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Irene could not lie; no matter how hard she tried. It was troublesome, but she had learned to only tell her foster parents what they needed to know. As long as it was the truth they didn’t need to hear the complete story. 

It was not quite high-sun but she knew Zeb would be waiting for her already. She grabbed a large sack from the kitchen and headed for the door.

‘Mama J, I’m going to collect ju-berries,’ Irene called as she reached the steps.

‘You’ll do no such thing.’

Irene turned and paused on the top step of the old wooden cottage, torn between wanting to leave and respecting the wishes of her foster mother. 

‘The dragons that live in that valley are dangerous.’ Mama J shook her head, and it was concern, not anger in her eyes.

‘But they’re Papa’s favourite and I want to make him a pie for his name-day tomorrow,’ Irene explained. It was true but it wasn’t the only reason she was going. ‘I can sneak in and out without being seen. You know Papa taught me well how to walk silently and stay downwind.’

Mama J stared at her as if she were trying to decide. Irene’s skills in the forest were not in dispute as she grew up in the deep forest. She was as much at home there as a bird was in the sky.

‘You’re too young to go there alone,’ Mama J finally replied. ‘Maybe when you’ve grown another few inches. What if the dragons attack?’

‘Really?’ Irene replied with a slight laugh. ‘I’m almost seventeen and you know I haven’t grown since I was ten. This is as tall as I will be. It’s perfect as I can hide a lot easier if the dragons fly nearby.’

Mama J still looked undecided, but Irene knew she was weakening. Irene didn’t like to point out that Mama J was barely taller than she was. She knew foster parents weren’t supposed to look like their children and hers certainly didn’t. Irene’s features were fine and delicate, whereas her foster mother was stout and short and could barely reach the top shelf of the cupboards. 

‘Besides, the dragons will have stuffed themselves with berries all morning and will be sleeping in the sun.’

Irene’s mouth curved into a small smile as she saw Mama J nod in agreement at her assessment of the greedy dragons. 

‘Just enough for a pie then,’ Mama J agreed but concern still lingered in her eyes. ‘Go to the north end of the valley where the bushes grow closer to the forest so you won’t be in the open as long.’

Irene’s eyebrows rose. Mama J obviously knew the valley of the dragons well.

‘You and Papa aren’t the only ones to go there,’ Mama J said a little defensively. ‘How do you think ju-berries became Papa’s favourite? I used to cook him pies when you were just a wee baby.’

Irene laughed and gave Mama J a big hug. ‘Don’t worry, I won’t be long.’

‘And remember, don’t leave the forest!’ Mama J called after her.

As Irene hurried off, she tucked the empty sack under her belt. North. That suited her perfectly, and she would also be following Mama J’s instructions. She smiled in anticipation of an enjoyable day ahead. 

Irene moved through the forest as silently as a breath of wind. Animals stirred as she passed by, but they looked up in interest rather than fright. Irene was as much a part of the forest as they were, and her presence gave them no reason to be concerned. 

Her pace slowed as she reached the ridge that separated the deep forest from the northern lands. It served as a barrier and deterrent for the townsfolk and kept the animals of the woodlands safe from their bows and traps.

Climbing the ridge meant a great deal of focus on where she stepped and by the time she reached a large ravine on the other side of the ridge she was deep in concentration.

‘Hey, Irene!’

Irene looked up and missed her step as she sighted Zeb, then almost tripped on a tree root. Papa would be horrified at such a slip, but Zeb had that effect on her every time she saw him.

‘I’ll be over in a minute,’ Irene called back, softer and lower in tone than Zeb’s yell. Her voice blended into the sounds of the forest and could easily be mistaken for wind blowing through the trees.

She adjusted the set of her bow on her shoulder and hooked it over her quiver of arrows. Then she wound her long, plaited crimson-red hair around the wooden frame of the bow. She didn’t want anything to set her off balance while she was on the high-road. 

Zeb nodded and sat on a fallen log as he watched her climb a tree. She tried to ignore him and pretend that he wasn’t there as it wasn’t safe to be distracted right now. She reached the tree canopy without even getting out of breath. Papa would be proud. Not a single bird had lifted off in fright either. Another sign of a good migration to the high-road. 

