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CHAPTER OIE

| keep having these conversations with Dad.

I'm a my computer. He says, "What are you doing?'

I mutter some-thing, because the screen has alot of squiggleson it so he already knowswhat I'm
doing.

"Have you garted on it yet, Jake?"

"No," | say, probably more belligerently than | mean to. But we've had this conversation so often.

Dad sighs. "Jake, | know I'm nagging you. But it'simportant.”

"Soisthedictionary important!"

"It's not important to anyone but you if only you can read it,” says Dad. | glare a him, because he
knowsthat | know that he knowsit isimportant. But that also it's an excuse.

"l don't know how to writeit,” | mutter. Like, just by theway, | do know how to write my dictionary.
Which | don't ether. In spite of the fancy graphics package.

"That doesn't matter. Just writeit." Hetriesto make ajoke. "Y our spdling is pretty good.”

"l don't know how - | can't makeit a story!" | shout, or rather, | don't shout, | sort of hissit through
clenched teeth. | want to shout. "It'snot ... It doesn't have ... Theré'sno .. ." | can't think how to
finish. I can't think how to begin.

"It doesn't have to be a story. It doesn't have to be anything. Just put down what happened. Don't call
it anything.”

Y eah, right. Make pizza without tomato sauce and mozzarella, just don't cal it pizzaand you'll befine.
What's the use of pizzawithout tomato sauce and mozzarella? Like Alice said before she saw the White
Rabbit: "What isthe use of abook without pictures or conversations?' Although the pictures are covered
redlly well esawhere, and the new coffee-table,
drop-it-on-your-foot-and-spend-the-rest-of -your-life-on--crutches art-book version is coming out soon.
Text, | haveto say, by some chucklehead sensitive type. Yuck. Thethought of it isone of thethings
that's getting me going herefinally. The sengtive verson will probably beway too much likeastory. A
fary tde

But who lives astory, you know? With chapters and things. And as afairy-tae hero if someone gave
me avorpa blade I'd probably stick it in my foot. Or get lost in the mimsy borogroves. Lifeisjust one
day after another, even when the days are redly, redly strange.



Dad looksat me. | look at him. We both know what were both thinking. | prod a couple of keysand
make the squiggles go squigglier. “Just do the best you can,”" Dad says, redly gently. "Y ou're the only one
who cantdlitat al."

Y es. That'sthe awful thundering can't-get-around-it thing. I'm the only one who can tell you about
Lois. Andtheonly way | cantell Lois story isthrough me. | fed like starting by saying, I'm not a crazed
ego-maniac! Redlly I'm not! | am acrazed Lois-iac. Joke. Sort of But it's not only the freaking hard
work of trying to writeit al out coherently that is stopping me now. | don't want to go back there. I've
got used to ... like being able to ook out windows again and not worry about what | might see.

Also alot of the stuff that's about meis stuff | don't want to tell anyone. It'saso alot aout Dad and
me, and | don't want to tell those parts either, down on paper and everything, where he ran read them.
Which hewill.

I may not know how to write my dictionary, but at least it'snot embarrassing.

There's another problem (I should make alist): | don't remember every day asevery day, asdifferent
from the day before and the day after. Sure, | kept notes - | kept lotsand lots of notes- but | seemto
have left alot of stuff out. All the connecting bits. All the conversations. All the sane hits, if there were
any sane bits. | wasjust trying to stay dive, those days, keep Loisand medive. And | wasn't thinking in
terms of needing to make astory out of it later on.

And | sure don't remember every conversation I've had in the last four years. | remember afew of
them - the ones that really got to me for one reason or another - but mostly, who remembers? Not me.
And | bet not you ether.

| don't mean the ordinary, everyday onesyou have alat, like "How are you?' and "What'sfor dinner?'
(and "I thought it was your turn to cook™). Those are easy. | mean the one-off ones. The oneswhy
you're trying to write something someone eseisgoing to read at al. So that why-you're-writing stuff isa
lot of stuff you can't remember well enough to write.

There weren't many conversations anyway. Not alot of he-saids and she-saids, or at least not till the
end, and then they're peculiar.

But I'm going to try to tell the truth. Except for the parts I'm leav-ing out, because there's il stuff I'm
just not going to tell you. Get used to it.

And then, okay, I've got thisfar, I'm not staring out the window, my fingers are on the keyboard, the
first finger iswiggling over thefirst key for thefirst letter of the first word (whatever that is) ... and then |
stop al over again, because how do | get your attention? Not your newspaper-headline attention - your
real attention. How do | tell you the stuff you need to know if you're going to understand what
hap-pened? Because theres redlly no point if I'm not trying to make you under stand alittle,

And, just by the way, who are you?

Dad and Martha say that there are alot of people- alot of you (isit going to be easier to think of you
asyou? Or isthat going to weird me out even more?) - who don't know anything and will only be picking
this up because the headlines have made you curious about the whole show and if | want toraveon a
little as background that's probably okay and maybe even agood idea. | guessthey figureif they get me
raving they've won. They're probably right. So blame them. Although they did say rave a little.

It would be easier to start now and go backwards, but then you'd never understand. I'm going to have
to start dl those years ago, and | don't know how to fed like | felt before Lois, or how to get back there
to tell the story the way it happened, so maybe you'll understand. At dl. A little.

Mom should be here, reading this, and saying thingslike, " "Loisand |, dear, not ‘'meand Lois.'" And
telling mewhen it's "whom™ and not "who." But sheisn't. Mom is one of the reasons| don't want to write
any of this. | keep wondering, would it have happened at dl - would Lois have happened - if Mom was



il here? If | hadn't been the right kind of nutcase? Was being a nutcase necessary?

Eventualy | thought about Eleanor. She never worries about getting anybody's attention (and that
"eventually" would redlly annoy her), or whether they're going to be interested, if she wants something.
And there are dways he-saids and she-saids when Eleanor is around. She--saids, anyway. Eleanor
doesn't have the hugest sense of humor in the world about hersdlf, but | think shell get thisone. That I'm
going to start four and ahaf years ago, with her shouting at me. Also Eleanor shouting isvery
rememberable.

"JAKE!"

That's Eleanor. She has agreat future as an darm system. She's only seven, but she has precocious
lungs
“JAAA-AKEI"

| threw my window open. "I'm coming! Keep your hair on!"
Sheglared up a me. "You're late."

| looked at my watch. "I won't be late for another ... two minutes.”
"WEell belate by the time we get therel”

I closed my window, sighed, put my shoes on, and ran downstairs. Our apartment is at one end of the
indtitute, but nothing is very far from anything ese. | flew by agroup of tourists gaping a the Draco family
chartsthat stand at the way into the dioramaand the tiny movie theater, past the ticket booth and the
door to the gift shop and cafe, waved at Peggy in the ticket booth as she said, "Jake, don't run," and was
standing beside Eleanor in forty-five seconds. She hadn't finished glaring yet, and ssomped off down the
path that led to the zoo, barrdling through the thickets of touristslike acavary charge. | followed.

Offer to hold Eleanor's hand? Not if you don't want it bitten off. Of course there are no highwaysfor
her to run across without looking both ways inside the park gates. The only vehiclesthat comein and out
through the gates are our Rangers jeeps, which were bought more for endurance than for speed, and
from age and the effects of the surfacesthey run on, tend to kind of lurch aong. Our park tour buses
crawl even dower so everyone has a chance to take lots of photos and go "oooh." They're solar
powered and can't go any faster. Tourist cars and coaches Say in the parking lot outside. Even the
garage for the staff's private vehiclesis outside the gates. (Thisis not amgjor issue. If you work here, you
probably can't afford a private vehicle,) And the nearest highway, with like more than two lanes; isfifty
milesaway, on thefar sde of Wilsonville.

Thiswas Eleanor's first week being dlowed to help out at the zoo, and she was alittle crazed. | wasa
little crazed, because the grown-ups had decided that Marthawas too young to mentor her but | wasold
enough. I'm not sure the Incredible Hulk is old enough to mentor Eleanor, and Marthais actualy pretty
good at it. I'm not. It would be okay once we got there, and in another week or two Eleanor should have
camed down alittle (1 hoped) but meanwhile at 1:55 every af-ternoon there was asmall two-legged
€l ephant trumpeting under my window.

A normd seven-year-old would be happy helping feed baby raccoons at the orphanage. Not Eleanor.
Nobody comes to Smokehill for the rac-coons, and she wants to be where more of the action is.

| don't really mind Eleanor though. In some ways she's restful. She's too young to remember my mom
very wdll, or Snark. If you think that soundsreally sicko, you try being twelve years old when your
mother dies and having everyone around you looking at you and thinking of her and fedling sorry for you.
It doesn't help that | 1ook like her. Right after she died - right after we knew she was dead - and people
darted looking a me likethat, | started spending alot of timein front of the mirror, rubbing my cheeks
with my fingers. Well, maybe it was more like scratching my cheeks with my fingers, because | sarted
leaving marks. Dad asked mewhy. | said | was hoping my beard would comein early. | didn't say,



Because then peoplewon't look at me like I'm my mother.

Dad was dmost the only person who didn't ook a mein that new way, but then he was the only other
person who was missing her asmuch as| was. Dad said, "Oh." He didn't ask me why | wanted my
beard to come in early. Maybe he guessed. Dad has a beard which he keegps short and tidy so he can
make agood impression on the tourists, and the grant administrators. He scratched his own hairy cheeks
for aminute and added, ™Y ou may not if it does." | stopped scratching my cheeks. And now it wastwo
and ahdf yearslater and my beard till hadn't started coming in, but people didn't look a me so much
likethat any more so | could wait.

Okay, Eleanor and | usudly were about aminute late, and Marthawas usudly therefirg, lining out the
buckets and checking that the labelswere dl il legible. If anybody got the wrong grub thered be
trouble, from Eric if nothing ese. Trouble from Eric is way more than enough however.

"Hiya," shed say.

"Huh," Eleanor'd say, redly offhand and casud. "What've we got?' It's quieter ingde the big shed
wherethefood lives - no tourigts. That's another of the big drawsfor Eleanor, of course, being seen by a
lot of grown-ups to be going somewhere they can't. | no longer cared about that aspect of it (but if
nagged | would admit that | remembered when | did) but just getting away from them - the tourists - was
awaysgood. It'saweird life, living a Smokehill, wheretheres dl that gor-geous, amazing, wonderful
empty (I mean human empty) space just be-hind you, so to speak, but you livein like thistiny
permanently besieged encampment where you have to kind of take a deep breath and bolt for it when
you go from one cranny of no-touriststo the next.

| don't particularly want to because it makes me fee more of amu-tant than ever but | suppose |
should emphasize thet life at Smokehill iskind of bizarre. Certainly us kids were dways being told (or
asked) that wasn't the way we lived peculiar. Uh, pardon me, but | was born here. So | didn't like being
asked (or told). Other kids were theworst. They said thingslike, No pizza? Like you might say, No
oxygen? Of course we have pizza. But no, we couldn't call up theloca Super Pizzato deliver, that's
true.

Eleanor wouldn't touch the bugs and bestles, and the bigger live (or
soon-to-be-knocked-on-the-head) stuff Eric or Katie would ded with, but she'd put the vegetables and
fruit in the buckets after Marthaor | cut it up if it needed cutting. (Madagascariensis is such alazy dobit
won't edt its carrots unless they are chopped up first.) She wasn't redlly that much help since we had to
keep asharp eye on her; shefdt that fairness meant that everybody got the same thing, but most of the
funfood iswhatever the Wilsonville and Cheyenne supermar-ketsfed like sending us of the Stuff that's
gl around after its sdll-by date and, for example, citrus gives russo diarrhea. But Eleanor will get older,
and living a Smokehill isweird enough (okay, okay, | admit it) soit'sgood if you fed involved. But how
many kids get to help out at azoo? Who needs normal?

Although Marthaand | both put our hoursin a the orphanage. But then the orphanage is pretty good
too. | like little furry baby things, which there aren't any of at the zoo. Maybe I'm more norma than
El-eanor. After thelot a the zoo, something warm and furry or feathery isanice changetoo, evenif it
may throw up all over you. And then theréswarm and furry like a'Y ukon wolf cub. If Eleanor'slucky
some day shelll get to hold the broom for it to tear the throat out of while the guy with the sedative gun
getsinto pogtion.

Wed only just sarted by the time Katie arrived. Katie makes ev-eryone fed nicer and calmer just by
being there, even her daughters. | mean, even Eleanor. Marthaisalot like Katie herself. But after Katie
got there Eleanor stopped arguing that since she didn't like celery nobody else was going to like celery
ather. (Madagascarienss, | swear, likes cdl-ery because the sound it makes dowly crunching it up
remindsit of the crack of small bones, without any of the effort of hunting something. Y ou'd think carrots
would be even better, but no. Maybe it only hunts things with osteoporosis.)



