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      The dragon’s wings stretched so wide that they threatened to completely obliterate the sun. One second, the Suxle Sun had been so bright that it nearly blinded me, the next all I could make out was the monstrous outline that threatened death and destruction.

      Even though we were the dragon protectors—on good days, dragon charmers—I was under no delusion that we controlled the dragons. If anything, they controlled us. They dictated the ways of our people. We were there because of them, and we’d remain, because damn, what glorious creatures!

      “Move, Dram!” my brother yelled, but not at me. I wasn’t supposed to be there. I was never supposed to be anywhere. I wasn’t supposed to exist.

      I didn’t think Dram needed my brother to tell him to move. He was already running so fast across the rocks that he nearly took off in flight.

      “Faster! You need to make it to the cave.” My brother’s comments were most unhelpful, even though I realized he was trying to help. Dram was hightailing it toward the safety of the cave. If he didn’t make it, well, he’d be a dragon snack.

      That’s just how it went when you were part of a tribe that swore to protect all dragons. The most dangerous jobs were those working with them, and they were also the most coveted. I’m sure that said lots about us as a people, and it probably said even more about me that I snuck around to be close to the dragons I was forbidden from seeing.

      But then, I was forbidden from seeing everything. I was a secret greater even than the ways of the dragon charmers, with their mesmerizing whispers and abilities to enchant the ferocious beasts.

      Like the rest of the boys there, I pinned my eyes on Dram. As soon as my brother had realized this particular dragon wasn’t in a cooperative mood—and they usually weren’t—he’d sprinted toward the nearest cave, that dark pit of refuge within the mountains we called home. Rane’s friends followed.

      All except Dram. He’d stood in the dragon’s path a moment too long, seemingly mesmerized by the deep violet wingspan, which obscured everything else. When the dragon began its swoop downward toward him, Dram had finally reacted, but then he’d run toward the first cave his eyes spotted, the one that was farthest away. And distance might determine whether he lived or died.

      It was harsh, but so was everything about our lives. The threat of death was ever present, lingering around us like the cloying heat of dragons’ breath, that last thing you experienced if they ever got too close to you, and you didn’t know how to convince them you were something special too, not just lunch meat.

      All of our people, even those who had other jobs that didn’t put them in the dragons’ path, were in continual danger. I was in the greatest danger of all. The threats to my life came from all sides. Not just from dragons, but from the community I was supposed to be part of.

      Any one of my tribespeople might kill me on sight—if they could see me.

      My eyes widened even before I heard my brother’s voice ring out with desperation across the rocks, bouncing on all the hard surfaces, and reflecting his fear. I understood it. It didn’t look as if Dram was going to make it.

      He was close, but the dragon was closer. And the she-dragon, the most volatile of the two sexes, was in a dive.

      She’d pumped her wings and drawn them back against her body. It looked as if she might collide against the rocks when she finally reached them, but I knew better. Despite their gargantuan size, the dragons were agile, and incredibly strong. She’d pull up at the last second, before she crashed and just after she snapped her jaws around one of Dram’s quickly retreating body parts.

      I barely knew Dram. I barely knew anyone beyond those that lived in my home. I wasn’t allowed to meet anybody. But Dram seemed like a nice enough boy, with a reluctant smile that came out when he thought he was alone with his friends.

      Damn. He isn’t going to make it. He was going to die, right there in front of us all. My brother and his friends wouldn’t do a thing about it. No one was permitted to harm the dragons, not even when not doing so meant the death of one of our own. It had been that way long before Chieftain Pumpoo’s rule, since our people had left the capital city of Origins in self-imposed exile, thousands of years before I was born.

      The dragons were majestic, and our chieftain taught that it was our sacred mission to protect them from those who would do them harm. Who might manage to cause them significant injury, I had no idea. The beasts looked unkillable, and whatever raiders managed to reach us from Origins would only be human. But the chieftain was unwavering. Any member of the Ooba tribe who harmed a dragon, even if they didn’t kill the beast, would receive a death sentence. It was harsh, especially when the dragons killed so many of our own, but everything about our life was. Unforgiving, just like Chieftain Pumpoo.

      Our choice was simple: Live with the Ooba tribe and respect its ways, or leave. There was no in between, no leniency.

      I couldn’t do a single thing to save Dram—or rather, I shouldn’t do anything to spare him from what was looking like certain death.

      But I had to. I couldn’t stand by and do nothing, even if that was what was required of me as a member of the Ooba tribe. I lived within the umbrella of the chieftain’s rules although no one beyond my family unit was aware I existed.