Irene had seen the roads in the town, even though Mama J and Papa thought she had never been there. They were fixed and made of stone and very different from the road she was on now. Branches wove their way across the woodland, and Irene knew she could make her way across the entire forest without touching the ground. But branches strong enough to carry her weight, even as slight as she was, did not always lead in the direction she wanted to go. It was often much faster on foot down with the deer and rabbits.

Crossing the ravine, however, was a different matter. The high-road went easily where the forest floor could not. The ravine was deep and wide, and only a fool would even attempt to cross it on foot.

She almost glided across the branches, weaving and jumping as she crossed from one tree to the next until she had passed over the ravine. She steadied herself against a trunk and dared a quick glance down. Yes, Zeb was watching her progress with awe and an enormous smile. He pushed his unruly mop of black hair out of the way as he looked up at her.

‘Focus,’ she reminded herself as she gave him a quick wave then returned to traversing to the nearest tree that offered an easy egress from the high-road.

Zeb waited at the foot of the tree as she dropped lightly onto the leaf-covered floor of the forest.

‘You’re late,’ he admonished gently and smiled at her.

Irene looked at the sun, visible in the gaps in the forest canopy, and shook her head. ‘No, you’re early.’

‘True,’ he admitted. ‘I’m just excited to see the dragons.’

Irene couldn’t blame him. She felt the same when Papa showed her the valley of dragons many years ago. After that she had returned as often as possible and watched them for hours on end. 

‘How big are they?’ Zeb asked. Even in the dim light Irene could see the excitement in his ice-blue eyes. She wondered what Papa would say if he knew she spent time with a town boy. 

A chance meeting in the forest a year ago had developed into a friendship. He had been hurt and Papa had always told her to help injured animals, so why shouldn’t she help an injured person too? Surely Papa couldn’t object to her having a friend?

‘Some of them can grow as big as a large cat,’ Irene replied. ‘We can’t stay long there so we may have time for some training afterwards.’

‘I’m still recovering from that last training session,’ Zeb said with a slight scowl and then a grin as he rubbed his shoulder. ‘I guess I still have a lot to learn.’

‘You haven’t told anyone about me living here, have you?’ Irene queried. Word of people living in the forest would bring unwanted attention for sure. Papa liked their quiet life in the deep forest and she had no intention of ruining it for him.

‘Of course not. I’m not likely to admit I got all those bruises from a girl. So, why did your father teach you to fight? I reckon you’d beat any of the big lads in Briarton without even breaking a sweat.’

‘He’s not my father,’ Irene corrected. She didn’t answer the question though. She didn’t know why Papa insisted on her learning hand-to-hand combat and being skilled with both sword and arrow. Not that she had ever held a real sword. They used finely detailed wooden ones that father carved from a hardwood tree that grew near the ravines. Whenever she asked he changed the subject after muttering something about being too young to know. 

Zeb didn’t appear to notice that she had evaded the question as he stamped his way through the forest. Every step made Irene cringe. There was no way they could sneak up on the dragons if he crashed through the undergrowth.

‘Did you practise walking softly?’ Irene asked. ‘If they hear us, you won’t get to see them. Either that or they will attack us.’

Zeb immediately took a gentler and slower step and looked embarrassed. ‘Sorry, we don’t do anything quietly in the smithy.’

He stopped, as if suddenly remembering something, then dug in his pocket. 

‘I made something for you,’ he said with a grin. He turned his hand over and opened it. A small, delicate and finely shaped shiny bird lay in his palm.

‘That’s beautiful. What’s it made of?’ Irene asked as she picked it up and examined it. The tiny bird was perfect in every way and it surprised her. He had clearly been looking at the wildlife more than she thought.

‘Silver. I’ve been practising so I can do more than mend horseshoes or make cooking pots.’ Zeb looked a little embarrassed and she could see he was hoping she liked it. ‘Maybe one day I’ll find work as a silversmith at a bigger town, or even in the city.’

‘It’s perfect,’ she said and put it in her pocket with a genuine smile even though his skill might mean he left Briarton. She liked his company and would miss him if he went away.