Then Eric showed up and things went into a decline again - even Katie can't do much with Eric - but
Dad says he's agood keeper and not everyone wants to live a hundred miles from the nearest redl
restaurant, work twelve or fourteen hours aday, sometimes seven days aweek, and get paid badly, and
we're lucky to have him. That's Dad'sway of say-ing "shut up.” It'salot better than saying "shut up” but
nothing is ever going to make melike Eric.

We got the buckets sorted and started carrying them out. Eleanor is not only only seven and the
youngest but she's not exactly large even for seven (Martha's small for her age too but she'stwelve) and
only an Eleanor-type seven-year-old would ingst on carrying a bucket too big and heavy for her, but of
course shedoes. "I'll take russo,” she says every day. Russo's her favorite. Russoisaso at the far end
of therow of cagesand Marthaand | have to dawdle getting the others set out to give her time, and then
she and Martha have thislittleritua of Eleanor pretend-ing not to notice that Martha hasto lift and dump
the food through the chute, because Eleanor cant.

"She's going to wear that bucket out, dragging it like that," snapped Eric.

"Youtel her,” | said. Eric glared a me, but | was doing him afavor, giving him an excuse for agood
gae

Once Eric wasthere to deal with the serious food Katie and | could get started on the cages. Hereésa
good example of what passesin Eric's case for a sense of humor. When | turned thirteen the grown-ups
de-cided it wastime | had somered chores, not just fun-food detail at the zoo or hel ping unpack and
dack stuff for the gift shop. Especidly given my taent for leaving drifts of Styrofoam munchiesand
stomp-popped bubblewrap in my wake. It had kind of seemed to me that my time at the orphanage
should have counted, but maybe it didn't because | never had night duty (a growing boy needs hisdeep,
etc.) and because there was aways an adult there with me. Or maybe because I'd been getting underfoot
at the orphanage since | was ababy and Mom used to bring me along while she put in her time, and it
was like | was too regular and nobody noticed.

Anyway | volunteered for cage cleaning because | knew odoratus doesn't make me sick theway it
doesalot of people, and by doing it | knew I'd get extradack for when | screwed up el sewhere, which
was definitely anissue. Eric accepted my offer fast enough, but he couldn't let it go without telling
everyone that the reason | didn't mind odoratus was because | was ateenage boy. Very funny, Eric.
That doesn't explain Katie, who aso volunteered for odoratus, who isnot only agirl - | mean awoman -
hersdf but has two daughters. And her dob of a husband isn't around any moreif theideaiisyou haveto
live with dobbishnessto be able to dedl. Katie's husband isn't dead but he might as well be since nobody
ever s2eshim, including his daughters. That may be another reason | kind of like Eleanor redlly. | don't
think feding sorry for peopleisever going to come easily to Eleanor, but it wouldn't occur to her _tofed
sorry for me because my mom's dead. Asfar as she's concerned we're even, because her dad's dead.
Eleanor has avery black-and-white view of theworld. That's restful too sometimes, except when you're
on her hit ligt.

Shedidn't get it from Katie. Katie has no hit list. Katie volunteered for odoratus so no one else had to
doit. That'swhat she'slike. (And between her, me, and Eric, no one else does haveto do it. Aren't we
just the three stooges of wonderfulness.) And shetried redly hard to be careful after my mom died and
not look at me funny or anything but it'slike she got it too well instead so when other people Started
forgetting she didn't. | mean ... well, I'll give you an example. This happened only afew weeks before
Eleanor got the okay to start "help-ing" at the zoo.

Y ou clean any of the Draco cages by halves, with you in one half and the Draco safely imprisoned in
the other haf, but odoratus is uniquein that he and his harem and the juvvie maes are not only behind
bars but behind aglass partition aswell: We say it'sfor the tourists, but even ustough guys can only take
so much. We aso usualy do odoratus in pairsto get it over faster. But we were doing it really macho
that day, no masks and helmets (nice cool day with no breeze, you can just about get away with it with



the overhead vent open, and you're going to need a shower afterward anyway), so when this school
group led by this thumping big assho-I mean nincompoop stopped to look at our big mae odoratus who
was busy flapping his ears (odoratus ears are huge and frilly, you know, the better to wave odoratus
odor around, except, of course, when theré'saglasswall in the way) and showing off, right next door,
we could hear exactly what he was saying to his sudents.

He had one of those bellowing voices, like he was used to lecturing to thousands, so | mean we could
hear exactly. Thekidslooked alittle older than me, and that made it worse somehow. It should have
been funny, the nincompoop baying and posturing and odor atus flapping and posturing back, but it
wasnt. | probably started to get sort of maroon, which could have just been the smell, but Katie knows
me pretty well. "Steady, Jake," she said.

"It'sdl crap,” | muttered, so he couldn't possibly overhear me: it doesn't matter how pissed off any of
us Smokehill lifers get, we dways think of how something's going to look to the tourigts. “And he's
pre-tending to teach those kids- “

Katigsusualy brighter than this. Maybe the smell was getting to her. She got sympathetic. "Jake," she
said gently. "Thereésalot of crap out there. It's not worth getting mad al the time, okay? Y ou've got
better thingsto do. Think about the gate money this group brought us, and forget therest.”

| stared at her, feding asif my whole head was getting redder and redder, likeif they turned the lights
off you could have seen in the dark by the glow of my head. Why was she saying thisto me? Why wasit
upsetting me so much that she was saying thisto me? She was only tell-ing the truth. Crap was crap and
therésalot of it around. But it was probably crap that killed my mother - nobody will admit this but
what probably happened is that the guide she'd been promised didn't show and didn't show, and she had
to St there watching her six-month sab-batica from Smokehill going for nothing (that much we knew for
sure), and she found somebody e se to take her and the somebody wasn't good enough and either got
her into trouble or |et her get hersdlf into trouble and then fled. But well never know, okay?

After Mom died, and then Snark, my dog, only seven months and twelve days later, everything Sarted
getting to me alot worse than it used to. All thetime I'd been growing up we were both the biggest and
acrefor acre the poorest nationd park in the country. Because of the Ingtitute we're sitting ducks for all
the dragon nuts out there, and lots and lots of them come, and while most of them are happy with the
di-oramaand thefilm clips and the bus tour, and are perfectly norma okay humanswith like manners,
way too many of them want to bother the staff of the Ingtitute and waste our time arguing and
complaining about the traveling restrictions ingde the park and the informetion available a the tourist
center and the brush-off they get from our Rangers.

The staff of the Indtitute, what ajoke. That's my dad and a short--term graduate student or two.
(Sometimes they're only part-time. Their grant paysfor them to live here but they spend most of their
time writ-ing their PhDs.) Since Mom died they haven't even given him an extra graduate student. But
these people don't get it that we have to be thisway, this strict and cautious, and were not ripping them
off, we need their ticket feesto stay aive. And the government doesn't get it either, which iswhy they
never let us have enough money.

But Mom's the one who had the sense of humor about it and while shewas dive | used to think our
fruit loops were funny because she did. She'sthe onewho started calling them f.1.s. It was after Mom
dis-appeared that thef.l.s. didn't seem so funny any more and my brain started zoning out and | Started
playing alot more Space Marauder or Annihilate than | ever used to, and then when they found her at the
bot-tom of that ravine with her neck broken and only her teeth to tell them who she was and no way of
ever knowing what she was doing dead at the bottom of aravine because shewas avery, very careful
person but what would you do if the only half sabbatical you were going to get that decade wasbeing
wasted because some pighead administrator had screwed up? And then my dog died and | waskind of a
mess for awhile. Y ou don't need to know any more about that, except that as almost fifteen-year-olds



go | was maybe alittle twitchier than sonic.

All thisand alot more besides went bailing through my head for about the millionth time when Katie
told me not to be so mad about al the crap there was around, while the nincompoop went on scrambling
his students brains (actualy he probably wasn't - | don't think many of them were paying attention), and
where | stopped thinkingwas If | go berserk right now - in public - start hammering the
walls with my shovel and screaming - in front of a bunch of sixteen-year-olds-1'll
never forgive her. Whichwastrue, evenif it wasn't her fault. Therewasalump like aburning
basketba | in my throat and | didn't dare blink my eyesfor fear of what would spill out. But even Eric's
eyeswater sometimes when he'sdoing odor atus.

The main thing | wasthinking was, It'sbeen two years. Almos three. And alittlething like Katie
being the wrong kind of sympathetic at the wrong moment and I'm going to pieces.

At lagt | managed to say, "The gate money wasn't much. They'dve got a school discount.”

Katie took this as ajoke, and laughed, and the danger was over. | went back to scrubbing, athough |
probably took some of the floor withiit.

When | was younger | used to say that | didn't understand why so many nuts had to be crazy over
dragons. What about Y ukon wolves, cougars, grizzly bears, ichthyosauruses, griffins, severd kinds of
shark, lions, tigers, and Caspian waruses, any of which will est human when it'savailable, and every one
of which is on the next-step-extinction super--endangered list, partly, of course, because of their eating
habits? But no. The biggest, fruitiest fruit loops go for dragons. Enter "dragon™ a your favorite search
ste, and stand back. In fact, go make yoursdf acup of coffee, becauseitll still be churning out hits by
the time you get back. None of the rest of the critters comes close. Well, Nessie does pretty well,
especidly since they found her a couple of boyfriendsin one of those Scandinavian lochs. Now
everyone's standing around waiting for her to reproduce. She hasn't though. Maybe she's ahe after all,
or the he'sare she'stoo. It's not only dragons we don't know enough about.

For somereason | used to like to bring this up at breskfast, about dragons and fruit loops. Mom
would say, "Yes, dear." Or, "Eat your oatmed, dear.”" Or, "Have you done your homework, dear?' This
last was atrick question because I'm homeschooled. If | wanted to spend my lifeonabus| couldve just
about madeit in to Wilsonville and back every day, to their crummy little primary school, but I'd've had
to go to boarding school once | graduated from sixth grade and there was no way. And never mind being
the freak who would have to have specia trangportation out to Smokehill. Mom had tried to get meto go
to Wil-sonville a first but she gave up.

(That made a precedent then, so when it was time for Marthato go to school she said she wanted to
stay at Smokehill with me. Katie did some wavering and | know she and Mom talked about it alot, using
phraseslike "socid development” and "peer group.” But Marthain her quiet way can be pretty stubborn,
and then it turned out she could al-ready read - of course she could read, | taught her - so they were
going to have to jump her ayear, and where's your social developmental peer group then? Especialy
because Marthawas small for her age. At six you could like barely see her. So they let her stay home
and it was pretty in-teresting because that's when Katie and Mom came up with the bright idea of getting
some of the Smokehill staff to teach us stuff, now there were two of us, soit wasa"class.” So it wasn't
just Mom, Dad, the computer, and the boring out-of-date textbooks from Wilsonville we barely
pretended to use.

| suppose we learned more about the geology and ecology of Smokehill than wed've got at
Wilsonville, and we never got to the ex-ports of Brazil and the nationa debt of Taiwan at dl, but we
learned what our Rangers taught us and how many kids learn the exports of

Brazil and the nationd debt of Taiwan? Then it was Eleanor'sturn, and asit happens, there were some
other kidsat Smokehill then, and they were going to Wilsonville, but then they had been going to normal



school when they lived in anormal place and they were so freaked out by Smokehill that being on abus
al day didn't bother them, at least not in comparison to staying here dl the time. But Eleanor wasn't
having any of that. Of course she could read by then too - she wasn't abig reader, like Martha or me,

but it was clear to her that one of the ways to be older wasto learn to read, so shelearned - but that was
just away of making it eeser for the grown-upsto cave. | don't think turning Eleanor loosein aregular
school would have been good for her socid development anyway. | think if sheld got ataste for
playground domi-nation at an early age the world wouldn't be safe by the time she was ateenager.)

But at least Mom would answer me, even at 7 A.m. Dad was dways buried in hislatest conference
abgtract or the forty thousand pages of fax 1'd lain awake the night before listening to churn through the
marchine, usudly from somebody from some country that Dad only haf knew the language of, so the
table would be covered with grammars and dictionaries too. Mom readjust as much as Dad did, but she
never forgot there was aworld outside Smokehill. Outside dragons. In some ways | take after my dad.
But it was nice to have someone who'd talk to me at breakfast.

