
        
            
        
    
  
   
  

  
   CHAPTER 15
  

  
   Following Footsteps
  

  Of the three people who visited her the day she learned Jada died, Winona heard little from Smokey Coils afterward, and saw nothing of the “dragon” she had named Tasa. Unfortunately, Xavier Longtail was neither a recluse nor imaginary.

  Xavier was there to bring Winona the news that Donald Swift had died in Eveningstar. Donald had been Eldest of the Blaze and the last surviving child of Jeffrey Swift, the last dragon Richard Evan Seabright had killed. Donald had been a massive, bright blue dasher with only a single prong on his tail—but the last six feet of that tail were pure, sharp, carved bone. The night werachnids attacked Eveningstar, led by Otto Saltin and armed with sorceries no living dragon had seen before, Donald Swift made his last stand in the town’s central square. According to the last few dragons who fled the city, nine bloated arachnid bodies felt his tail spike pierce their abdomens, dozens of bulbous eyes were clawed out of shrieking heads, and hundreds of jointed legs burned to a crisp before the enemy finally overwhelmed him with massive doses of poison.

  
   Donald Swift, Xavier had told her with a deadly serious tone, died like a dragon.

  Xavier was also there when the Blaze chose Donald’s successor. His own name had come up for consideration (Winona suspected he submitted it himself), but there were few votes for him. The winner, by a large margin, was Winona.

  While she knew she was being considered—she was, after Donald Swift (and aside from the reclusive Smokey Coils), the actual oldest dragon among them—it was a mild surprise to learn of her election. She had thought the Blaze would choose someone more . . . well, dragonlike. Not the obsessive Xavier Longtail, to be sure—maybe Ned Brownfoot, or Crawford Scales. Sure, Crawford was a good fifteen years younger than Winona—so was Xavier, and sixty-year-old dragons were getting rarer and rarer. Hundreds of years ago, it was not uncommon for the Eldest to be ninety or a hundred years old, or more. There were tales of elders from the Scales and Brandfire clans who reached 150 years old! And that didn’t account for the first, ancient dragons like Seraphina, who lived for hundreds of years (and some were rumored to live to this day).

  
   No longer, she told herself. Today, making it to seventy is an accomplishment.

  Xavier was also there some ten years later, having turned seventy himself, about the same time Crawford Scales announced to the Blaze some interesting news about his granddaughter.

  “Good news from Jonathan,” Crawford announced at the end of the day’s business. “His little Niffer had her first morph today. He asked me to clear the cabin and surrounding woods of all dragons. This’ll be her first trip up there under a crescent, and he doesn’t want to overwhelm her while he’s teaching her to fly and such. She’s not taking the change too well, I hear.”

  There was some genial chuckling around the Blaze at this. Winona didn’t join in. She thought of her own first morph, and how she had hated it. Was young Jennifer Scales feeling the same thing? Did she hate her body, how she looked, how she could kill?

  Lost in thought, she almost missed a question. “I’m sorry, Elder Brownfoot?”

  “I’m sayin’, Eldest, perhaps we oughtta pull together a new set of classes for some of these young ’uns. I don’t think we’ve had much learnin’ in a while, n’some of these youngsters barely know what they are. I doubt they know much about stalkers, n’spiders, n’our traditions n’such. There’s ’nuff now to pull ’em together—Jonny’s girl now, n’your little Catherine’s been a dragon for some months, n’that Rosespan boy, ’n . . .”

  “Yes, Ned. That makes sense. I assume you’ll handle any tramplers like Catherine. Are there volunteers among the dashers or creepers?”

  The Blaze identified a couple of younger adults for tutors and then adjourned. Winona distracted herself for some time, turf-whomping through the moon elms on the way back to her cave.

  
   What will Catherine learn about being a dragon? she wondered. Will she learn what Jada learned—to be impulsive, and aggressive, and overly adventurous?

  The initial signs were not encouraging. When Catherine had learned last year what she was, she went completely berserk. Perhaps it was the manner in which she’d learned. There was no perfect way to tell a teenager what they were and what they would become. Winona had chosen what many called the “demonstration” method: She picked a calm, uneventful crescent moon to stay home, took her granddaughter out to the twilit backyard, assured her what she was about to see was perfectly safe, and let the crescent moon do its thing.

  Catherine’s initial reaction had been bad enough—abject terror. Winona almost had her calmed down, almost had the girl reassured that because she had seen her own grandmother like this when she was a baby, this couldn’t be so bad . . . when Smokey had shown up as promised—though it would have been more helpful had he called ahead. Smokey simply unveiled out of thin air, and he looked much worse than the last time Winona had seen him. The bumps and warts around his wounded eye were now full-fledged tumors, and the “healthy” eye . . . well, what was growing in there . . . Winona couldn’t blame Catherine for running screaming into the night. They found her later, in a ditch by a state highway, her runaway attempt foiled by the unfortunate coincidence of her own first change, which left her scared and exhausted.