Zeb had told her a lot about the world outside the forest. Tiny villages, towns and even a place called Stonedon Manor; a house the size of a small village in the north, where a baron lived. The baron was said to be cruel and angry and she had no desire to meet him. The world sounded very crowded and noisy and her quiet forest was perfect.

‘You’ll have to cross a small ravine to get to the valley,’ Irene said as they carried on. ‘It’s what protects them from being discovered.’

‘Nobody comes here anyway. Stories in town tell the forest is haunted and that a witch lives here.’

‘Yet you came here,’ Irene pointed out. She didn’t comment on the witch theory. That one was true.

‘You know it was a bet that I couldn’t spend a night out here,’ Zeb reminded her. ‘And if I hadn’t fallen and been unable to walk I wouldn’t have lasted half an hour.’

Irene grinned, remembering how scared Zeb had looked when she swung down out of a tree. ‘It’s just as well I found you before the ghosts did.’

Zeb laughed but cast her a quick glance to check that she was joking.

‘The ravine is just up ahead. But lucky for you I know another way across instead of going to the high-road.’

She led him down the steep slope of the ravine. Loose soil and stone slipped underfoot as they clung to scrappy trees that struggled to take hold in the rocky slope.

‘How’s your balance?’ Irene asked as they reached a tree trunk that had fallen across the ravine. It formed a crude, but useful, bridge.

Zeb didn’t reply for a few seconds and Irene didn’t embarrass him by looking at his expression. Even she had blanched with fear the first time she crossed it, but then again she was only seven at the time. The ravine was deep, and far below in the shadows were glimpses of sharp rocks in a slow-flowing stream.

‘Is it safe?’ Zeb asked and his voice was a little high-pitched.

‘I’ve used it a thousand times,’ Irene said with a shrug. ‘It’s best to just run as fast as you can and get it over with. It’s wider than it looks and quite stable.’

Zeb swallowed hard and nodded. ‘Sure, no problem.’

Clearly his desire to see the dragons was much stronger than his fear of walking across the tree-bridge.

Irene lined herself up with the tree and took off at a run. She was light on her feet and sure-footed. As she reached halfway, she remembered Zeb wasn’t as well-balanced as her. Should she have found a vine for him to hang onto just in case? But it was too late now as she heard the thundering of his feet as he took a run up to the trunk.

She reached the other side and took hold of the trunk to keep it as stable as possible. Zeb was almost halfway across and his expression said he had blanked out his surroundings and was running by instinct alone.

His step might not be as light as Irene’s but his legs were much longer. It only took a dozen strides for Zeb to reach the other side and he threw himself onto the stony bank with a sigh of relief.

Irene felt a twinge of guilt for making him cross the tree-bridge but just as she was about to apologise he turned to her and grinned.

‘That was fun!’ His voice was loud and it echoed down the ravine.

Irene held a finger to her lips and he nodded. ‘We’re not far now. Walk where I walk.’

They crept through the forest for five minutes after they scrambled up the side of the ravine. Irene was impressed that he was so quiet and had to look back several times to check that he was still following her.

She stopped when the trees thinned and pointed down into the valley below. It didn’t look much different to the rest of the forest. There weren’t quite as many trees though and of course, there were dragons. She had seen the valley a thousand times, so instead she watched his expression.

‘I don’t see anything,’ Zeb whispered. Then a second later he sucked in a breath of surprise and Irene grinned. He had spotted one of the dragons. Zeb’s mouth fell open as he stared into the valley with a dazed expression.

‘Aren’t they pretty?’ Irene asked as she turned to watch as well. It was the hottest part of the day and the lazy dragons would mostly be sleeping. Only a couple were flitting about near the tops of the ju-berry bushes.

The dragons were shades of green and golden brown that would have blended into the forest if it wasn’t for the fact that the sun glinted off them and made them sparkle.

‘Can we get closer?’ Zeb asked.

‘I need berries so, yes, we’ll get a lot closer.’

It took a few minutes to slowly work their way down to the bushes that grew throughout the valley. Every bush was laden with bright purple ju-berries for as far as they could see.

‘Stay low. I’ll gather berries from the bottom of the bush so they don’t see us.’