Dad hastried to learn to talk at breskfast. It was pretty awful till | hit on the brilliant plan of trying to
read some of the stuff hereads. | don't get most of it (even whenit'sin English - have you ever tried to
read a professonal monograph from some thumping big scientific conference? Y ou're lucky if you can get
past the title) but it gave us something to pretend to have a conversation about. And | got credit for
trying. (See: extradack for when | screw up esewhere)

But too many of these people who get hung up on dragons don't know what adragonis. A Y ukon
wolf isa Y ukon wolf, which isto say two hundred odd pounds of tawny hair and long teeth, and you're
not going to mix it up with achipmunk. Caling Draco odoratus adragon just because of the Dracois as
stupid as arguing that a chipmunk isasmal striped wolf that eats acorns.

But you can't say that, and theré's only so many waysto say "that's a very interesting theory" before
even anf.l. catches on that you're blow-ing 'em off. And when afruit loop decides he or she hasn't been
treated with due respect and consideration by the staff of the Makepeace Indti-tute of Integrated Dragon
Studies, thef.l. writesto his or her congress-person and says our weeny miserable funding should be cut
because were not doing what we're paid to do with their, the taxpayers, money, which is study dragons,
and they can prove this because we don't agree with them.

Andwe live here, Dad and me, right herein the Ingtitute, like| told you - the rest of the saff are either
in the Rangers barracks or they have their own little houses, there's a sort of little compound set back
behind alot of spruce and agpen, away from the tourist sprawl. (A few commute from Wilsonville but
mostly only part-timers.) Sometimes| go hide out with Martha and Eleanor - at |east Eleanor has some
sense, even if she'snot real open to negotiation with aternative points of view about things she doesn't
agree with, like bedtime for seven-year-olds. (I'm a useless babysdtter, but that doesn't top Katie using
me when she's got an evening meeting. Admin usudly has evening meetings because during the day
everyoneischasing tourists,) Actualy | can't wait till she gets old enough to tackle thef.l.son their own
ground but that's till alittlein the future. No matter how good at arguing you areit'seasier if youretaler
than the other guy's belt buckle.

Most of thef.l. crap lands on Dad now - afew of 'em talk to the Rangers, but most of 'em want
someonethey can cal "Doctor” - and Dad tries to keep me out of the way because since I'm akid | have
to be even more polite to them. When Mom was around it was dif-ferent - at our best we'd had Dad,
Mom, and three graduate sudents, two of whom aready had their first PhDs and therefore also
answered to "Doctor” - but that was along time ago. Dad'sthe only red scientist we've got now and he
shouldn't have to waste his time.

The oneswho think that the peculiarities of dragon biology and natura history can be explained by the
fact that dragons are an alien species dropped off by a passing spaceship afew million years ago are so
far out there themsdlves that sometimes they're kind of interesting. 1've had good conversations with some



of them. I've had alot of good conversations with ordinary tourists, people who just think dragons are
redly cool and get abit gabbly when they're actudly here at Smokehill and want to talk to somebody,
which | perfectly understand. Thef. |. sthat are a pain are the ones who want to drone on about al the
Dracos that AREN'T DRAGONS. Y ou could say it's our own fault because of the "Integrated” in our
name, but that's nothing to do with us. The director before Dad and Mom amost went under, taking
Smokehill with him, and the only way he/d managed to dig himsdlf out was by agreeing to have asort of
zoo of al the other Dracos, and cdl theindtitute Inte-grated: But thereisonly onered dragon; there's
nothing to integrate, not really.

The Indtitute is near the front gate of Smokehill, of course, the front gate having been put there at the
spot nearest to aroad and atown, athough the road is only two lanes and the town is only Wilsonville.
Since Mom and Dad came and the zoo was built we've got popular enough that there are eight motels,
two of them like shopping malsal by themselves, and four gas stations between us and Wilsonville, and
the track in from the main road is paved and wide enough for buses and trucks. Having them breathing
down our neckslikethis (in the summer the first coachloads are dready there waiting when we open a 8
A.M.) isadrag but it does mean we get regular deliveries of gasto run our generators. | admit | wouldn't
like living without computers and even hot baths (occasionally). We're festooned with solar panels but
they aren't enough. Too many trees and too many clouds, and solar panels don't seem to like the dragon
fence much either. (Our solar-powered tourist buses do most of their tanking up in the parking ot outside
the fence.) There'sthe barracks and the staff houses and afew perma-nent camps farther in, but that's
about al in terms of human stuff. It's enough in terms of upkeep to get through our winters.

So I'm going to give you a rundown on the zoo, and then we're out of there, okay? So pay attention.
Thewhole Draco mess sarted with some eighteenth-century British explorer guy caling that Russan
lizard Draco russo. We have three nice russo in the zoo, and the femae's preg-nant, findly. She's
Eleanor's favorite because they're going to be the first babies since Eleanor's been old enough to pay
attention to what goes on at the zoo. Russo's pretty mellow too so nobody stops Eleanor from (dtrictly
out of tourist hours) poking rhubarb through the bars at the expectant mom, since only the maesare
poisonous. And Eleanor does know to cal them lizards. | told you she has some sense.

After that we have the Chinese dragon, Draco chinensis, which usudly goes about eight foot long and
mostly eats snails. Sure, if it stepped on your foot you'd go "ow" and it has a scary face, but those fangs
arejust tufts of hair on the jaw. We have six of them, but they al poop in the same corner most of the
time, which makes me like them, as much asI'm going to like any lizard, but sweeping up the snail shdlls
isapain, because we haveto do it redlly carefully - they won't eat anything they haven't peced
themsalves so that limits the options. One of them still managed to get an infected foot once from a
broken snail shell and wasn't that abig hasde. Theresavet in Cheyennethat knew alot about lizards
before she moved to Cheyenne and has learned alot more since, but it's expensive to get her here. We
don't have our own regular vet, of course - we can't afford it. | have to give Eric credit, much asit goes
againg the grain, heinvented his own correspondence course in reptile veterinary, and mostly he copes.

Then there's the Madagascar dragon, Draco madagascariens's, withitsvestigia wings, but if you
were up on your paeontology you would know that it spent afew million years being abird and then
changed its mind and went back into Reptilia, and it hisses because it hisses, not be-causeit used to
breathe fire. It eats anything and everything, including very smdl children and very tottery old people, but
it's no threat to the rest of usand no threet at al aslong asit's got plenty of other stuff to eat - it doesn't
actudly liketo go to the effort to catch anything.

My favoritef.l. argumentsthough are for Draco sylvestris. Thisisjust abig chameeon, and the point
isitlivesin trees. Thethicker the treesthe better it likesit. Soundslike ared short evolutionary dead end
to me, evolving flame-throwing when you livein aforest. Duh. Because it al comes back tofire, you
know. Never mind the Size, or even thewings. Dragons are the only animals (besides humans) who
habitualy est their food cooked. They don't like it cooked through, but they like anice char-broiled



effect.

By theway, sylvestrisis the least popular of the zoo exhibits - they're redly hard to see. Y ou don't
believe they can be, because they run up to twenty feet long, but you'd be surprised. They look like
branches of trees. Redlly. Us cage cleaners have to count them to make sure we got them all before we
lock them up on the other side and clean their empty cage, or we may find one of the tree branches
getting startled and try-ing to run away. | awfully nearly lost one out the door once, where I'd parked my
whedbarrow, but fortunately it didn't like thelook of the whedlbarrow either and veered away at the last
minute. Kit was next door cleaning out madagascariensis that day so he saw what happened, but he
didn't tell Eric.

I've dready told you about odoratus, who isat the very end of the other row of Draco houses. It
doesn't usudly get much more than six feet long, but it has these huge smelly sulfurous belchesthet the
f.l.ssay mean that it used to breathefire like areal dragon, and that it'sjust evolved in the wrong
direction for the last million or so years. Please. It evolved into huge smély sulfurous belches because no
one would want to est anything that smellslike that. Which iswhy our odoratus house costs more than
all the rest of the zoo put together, becauseit'sal glass, to protect the tourists. We need the tourists to
keep coming. We need the money. | know | aready said that. We say it to each other al thetime. It's
thetruth. And, okay, | admit it, the zoo is adraw, Since you're not going to see our red dragons, except
inthe tourist center theater.

Listen to me now because there will be atest later. Thereisonly one real dragon, and that's Draco
audtraliensis. They'reextinct in thewild, but theré's a place not far from the Grampians outside
Melbourne that's been made a sanctuary that has quite afew of them - maybe as many asfive hundred -
athough rumor hasit the numbers are dropping and it hasn't been as many as even four hundred in years,
but it'snot arumor | want to believe, so | don't. Augtralias nearly the only place that has enough space
left to give someto dragons. | suppose they also have guilty consciences because it's mostly their own
poachersthat killed them off, although when dragon endocrine extract became the fashion-able
aphrodisiac about a hundred years ago alot of foreign poachers cameto help, aided and abetted by the
loca sheep farmers because dragons love toasted sheep.

The only other two places with dragons now are the park in Kenyawhere Mom died, and us,
Smokehill. We think we have maybe two hun-dred here, and nobody knows why; the weather should've
killed'em off long ago. We've actualy got more acres than the Australian place, but dragons are native to
Audradiasoit'snot surprising they can live there okay if nobody murders them.

Smokehill asadragon preserve is an accident. Almost ninety years ago Peter Makepeace brought four
dragons here because the Cleveland Zoo couldn't cope any more and nobody € se would have them.
That was during the erawhen most people thought the sooner Draco australiensis went extinct the
better, although no one said it out loud because there were environmentalists even in those days. Old
Pete knocked together afew cages (dragons hate cages, which iswhy zoos had such trouble with them -
nobody ever built acagethat didn't fed like acageto adragon, and, of course, dragons are large, and
experimentsin dragon keeping are very expensive), and prepared to try to nurse them through their first
winter. He dways said later he didn't expect to succeed but somebody had to giveit atry and he didn't
see anybody else with afew thousand acresto spare in abetter climate making an offer.

Smokehill was really wild then. It'slike suburbia now in comparison. A few of the old cages are ill
sort of standing, and they're part of the bustour. They are not in themselves very interesting, maybe, but
they are huge which kind of reminds you about how big dragons are, and it aso gives you a clue about
how redly creative Old Pete had had to be, to do what he did, todo it at al. I'm sorry hisold cabin isn't
gtill around. We've got some grainy old photos but that's al. It was where the Center isnow. (Think, if
you dare, about using an outhouse in our winters, where a bad January never gets above twenty below,
and where ablizzard can arrive in lesstime than it takes to pee.)



Wéll, they didn't die. In fact they thrived, in spite of the cages, and the weether. Maybe they just liked
Old Pete. From hisjournds, he didn't have aclue what he was doing, but he found them redly interesting
and athough they had to live in cagesthey didn't have alot of gawkers gawking which would sure be
enough to put me off my toasted sheep. Whereupon he found himsdf the latest unwanted-dragon
dumping ground. By the next winter he had twenty dragons and was running out of plausible placesto put
cages - besides how expensive building dragon penswas. And Pete didn't like gawkers either, so kept
delaying turning his charity rescue project into abusiness. But he had to do it findly and eventualy it
became Smokehill National Park.

Old Pete's dad had bought up the Smokehill territory because he got the whiff of "gold" dightly before
the government did, so when afew people started finding gold, the gov had to deal with old Mr.: Make
peace. Old Mr. Makepeace senior was more devious than his son and alot more aggressive, so the gov
found itsdlf between arock and ahard place, the Native Americans on one hand who believed that the
little piece of paper they'd got from the gov awhile back meant that they owned the territory, and Mr.

M akepeace, who had another little piece of paper that said he owned the territory, and he knew how to
fight dirty in waysthe Native Americans didn't. So the gov went on flapping and fudging, and old Mr.

M akepeace died, and his son Pete grew up to have asocia conscience ahead of itstime. And then Pete
found himsdlf with twenty dragons on his hands and alot of land that nobody was using for anything
much.

So Pete got together with the Sioux and Cheyenne and Arkholas and they talked and talked, and Pete
fel inlove with someone's daughter and then he married an Arkhola (and then none of his dad's fancy
town friends would speak to him which in hisjournals he calls"a serendipi-tous concomitant™), and
maybe that's what tipped the balance, because the Native Americans weren't redlly in amood to go
aong with any-thing awhite man said at that point. But Pete got an agreement out of them that they'd
stop being apainin the assif the federal government would make Smokehill anationd park. And by that
time the gov wastired of the struggle, said the hdll with it, and folded.

Pete spent the rest of his dad's money first hiring alot of inventorsto create adragonproof fence, and |
can't tel you anything about that because the math and stuff is vwaaaay beyond me, but | cantell you
that the inventors only succeeded because some of them got interested in the problem, or interested in
dragons, and stayed on when Pete couldn't pay them any more - because once they managed to invent it
he still had to pay to put it up - which cost like the national debt of Europe.