  Recalling how furious she had been and how she had dressed down Smokey that night, she allowed herself a grim chuckle. She neatly halted her turf-whomp at the entrance to her cave and crawled inside. The pythons inside had already arranged a small cooking fire, probably with the help of the newolf pack that lived nearby.

  She found some strips of smoked meat in the back of the cave and chewed on them thoughtfully. Catherine loved the Scales farm, but she would have to leave this time around, along with everyone else. It was Jennifer’s family’s place, after all. They deserved the chance to have it to themselves for a few days. Catherine could stay with family friends in Northwater, and lie low. Winona could join them in a day or two.

  
   Why not bring her to Crescent Valley?
  

  Winona dismissed the thought. Catherine had not experienced fifty morphs. Bringing a dragon here earlier than that was dangerous. Rules existed for a reason.

  
   She’s been here before! She lived here as an infant!
  

  This thought, too, was waved away. Catherine had not been in Crescent Valley since she was two years old. Plenty of dragons kept newborn children here, since leaving them with sitters at such a young age during crescent moons wasn’t practical. As long as kids left before the age of four, they would likely remember Crescent Valley as no more than a twilit dream.

  The truth was, Winona was not sure she ever wanted Catherine to see Crescent Valley. Because if Catherine came to Crescent Valley, then . . .

  
   Then what? You’d have to face the fact that she’s a dragon? That she’s old enough to make her own choices? That she may make choices you don’t care for?
  

  Had she not dispelled the illusion of Tasa years ago, Winona would have sworn it was the obnoxious red creeper whispering in her ear again. She waved at the air by her ear, as if trying to shoo a mosquito. “For heaven’s sake,” she said aloud, to no one in particular. “Catherine will come to Crescent Valley when I’m good and ready for her to be here!”

   


   


  It was about a year later when Winona gazed darkly upon the sight of her granddaughter, uninvited, in Crescent Valley. Had the girl’s leg not been already broken, Winona would have seriously considered splintering it herself. Anything to slow her down!

  They were in the hunting fields, down from the steeper slopes of Wings Mountain, where everything had gone wrong. Best Winona could tell, something had spooked the herd of oreams they were all hunting. That something may or may not have been Catherine herself. The large, horned rams had reintegrated their difficult, full formation and become incredibly dangerous to anyone stuck in their path. Newolves were too fast to be horribly concerned, and dragons could fly or turf-whomp out of the way. Unless, like her granddaughter, they had managed to break a leg during the proceedings.

  That hadn’t been the worst of it. Jennifer Scales, granddaughter to Crawford Scales and apparently the newest incarnation of the revered Ancient Furnace, had shifted back into human form and then given a beaststalker shout in the dead center of Crescent Valley.

  What that sound, what that light, had reawakened in Winona! It had shocked her beyond measure and terrified her past the point of action. She was outraged at the intrusion. And she wasn’t the only one.

  
   Thank goodness Xavier Longtail was here, she was thinking despite herself. The dasher had knocked the girl unconscious, perhaps with more force than absolutely necessary, but the fact was he had given Winona valuable time to think.

  “What do we do, Eldest?” Several of the tramplers nearby were looking at Catherine with concern . . . and at the nearby limp body of Jennifer Scales with far less favor.

  “First, someone needs to take my granddaughter to my cave and arrange for a doctor.”

  Two burly creepers volunteered. Catherine, who had had the good sense until this point not to say a word, suddenly began to protest—she wanted to stay with Jennifer, the fool!—but the conversation was short and sweet, since Winona ignored her.

  “What about the Ancient Furnace?” This question was spoken multiple times, and in hushed tones from dozens of dragons gathering around her.

  Finally, Xavier Longtail, who had been hovering over the girl’s body with an unreadable expression, spoke up. “This is not,” he insisted, “the Ancient Furnace. No matter what we may have thought before tonight.”

  “But she shows all three types of dragon!” a younger dasher pointed out.

  “And she can change shape under any moon!” a creeper added.

  Now Ember Longtail, Xavier’s niece, spoke up. “She has a virus, then. Something we’ve never seen. All the more reason to destroy her before she infects the rest of us!”

  Xavier tilted his head. “Destruction is not absolutely necessary—”

  “You know who this is, Uncle!” Ember spat. “You know who her mother is! If I can see it now, surely you can!”

  “I can see fine, Niece.” Xavier’s expression hardened as he faced Winona. “Ember may be right. This girl must face the judgment of the Blaze. If she is who we fear she is—”

  “Who we know she is!”

  “—then she must be put to death.”

  Winona clenched her teeth. “Xavier, you’re talking about killing Jonathan’s daughter. You don’t suppose he’ll have something to say about that?”

  “I think Jonathan Scales is not the elder for his clan.”

  “Her grandfather is unlikely to be any more receptive.”