‘Are they nice?’ Zeb asked, then plucked one from the bush and popped it in his mouth. His puckered expression and surprised wide eyes answered his own question.

‘They are after you cook them,’ Irene replied with a small laugh. She was stripping the branches directly into the sack and it was already a quarter full.

Zeb spat out the berry and looked a little less impressed by the hundreds of berry bushes. Irene pulled him quickly under the bush and he looked startled.

‘Shh.’ Irene held one finger to her lips and pointed upwards. Through the branches they saw a sparkling green dragon hover over the bush and pluck at one berry after another. After a dozen berries the dragon flew off.

‘Well, I don’t think we could get much closer than that,’ Zeb said in a breathy tone of delight.

‘I think I’ve got enough berries so we’ll head back up to the trees to watch them for a while.’ Irene put a few more in the sack and picked it up to test how heavy it was.

‘What’s that noise?’ Zeb stuck his head out from under the bush as a harsh sound filled the air.

Irene tilted her head and listened. It wasn’t a sound she recognised. After a second she frowned. It was a dragon, but it wasn’t the soft crooning that she was used to, nor the light warble of song that greeted the dawn. This sounded angry and scared.

Part of her wanted to leave the valley and let the dragons sort out whatever it was. She knew better than to interfere with the natural order of the forest but the sound was piercing and desperate. As she listened she split the sound into many different dragons. Most of them were angry. Just one sounded scared.

‘Let’s take a look,’ she suggested. Looking didn’t mean she had to do anything and Papa would want to know if something new was going on in the forest.

She dumped the sack of berries and crept forward from bush to bush. It wasn’t hard to follow the sound and in a few minutes both Irene and Zeb were staring at a scene that had both their mouths drop open.

Clearly, it was hatching season and Irene saw a dozen or more high-sided stone nests tucked in amongst the long grass near a small lake. Most of the nests had eggs in them and were unattended, basking in the sun. All around the nests were sparkling stones of every colour imaginable. 

One nest, however, had a dozen dragons hovering over it, hissing and croaking angrily. Small jets of flame shot out at whatever was in the nest and the scared cry was coming from within.

‘I guess they don’t like that one,’ Zeb said and looked like he wanted to run out there and rescue it.

‘We can’t interfere,’ Irene said, holding him back even though she felt the same.

‘But...’ Zeb said, about to argue the point but the attack on the newly hatched dragon had escalated. The cat-sized dragons were launching themselves at the nest with their claws extended.

Irene didn’t even remember moving but suddenly she was running towards the nest. She yelled loudly and waved her arms like a bird attempting to fly.

The dragons froze in mid-air, stared in surprise, then dove at her. She side-stepped and felt them whistle past her head. She dropped to one knee and notched up an arrow. She did not intend to shoot but wanted to scare them off. The dragons hovered a short distance away. They looked at her as if planning another attack, then Zeb stood up and they shot off so fast that one-second they were there and the next they were gone.

‘I thought we weren’t supposed to interfere,’ Zeb said, coming up beside her as she approached the nest.

‘Well, just don’t tell anyone,’ Irene suggested as she slung her bow back over her shoulder. She peered over the edge of the nest with trepidation at what she was about to see. Had they killed the poor dragonet?

A weak croaking sent a shiver of relief through her but then she sucked in a breath so deep that she stopped breathing for a few seconds. Inside the nest was a dragonet, yes, but it was pure white, with eyes that sparkled red like polished gems.

‘It’s hurt,’ Zeb said, pointing at the trickles of blood running down its hind quarters. Its wings were also shredded and hung limply at odd angles.

‘We can’t leave it here,’ Irene said firmly. She reached in and scooped up the little white dragonet. It wasn’t much bigger than the palm of her hand and clearly hadn’t been hatched for more than a few minutes.

As the sunlight reflected off the white hide it looked like a rainbow.

‘Well, I’d love to take it home, but I don’t think that’s going to work,’ Zeb said as they quickly backtracked out of the valley.

‘I’ll look after it until it’s old enough to care for itself,’ Irene replied. She knew deep down that Papa wouldn’t like it, but it was an injured animal so he couldn’t really argue.