But they did it. Old Pete spent the last of his dad's money creating the Makepeace Indtitute, and died
broke but (I hope) ahappy man. And our best Rangers are Native American or part Native American,
mostly Arkholas. Billy, he's Head Ranger and abrilliant guy, he's the great--great-grandson of Old Pete
and his Arkholawife.

Wheat | can tdll you about the dragon fence isthat most of it is sort of invisible, except for these fancy
cement pillars every haf mile or so where al the gizmos and stuff live, with little meta plates setinand big
red DANGER signs. If you try to walk through it it's like walking into awall but worse. It's likethe wall
zooms out to punch you. (And no, the science guys say it is not strong enough for any kind of seriouslike
war use. | hate it that people keep asking this. So, listen, no, onelittle tiny haf-hearted bomb and the
fence melts, like holding amatch to aba-loon, big noisy messy POP. When the Borg or the Klingons
land, weve still had it, okay?) But when you look through it everything looks kind of runny, and the
colorsare dl wrong, and watching anything moving, atourist coach or even abird, will make you seasick
S0 fast you won't know what hit you.

Thislast effect is so bad that the front part of the park, where the Ingtitute and the tourist center are,
and the beginning and the end of the bus tour route (the middle stays away from the fence), has ordinary
boring solid walls twelve feet high. The funny thing is that some people think that is the dragon fence, and
they're disgppointed. Like twelve feet of anything would keep in something thet flies. Yo, left your brain
a home, did you?



Anyway. Pete ended up with about fifty dragons before the world-wide crash of Draco australiensis,
when the few that wereleft in zoos dl died, and they were confirmed as extinct in the wild. There were
five parks or preservesto begin with that still had any, but the L ouisi-ana and Patagonia preserves both
folded in the first couple of decades, partly because of fencing problems. Which means keeping bad guys
out alot more than it means keeping dragonsin. Dragons don't actu-aly move around that much once
they're settled. (They hung around in the middle of Australiafor millions of years.) So the poachersjust
changed their airplane tickets or their donkey cart coupons or what-ever and started going to Louisana
and Patagonia because their fences weren't very good. Oursisway far the best, but no one wantsto pay
for the specs and no one has successfully stolen them. And everybody pretends that we need the fence
because dragons are the biggest of al the big dangerous wild animas and they would eat humansif they
got out. Sure, they could. But they don't. They never have.

(One of the theories about Mom's deeth has to do with maybe her finding out that someonein Kenya
had managed to sted our fence specs but couldn't get them to work. Kenya has the worst poacher
problems and everyone knows their dragon population is going down and they never had more than
about three hundred dragons to start with. The worst ideaiis how maybe she was pushed off that cliff
because some-thing was done to her before she was pushed - that someone was try-ing to get it out of
her, about our fence - and she wouldn't have known, okay? She wouldn't know any more about the
fencethan | do. She wouldn't have known anything - and then they had to push her to hide what they'd
done. Y ou're sitting there thinking, Y ou poor sad paranoid schmuck, it's too bad about your mom but
you keep hammering on about Smokehill being so poor and al; you can't haveit both ways. True. But
we're dead poor because were trying to protect our dragons. There are still guys out there who think
theré's afortune to be made off dragon hormones or dragon blood or powdered dragon bone or
something - and that the only reason we're not breeding them for thisis because were al wimps.)

So Old Pete took the padlocks off his cages and the dragons ambled out, sniffed the air, and
wandered off. Y ou can tell from hisjournd that he can't decideif it was ahuge anticlimax or not. It was,
he said, dmos asif they were expecting: him to open the doors.

Dragons have some peculiaritiesif they really are reptiles, because they aren't, properly spesking,
cold-blooded: but that's because they have an extra ssomach full of fire, right? Which you'd think might
be pretty hard to keep going in the kind of winters we have but they do it somehow. Everybody's first
ideawas that dragons must have learned to hibernate, but Pete kept saying that they didn't hibernate, that
when he had them in cages they just ate more when it got cold and when he let them out of the cages,
after thewall went up, he continued to find fresh tracks and shed scales and banged-up trees from
dragons passing too close or scratching their backs, al winter long - aswell asalot of disappearing
wildife

One of the most important things our Rangers do is keep an eye on the numbers of the dragon dinners,
partly because bison and sheep and deer and antelope are so much easier to count than dragons.
Dragons are incredibly hard to count. Australiaand Kenya say the same, it'snot just us. The usud sorts
of field surveysjust don't work with dragons. Uh-huh, you say, thirty to eighty feet long (plustalil), flies,
breathesfire, and you can't find them to count? Y up. That'sright. Y ou can't. After Old Pete opened the
cages, they didn't just wander off, they disappeared. That's one of the reasonsthat afew people - Old
Peteincluded - started wondering if dragons were, you know, intelligent.

Wi, the maingtream scientists weren't having any of that, of course, humans are humans and animas
are animas and anyone who saysit's not that smpleisasentimenta fool and aBad Scientist. Thereis
noth-ing you can say to ascientist that's worse than accusing them of being aBad Scientist. They'd rather
be arrested for bank robbery than for sentimentaity. But when somebody found out that dl the lichen on
Mars get together occasiondly and suddenly go from alot of mind-lesslittle symbictic thingiesthat eat
and excrete and exchange gases and not much else and become a THINKING MACHINE, dl kinds of
ideas back on Earth blew up into smithereens, including some scientific definitions of sentimentdlity.



Most of the money has gone into studying lichen - there are getting to be so many
information-collecting satdllites around Marsit's going to have rings soon, like Saturn - and therés afair
number of new stud-ies of Earth lichen going on too, just in case any of it is getting ideas. But Draco
audtraliensis has comein for alittle of it, because of the old question of their intelligence, and we can use
all the money-dribbleswe can get, even if they come attached to obnoxious, know-it-al-already
scientistswho have to be told no seventy-ninetimesin arow before they begin to believethat if they
want to study our dragonsthey have to follow our rules.

That's one of the reasons dragons attract so many tourists - and so many fruit loops - the creepy pull of
dragon intdligence. It'sathrill, so long as dragons are safely on the endangered list and only exist behind
walsin afew parks, to have something that could not only eat you, but think about it. Although the fact
that dragons have never seemed very interested in eating humans means that we have the dack to be cute
about it.

But it'sinteresting that the f.|.s mostly only ever wanted to argue about what dragons are. Not many
want to argue about whether aus-traliensisis intelligent. They come here because they're fascinated but
they get here and they kind of back off. Too scary maybe. | shied away from thinking about it much
myself although asakind of cool distant concept | dwaysliked the idea - dragons areintelligent - right,
okay, got it, now stop.

It'sabig thing with tree-huggers that dolphins might be intelligent, but you can go have mystic
experiences dancing with phosphorescent dolphinsin the eterna seaat dawn and come back transmuted
into your higher self. Not an option with dragons. The guys with sixty--seven PhDs who submit study
projectsto investigate dragon intelli-gence - or rather the very, very occasiona oneswho actualy pass
Dad's thermonuclear screening and assessment process - usudly give up

and go home early. If our dragons were hard even to count were they going to come out and play
mind games with academic chuckleheads? | kept thinking there ought to be agood cartoonin it
somewhere -something like Wile E. Coyote and the Roadrunner. | leave it to you who plays what.

Dorks and villains have been trying to get in here without permission since before Pete got nationa
park status. It just got alittle harder after that, not that many of them care about laws, but they have to
care about the fence. That fence, which isthe single biggest reason why we're so poor. Most of what to
Congress probably does|ook like a multi-whale -pod-supporting ocean of money goes to maintaining
that fence. But it does keep our dragonsin, in the popular imagination - | told you that dragons don't
move around much, but try to convince Mr. Normd of that. The fence would aso keep the fruit loops
out, except - damn! -there's a gate.

| learned to read so | could read Pete's memoirs. Mom used to worry that | was growing up strange
because | wasn't interested in the usua kids books. Goodnight Moon, baaaaarf. | didn't even like
Where the Wild Things Are because none of them looked enough like dragons. But | till remember the
first time Dad read me " Jabberwocky." It's probably my earliest memory; | think | wasthree. Mom -
who was busy wor-rying that The Cat in the Hat didn't move me - said, "Oh, Frank, you'll only confuse
him. It'snot even in English,” but Dad was having one of hismanic fits. Hed done amateur theater when
he was younger, and he could till turn that crazy public thing on when he wanted to. He doesn't do it
much any more - except for congressional subcom-mittees - but he still did it when | waslittle. | don't
know whether | was confused by " Jabberwocky" or not, but | wasriveted by it, as my dad shouted and
danced and snicker-snacked across my bedroom. I'd've named Snark Jabberwock if it hadn't been too
hard to say ("Jabberwock, sit! Jabberwock, stay!") so | settled for Snark.

It was shortly after that Dad started reading parts of Pete's memoirsto me - while Mom shook her
head. But it made me want to learn the aphabet. Once | could read there was no stopping me. Dad said
once, "Mad, do you redly think any child of ours wouldn't be spellbound by dragons?’ It was always
Dad'slittlejoketo cal her Mad; her name was Maddine. Mom laughed a sort of grim non-laugh and



sad, "l supposeit'seither that or he couldn't stand them.” | couldn't imagine what she meant.

So | grew up on Lewis Carroll-and Old Pete-and Saint George, and Fafnir and Nidhogg, and Smaug
and Y ofune-Nushi, and dl the oth-ers, famous, infamous, and totaly obscure. Mom in particular has had
-wel Dad and | ill haveit - thisamazing collection of literary dragons and the myths pretending to be
science about the evol utionary forebears of the Chinese dragon and the smelly dragon and all of the other
fake dragons, trying to justify that Draco labd.

Because therea problem with Draco australiensisis that it raisesits kidsin a pouch, like akangaroo
or akoaa Thingswith pouchesjust aren't romantic. Saint George or Segfried daying acritter with a
pouch? No way. Even the Austraians have never quite taken their Draco seri-oudy asared live dragon
- evenif itisthe biggest of theland ani-mals on this planet - and still managesto fly - and breathesfire -
and, you know, looks like adragon. It's not like the pouch shows. Humans are perverse. Y ou may have
noticed. But here we've got thousands of years of pretty much every culture on the planet coming up with
stories about big scaly things that breathefire ... and then, hey presto, we've got them. They fresking
exig. Youd think we've have been dancing in the streets and dinging daisy chains across the borders
from Ulan Bator to Minsk. But noooo.

Maybeif dragons had eaten more people when they had the chance humans wouldn't have been so
offhand. (Although if they had they might have been made extinct before anybody thought to preserve
them.) Y ou'relooking to design thered, true, only dragon, and what more can you want than big and
flying and breathing fire? No pouch non-sense is what you want. Hence the attraction of dl theslly little
lizardslike russo and chinensis.

Because, | hear you say, not only is there the pouch problem, but kangaroos and koadas are mammals.
True. But nobody ever told rep-tilesthey couldn't evolve a pouch to carry their babiesin, did they?
Y ou've heard the phrase "parald evolution"? And mammals and reptiles are cousins anyway, if you go
back far enough, like maybe 250 million years or o, which givesyou alot of room to mutate in. The
biology of dragons - and from here on let's get it straight that when | say dragon, | mean our one and only
rea dragon, Draco australiensis - is till pretty much one big blank space in the biology books.

And dragon corpses disintegrate really fast - so there goesthat stan-dard research route - including the
bones - which is something to do with the fire-stomach too, or the body chemistry that supportsthe
fire--stomach, or maybe the bones are built out of something we don't know about that weighs lessthan
the rest of the planet's bones, which iswhy dragons can fly. Hitch over one of those rows of the periodic
table, there'samissing dragon bone e ement to get in somewhere. One of the resultsisthat no natura
history museum in the world has adragon skeleton on display, which in aweird way meansthat alot of
people assume they don't redlly exist. And there are some unhappy paleontolo-gists and animal
osteol ogists who would like to specidize in dragons and cant't.

They think that baby dragons are born with some kind of embery gum or mucilagein their tiny fetal
fireestomachs - their igniventatores. They think that Mom somehow shoves'em out - she usudly has
severd a ago - and lights'em up, that that's when they're born, that maybe the fire-lighting businessis
where the marsupia business sarted, that you have to get the firelit while the baby isill kind of an
embryo, for some reason or other, so maybe it makes sense to transfer them to a dif-ferent holding
container whileyou're at it. So she gets'em lit and into her pouch where they stay for the next year or so.