  “Her grandfather is unlikely to be the majority opinion.”

  “Don’t be so sure.”

  “The facts don’t lie! To start, she revealed Crescent Valley to unauthorized persons . . .”

  “My granddaughter, you mean.”

  “Yes, today, she’s bringing young dragons. Tomorrow, she may be showing Glory Seabright in. No, don’t look at me like that. Who can deny she is a beaststalker?”

  Ember pushed past him. “Enough talk. She is a spy, and we should incinerate her now!”

  She was inhaling as if to let loose, when another dragon suddenly appeared between her and the girl. It was Crawford Scales, shedding his camouflage.

  “Ember Longtail, you will not touch my granddaughter with flame or claw!”

  “Your granddaughter is an abomination,” Ember growled.

  “And what will you be, once you’re done roasting a child?”

  Xavier pulled his niece back. “Crawford, you have my regrets. Your granddaughter is either diseased with some horrific magic, or has beaststalker blood in her lineage. Since you and Caroline both come from established clans, that can only mean one thing: Your son has lied to you all these years, and married a beaststalker.”

  Winona knew immediately from Crawford’s reaction that Xavier was right about Elizabeth Georges-Scales, but wrong about Jonathan. The boy had not lied to his father at all.

  “Crawford, please,” she whispered. “Tell me you didn’t know.”

  “We can discuss this in Blaze” is all the creeper would say. He did not turn away from Xavier. “I’ll take Niffer to the amphitheater myself. Ned?”

  “I’m here” came the drawl of the elder trampler.

  “I’d appreciate it if you could send a messenger to the other side of the lake, and get word to my son. He’ll want to be here for this, I expect.”

  “Done and done.” Ned turf-whomped away.

  Crawford finally unlocked his gaze from Xavier’s, and lifted his granddaughter onto his back. “If I find your tail swing did anything more than knock her unconscious, X, your niece is going to be finding parts of you all over Crescent Valley for the next fifty years.”

  Xavier growled but said nothing. He and Winona watched Crawford take to the air, awkwardly managing the burden of the strange girl.

  “Thank you for your quick action,” she told him, once Crawford was out of earshot.

  Xavier glanced at her and grunted.

  Ember shook his wing claw off. “Uncle, I can’t believe you’re letting them talk about this! Have you forgotten my father?”

  “I don’t need you,” the elder Longtail hissed, “to remind me of my own brother!”

  “Then act like it! If you must deal with this in Blaze, deal with it! Get them to act!”

  “You forget your place. I am not your puppet. Leave the Blaze and its dealings to me.”

  She coughed up disdainful spittles of sparks before she turned and flew away.

  Winona watched her go with a churning stomach. “Xavier, we need to keep this civil. Surely if Jennifer Scales is as dangerous as you say, the Blaze will—”

  “The Blaze will follow its leader. If she’s willing to lead.”

  “Meaning the only way for me to show leadership is to follow your opinion.”

  “I’m not offering opinions. I’m offering facts. Elizabeth Georges-Scales is a beaststalker. So is her daughter. Beaststalkers are our enemies. Our enemies must die. Therefore, Jennifer Scales and her mother must die, as quickly as can be arranged.”

  “That’s not necessary!” she insisted nervously. Most of the dragons who had gathered around Catherine and Jennifer had dispersed, but a few were still nearby. “Xavier, you can’t say things like that! You’ll only make it worse.”

  “How can it get worse than this? Winona, has it occurred to you yet that Jennifer’s mother is a blonde? Named Elizabeth? Who kills dragons?”

  “Of course it’s occurred to me! I’m not terminally stupid! That’s an issue for another day. The matter before us—”

  “It cannot wait for another day!” His tail slapped the ground, denting the earth and sending turf into the air. “Winona, she killed Charles! She probably killed Jada and Caleb! And if we let her, she’ll kill us, too!” He pointed at the dwindling shape of Crawford and his cargo.

  “She? Xavier, do you hear yourself? You’re confusing the mother with the daughter!”

  “They are the same! Like parent, like child.”

  Winona hissed. “There are beaststalkers who feel the same way about Jennifer’s father.”

  “That’s my point!”

  “So what is she supposed to do? Live in the wild with no family or friends at all?”

  “I’ve already offered my solution.” His snout wrinkled. “She need not live at all.”

  “You’re a fool. So is your niece. And no one on the Blaze will agree to murder her.”

  “It only takes one of us.”

  “No, Xavier.” She stood up straight. “It will take more than one of you, or even two of you, to get past me to her. That girl saved my granddaughter!”

  He muttered something brief and vicious, but then took to the air.

   


   


  Fortunately for Winona, the Blaze agreed with her and rejected the Longtails’ hateful approach. At the time, Winona thought them all wise for siding with the Scales family. Yes, Elizabeth Georges-Scales had killed Charles Longtail. Winona searched all the records she could, and found not one more proven instance of the woman hurting anyone since then. In fact, she calculated from records at Winoka Hospital that Dr. Georges-Scales had saved the lives of nearly three dozen weredragons over the course of her medical career.