Irene picked up the sack of berries as they left and before long they were back by the ridge of trees looking over the valley. There wasn’t a single dragon in sight and Irene knew they wouldn’t venture out for hours now that they had seen her. They were lucky that most of them had been asleep. An attack by the entire dragon clan would have had a very different outcome.

‘What are you going to call it? Is it a boy or a girl?’ Zeb asked. He kept tripping up as he spent more time staring at the tiny white dragonet than where he was putting his feet.

‘It’s a he. See the horns? Girl dragons don’t have them,’ Irene pointed to the small nobs just above the dragonet’s eyes.

‘He twinkles in the sun. You could call him Twinkle!’ Zeb looked impressed with his suggestion but Irene just raised one eyebrow.

‘Twinkle?’ She repeated. ‘For a boy?’

‘Twink?’ Zeb suggested hopefully. ‘Or Wink?’

A branch fell with a crash as Zeb ran into yet another tree and the dragonet screeched in fright. Instantly the dragonet’s white hide turned as dark as the darkest inky night sky.

‘Ink,’ she said quietly. ‘I’ll call him Ink.’

She tucked Ink into a pocket and the little dragonet curled up, still inky-black, and fell quiet. 

‘I think I had better make Papa’s pie the best he’s ever had,’ Irene said as they approached the tree-bridge. 

She peeked into her pocket and saw Ink was now as white as snow but somehow the name seemed to fit perfectly.

Irene and Zeb parted ways and she hurried home wondering how she was going to explain the new addition to their family.
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It wasn’t hard to hide Ink. She had considered telling Mama J and Papa, but she didn’t find the right moment that evening. She tucked him into a box of old rags and hid him under her bed. Next to it she placed a saucer of berries; more than enough for a tiny dragonet.

She woke a dozen times in the night and peered under the bed to check Ink was still there. He was and appeared to be sleeping. The main thing that worried Irene was the white glow that he gave off. It lit the room like a candle and she hoped that Mama J didn’t suddenly decide to tuck her in again as if she was a child.

Morning came without incident. Ink was awake but quiet and had eaten all the berries.

‘You’re very hungry,’ Irene whispered to the little dragonet. ‘I’ll go fetch you some more.’

She let the blanket fall over the edge of the bed to hide Ink from view and hurried off to the kitchen. The sack of ju-berries was hidden in the pantry. Papa wasn’t expecting a pie and Irene intended to make it when he was out today.

She dug out a large handful of berries and was heading back when she all but ran into Papa. She pushed the berries behind her back and hoped she hadn’t squashed any or they would drip on the polished wooden floor.

‘Where are you off to in such a hurry?’ He asked in a good-natured tone but didn’t wait for an answer. ‘I thought I might head down to the dragons today and see what’s going on down there. Do you want to come?’

‘Really?’ Irene said, and instantly felt guilty about her trip there yesterday and swallowed hard. ‘What makes you think something is going on?’

Papa shook his head thoughtfully and rubbed his chin. ‘I don’t know. The birds are acting strange and there’s more wildlife heading this way than is normal. It’s probably nothing but I’m going to check it out. Are you coming?’

‘Well, I’d love to...’ Irene began then shrugged. ‘But I have some cleaning and baking to do with Mama J.’

‘You’d rather clean?’ Papa asked in surprise. Then the corners of his mouth curled up as she blushed. ‘Well, you have a good day cleaning then.’

Irene knew he had guessed there was some name-day surprise being planned. Ink would definitely be a surprise!

She watched him leave the cottage then took the berries to Ink. He squawked softly in thanks as he gulped down three in quick succession.

‘Easy on now,’ she said and moved the saucer a little further away. ‘You’ll get a tummy ache.’

Ink hummed gently and curled up again, then his eyes fluttered closed and he appeared to be sleeping. Irene knew she could easily sit and watch the dragonet all day, but she did indeed have things to do.

‘Irene, Papa has gone so let’s get on with this pie,’ Mama J called.

‘Coming,’ Irene called back. She checked Ink one last time, then propped the window open for a bit of fresh air and went to join Mama J in the kitchen.

‘You get the ju-berries on the stove while I make the pastry,’ Mama J said. ‘Then we’ll clean while they cook.’

