearby bed as well, and spurred by a pang of guilt, Riony grabbed it too and worked on stuffing it into the bag. 

There wasn’t room for both in her backpack without crushing them.
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