  
   She was as good as her word, Winona told herself, remembering that girl by the river who was arguing with Glory Seabright. She never killed again. Charles inspired that in her. She’s our hope for peace. Jonathan had the wisdom to see that. Their child, Jennifer, is the key.

  
   All hopes rest with the Scales family.
  

   


   


  “I will speak before the full Blaze later. But you deserve to hear this first and in private.”

  It was days later. Winona brought a wing claw up to scratch at her ear. Jonathan Scales had her full attention, just as the Scales family had her full trust.

  She looked over at Xavier and his great-nephew Gautierre. The elder dasher looked considerably less trusting, and Winona wondered if she would have to interpose herself between him and the Scaleses—particularly Elizabeth Georges-Scales. She had heard from Ned Brownfoot that a chance encounter between these parties a couple of days ago had gone badly.

  Jonathan Scales began to talk. At first, he began with the story of how he and Elizabeth Georges met. This was lovely, romantic stuff, to be sure, but Winona didn’t see the point. It wasn’t until Jonathan mentioned two tramplers, who attacked him and his girlfriend under a silver moon elm, when Winona suddenly realized what Jonathan was telling her.

  
   He did it. Not a beaststalker. He killed my sweet Jada, and poor Caleb. He made Catherine an orphan. He made us all believe someone else had done it.
  

  Jonathan’s voice droned on, but she wasn’t listening anymore. He lied. Lied about who he is. Lied about who he married. Lied about the child they had. Lied about his horrible misdeeds. Even as he spits in dragons’ faces, he cannot avoid being what he is. Like Ma.

  “. . . forgiveness I hope to receive from you, if you’re willing, in your time.”

  Winona was dimly aware that the liar had stopped talking, and that everyone was looking to her for a response. What was it they expected her to do now? Reach out and hug this man who had murdered her daughter? Slap him on the back and tell him it’s okay to lie, as long as you’re covering up for someone you love? Offer up Catherine as an additional sacrifice, if he felt the need to kill again—perhaps to protect his own daughter next time?

  The thought that he might hurt Catherine had Winona up on her hind legs, wondering how to tear Jonathan Scales apart, while he was in vulnerable, fleshy form. Instead, a small shred of compassion—not for him, but for his daughter, Jennifer, who had such hopeful anticipation on her young face—made the Eldest of the Blaze veer away instead.

  
   I can walk away from him. Like I walked away from Ma. I don’t have a use for him anymore. No use for liars.
  

  “Eldest? You have nothing to say?”

  Her teeth ground. I cannot abide a liar’s voice. She felt a thrill down her spine, the sort of feeling she got when calling a swarm of fire hornets. Steam rose from the water before her. Not knowing or caring what it meant, she stared at the rising vapor and growled.

  “Elder Scales. You have broken faith with me, for the last time. Catherine, let’s go.”

  She heard the child’s voice, pleading with her friend. The words were not important, and Winona felt the last vestiges of her shredded patience burn and vanish like the vapor coming off the lake. Something deep inside her unwound, and at the same time something churned in the steaming waters. Something was coming, something the world had never seen before . . . and if Catherine didn’t move her ass, it was going to unleash upon everyone here.

  
   “Granddaughter!”
  

  Even though she did not move her foot, the earth shook. The tremors forced whatever was under the water to surface briefly—a series of dark red coils—and Winona strained with the effort to push away whatever was coming. I don’t need help. Not now. Not from this.

  Once she was sure Catherine was next to her, she took off over the lake and headed for the portal, certain she was dragging away what she had summoned. And what exactly was that?

  She couldn’t avoid the answer. The memory of what she had seen in the boiling water, summoned by her own simmering rage, was all too fresh. It had been flat-out impossible, this thing so least expected and least wanted. It was also undeniably real.

   


   


  “Grammie, please!”

  “Catherine, I swear if you bring it up again, these newolves will tear you apart!”

  They were in Crescent Valley, where they had spent the better part of the last two weeks. Winona had taken them out of circulation—out of school, out of work, out of Minnesota. Catherine wasn’t allowed out of Winona’s sight, and since Winona never left the cave . . .

  The girl had been miserable. At first Winona had tried ignoring it. After all, she had lots of Elders to talk to. When she was done talking to them and Catherine was still sobbing, she tried reasoning with the girl. That discussion had lasted about thirty seconds, and had included such rhetorical gems as “stupid rock prison” and “fascist old crocodile.”

  Winona couldn’t believe it. The kid still wanted to live in Winoka! Yes, they had bought a house with the intention of moving closer to the Scaleses and some potential beaststalker allies. That had been before they learned about Jonathan Scales’s dreadful lie. There was no way she could trust the Scaleses now—certainly not to keep her and her granddaughter safe. Yes, it was a shame that Catherine and Jennifer’s friendship had to suffer. There was no alternative.