      Perhaps I can do whatever I want, I thought. Yeah, if I don’t mind turning up dead.

      But the time for random, desperate thoughts had passed. The luxury to ponder what to do while the scene in front of me distilled into slow motion was long gone. I either acted, or the dragon would, extending her sharp, blade-like teeth toward Dram.

      I was in my own small pocket of a cave, one probably a bit too shallow to be safe from the she-dragon—if she noticed me. The dragons seemed not to see me, just like the tribespeople, though I hadn’t sufficiently tested my theory.

      I was about to.

      I should’ve thought my actions through, but I didn’t. There wasn’t time.

      I moved. I slipped from the shallow cave, safe from detection. My brother’s friends wouldn’t be looking my way, and neither would Dram. Besides, it was my experience that people rarely saw what they didn’t believe existed. They saw what they wanted to see.

      I was safe—more or less.

      The she-dragon was stretching her neck in anticipation of catching up with Dram before he reached refuge. The sun backlit her long, strong body, and I drew to a stop for an instant of admiration before remembering that I couldn’t afford to be mesmerized by what I both admired and feared. The big, long, fierce, violet dragon stood out against the dark orange ball of the sun, its claws protracted, its teeth bared, its tongue reaching ahead.

      I saw spots where I’d stared at the sun as I started my own run. I still hadn’t figured out what I was going to do, but I was moving faster than Dram, and I was gaining on him and the dragon. I was faster even than my brother, and he was one of the fastest boys of our tribe. But I’d grown up running and hiding; my life depended on getting out of the way fast enough to avoid detection.

      My bare feet hit the hot rock with a soft slapping sound, but for once I didn’t have to worry about anyone hearing me. I doubted they could hear a thing over their own rapid breathing and pattering heartbeat.

      Dram was no more than twenty strides from his target, and I was no more than twenty strides from him. The she-dragon was farther away, but she could cover distance faster.

      “No!” Rane screamed. No one would realize he was expressing his terror for me, not for Dram; no one else would have seen me.

      Not even the she-dragon seemed to have sensed me. I couldn’t tell whether that was because her focus was on her prey, or because dragons really couldn’t see me, just like people.

      Either way, I wasn’t about to stop. I was close enough to interfere. Maybe. I still had no idea what the heck to do. I grew up in the shadows of the beasts, but I didn’t get to train with them. I occasionally watched others try to tame them, with little success. That wouldn’t help me.

      The she-dragon extended her tongue toward Dram, I assumed to pull him toward her. Instead, she tripped him, and Dram went flying. He sprawled against the hard rock with a loud smacking sound, in this case, that of certain death.

      He didn’t bother grunting from the fall I imagined must have hurt; his knees and elbows took the brunt of the fall. He didn’t even bother turning around to see the face of the she-dragon that would be his last sight. He didn’t watch her pull her lips back to bare knife-sharp teeth, nor did he notice the gleam in her eyes that revealed that the creature was acting on instinct; killing was her nature.

      Dram had already accepted his fate, and he didn’t want to see it come to pass. Which meant he didn’t see me either. Not that he really could have, but he might have caught a glint of my shape as light hit me, or noticed how my body distorted the image of what lay behind me.

      No, I was safe from Dram’s detection. His forehead pressed in defeat against the rock, his eyes clenched shut.

      That was the only way in which I was safe.

      Rane was too far away for me to actually hear him talking, but I sensed him. I always could. He was terrified, and as much as he might like Dram, his terror was for me. I’m sorry, Rane, I thought, because I couldn’t afford to speak, not with Dram so close. This is something I have to do. I needed purpose for my senseless life, and if this was it, then at least it was something.

      It was now or never. I stretched my legs and leapt toward Dram and the violet she-dragon. Still in the air, I slapped, as hard as I could, at the dragon’s neck. Despite the strength I tried to imbue into my actions, my strike resounded with a dull, muted sound. I’d never touched a dragon before. Her scales were thick and dense, as if I were slapping stone instead of living, beating flesh.

      But it was enough to get her attention, and to sting the palm of my hand.

      I landed roughly against the beast’s neck, crashing into her. She whipped her head my way, in the direction of the attack, her teeth still bared, and knocked me off my feet.

      I held my breath while I scrambled to stand as silently as I could manage. When she swung her head back and forth, looking for me, I ducked to avoid her head and neck.

      I flicked a look at Dram. He was still on the ground, unmoving, every muscle clenched as he awaited the death he believed inevitable.