So along time ago the species must have figured out it couldn't go the severa-hundred-eggs tortoise
routeif it wanted to work on this great new fire-breathing racket, so it went for pouch incubators instead.
But the lab coats till haven't redlly decided whether dragons are reptiles. Maybe they're mammals. Or
something ese. | like the something e seideamysdf, what else has an igniventator? But apparently
having some big new thing as high up in the hierarchy asthe division between rep-tiles and mammas
upsets everybody too much. Science under Threat by Unclassifiable Critter: film at even. | keep telling
you lab coats are drones. Although | sometimesthink the label guys went for reptiles only because Draco



was dready stuck on alot of lizards, and it would be just too stupid to have something that finally
obvioudy isadragon caled Thingamajiggium. Which maybe means|lab coats have someimagination
after dl.

There's other weird stuff, like their scales are made out of something thet isalot more like mutant hair
than like adapted skin. (They seem to shed more here at Smokehill than anywhere else. Something to do
with the wesather, presumably. But we sell shed dragon scalesin the gift shop - as many asthe Rangers
can pack in - and they go redly well. Have | mentioned recently that we're dways desperate for
money?) And they fly, which makes them the only non-bird that can take off and land and flap and soar
likeahbird, with none of that chesting Stuff that "fly-ing" squirrels or "flying" fish do. So maybethey're
birds. Although the third pair of limbsistill problematic.

All of thisbothersalot of thefruit loops too. Dragons are supposed to be reptiles. Everybody knows
that. All the fake dragons are red rep-tiles. They aso behave in nice lower-order waysthat scientists
who want to study them like. They don't disgppear. Y ou can watch 'em having and raising their babies.
Their corpsesrot the way corpses are supposed to rot, and natural history museums can have as many
skeletons asthey like. That kind of thing. It'sfunny what everybody knows.

But the trouble with dragon public relationsis pretty well perma-nent. First, they're too marsupiay and
not lizardy enough, and then they're hard to find, to gawk at or to study (which is only a snobby form of
gawking redlly), and then they might even be (do-do-do-do, do-do-do--do) intelligent. Why didn't we
know about them till about two hundred and fifty years ago? Something that Sze? Evenif they did hang
out in the middle of abig empty continent? It's not like no one ever went there. The Europeans thought it
was just another quaint aboriginal myth for along time. | guess sheep are like chocolate or heroin to
dragons, they just couldn't help themsel ves when the ranchers moved in. But they lost the war with the
sheep ranchers because they never redly fought it. The ranchers and the mercenaries and big game
hunters they hired or pitched in with - and the poachers - killed alot of dragons, and the rest of them
pretty much disappeared. Again.

But there was about half a century of the australiensis golden age when everybody was fascinated by
them, and you could study them dl right, so long asthe poachers didn't get therefirst. Well, you il
didn't see them get born. But you could see them flying, for example. Some-thing the Sze of adragonis
pretty damn visible, flying. And there arelots and lots of records of al those sober scientists streaming
out to Aus-traliato see for themselves. | wasredly jedous of the guyswho could write about seeing
dragons flying nearby, the hot smell of them - likefire but not like fire - the way their underpartstend to
be paler and mottled - but you can't see alot of their bellies because of the way they tuck their tails back
under their bodies, like adog tucking itstail between itslegs. Birds usethelr tails as rudders. Dragons
have some other system ... but that's only one of athousand things we don't know about dragons. We
gtarted killing them too soon.

When it wastoo late some of the politer scientists went round to the aborigines and said, Hey, can we
talk to you about your dragon stories? It was those stories that first told the rest of usthat australiensis
had pouches. Maybe by then we were looking for areason not to like them, since we were busy making
them extinct. Theredly interesting thing about dl the old aborigind talesthough isthat thereisnt asingle
one about a dragon eating a human. Oh well those are just tales, said the guys with the guns. And it'strue
that afew ranchers got fried in the non-war, but arattlesnake won't bite you unless you worry it, and the
ranchers were going after the dragons - there was no live-and-let-live policy or acceptable sheep loss
rate.

I'd never seen adragon flying - not up close. And | live here. And five million acresisn't big enough to
hide (maybe) two hundred flying drag-ons. So, | hear you say, maybe our figures are wrong? Maybe we
don't have two hundred dragons? Then what's eating the deer, the sheep, and the bison? We can count
our bears and our cougars and our bobcats and our coyotes and our wolves well enough, and they aren't
doing it by themsalves. And our Rangersreally do cover most of the park dowly, over aperiod of years.



They said there were quite afew dragons out there, and Dad and | believed them.

Billy knowswhat goes on in this park better than any other human dive, and hedd only seen flying
dragonsafew times. Theresabig valey sort of northwest of the center of Smokehill, one of the friendlier
edges of the Bonelands, where he'd seen most of ‘em, and held say he'd take me there when | was older
- which was to say when Dad would let me. | didn't know when that was going to happen, because held
been alittle crazy about keeping me safe since Mom died. Hed barely let me out of the Ingtitute, and the
summer before the one I'm talking about we never did take our summer hike, which isthree or four
weeks backpacking through the park, having left Billy in charge of deding with thef.l.s. It'struethat it
wouldn't have been the same without Mom and Snark, but | <till wanted to go. The summer before thet -
no. But that summer - yes. | wanted to go. | wanted to find out what it would be like. Like after amgor
accident and monthsin the hospital and six operationsand al that physica therapy - so, doestheleg
work again, or doesn't it? But Dad wouldn't even discussit, so we didn't go.

That's not to say 1'd never seen any dragonsat dl. | did, lots of times, maybe as often astwice ayear -
or | didin thefew years| was old enough to do alot of walking before Mom died - but only at a
distance, like across one of Smokehill'srock plains, when one of the rocksisflying. They don't come
near the Indtitute (another sign of their intelligence, | say), so you only are going to see them if you're one
of the lucky oneswho ever getsfarther into the park. And I've smelled 'em more often than that - smelled
‘em close, | mean. Therésadragon smdll that isn't like anything ese. It'safiresmell, and awild-animal
smell - pungent but not rotten or foul like some kinds of musk or adoppy carnivore's|eftoversthat can
turn your stcomach - but it's something else too. Billy saysit's because their fireisn't like the fire you make
with wood; they burn some sort of weird resinous stuff they secrete for the purpose. Organic fire. And
even way damped down, that fire gives off alittle invisble smoke, and we can smdll it.

The Ingtitute smells of dragon. Thetourists here pick it up immedi-ately, as soon asthey come through
the gate. (I suppose thewall kind of kegpsit intoo.) Y ou can see them sort of straighten up and get dl
sparkly-eyed. And it makesthem fed that the dragons are close - it makes them fed better about not
actudly seeing any. And of coursethey are close, comparatively speaking. | don't notice the smell much
at theIngtitute - | don't redly noticeit till I get out into the park.

Oh, and every human who walksin the park either carries a squirt-gun or has a Ranger with them
carrying asquirtgun. Thisis supposed to be the dragon equivaent of what most animalsthink about
skunks, but | don't know how they think they know. None of our Rangers has ever shot theirs at
anything. But the checker-uppers for the squirtguns come round every six monthslike the other
checker-uppers come round to test your fire extinguishers. But even if you happened to have a handy
backup antitank gun you're sunk if your squirtgun didn't work, sinceit'safedera offenseto harma
dragon. Thisis pretty funny whenit'salso aHUGE messy spectacular federa crimeto adinthe
preservation of the life of adragon - in fact one of the hugest and messiest - but that's another story, and
I'm getting to it, just shut up and listen.



CHAPTER TWO

Billy must have been working on Dad. Billy misses Mom amost as much as Dad and | do, and | think
he knew that Dad barely being able to let me out of his sight any more was starting to make me kind of
nuts. (No comments on the "starting to" please.) Dad had offered to get me another dog but | just wasn't
ready for that yet. | didn't know how to think about having anew dog; I'd had Snark snce dmost before
| could remember anything. It would be like getting anew mom: no. (I spent some time worrying about
thistoo. If there was ever aman who needed awife to pry him out of his obsession occasiondly, it was
Dad. Except | couldn't dedl with thiseither - worrying about Dad or worry-ing about the idea of anew
mom. | can worry about anything, but as an idea it never redlly got very far because Dad didn't notice
women. Hed notice peopleif he had to, but if any of them was occasiondly single and femaleit didn't
register.)

Anyway. | was keeping the homeschooling admin happy (speaking of checker-uppers) but | was
spending way too much time blowing up dienswith alot of other people online who apparently didn't
have lives either. But my family had been cut down by fifty percent and there was like acold wind
blowing through that freaking great hole. On a com-puter you don't have to notice who's missing. | was
amost beginning to forget Smokehill, inaway. | hadn't changed my mind about dragons, and | was till
going through the motions (most of them), it was more like seeing everything through the wrong end of
the telescope. The only stuff up close was just me and the hole, and adad who only noticed scientific
abstracts and problems about the Ingtitute that got in his face and screamed at him, except that at the
sametime| had to belike the lucky charm he kept in his pocket or something and aways there.

So it seemed like it came out of nowhere - I'd stopped asking - when | finaly got permission to hike
out overnight aone.

Thisis maybe the single thing I'd been wanting to do dl my life. I'd dways planned to grow up and
study dragons like Mom and Dad, but that was aways off yet. Presumably 1'd get my butt out of the
park for afew yearsto go to college ... and then I'd think about living somewhere with alot of other
people around ... all the time? We get to close the gates at night here. So then sometimes 1'd think I'd
chicken out and just stay here and apprentice to the Rangers. Most of our federal parks make you go to
school for that too, but that's one of the things Old Pete set up when he set up Smokehill, our Ranger
system. Billy had told me held take meif | decided that'swhat | wanted to do. He's never been away
from the park overnight since he was born (both his parents were Rang-ers). Hisidea of aholiday isto
hike into the park somewhere he hasn't been before, and stay there awhile, beyond the reach of f.l.s. (I
admit I'd have to think about it, whether 1'd choose hanging around too closeto grizzliesand Y ukon
wolves, or f.l.s. Billy likesthe really wild places. But maybeif | was his apprentice I'd fed more
competent. I'd rather rather hang out with grizzliesand Y ukon wolves, if you follow me.)

When thef.l. percentages were unusually bad | was sure | wanted to be a Ranger, but the rest of the
time | wanted to have some PhDs like my parents because it meant more people would listento me. | till
wanted to be able to protect our dragons as well as study them and the head of the Ingtitute is the head
of the Rangers, asdumb asthat is. And when the congressional subcommittee guys come hereto stick
their nosesin and make stupid remarks, Billy has dways|eft it up to Dad and goes all Son of the
Wilderness slent and inscrutable if he'sintroduced to them. (It's proof of how much he thought of my
parents that he would babysit the Institute when Dad and Mom took me and Snark for one of our



summer hikesin the park. One of the higher-strung gradu-ate students actualy left with anervous
breakdown after one of those holidays. Apparently Billy didn't let her weep on his shoulder the way
Mom had. Dad used to cal her Fainting in Cails.)

But my PhDswere along way off. | read alot but I'm not so bright that any of the big science
universtieswere begging to have me early. But | was a pretty fair woodsman for dmogt fifteen. I'd had
the best teachers - our Rangers- and | grew up here, which isabig advantage, like you're supposed to
be able to learn asecond language redlly easily if you start when you're ababy. My French and German
arelousy, but I've learned the language of Smokehill - some of it any-way. Before Mom disappeared |
was going to have my first overnight solo after my twelfth birthday. Then she disappeared and we sort of
stopped breathing for five months and then they found her. After that, as| say, Dad could barely let me
out of hissight and he could never get away from the ingtitute himself because he's doing both hisand
Mom's jobs.

And then one day out of the blue Dad cdlsmeinto hisoffice (I go in flexing my hands from joystick
Pardysis) and says, "Jake, I'm sorry. I'm not paying the right kind of attention to you and | know it, and |
don't know when I'll havetime either.”

He glanced back at his desk which was awild tangle of books, note-books, |00se papers, charts, bits
of wood and stone and Bondlands fos-dils, coffee cups and crumbs. The Ingtitute (of course) can't afford
alot of support staff so we do al our own cleaning and cooking. Although wed shared it when Mom
was till around Dad and | stopped doing any about a month after she didn't show up at her checkpoint.
We had darted to try to do it again but if it weren't for eating with the Rang-ers sometimes | might have
forgotten food ever came in any shape but microwave pouches or that cooking ever involved anything
but punch-ing buttons. And cleaning? Forget it. | can run the dishwasher - hey, | can run the washing
machine, are you impressed? - but my expertise endsthere.

Dad rearranged one of the coffee mugs on the pile of papersit had dready left smeary brown rings on.
"I've been talking to Billy. You did redly well in your last Sandardized tests, did | tell you?”

He hadn't. I'd thought he should've had the results by now and had begun to worry. 1'd been trying to
be extra careful snce Mom died because | knew socia serviceswas just aching to take me out of my
weird life at the Indtitute, but | could have missed something impor-tant because snce Mom died | just
did miss stuff, and sometimes it was important.