  After days of watching her granddaughter starve herself in protest, Winona had asked a couple of newolves to move into the cave with them. Catherine adored newolves—it was easy to recall the nearly fatal trouble she had gotten into so she could learn more about them—and Winona hoped that the close contact with this passion would help the girl come around.

  It had gotten her to eat—no more. The two of them did not exchange a single word. An uncomfortable and lonely way to live, but Winona could tell herself they were alive and safe.

  Then yesterday, Catherine took a new tack. She asked repeatedly to see Jennifer. One last time, she had asked. Just to explain! To say good-bye!

  Winona was in no mood to hear it. In her mind, no further explanation was necessary. Jonathan knew why Winona had severed ties, and he would explain it to his own daughter. After all, had they seen the Scales family since that night? Had anyone in Crescent Valley? Of course not. Because they all knew the welcome they would get, and they all knew why.

  This didn’t stop Catherine from asking. Over and over, for hours on end. Once Winona realized what the girl was doing, she tried shouting her down, ordering her to stop, summoning an anaconda to wrap around the girl’s snout, leaving the cave. Nothing worked.

  Heavens, the girl could talk! She was surprised the newolves could stand her. They loved her, in fact, almost as much as she loved them. Winona was beginning to suspect they saw the younger Brandfire’s side of things.

  So when the elder threatened to sic them on Catherine, both gorgeous animals raised their noses, sniffed out the emptiness of the threat, and rolled back to sleep.

  A bitter breeze blew into the cave, and Winona sought out the warmth of the inner chambers. Catherine did not bother to follow her. Both of them knew her echoing voice would.

  “She’s my friend and she’d do anything for me and I’d do anything for her and you know it and she’d never treat me badly plus she’s the Ancient Furnace and can you really kick out the Ancient Furnace I mean is that even legal and I know we can trust her because she saved all of dragonkind though okay part of the reason why she had to was because of dumb Skip who betrayed all of us and she shouldn’t have brought him to Crescent Valley but she couldn’t have known what he was going to do and she fixed it anyway and you know if she could she’d fix this too but she can’t because she can’t go back in time and it isn’t her fault what her father did and did you stop to think the reason he told us at all was because Jennifer told him to?”

  There was a pause. Winona dared to hope—

  “And besides wasn’t it self-defense it’s not like Mr. Scales went around looking for tramplers to kill and yes I’m upset with him too in fact shouldn’t it be me that decides whether we’ll talk with them or not after all they’re my parents in fact one of them wasn’t even related to you but they were both related to me and I didn’t even know them and I guess I love them because they’re my parents and who doesn’t love their parents but they didn’t raise me Grammie you did and you also taught me about what’s fair and this isn’t fair . . .”

  It went on. Winona did think about fairness, and about a day as a teenager herself, when her notions of fair play and justice began to unravel. Catherine, you don’t understand what they’re capable of. What we’re capable of. Why did young people insist on seeing the world in such simple, naïve terms? Shouldn’t they know better? Weren’t they the ones who got hurt?

   


   


  The next day, Catherine finally stopped talking, switching back to the silent treatment. The two of them were pretending not to notice each other at the lip of their cave, and eating the fruits of a successful hunt . . . when he returned.

  Winona spotted him from a distance, a small red string, winding its way through the sky with the help of two translucent wings. The violet quills and asymmetrical horn pattern became clearer as he got closer, and he landed on the rocks next to her with a flourish.

  She stopped chewing her meal, unsure of what to say. “Tasa.”

  “Winona.”

  Winona glanced over at her granddaughter, and was grateful to see that the younger trampler could see this newcomer. “You’re really here.”

  He brought up two fingers of one wing claw and flicked the other wing. “Apparently so. Your summoning skills have improved. Remember struggling to call a chameleon at nineteen?”

  “Grammie, who’s this?”

  “I thought we weren’t talking to each other.”

  The teenager rolled her nose horn in a melodramatic pout, and resumed eating.

  “How is this possible?” she asked Tasa.

  His violet quills flexed in a shrug. “I’m not sure, but I’m not arguing. Being born into that bubbling water—it was painful, and bewildering, and exhilarating all at once. I headed for Crescent Valley, and I’ve been flying there, and around the other side, ever since.”

  “Who are you?”

  “Stop interrupting, Catherine. So you’ve been flying around since then, no home, no family? Have you eaten?”

  “I’ve eaten a little. And I do have a family. You, Winona. I was hoping I could stay with you for a while. In exchange, I have some information.”

  “Sure, Tasa. You’re always welcome here. Catherine, get another bed ready inside.”

  “Not until you tell me who it’s for.”

  “You don’t hurry and do what you’re told, it’ll be for yourself.”