Irene went into the pantry again and looked at the sack of berries. She would need a lot of those to keep Ink fed until she could go back for more. She wished she had thought to ask Papa to bring some back.

After filling an empty container at the back of the pantry there was not a lot left but Irene brought the leftovers out and tipped them into a pot on the stove.

‘Is that all you got?’ Mama J queried with a frown. ‘It’s barely enough for one pie!’

‘I can always go back for more in a few days if he wants another one,’ Irene suggested.

Mama J shrugged and they set to making the pie. Most of the morning had gone by the time they finished the pie and, much to Irene’s disgust, a lot of cleaning as well.

‘I’ll do my room,’ Irene said.

Her room was nothing more than a curtain pulled across a section of the main living area. The one real bedroom belonged to Mama J and Papa.

Even from here Irene could just make out the glow from her dragonet. Mama J didn’t appear to have noticed. Yet.

‘And open that window for some air,’ Mama J suggested. ‘There’s a strange smell. Did you leave some food in there? You know better than to take food to bed.’

‘I’ll check,’ Irene replied and sniffed gently so as not to let Mama J see. Could Mama J really smell the berries, or the dragonet?

The pie was cooling when Papa came jogging across the clearing and around the edges of the small lake in front of the cottage.

Irene watched him run with a rising sense of unease. Papa wasn’t young but he was still very fit and he ran like a man less than half his age. It was a loping, ground-eating pace, that said he was going somewhere in a hurry. 

He was a lot taller than Mama J and looked more like Irene in his facial features and general appearance but there were still some differences. The most obvious was that his ears were rounded at the top while her own and Mama J’s were pointed. 

A brace of birds hung from his belt. Papa was a good hunter, and a good hunter never returned empty-handed.

Irene hung back as Mama J went out to greet him. 

‘There’s definitely something strange going on,’ Papa said as he put his quiver of arrows and bow down by the door, then took off his boots and came into the cottage.

The smell of ju-berry pie filled the entire cottage but he didn’t seem to notice. That was enough to worry Irene on its own. She walked slowly out into the main room but kept out of the way.

‘With the dragons?’ Mama J shot a quick look at Irene. It was a questioning and accusing glance that said she would be talking to her soon.

‘Yes, they’re stirred up about something, that’s for sure. The sky around the valley was full of them and even in the forest beyond the ravine.’

‘They’ve never left the valley before,’ Mama J said with a gasp of surprise.

Papa stopped and sniffed the air. He frowned then looked at Mama J and Irene. ‘Do I smell ju-berry pie?’

Irene just nodded. 

‘Is there anything you want to tell me?’ Papa asked. He was a fair man and Irene had only ever been in trouble when she deserved it. And she had the feeling that today was a day she deserved it.

‘Well, I did go to the valley yesterday for ju-berries,’ Irene began. She was still trying to decide just how much of the tale she would have to tell. Did she need to tell them about Zeb? Ink seemed a definite yes, but she wasn’t quite ready for Zeb’s part of the story.

‘Surely she can’t have done anything to upset the entire dragon clan?’ Mama J said in Irene’s defence.

‘Irene?’ Papa said calmly and waited for her to continue. He sat down in his comfy chair and rocked back and forth.

‘I wanted to make you a pie,’ Irene began again then paused.

‘Was something wrong already?’ Mama J suggested. ‘You should have told us.’

‘No, there was nothing wrong,’ Irene admitted. ‘Except that some of the dragonets were hatching.’

‘Ooh, a hatching,’ Mama J interrupted and looked delighted. ‘I love watching them break the shell.’

‘Jaelan, just let her speak,’ Papa said firmly. ‘Go on, Irene.’

‘Well... there was a dragonet that they didn’t seem to like. They were attacking it,’ Irene said and fell silent. She pursed her lips together and looked guiltily at Papa.

‘And you intervened,’ Papa guessed. ‘You always were kind-hearted.’ 

Irene had expected him to admonish her for it but he simply looked at her with a half-smile.

‘They almost killed it,’ Irene said. She wasn’t sure if she should feel relieved or if there was still trouble to come.

‘And they probably did after you left,’ Papa said with a sigh. ‘They kill the weak or the sick to keep the clan strong.’