"And | know" - he hesitated - "1 know you've been keeping up with your woodcraft." The onething he
would let me out of hissight to do without a huge argument was go out for aday with one of the Rangers
- aslong as we were back the same night. And it was the one thing that would turn the telescope | was
looking through around too. For afew hours. ™Y ou're fourteen and a haf.”

Fourteen years, nine months and three days, | wanted to say, but | didn't.
“And - well - Billy saysyou're more than ready to - uh - "

Tie my shoes without someone supervising? | thought, but | didn't say that either, not only because my
shoes have Velcro straps. | knew Dad was doing the best he could. So wasl.

"Wll, | wondered, would you like to take your overnight solo? | know you were - wewere- " He
hesitated again. "Y our first solo isoverdue, | know. And Billy saysyoull befine. And the weather looks
likeholding. SO

"Yes" | said. "I'd loveto."” | tried not to sound sarcagtic. | dmost for-got to say thanks. Almost. But |
didsay it.

If I'd been twelve I'd've gone whooping out of the Ingtitute offices to the Ranger officeswhich areright
across the tourist center lobby and reception area, and probably telling everyone on the way, Natein the
ticket booth, Amanda in the gift shop, poor Bob doing detention in the cafe, Jo and Nancy answering



guestions as they shepherded gangs of tourists to and from the bus stop, and anybody else | recognized,
but | was nearer fifteen than fourteen and it had been along dmost-three yearsin alot of ways. | walked
dowly through Nancy's budoad (1D-ing thef.l.'samong them at first glance), waved at Nate, and told
Dan, at thefront Ranger desk, that whenever Billy had amoment I'd liketo talk to him.

"He's hiding down at the caves,” said Dan. ™Y ou could go find him." I've forgotten to tell you about the
caves. As soon asthefirst geolo-gist set foot near Smokehill they knew there had to be caves here. The
Native Americans had known for along time, but after a bad begin-ning they'd kind of stopped telling the
European pillagers anything they didn't have to, so Old Pete may be the first whiteface to have done
more than guess. The caves near the Indtitute aren't very good ones compared to what there isfarther in,
like under the Bonelands, but these little ones near the front door were busy being developed for tourists,
S0 they weren't going to be much use for hiding in much longer.

Getting the work done was a huge nuisance and everybody who lived here hated it, but we are aways
desperate for money (I should just make an acronym of it: WAADFM, like some new weird dternative
radio station), so we were going ahead with it. Of course in the short term this meant money we badly
needed el sewhere was getting spent on making the caves touristproof ... and tourists coming to the caves
was going to mean more staff to keep an eye on them and more upkeep because tourists are incredibly
destructive even when they’ re behaving themselves, but the grown ups (including alot of bozo outside
consultants - for cheez sake, what does some pointy head from Baltimore or Manhattan know about a
place like Smokehill?) all seemed to think it was going to beworth it in the end, if welived that long. Dad
had told me that the caves were going to fund him hiring another graduate student, maybe even full-time,
because he didn't think he was ever going to get one otherwise. | was sure hiring anybody was a bad
idea because it would mean we could, and everybody would cut our grants accordingly.

Billy was sitting by one of the little pools near the entrance. As soon as my eyes adjusted to the dark -
the construction crews had gone home for the day, and turned off al the lights- | could see both his
lantern and itsreflection in the water. | went up to him as quietly as| could, but the caves aretotaly quiet
except for the drip of water (and the bats) and on the pebbly path with the inevitable echo | sounded like
someonefaling through aseries of windows CRASH CRUNCH CRASH only without the screaming.

If you'll pardon the expression from someone who wantsto grow up to be ascientist, there's
something amost magica about our caves, even the little boring ones near the park entrance. Maybe dl
cavesarelikethisand | just don't know the anaytica squashed-flat-and-labeled word for it. But therésa
real feding of another world, another world that needs some other sense or sensesto get at it very well,
inour caves. | suppose you could say it's something about underground, lack of sun-light, nothing grows
here but afew creepy blind things and sometimes even creepier rock formations, but that doesn't explain
it. Cdlarsaren't magicd. The old underground bomb shdlter that's now aredly boring museumin
Wilsonvilleisn't magical. Our cavesare magical.

It could have been the weird shadows that lantern light throws but the moment Billy looked up | knew
he was worried about something besides more tourists. | was used to Dad worrying. HEd been worried
about something since Mom disappeared, and once she died it's like hisworry metastasized and now he
worried about everything - and | worried about the holesit madein him, al the gnawing worry. If | logt
any more family therewouldn't be any left. As| looked at Billy | won-dered what | was missing. Like
that the world'stotal Draco australiensis numberswere il faling and there had been only afew
hundred |eft when they died out in the wild. Like that even with the zoo Smokehill was bardly surviving. |
knew both of these things. But dragons are so hard to count maybe they were wrong about there being
fewer of them. Maybe they were just getting even harder to count. And Smoke-hill had aways barely
survived, from Old Pete on. But Dad'sawaorrier. Billy isn't.

"What'swrong?' | said.

Billy shook his head. He was agood grown-up, but he was gill agrown-up, and grown-ups rarely talk



about grown-up trouble to kids. Eric took the question "What's wrong?' from akid as a persona attack,
even when it was something like a zoo-food shipment not arriving when it should and it was perfectly
reasonable to be worried. 1'd often wished Dad would talk about missing Mom to me more. Not only
because then | could talk to him back. We could barely mention her at all.

At least Billy didn't lieto me. "Nothing you can do anything about. Nothing | can do anything about
ether. That'swhat'swrong." He shook his head again and then looked at me, visibly changing the
sub-ject. "What'sup?'

| thought again of how I'd'vefelt if thisd happened three years ago. It was amost hard to get the
wordsout. "Dad says| can do my first solo. Hike into the park and stay overnight.” | felt asif | needed
to gpologize for interrupting him for such alame reason. It could have waited. "Dan told me | could find
you here"

Billy nodded. My solo wasn't newsto him - Dad would have dis-cussed it with him first. Even though |
knew thiswas logica and re-sponsible and necessary and dl that it made me fed about four instead of
amod fifteen. | wasn't redly tying my shoes by mysdf. Dad and Billy were both watching me. | wished
Snark was there. Snark was my responsibility. And furthermore he didn't seem to mind. That'sbeing a
dog, | guess, not minding being totally dependent on someone who may talk over your head to someone
€lse about you and not let you inoniit till everything's aready been decided.

"I'm going to Northcamp, day after tomorrow," said Billy. "If you want to come with me you can hike
on from Northcamp a one and meet me back there the next day."

Northcamp was one of the permanent camps, and it was five days hike from the Ingtitute, after thefirst
day inajeep asfar asthejeep track went. | didn't get that far in very often - never inthe last
amog-three years. Thiswasaredly nice offer. "Great," | said, trying to mean it and almost succeeding.
"Thanks"

Billy gave me alook that suggested that he knew what | was think-ing, and it made me wonder if he
felt about histroubles - whatever they were - not so much different from how | felt about mine. Maybe
we both needed a dog.

But by the time we were ready to leave, | was up for it, maybe as much asI'dve beenif | wasonly
twelve and Mom was there to wave me off: Dad didn't - waving wasn't his style - besides, hewas at his
desk, like hewas dways at hisdesk. | don't mean that as bad as it sounds - we'd had breakfast together
and he cross-examined me about what | was going to do in the park by mysdlf and what to do if anything
happened. We both knew that if | didn't know it dl aready he wouldn't be letting me go, but it was a
ritud, likewaving.

The answer to most of thoseif-anything-happens questionswas "cal Billy on the two-way, and stay
put,” so it wasn't likeit was as gridy as Dad's cross-examinations when they were on stuff like agebra
and Latin. | suck a languages but Latin'sthe worst. Maybe "cal Billy and stay put” should have made me
fed morelike akid too, but it didn't. That's how everybody goesinto the park, with atwo-way, and
someone - aRanger - dwaysthereto listen on the other end. Even Billy didn't go anywhere without
someone to check in with. Anyway Dad gave me a hug on the way to his desk and told me to come see
him the minute | got back, which should be about two weeks from now. Of course Billy would make me
cal Dad every day while we were gone, but that was okay too.

Our jeeps were as beat-up and held together with string as every-thing ese at the Ingtitute but the best
Land Rover in the world wouldn't get far in Smokehill. Katie drove usin with Martha, degply envious, in
the backseat with me (Eleanor didn't come: one of her few wesk-nessesis getting carsick, although riding
in the back of a Smokehill jeep is more like wall oped-by-tornado sick) and late afternoon they let us off
by the Lightning Tree, which is one of our landmarks, and alot of walking trailsgoing dl over the park
dart there. Another way to look at it isthat it's maybe one of the (few) good things about never having



any money - we couldn't afford to put in any more road even if we wanted to.

"Good luck," Marthasaid quietly. Marthawas born polite, it's like she knew she was going to have
Eleanor asalittle sster in lessthan six years and needed to get practicing being niceimmediately. Martha
istwo and ahadf years younger than me so she was maybe close to her first solo, if she wanted to. |
knew she was envying meright now. Maybeit wasjust the idea of getting away from Eleanor for two
weeks.

Billy and | did about six more miles before we camped for the night, and that's good going, believe me.
| dept like alog, and woke up as tiff as one too, from deeping on the ground. | didn't do it enough.
Billy's older than Dad, but he didn't creak out of his deeping bag. | did.

Four dayslater | felt about four years older when we made it m Northcamp and | got to deep in abed
again. The grim little bunk beds at al our permanent camps aren't very welcoming, but they look pretty
good after five nights on the ground. So does the hot water after you get the generator going. Northcamp
smelled funny the way any build-ing does that's been shut up for too long - alittle dusty, alittle moldy, a
little mousy - but we cranked open the windows and got afire going in the woodstove (and the mice
living in the kindling box were not happy, speaking of mousy) and it was pretty nice.

| admit | had afew butterfliesin my stcomach the next morning - in spite of Billy's cornmedl pancakes,
which | swear must be the best in the world - but five days camping with Billy had reminded metheat |
still knew how to do everything | needed to know how to do, and | was ready to go by sunup and |
went. | wanted to cover some ground. | wanted to make as much of athing of my first solo aspossible,
sothey'd let me do it again. Which meant | had to make the right kind of thing of my first solo or they'd
never let me do anything again. | wanted to come out here for weeks and study dragons. | wanted to
come out here for weeks and find some dragons to study.

| had my radio and a compass (and a squirtgun and aflare), the weather was perfect, and I'd been
drilled since| wastiny to recognize Rangers marks. And while Northcamp was along way into the park
by my standards, the areawas well used and well designated by the Rangers. Therewasno way | could
get logt if | even hdf kept my head. There were no grizzlies around here, and you only had to think about
wolves|later on in bad winters. It was, in the old Ingtitute joke, awalk in the park.

| redly poured it on. | covered twenty milesthat day. | knew it be-cause | got to Pine Tor, which is
nineteen and three-quarters miles from Northcamp, and another Ranger landmark. (I'd never seen it
before except on the charts.) Yes, it was stupid of me, and even | knew it. Sure, | waswalking on
broken trail, but the emphasisis more on the "broken” than the "trail." Northcamp isalong way from the
Bondands but it'still al pretty ankle-bresking going. And if | missed getting back to Northcamp next
day because | wastoo tired and beat up, it would be a huge black mark against me, and dl the
grown-upswould give me lectures, especially Dad, and they'd al be disappointed, whichistheworst
thing grown-ups do to kids - can't they just yell at you and get it over with?- and it would be along time
till they let me go out aone again. Like maybe next century or when pigsfly, etc. But | had to go asfast
and asfar as| could. I'm not going to try to explain it because | can't. But | had to. I'd get back to
Northcamp the next day somehow.

The thing that makes it seem the dumbest iswhat was | tearing over al that landscape for? | was so
busy watching where to put my feet and for the next Rangers mark that | barely looked around. | could
have steamed by any number of dragons- or grizzlies - and never no-ticed. And our park is beautiful.
Wild and strange and dien and not very friendly to humans, but very, very beautiful, if you aren't fresked
out by it. Lots of people are. Some people find the Ingtitute as much asthey can handle - the ingtitute
with itssmell of dragon, and shed dragon scales on sdle in the gift shop, and the five million acres out
back sort of looming. Even aswilderness parks go, Smokehill is pretty uncivilized. It's supposed to be,
but it can ill kind of knock you over withit.

| didn't see anything that day but ordinary eastern Smokehill land-scape, and little stuff like squirrels,



and afew deer and wild sheep. But the weirdest thing isthat by thetime | got to Pine Tor | had this huge
harrowing sense of urgency, instead of fedling good and tired and pleased with mysdlf - and maybe
deciding to go alast leisurely quarter-mile far-ther to make it twenty miles and then find anice place to
camp didn't register with meat dl. | wassowired | couldn't stand till, despite how tired | was. | had to
keep going. Where? What? Huh?

| haveto say I'd made unbelievable time. That sounds like bragging but it'simportant for what
happened. | got to Pine Tor and it was still afternoon. | stood there, panting, looking around, like | was
looking for aRangers mark, except I'd aready found the one that was there. | wasn't even very
interested in the fact that Pine Tor itsdlf looked just like Grace's - Billy'swife - drawing of it and so it was
likel had seen it before. It waslike | waswaiting....