  Catherine spat out a half-eaten glob of meat and headed into the cave. Tasa and Winona gave each other a knowing look before Tasa spoke.

  “Two big pieces of news. First, I’ve spent the last few weeks with Smokey Coils.”

  “Smokey? Why spend time with him? And why did he allow it?”

  “I’ll answer the latter question first: He didn’t know I was there. Or if he noticed me, he didn’t care. He was too busy with his new student. As for why I spent time there, I should think it would be obvious. Part of you has always wanted to stay in touch. You send him messages by hornet, and you tell him he’s welcome to return anytime. You may or may not love him anymore, but he’s still a part of you. Catherine’s evidence of that.”

  “Fair enough. Who’s his new student?”

  Tasa widened his eyes. “Who do you think?”

  “Jennifer Scales,” she muttered after brief consideration. “No one else would dare.”

  “She showed up with her father,” Tasa confirmed. “While they were talking, Smokey nearly saw me—like I said, maybe he did. He didn’t want to train Jennifer at first. Until Jonathan offered to banish himself from the Blaze and Crescent Valley.”

  Winona absorbed this, picking at her carcass meal. She paused in her ruminations long enough to strip off a few pieces for Tasa. “So we’ll not see Jonathan Scales again.”

  “Not in this world, if he keeps his promise.”

  “Which puts Jennifer Scales as the elder of her clan.”

  “True. If someone that young can be called an elder.”

  “I wasn’t much older when the Blaze did the same for me.”

  “You’re defending her. Why?”

  “To start,” Winona said with a sigh, “she didn’t kill my parents. She’s no more responsible for that than I am for the death of all those people my mother and brother killed on their outings.”

  “It’s only a matter of time. At barely fifteen, she’s admitted to killing a powerful werachnid—twice, if you believe her story of alternate universes—and contributing to the death of her own half-sister. She’s part beaststalker, and she’s starting to act like it.”

  “Her mother is a pacifist.”

  “Would that pacifist be the same person who killed our good friend Charles Longtail?”

  “A long time ago.”

  Tasa stomped his foot; had he been a trampler, something would have come out of the ground. “Dammit, Winona, stop defending them! Are you a real dragon or not?”

  “I’m still not completely sure you’re a real dragon.”

  “You’re Eldest of the Blaze, and you need to show some damn leadership!”

  “What is leadership to you, Tasa? Whipping the Blaze into furious killing sprees?”

  “How about defending ourselves from the one person who has plagued you from the time you and I first met?”

  “Who?” She already knew the answer, and Tasa knew she knew. He gave it anyway.

  “Glorianna Seabright! The woman who hobbled your mother, led the carnage at Pinegrove, inspired her student to murder Charles Longtail, and to this day shows no remorse, no compromise, not a vague commitment to diplomacy or reconciliation. The woman who’s about to meet with arachnids to devise a plan to wipe dragonkind off the face of the earth. Yes, Winona. She’s talking to arachnids. That’s the second piece of news I’ve come to bring you.”

  Her wings felt like sheets of lead. “What do you mean? How can you know this?”

  “I spent time in Winoka,” he explained. “Because part of you also belongs there. You bought a house and hoped to move there. I stayed there for a bit, found the Scales family, looked up others you knew. And Glory Seabright, of course. I was outside her office window when she received a strange communication.” He told her about the messages spelled out on Glory Seabright’s wall, by strange little bugs controlled by an unseen force.

  “After they popped in a small explosion, the mayor almost saw me,” he finished. “I slunk away. I knew I had to get word to you, in time for you to do something.”

  She shook her head. “Do something? Do what?”

  “Winona, you’re over eighty years old—quite on in years, especially for our kind in this day and age. When are you going to stand up and be counted, once and for all, as a dragon? When are you going to lead dragons, instead of pretending to do so?”

  “I don’t know what—”

  He interrupted her as he ticked off his wing claws. “First, you followed your mother. Then your brother. Then Motega, for heaven’s sake. Then the Blaze that adopted you, then Smokey, then Charles. You’ve let the Scales family dupe you—you gave the Ring of Seraphina to a fifteen-year-old! Even I’m guilty of leading you around by your nose at times.”

  “You were my nose.”

  “And all this following around—what has it gotten you? Lies, betrayal, death. Now your own granddaughter won’t talk to you.”

  “She’ll come around.”

  “We could all come around, if you’d lead! Winona, you’ve just gotten the news that your estranged husband is training the Ancient Furnace, probably to replace you. No, don’t look at me like that—how can there be two leaders at once? Who will prevail, when you two disagree? Right. So the Ancient Furnace, daughter of your daughter’s murderer and half beaststalker herself, will challenge you soon. Glory Seabright is doubtless dying to show her how. The town of Winoka, a lasting monument to the worst dragon massacre in history, is about to host arachnids to make a pact to wipe dragons from the face of the earth. So stop listening to me and everyone else, and ask yourself: Who do you want to be? What do you want to do, right now?”