      He still hadn’t noticed he now had a window to escape. I wanted desperately to yell at him to get up and haul butt, but I couldn’t. If I survived this, then my secret had to survive as well.

      I felt the threat before I heard the dragon’s movements. For half a breath, my entire body tensed, then I was running again, this time because my own life was at stake. I knew what would happen the second the she-dragon scented me.

      Already a few strides away from her, I heard the dragon flick the air with a hiss of her tongue.

      My feet pounded across the rock, so fast I was a blur. But all I had to see was the small cave from which I’d emerged.

      A mighty, enraged roar shook the rock, concealing the sounds of my retreat. The beast wouldn’t fly now, I realized this from years of watching the dragons from afar. Their bodies were too big, their wingspan too wide to use flight to cover short distances. The dragon would run to catch me, and even though she was far more agile in the air, she was still fast on the ground. Nothing about the creatures was deficient. If she didn’t run, she’d release her fire, and I’d watched the stream of flame span forty, maybe fifty feet.

      I was quick, but I wasn’t that quick. What was I thinking? As usual, I hadn’t been.

      I pumped my arms, grateful my body was as swift as it was, and I urged myself forward. Magic—what the Ooba people called faithum, a remnant from our ancestors’ time in the royal city—was forbidden, but I still wanted to believe in it. How could I not, given what I was, whatever I was?

      I willed faithum to whisk me to the cave. I didn’t even blink as I felt my body move almost impossibly fast.

      “Run, dammit, run!” Rane shouted, and again I was the only one to understand he was calling to me. His friends would think he was talking to Dram.

      Dram reacted to Rane’s shout, and finally scrambled to conceal himself in the cave while the dragon was distracted. If only I hadn’t been the distraction.

      I felt the heat a second before the dragon released her fire, just as I was within reach of the dark cool cave.

      Something was happening to me, though I had no inclination to question what. My mind was suddenly blank of anything but streaming my movements for one purpose, and one only: to reach the safety of the cave.

      I could do this. I was the impossible girl. I could achieve the impossible; I’d been doing it all my life.

      I stretched my legs to inconceivable lengths. I lunged and pumped. And I leapt inside the cave just as the forefront of the she-dragon’s flames licked at the soles of my feet, ankles, and calves. They burned, but I moved too fast for the burn to take hold.

      I dove into the back of the cave, wishing it weren’t as shallow as it was. Because if the she-dragon figured out what was going on, I’d die burned to a crisp.
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      “What the hell were you thinking, Anira?”

      Rane only called me by my full name when he was mad or afraid. Today, I’d made him experience both emotions, and my brother tried hard not to be afraid. I understood him better than anyone, and I knew that being afraid was the one thing he didn’t allow himself often. Even though he was just coming into manhood, he’d self-appointed himself the head of the family when our father and older brother left one day and never returned.

      “You almost died.” His voice was low despite the harsh tone of his words, just as it always was when he spoke to me. Even when we were in the confines of our home, the one place where I could be myself, he kept his voice down. I was never fully safe, no matter where I was, not even in the forest we were traversing, not when someone could be hiding behind any one of the trees. If my brother was anything, he was careful, and when it came to me, he was paranoid. “It’s nothing short of faithum that the she-dragon didn’t scent you out and eat you.”

      I hadn’t said much at first, resigned to the berating. I figured I owed Rane at least that; after all, he was right, what I’d done was reckless and irresponsible. But he’d been saying different versions of the same thing for half the forest, and I was finished allowing him to beat me up about what I’d already done. I couldn’t take it back, so enough was enough. “But she didn’t eat me.” I wouldn’t deny that she’d scented me, because she had, but if Rane hadn’t realized that from the distance, I wasn’t about to tell him. “And she didn’t burn me to death either.” I knew my twin well enough to anticipate what he’d say next.

      “But she almost did. She was this close to cooking you before she ate you.” Rane held his finger and thumb a hair breadth apart while his eyes blazed.

      I sighed. “I know what I did was foolish.”

      “Foolish?” Rane’s eyes went wild. “Foolish! What you did was beyond foolish. It was….” He threw his hands up in frustration, as if there were no words in existence that might describe how terrible what I’d done was. He groaned, but then softened his voice, and my heart waffled. “It was horrible. Watching you sacrifice yourself like that, knowing chances were high that you’d die.”

      Oh man, this was worse than the anger. I could handle anger, but this? My strong brother with unshed tears shining in his eyes? This was agony.