‘No, they didn’t kill him,’ Irene said simply.

‘Him?’ Mama J asked and her eyes narrowed a little. ‘You brought it home? I knew I could smell something!’

‘Yes, Mama J,’ Irene replied softly. ‘I couldn’t just walk off and let them kill him. Could you?’

‘No, I couldn’t leave a hatchling to die,’ she replied and exchanged a look with Papa that said she was talking about more than just a dragonet. 

‘Where is it?’ Papa asked. He seemed to have accepted that it had been done and from the set of his jaw he had already decided what to do about it.

‘Under my bed,’ Irene replied but did not offer to fetch him. 

‘As soon as he is strong enough we will take him back and leave him by the ravine. Hopefully he will fly back and be accepted. If he is no longer weak they won’t try to kill him.’

Papa seemed happy with his solution but Irene chewed on her lower lip and he frowned.

‘Is there something else? For I have had enough surprises for the day,’ he added.

‘Ink is a little different,’ Irene said.

‘Ink?’ Mama J and Papa spoke together.

Irene didn’t reply. Instead she pulled back the curtain and reached under the bed. She dragged the box slowly out into the light and carried it over to them.

Ink sat still, looking around cautiously, and crooned softly. Mama J looked delighted but Papa’s frown returned.

‘No wonder they were trying to kill him,’ Papa said and sighed deeply. ‘We can’t take him back even when his is older.’

Irene held her breath and dared to hope that she would be able to keep the dragonet.

‘I’ve only ever seen one white one,’ Mama J said as she reached down to stroke Ink’s outstretched neck.

‘There’s a reason for that,’ Papa continued. ‘The leader of the clan is obeyed without question and without a second thought. The clan leader is always white and there can only be one leader. The white dragon is stronger, bigger and has skills other dragons do not.’

Irene stared at Ink. The tiny dragon was already half as big as he had been yesterday and the tears in his wings were almost mended. It would only be a day at most before he was flying. What if he tried to return to the valley? Was he big enough to defend himself?

‘So we train him to stay away from the valley,’ Irene suggested. She didn’t really see any other option.

‘You know what dragons eat, of course,’ Papa said with a wry smile. ‘You’ll be making a lot of trips to the valley. We’ll need to find a way to keep him here until he is big enough to protect himself.’

Ink croaked with a plaintive and begging tone that said ‘I’m hungry’ and Irene wondered if he understood what they were talking about. She went to get the rest of the berries from under the bed but the saucer was empty. The supply in the pantry would probably only last another day!

Ink also appeared to like cooked ju-berries as well. He ate a large portion of the pie but none of them minded. It seemed he was getting bigger with every bite and by the time Irene went to bed that night she needed two hands to hold him. Papa had already gone to bed and Mama J was just finishing up some sewing. 

Irene tucked him against her chest and picked up a small lantern then headed for her small alcove. Ink immediately became agitated and wriggled free.

‘What’s up with Ink?’ Mama J called from the other side of the room.

‘I don’t know. He doesn’t seem to like the candle.’ Irene watched the small white dragon fly round and round the lamp then, apparently satisfied that it posed no danger, settled on her shoulder.

‘We should ask Papa about that tomorrow,’ Mama J suggested.

‘Goodnight, Ink,’ Irene said, putting him in the box and pushing it under the bed. Ink immediately scrambled out of the box and leapt onto the bed. Irene looked at him as he turned in a circle, just like a cat, then settled down and tucked his nose under his tail. She shrugged and left him. There seemed little point in forcing him to sleep under the bed now that his presence was known.

By morning the dragonet looked almost as big as those that had been attacking him back in the valley.

‘Irene! Jaelan!’ Papa’s voice made her jump. It was an urgent, warning shout. ‘Shut the windows!’

Irene stood on the bed and slammed the window shut without question. Whatever reason Papa had was good enough for her to act instantly. His voice had been a little distant and she wondered where he was. It was still early, but nobody slept in when the sun was up. She ran around the cottage and shut several other windows then watched Papa running towards the cottage from the woodpile. She opened the front door for him as he rushed in, then shut it behind him.
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