  Winona stared at the bloody carcass in front of her. It steamed and sent heat through her nostrils. Her veins caught fire, and her teeth ground against her gums, making them leak hot blood and beginning the whole cycle again.

  
   I’m tired of resisting this. She flexed her wings and let her forked tongue wrap around her teeth and pick up the bits of blood and meat that lingered in her mouth. “Tasa . . . I want to be a dragon. I want to lead them.”

  He beamed pridefully as she stood up straight and whistled. Instantly, a fifty-feet-high column of fire hornets descended from the sky and splashed over them, swirling and re-forming their swarm into the shape of an enormous dragon. It faced her, awaiting orders.

  “Call the Blaze,” she commanded it. “It is time to burn.”

   


   


  She allowed two days for the full Blaze to assemble. Crescent Valley was a big place—Ned Brownfoot liked to joke that it was the only “valley” that contained mountains, forests, lakes, and an apparently endless ocean—and not every elder was on this side of the lake. But as she hoped, Winona’s message was urgent enough to fill the amphitheater.

  
   And we have plenty of time to act, she told herself as she looked over the Blaze. If we act today. As the distinguished gathering of scales, horns, and tails rippled with anxious movement and whispered conversation, Winona surveyed the other dragons who had come to watch. There were hundreds of them, perhaps more than she had ever seen at a Blaze. Word had definitely spread that the Eldest was in a smoldering mood.

  “Eldest. Do you have a moment?”

  Xavier Longtail’s dark features were strained—from what, Winona wasn’t sure. Fatigue? Anticipation? Fear? She nodded for him to continue.

  “The popular rumor has it that you are planning something . . . aggressive.”

  “I am.” She did not tell him what she had in mind. Scouts had seen him and his great-nephew Gautierre spending an unusual amount of time with the Scales family, since Jonathan’s confession to them both. She would not have believed these reports had Gautierre’s own mother, Ember, not recently come to her in a tearful rage with the same news.

  “Eldest, I would counsel caution. You have put Ambassador Scales on a mission of diplomacy. Should your aggression be directed at Pinegrove, it may make her job more—”

  “Elder Longtail.” She scratched the back of her skull, amused. “Are you suggesting we not attack the known refuge of the woman who killed your brother?”

  His triple-pronged tail twitched. “I have forgiven that woman and her family. Are you suggesting they are anything less than our allies?”

  “I’m suggesting they’re lying, manipulative sores on the face of dragonkind.”

  “They?! The woman is not a dragon at all, and the daughter is our Ancient Furnace.”

  “Well, as I live and breathe! It’s been less than a season since you referred to that girl as an ‘abomination’ and nearly immolated her on this spot. Now she’s ‘our’ Ancient Furnace! What a blessed transformation! Please tell me you’re not getting spiritual advice from the gecko.” She pointed at his shoulder, where the sporty red-and-green lizard clung.

  “Winona.” This got her attention—he almost never used her first name. “Jonathan Scales has given up his place on the Blaze. He will never come here again. He will never be a venerable. He will never circle the crescent moon. He has done enough to take responsibility for his crimes, and those of his wife. What more do you need of them?”

  
   “I need their town to burn!” The violence that overwhelmed Winona was so sudden, she had to catch her breath. “The fact that he has cut all ties with dragonkind does not restore my faith in him, Xavier. It makes him, if anything, more likely to betray us. Again.”

  “He will never do anything to betray his daughter’s people,” Xavier said, and she could tell he immediately regretted his choice of words.

  Her crimson eyes narrowed. “Her people?”

  “Dragons, I mean.”

  “And beaststalkers. Please, Xavier, of all people, you cannot forget. Her people, if she has any people at all, are of two minds. Two histories.”

  “Both violent. If memory serves, you studied this sort of thing in college.”

  “You honestly think she can stop millennia of violence?”

  “I feel she deserves a chance.”

  Winona felt her resolve waver. Then she spotted her granddaughter sitting down nearby.

  
   I can’t let her grow up to be as naïve as I was.
  

  “I’ll tell you what, Elder Longtail. I’m going to give Jennifer Scales a terrific chance to stop some violence. If she’s as good as you seem to think she is, she’ll do fine.”

  “You think you can convince this Blaze to fight, Eldest? After all you’ve said in the past? They’ll think you’re acting rashly. They’ll think you have a personal vendetta. They’d be right. If they’re smart, they’ll ignore you, like you all used to ignore me. They’ll call you a Roman Candlelight, the sort of Eldest that goes tilting at windmills and sinks into madness.”

  “Maybe you’re right, Xavier. Maybe I’m about to make a fool of myself, like the legend of Roman Candlelight. Or maybe this single candle will ignite an entire Blaze!” When he didn’t reply, she gave him a grim smile. “Back when Jada died, you told me you hoped you’d be there the day I understood your point of view. Consider yourself satisfied.”