Waiting....

I knew what the smell wasimmediately, even though I'd never smdlled it before. The wind was blowing
away frommeor I'dve smelled it alot sooner. My head snapped around like adog'sand | set off
toward it, likeit was pulling me, like it was arope around my neck being yanked. No, first | stopped and
took avery closelook a wherel was. Pine Tor isbig, and | needed to be able to find not just it again,
but theright sde of it. | was about to set off cross country, away from the Rangers trail and the Rangers
marks - the thing | was above al expresdy forbidden to do - and | had to be able to find my way back.
Which provesthat at least some of my brain cellswere working.

It wasn't very far, and when | got there | was glad the wind was blow-ing away from me. The smell
was overwheming. But then everything about it was overwheming. | can't tell you ... and I'm not going to
try. It be hard enough, even now, just telling alittle.

It was adead - or rather adying - dragon. She lay there, bleed-ing, dying, nearly asbig asPine Tor.
Stinking. And pathetic. And hor-rible. She wasn't dying for any good reason. She was dying because
somebody - some poacher - some poacher in Smokehill - hed killed her. If everything else hadn't been
so overpowering that aone would have stopped me cold.

| was seeing my first dragon up close. And she was muitilated and dying.

Sheld got him too, athough it wastoo late for her. When | saw him - what was eft of him - | threw up.
It was completely automatic, like blinking or sneezing. He was way beyond horrible but he wasn't
pathetic. | was glad he was dead. | wasjust sorry 1'd seen him. It.

There were a couple of thoughts trying to go through my head as| stood there, gasping and shaking. (I
was shaking so hard | could barely stand up, and suddenly my knapsack weighed so much and hung on
my back so clumdlly it was going to make mefal down.) We don't have poachers at Smokehill. The
fence kegps most of them out; even little half-hearted attempts to breach it make alot of darms go off
back at the Rangers headquarters and we're allowed to call out a couple of Na-tional Guard helicopters
if enough of those darms go off in the same place. (Some other time I'll tell you about getting helicopters
through the gate.) It's happened twicein my lifetime. No one has ever made it through or over the fence
before a helicopter has got there - no one ever had. Occas ondly someone managesto get through the
gate, but the Rangers dways find them before they do any damage - sometimesthey're glad to be found.
Even big-game-hunter-type mgjor assho--idiots sometimes find Smokehill alittle too much. I'd never
heard of anyonekilling adragon in Smokehill - ever - and thiswasn't the sort of thing Dad wouldn't have
told me, and it was the sort of thing ['d asked. Nor, of course, would he have let me do my solo if there
was any even vague rumor of poachers or big-gameidiots planning to have atry.

The other thing that wasin my head was how | knew she was femae: because of her color. One of the
few things we know about dragon birthsisthat Mom turns an all-over
red-vermilion-maroon-with-orange-bits during the process, and dragons are green-gold-brown-black
mostly, with sometimes alittle red or blue or orange but not much. Even the zoos had noticed the color



change. Old Pete had taken very careful notes about his mom dragons, and he thought it was something
to do with getting thefirelit in the babies ssomachs. It'sas good a guess as any.

But that was why the poacher'd been able to get close to her, maybe. Dragons - even dragons - are
probably alittle more vulnerable when they’ re giving birth. Apparently this one hadn't had anyone else
around to help her. | didn't know why. Old Pete thought a birthing mom aways had afew midwives
around.

Y ou don't go near adying dragon. They can fry you after they're dead. The reflex that makes chickens
run around after their heads are cut off makes dragons cough fire. Quite afew people have died thisway,
including one zookeeper. | suppose | wasn't thinking about that. | was thinking about the fact that she
was dying, and that her babies were going to die because they had no mother, and that she'd know that. |
boomeranged into thinking about my own mother again. They wanted to tell us, when they found her, that
shemust have died ingantly. Seemsto me, if sheredly did fal down that dliff, shed've had timeto think
about it that Dad and | were going to be really miser-able without her.

How do | know what amother dragon thinks or doesn't think? But it was just so sad. | couldn't bear
it. | went up to her. Went up to her head, which waslike nearly as big as a Ranger's cabin. She watched
me coming. She watched me. | had to walk up most of the length of her body, so | had to walk past her
babies, these little blobs that were baby dragons. They were born and everything. But they were aready
dead. So she was dying knowing her babies were dready dead. I'd started to cry and | didn't even know
it.

When | was standing next to her head | didn't know what to do. It was al way too unrea to want to
like pet her - pet adragon, what anot--good idea - and even though I'd sort of forgotten that she could
still do to me what she'd done to the poacher, | didn't try to touch her. | just stood there like amoron. |
nearly touched her after dl though because | was il shaking so hard | could hardly stay on my feet.
Baance yoursdf by leaning againgt adragon, right. | crossed my arms over my front and reached under
the opposite ebows so | could grab my knapsack straps with my hands like | was holding myself
together. Maybe | was.

The eyel could see had moved dowly, following me, and now it stared straight at me. Never mind the
firerisk, being stared at by adragon - by an eye the size of awhedl on atour bus- is scary. The pupil
goes on and on to the end of the universe and then around to the beginning too, and there are landscapes
intheiris. Or cavescapes. Wild, dreamy, magica caves, full of curlicue mazes where you could get lost
and never come out and not mind. And it's hot. | was sweating. Maybe with fear (and with being sick),
but with the hest of her staring too.

So therel was, finally seeing adragon up close - redly really up close - thething | would have said
that | wanted above every other thing in the world or even out of the world that | could evenimagine
want-ing. And it was maybe the worst thing that had ever happened to me. Y ou're saying, wait aminute,
you dummy, it's not worse than your mom dying. Or even your dog. It kind of was though, because it
was some-how dl three of them, dl together, dl a once.

| stared back. What else could | do - for her? | held her gaze. | took afew stepsinto that labyrinthin
her eye. It was sort of reddish and smoky and shadowy and twinkling. And it waslike | realy was
ganding there, with Smokehill behind me, not Smokehill al around us both as| stood and stared (and
shuddered). The heat seemed to sort of al pull together into the center of my skull, and it hung there and
throbbed. Now | was swegting from having aheadache that felt like it would split my head open. So
that's my excuse for my next stupid idea: that | saw what she wasthinking. Like | can read adragon's
expresson when | mostly can't tell what Dad or Billy isthinking. Wdll, it felt like | could read her huge
dying eye, dthough maybe that was just the headache, and what | saw was anger-rage-despair. Easy
enough to guess, you say, that she'd be fedling rage and despair, and it didn't take any creepy
mind-reading. But | also saw ... hope.



Hope?

Looking a me, as she waslooking a me (bang bang bang went my skull), alittle hope had crept into
the despair. | saw this happen. Looking at me, the same sort of critter, it should have seemed to her, as
hed killed her.

And then shedied.

And | was back in Smokehill again, standing next to a dead dragon, and the beautiful, dangerous light
in her eyewas gone.

And then | did touch her. | forgot about the dead-dragon fire-reflex, and | crouched down on the
stinking, bloody ground, and rested my forehead againgt atiny little sticky-out knob of her poor ruined
head, and cried like a baby. Cried more than | ever had for Mom - because, you know, we'd waited so
long, and expected - but not really expected - the worst for so long, that when the worst findly arrived
we couldn't react at dl.

Twenty rough milesin aday and crying my head off when | stag-gered to my feet again, feding likea
fool, | was so exhausted | barely could stand. And while none of this had taken alot of time, till, it was
late afternoon, and the sun was sinking, and | needed to get back to Pine Tor tonight if at all possible. |
began drearily to drag myself back the way | had come. | had to walk past dl the little dead dragonlets
again. | looked at them not because | wanted to but to stop myself from look-ing at the poacher's body.
Whichishow | noticed that one of them was still breathing.

A just - born dragon isridiculoudy smal, not much bigger than the pam of your hand. Old Pete had
guessed they werelittle, but even he didn't guess how little. I'm not even surewhy | recognized them,
except that | was already half nuts and they seemed to be kind of smoky and shadowy and twinkling.
The color Mom goesto have them and get their tummieslit up lasts afew hours or as much as haf aday,
but no one - not even Old Pete - had ever seen the babies or thefire-lighting actually happening and
maybe that's not really when they're born or lit at al, and it'sjust Mom's color that makes humans think
“fire"

But | did recognize them. And | could seethat the smokiest, twin-klingest of the five of them was
bresthing: that itstiny Sdeswere mov-ing in and out. And because no one knows enough about dragons
one of thethings|'d read alot about, so | could make educated guessesjust like real scientists, was
marsupids. If | hadn't known that dragons were marsupid-ish | think | probably still wouldn't have
recognized them, nuts or not.

They look kind of lizardy, to the extent they look anything, because mostly what they look is soft and
squidgy just-born things often look like that, one way or another, but dragonslook alot worse than
puppies or kittens or even Boneland ground squirrels or just-hatched birds. New dragonlets are pretty
well still fetuses after dl; oncethey get into their mom's pouch they won't come out again for yonks.

Thisbaby was still wet from being born. It was breathing, and mak-ing occasiond feeble, hopeless
little swimming gestures with itstiny sumpy legs, likeit was il blindly trying to crawl up itsmom'sbelly
to her pouch, like akangaroo'sjoey. | couldn't bear that either, watching it trying, and without thinking
about it, | picked it up and stuffed it down my shirt. | fdltitslittle legs scrabble faintly aminute or two
longer, and then sort of brace themselves, and then it collapsed, or curled up, and didn't move any more,
athough there was a sort of gummy fedling as| moved and its skin rubbed againgt mine. And | thought,
Oh, great, it's dead now too, I've got asticky, gross, dead dragonlet down my shirt, and then | couldn't
think about it any more because | had to watch for the way to Pine Tor. The moon was aready risng as
the day grayed to sunset, and it was abig round bright one that shed alot of light. | could use all the
breaks| could get.

I made it back to Pine Tor and unloaded my pack but | didn't dare sit down because | knew oncel
did I wouldn't get up againtill morning &t least. | waslucky; Pine Tor iscalled that for areason and in a



country-side where there isn't exactly alot of heavy forest (pity you can't burn rock) | wasredly grateful
that | didn't have to go far to collect enough firewood. The moonlight helped too. | hauled alot of wood
back to my campsite, being careful not to knock my stomach, because even if the dragonlet was dead |
didn't want squished dead dragonlet in my shirt. | hauled and hauled partly because | was so tired by
then | couldn't remember to stop, and partly because if the dragonlet was till divel had adimideathat |
needed to be able to keep it warmer than my own body temperature, and partly because if it was dead |
didn't want to know and hauling wood put off finding out. Thered been too much degath today aready.

| got afire going and started heating some water for dinner. Theré's plenty of water in most of
Smokehill (except wherethereisn't any at dl), and pretty much anywhere within afew days hike of the
indtitute has streams all over it running through the rocks and tough scrub so it'sless amatter of finding it
than of trying not to find it at the wrong moment and get soaked (or break something in our famous
fall-down--and-break-something streambeds). | pulled out a packet of dried meat and threw the meat in
thewater. We don't buy freeze-dried campers suppliesin shiny airtight envel opes from the nearest
outdoor-sports shop - there isn't one nearer than Cheyenne, and the outdoorsisn't a sport to us. Welive
here. Besides, we couldn't afford it. We dry our own stuff. One of the suggestionsfor the gift shop was
that we sdll some of our own dried meat but the Rangers aready have enough to do, athough the
pointy-head tourist consultant guy seemed to think that tourists would go for wild sheep and wild goat
and bison and stuff as exotic. Exotic. | ate at aMcDonad's once, and | thought their hamburg-ers tasted
pretty exotic.

But what | wasthinking asthe water got hot and | could smell the meat cooking is that weve dways
shared the dragons dinners. Old Pete had figured out what dragons liked best of what he could offer
them while he till had them in cages and fortunately there was enough of it that could live here. This
wouldn't be adragon haven if dragons only thrived on rhino and Galapagos tortoise, neither of which
would do well at Smokehill. And Old Pete ate what the dragons ate because the dragons were the
important thing. We gill do and they il are.