      “I thought you were going to die, Nir, right in front of my eyes, and I wouldn’t have even been able to go to you. I would’ve had to pretend that nothing had happened, that luck had saved Dram, and that I hadn’t just lost the most important thing on all of Planet Origins.” Rane’s voice trembled. He cleared his throat and looked away, toward the trees we passed, even though I doubted he noticed a single one.

      I reached out and grabbed his hand. If anyone were watching, it would appear as if Rane were talking to himself, his hand held oddly out to the side.

      I was pretty sure no one was watching. I’d developed a special sense about things like that. Tingles ran across my body when I was being watched. I supposed it was some kind of self-preservation mechanism. If I’d had to be born invisible, then at least I had some special protections in place to avoid detection.

      I tried to pull Rane to a stop, but he kept walking, pulling my hand from his. “Stop,” I called after him as loudly as I dared. I’d spent my entire life speaking so softly that no one but the person immediately next to me would hear. I didn’t even realize I could yell if I wanted. I’d never done it.

      “Rane, please,” I tried again, assuming he’d hear me, even if he kept walking. My brother heard me when no other did. He saw me when no one else could. “I’m sorry.” And I was. I wasn’t sorry for saving Dram. I didn’t really know the boy, but he didn’t deserve to die just because the she-dragon was in a feisty mood and he chose the wrong direction to run. But I was sorry for making Rane suffer. I was always sorry when he suffered because of my choices, and he did more often than I wanted.

      Finally, Rane halted. He didn’t turn toward me, but he waited for me to catch up. When I did, I reached for his hand again. He let me take it, though he still didn’t look at me, pretending to be absorbed by the forest we walked every day of our lives.

      “Rane, I’m really sorry. I just had to do it.”

      He spun on me, letting my hand drop. “Why did you have to do it? Why does it always have to be you? No one even knows you exist. No one is kind to you. No one helps you. Why do you always have to be the one to put yourself on the line for everyone else?”

      “That’s not fair. I don’t risk myself for others a lot.”

      His rich brown eyes didn’t waver as they stared at me—or whatever it was of me he could see. “You risk yourself all the time, far more than you should.”

      I didn’t think he was right, but I didn’t dispute the point anymore. I would’ve been upset if he’d put himself in the path of a ferocious dragon too. I changed tactics. “You’re kind to me. You help me.” I felt the smile on my face, but wasn’t sure if he could see it. I was never sure what he could and couldn’t see. It seemed to change, depending on what, neither of us had much of an idea. “You always look out for me,” I said.

      “I try, Nir. But what about today? You didn’t let me look out for you. There was nothing I could do but watch on while you were on the path to getting obliterated by that dragon. I thought I was going to lose you.” He gulped noisily, and the guilt wracked me.

      I pulled him into an embrace. At first, his body was as rigid as the trees that surrounded us on all sides. But then he melted into me, his arms tightening around me as if the strength of his grip could ensure I’d never leave him. “Just promise me you’ll never do something like that again.”

      I wanted to promise him and put his mind at ease, I really did, but how could I? I kept any promise I made, and I couldn’t anticipate what the future would bring. As much as I lamented having put Rane through this torment, I wouldn’t change what I’d done. Dram was alive because of my recklessness. And I’d managed to survive it.

      Rane went rigid again. He withdrew his arms from around me, and held them by his side. “You’re not promising me.”

      I sighed heavily against my twin’s chest. Already, his body was filling out, his muscles growing rapidly as he approached manhood and the ceremony all men in our tribe underwent. “I can’t.”

      “It’s not that you can’t, it’s that you won’t.”

      “All right, I won’t,” I said softly, but my words were no less strong because of their volume. I hated causing Rane grief, the one person I loved the most in the world, but I couldn’t change who I was or who I wanted to be because of him. So many of my circumstances were beyond my control, yet the choices I made were something I could control, and I had to be the kind of person I could feel good about. It didn’t much matter that no one beyond my home knew what kind of person I was; I knew.

      “You won’t promise because you’ll put yourself in danger like that again, is that what you’re saying?”

      “I’m not saying that.” Not exactly. “But you know me, I always keep my promises.”

      “So promise me this.”

      I actually considered it some more, but no, I couldn’t allow myself to be someone I didn’t want to be. I already was someone I didn’t want to be in the physical sense. “You know I’d promise you if I could.”

      “Would you? I’m not so sure. You do whatever you want, whenever you want, not caring what it does to the rest of us.”

      “That’s not fair, and that’s not true, and you know it.”

      He did know it, I could tell, but he didn’t say it. “I’m only sure of what you showed me today. You were going to make me watch while you killed yourself.”