  As she walked away, he called out, “I suppose I’d be happier, Eldest, had my own point of view not changed since then.”

  “That sounds like your problem, Elder. Not mine.”

  She was standing before the Blaze now, right in the center of the amphitheater, and everyone stopped what they were doing. As she began to talk, she stood on hind legs and lifted her fragile wings to make gestures. As her speech went on, she relaxed her body so that she was comfortably on all fours. Her strong front claws punched the earth on certain words, and she paced back and forth before them all with increasing agitation.

  “Members of the Blaze. My friends. My family. I hate violence. As many of you know, I’ve stood in this amphitheater and stopped a good many fight from starting. We’ve got a lot of enemies in this world—some who want to kill us, and others who want to subdue us, and others who’d be happy ignoring us if they could. There isn’t a damn person outside this valley we can call a friend. No one. Not for years. Still, I’ve held my tongue.

  “And maybe I’ve held us back,” she continued. At this, she heard murmurs. Approval? Dissent? “Because in all that time, I’ve seen a lot of horrible things happen. As my ex-husband might put it, I’ve just seen too much. Maybe I’ve lived too long. Had too much hope. All I wanted—all we ever wanted—was to be left alone, in our homes and with our lives. I told you if we showed restraint, if we made diplomatic efforts, we could remain a peaceful people.

  “I was wrong. Our enemies won’t allow it. In no generation have they allowed it. They have pushed us out of our homes, and murdered our kin, and conspired against us. They have pushed us, and pushed us, and pushed us until even I cannot stand it anymore.

  “I am a dragon, my friends. That means something to me. I’ll bet it means something to you, too. The strength and honor of a dragon is legendary, even among those who do not believe in such things. ‘The heart of a dragon,’ some say when they mean a heart that is true, and brave, and willing to stand up for the right beliefs. Everyone here has the heart of a dragon, right?”

  This got a good many of them cheering and stomping. She could also see worried faces among the Blaze, but she was not done. “Where is the line in the sand?” she asked. “Where is the point where we say, ‘You go no further’? Have our enemies crossed it yet? Ned Brownfoot—how many family have you lost to Glory Seabright and her thugs? Did they cross the line?”

  From his place in the Blaze, Ned shook his head in an attempt to signal her he was not interested in being used to incite this crowd. It did not matter. As soon as the assembled heard the name Glory Seabright, they roared, spouted smoke, and rustled their wings.

  “Brenda Kindle,” she continued, finding a more sympathetic elder. This frail trampler lifted her head, flattered at the Eldest’s attention. “You lost all three children at Pinegrove. Then you lost your husband at Eveningstar. What do you think: Have they crossed the line?”

  Hot blood erased the trampler’s wrinkles, and she screamed at the sky above. The smoke thickened, and the crescent moon hanging above the amphitheater shuddered.

  “Joseph Skinner.” Winona pointed to one of the younger dragons in the audience. This was a creeper who looked after the Scales farm. “You lost your parents to a pack of violent beaststalker children. They and their parents thought hunting your loved ones was fine sport. Ember Longtail.” It was not difficult to spot her, not far from the Blaze itself, sitting alone and glaring at her uncle. “You lost a parent, too, and I a friend. Alex and Patrick Rosespan—you used to have a sister. No one here wants to relive what those goons of Glory Seabright did to her before she died at their hands. When, exactly, did they cross the line with her?”

  The Rosespans recoiled, possibly horrified at the way Winona was using the memory of their dead sister. Almost everyone else was going wild. A few of them began to howl, which got some of the nearby packs of newolves going. Sparks littered the sky, mixing with the stars and hanging in violent nebulae.

  “Today we draw a bright line of fire, one our enemies will not soon cross again. I have led you in times of peace. Will you follow me into war? Not for war’s sake, but for true peace. Peace for the dead, and peace for ourselves, and peace for those who follow.” She spotted Catherine. It was not difficult to see how hotly her granddaughter disagreed.

  “Those of you who do not wish to come need not come! You will suffer no insult. This Blaze needs those who will stay behind and prepare for peace, as much as it needs those who will go with me tonight and fight for that peace. Those of you who would come with me—”

  She could not finish. The roars were too loud. Nine out of every ten dragons, Blaze or beyond, were on their feet. A few of them were already taking to the sky, with cries of “To Winoka!” and “Burn it!”

  “To the moon elm first!” she cried out, before they could leave. “We do not know what shape of moon we will see in the other world. And for once, we do not need to care. We will stay dragons and burn that town, no matter what the sky holds for us! Follow me!”

  Right before she lifted off, she looked at Catherine again. Over the din, she could hear her granddaughter’s pointed question. “I take it you don’t mind if I stay here?”

  “I wouldn’t have it any other way.” Then Winona Brandfire led the Blaze to war.
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