      “But I didn’t die⁠—”

      “Aye, but by the oasis, you nearly did. You came so close to it, I swore I could smell charred flesh from where I was.”

      “I didn’t get burned.” I had, but not gravely enough to mention, especially not then. “And I didn’t die, and neither did Dram, that’s what’s important.”

      “I like Dram just fine, but he’s not what’s important here.”

      “He can actually contribute to our people. He can work with the dragons, fulfill our sacred purpose. I can’t do a dang thing.”

      That’s when Rane’s shoulders lost their edge. We’d had this conversation a million times before, and never did we reach a satisfactory outcome. That was my burden, to live a life without purpose, without reason or explanation.

      Rane said what he’d said before as well, perhaps also a million times. “Of course you have a purpose, and of course you’re important. You’re my sister, my twin.”

      “Aye, and twins are forbidden. There’s a reason twins are forbidden, and I’m sure this is one of them.” I pulled a hand from around Rane, and whisked it across my body to emphasize my point, but I had no idea whether he noticed or not. Most of the time, I didn’t ask because I didn’t want to know; I didn’t want to take on any more disappointment. The other times, I didn’t ask because I was tired of the same old story. We never reached any resolution. I was a screw-up of nature, and there was nothing either one of us could do to change that.

      “Twins might be forbidden, but we don’t really understand why,” Rane said.

      “Sure we do. The chieftain says twins are the curse of our people. If any twins live, doom and devastation will befall the Ooba.”

      “So the chieftain says.”

      That surprised me. “You don’t believe him?”

      “Maybe I do, maybe I don’t. I’m tired of believing things without proof. Just because he says something doesn’t mean it’s true.”

      I gasped at that, even though I’d purposefully tried not to react. But what Rane was saying was treason. If anyone heard him, he’d be in big trouble, like death trouble. The chieftain ruled with a firm hand. We had peace among our tribespeople, but that was because we all followed his directives. I didn’t always, but he wasn’t aware of me. “I didn’t realize you thought that. I always assumed you accepted what the chieftain said.”

      “I’ve been thinking about a lot of things lately. About you, about me, trying to figure it all out.”

      “You didn’t say anything.”

      He shrugged. “What’s there to say? I haven’t figured anything out, but I’m trying.”

      “You’re a good brother, you know that?”

      He stared at me, then allowed himself a smile. He carried too much worry for someone not even seventeen years old. “You’re a good sister too, when you’re not trying to give me a heart attack. I mean, you do realize you launched yourself at a dragon and slapped her, right? You slapped a freaking dragon.”

      I grinned. Now that the danger had passed, it was easy to see how ridiculous my actions had been. “I did slap her, didn’t I?” I laughed.

      “You slapped a wild she-dragon in the middle of one of her moods.”

      “And lived to tell the tale.” My eyes twinkled. I’d decided to make the most of my life while I could. When a death sentence hung over you since birth, the choice was constant fear or really living. I chose the latter.

      “You lived to tell the tale by the skin of your teeth.”

      “Aye, that I did. Race you?”

      “What, haven’t you had enough running for one day?”

      “Running for my life is different. I want to beat you.”

      “You? Beat me?”

      “You heard me.”

      “You know what, I’ll race you. Beating you will help me forget that you survived only because that she-dragon decided to turn back to chase Dram before he could hide from her.”

      That, and we’d had to wait her out. The hours had passed while we hid in our caves. Eventually she’d grown bored and taken to the skies. Once she faded from sight, we emerged from our hiding spots and split up to get to our houses as quickly as possible. The dragons didn’t come to the village; they hadn’t for thousands of years, even though nothing really prevented them from doing it—they seemed to like the mountains better than the forests where we lived. We all craved the comfort and relative safety of home. I’d slinked along in the shadows until my brother made his excuses and parted from his friends.

      I was ready to let loose. Hiding and sneaking always had that effect on me. Like being in a cramped space for a long time and then needing to stretch.

      “There’s no way on O you’ll beat me,” I taunted. “You’re far too slow.”

      “Too slow? Me? You must be talking about someone else, maybe Dram.”

      “Nah, I’m talking about you,” I said, then took off. Whether or not Rane could see me leaving him in the dust, I wasn’t sure, but he could hear me, and he soon took chase. He followed me all the way home, the last dwelling that edged the thick of the forest, where no one would discover the secrets it held.

      My twin and I tied, though I wouldn’t admit it. We’d each pretend we believed we won, until we finally dissolved into laughter, the quiet kind that wouldn’t escape the walls of our home.
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