Thissmelled like deer, but would sheep be any better? I'd just picked up the first couple of packets. |
didn't care.

So | sat there and looked at my supper and thought, Even if it'still dive, how am | going to feed it?
We don't know anything about dragon milk, or dragon juice, or whatever, even if Mom makesit from
eating wild sheep and so on.

| put my hand into my shirt and the dragonlet woke up at once, if it had been adeep, wriggled around
like crazy, and managed to attach itsalf to one of my fingers, sucking so hard it hurt. So it was ill dive
and it was hungry. If I'd been thinking clearly I'd've known it was dive, though, because it was so hot. It
was hot enough that when | unbut-toned my shirt to get it out there was ared mark on my stomach. It
didn't like being out of my shirt; it let go of my finger and started, | don't know, mewing, kind of, atiny,
harsh sort of noisethat | didn't want to think sounded like a scream of absolute terror, and trying to
burrow back where it came from.

| wastired, and hungry myself, and my heed redlly hurt, and | was all wound up about what had
happened, and about the fact that | had landed mysalf with an orphan dragonlet that | hadn't a clue how
to take care of, and how it was all going to be my fault when it died and [ already fdt asif everything that
had happened was my fault - even though | knew that was stupid - and when it died too I'd never forgive
mysalf and go crazy or something. | wasway out of my depth. | wasn't amother dragonand | didn't
have a clue. Oh yesand what | was doing wastotdly illega. Don't ask me who makes the laws or why
they don't like get together sometimes and notice if the laws make any sense. But whileit'sillegd to hurt
or kill adragonit's more illegd to try and save adragon'slife.

Dad tried to explain it to me once, that it's about non-interference-like the way big parks (including
thisone) let lightning-started fires go ahead and burn everything up becauseit's part of the natural cycle.



Okay. Maybe. But people get bent about dragonsin ways they don't get bent about other naturd cycle
stuff. Apparently the witless wonder who was pushing for the dragon legidation got so bent about the
anti-harming--a-dragon part of the bill that he pulled al the stops out getting redlly vicious language into
the anti-preserving-a-dragon's-life part of the bill. The result isthat trying to raise a baby dragon would
be like the most illegal thing you could possibly do, next to assassinating the president maybe, andis
probably one of the extra reasons the Ingtitute has to beg for money, because we might do something
illegd with it, like learn how to save dragons.

Wil it would al be over soon and it would be dead and | would be crazy and Dad would have to put
my gross baby-dragon-yucky clothes through the washing machine because | would be in a padded cell
and couldn't do it mysdif.

| rebuttoned my shirt except for one button over the belt, mutter-ing to mysdlf, or to it, and tucked the
dragonlet back in, tail first and belly up, with its head near the opening. It stopped struggling and lay there
like it was peering out through the gap and looking at me. Its eyes were open - unlike apuppy or a
kitten's - but they were blurry like they didn't see much, like ababy bird's. They were dso afunny
purplish color. It wasredly ugly al over, not just the eyes, sort of bruise colored, not just purplish but
aso yellowish and greenish, aswell as smushed--looking and crusty with dried whatever.

"You arethe ugliest damn thing | have ever seenin my entirelife” | said toiit, clearly, like | wanted it
on the record what | thought, and | swear its blurry purple eyestried to track where the sound was
coming from and it made alittle grunt like an acknowledgment.

Have you ever tried to raise ababy bird or araccoon or something? Something, you know, easy. They
diealot. Wereway too good at rac-coons - that's Eric again - Since our successes are now bringing
their great-great-great-grandkids for evening handouts behind the indtitute- - but we al till sweat when
the Rangers bring in new orphans. And even with Eric's voodoo and dl theinfo every bird society or
raccoon society or beetle society (that'sajoke) can give us (actually we wrote some of it), SO you
know exactly what to do and you doiit ... they ill die. A lot. And it hurts. And that's when you even
know what they eat and for stuff that is at least dready, you know, born. Which anew dragonlet isnt,
not redlly.

I locked open my camping spoon and dipped up some of the meat broth, gave the dragonlet my finger
to suck again, which it was happy to do, and poured some broth in the gap between its mouth and my
finger. You'd think I'd know better, but remember | was pretty deranged.

Of course most of the broth went al over me and the dragonlet, but some of it must have gone down
itsthroat becauseit choked and gargled and then | knew | had killed it. I whipped it out of my shirt
again and held it up head down inthe air and it gacked and gagged and then started mewing again and
trying to get back in my shirt. Poor awful little mongter. I'd be crying here again in aminute. Thistimell
unbuttoned my deeve and stuck it in tail first (againgt the thin skin on the underside of my forearm and let
metdl you itsbody heat hurt) till only itsface was showing, and | cupped my hand around its head and it
subsided, and | swear it looked traumatized, ugly and weird asit was.

| was till muttering. Now | was saying things like "it's okay, stupid, relax.” I'm not sureif | wastaking
to mysdf thistime, or the dragonlet. | stuck afinger from my cupping hand in sort of the Side of its mouth
to give it something to suck on and tipped just adrop or two of broth into its mouth. (Thiswasway more
awkward than I'm telling you.) It went gulp and went on sucking. Oh hurrah. A lot of your orphansjust
won't try to eat and that's that. So the dragonlet wasn't going to die of Starvation, it was going to die of
being poisoned or of not getting enough of some kind of vitamin because deer broth isn't anything like
close enough to dragon milk. As| say, no one knows what goes on in those pouches.

| fedit broth till its belly was stretching my deeve. It was amost be-ginning to look kind of cuteto me.
| wasin abad way. But you do get like thiswith your orphans. If they eat you fed al ... mothery. (Mom
had been redlly good with the orphans - maybe dmost as good as Eric. | remember getting old enough to



ask her, kind of anxioudly, if tak-ing care of me had been as bad as the stuff at Eric's orphanage. Shed
laughed and said oh no, | was much, much worse)) | did the dragonlet out of my deeve again and it
was ether falling adeep because it was full and hagppy or dipping intoitsfina coma, but it didn't struggle
so much thistime. | pulled my shirt off and wrapped it up in that because | had aclean shirtin my
backpack, and if one of uswas going to have the clean shirt I'd rather it was me, and then | put it as near
thefireas| thought I could without making dragonlet toast, or anyway setting my shirt on fire.

| looked at the insde of my wrist where it had been lying. The skin there is even thinner than on your
stomach, and it was actually burned. Jeez. So | got the wound salve out that is part of the basic kit Billy
makes you carry, like waterproof matches and a hatchet to make kindling and a pot to boil water, and
put some on, and then | had dinner, which took about three minutes because | was so hungry and tired
and shaky.

But by the time I'd finished eating, make that bolting, the wretched dragonlet was mewing again, and
trying to get out of the shirt. "Oh, givemeabreak,” | sad. | thought maybeI'd put it too closeto the
fire, 0| picked it up, and it went floppy instantly, but then the moment | put it down again it was mewing
and thrashing, to the extent that something the size of your hand and with legs an inch and ahaf long and
ismaybe three or six hoursold can thrash. "You'reugly andyou smell," | sad.

Sofadidicdly | putit back ingde my clean shirt and it scuffled alittle like you might thump your pillow
with your fist, and then went to deep. Which made one of us. It had managed to relieve itsdf on my old
shirt, sothat wasredly delightful, and | got my jackknife out and hacked off the dirtiest bits and then
sort of tucked the rest of the old shirt around its rear end where it was adegp inside my new shirt and
leaving fresh red marks on my stomach. | lay down gingerly on my side clutching it with my other hand so
that the old shirt around its rear end wouldn't fall off and wondering if I'd get any deep at al because
what if | rolled over onit? Not merely squished dragonlet but squished full-of --deer-broth dragonlet.
By then | was probably alittle hysterical.

| did deep but | didn't deep much. Every time it moved | woke up, and | suppose my brain had been
working in my deep or something because by the firgt timeit woke me up I'd figured that a dragonlet
probably had to be fed every ten minutes or something because if it wasin its mom's pouch it would
probably be permanently stuck on anipplefor thefirst six months or so, which iswhat happenswith the
ordinary true-mammal marsupiaswe know about and makes sense. And alot of ordinary orphansyou
do haveto feed round the clock. (Maybe Eric's personality wasjust the result of chronic deep shortage,
athough all of the-human-adults took turnsfor the middle of the night, and Mom and Katie and Jane
never got anything like Eric gets, even on no deep. Although Dad got alittle scraichy.) | wastrying to
remember how long they think the full-time pouch span isfor adragon, but if 1'd ever known I'd forgotten
and it didn't redlly matter at the moment sncethiswas only thefirst night.

Every timeit wiggled | woke up, groggily - now | was definitely talking out loud to keep mysdlf awake
- and thefirst time | had to pour the rest of the broth back into the pot and hest it in the embers because
it'snot agood ideato leave food around even in summer when there's plenty of other stuff to eat for
anything wandering by But after thefirgt time | thought the hell with it and just put the top on the pot and
leftitinthefire, and | know this completely destroys your respect for me as someone who should be
alowed to go on hisfirst solo, and you'reright, but you weren't there. And it was till ahorrible night
(even though nobodly tried to eat our broth and then have us for dessert), and | used dmost al of the
firewood I'd collected after dl, keeping the fire going.

And to theextent | did deep, it waslikel wasafraid to moveat al, so | woke up every timein exactly
the same position because it suited trying to hold the damn dragonlet in the position it liked, and by
morn-ing when | stopped even pretending to deep my whole right sde waslike paralyzed and | had a
headache like you wouldn't believe, although redlly I'd had the headache since everything happened
yesterday after-noon. And to think afew days ago I'd been fedling that just relearning to deep on the
ground was tough. | may have dept as much as an hour that last spell before dawn. When | tried to Sit up



| yelped like adog when you've stepped oniitstail. But | felt the dragonlet tir. My stomach felt scalded
s0 | dready knew it was il dive. It was probably hungry again too. | hurt too much to be hungry. "Y ou
dtill there, Ugly?' | said.

| got thefire going properly again (nice hot embers, | thought resent-fully, regularly blown on and fed
sticks - the dragonlet would have been fine lying next to thefire al night) and put some more water on to
heat and threw another chunk of mest in. At home Dad makes me est veg-etables but when I'min the
park | turn carnivore. Billy never makes me eat vegetables even though most of the year he can usualy
find green stuff to eat wherever heis. Even | know about waterweed. | just don't eat it. And | bet
dragons don' ether. | wasn't going to endanger the dragonlet's fragile welfare by threatening it with
vegetable matter.

It had done some more on my old shirt, so | cut those bits out. | needed to get back to the Ingtitute
soon because | was running out of shirt. Then we did the broth thing again and whilein oneway it was
easer because | was getting in practiceit didn't seem to want to open its mouth any wider than it
absolutely had to and now in daylight again the corners of its mouth looked sort of, well, chapped,
maybe. So | put some wound salve on it and wondered if maybe that would poison it, and some more
ontheinsde of my wrigt, and then | cruelly let it lie near the firein anice warm pile of ashes (I checked)
while | cleaned up in the hope that it would do some of its business before | had to wrap it up in what
remained of my old shirt again and put it next to my ssom-ach, and it did. So that was something.

But it had aso mewed and thrashed while | |€eft it - it had added a sort of high-pitched pegp to its
repertoire on its second day of life - so by thetime | findly did put it back insde my shirt it was
exhausted and went to deep ingtantly. At least | assume that'swhat it was doing when it did its
pillow-punching trick and didn't move for awhile. By now | could fed it bresthing - | don't know if it was
breathing better or | was learning the mom marsupid drill - and, of coursg, it was burning holesin the skin
of my somach.

| can't begin totell you what along day that was. | was aching al over, particularly my head, and tired
into my bones. | don't think I'd ever realized what that phrase meant before. It'sagood thing I've been
trained snce | was atoddler to follow Rangers marks because | was doing it mindlesdy, not thinking
because | couldn't think. There was no thinking left in me. And it's ridiculousto say that something the
Sze of aday-and-a-haf-old dragonlet weighed, but it did. It weighed more than my backpack did
somehow. | supposeit wasjust that | couldn't stop worrying about it. | worried about whether or not it
could breathe, be-cause | had to tuck my sweatshirt in over my shirt to make sureit didn't fall out while
we were moving, but mostly it wasn't anything so logicd. It wasjust worry worry worry about
everything. Worry on legs. Worry walking. Worry staggering and lurching.

| didn't anything like cover twenty milesthat day. | think | did about ten, which under the circumstances
isamazing. | decided after thefirst stop to feed my new responsibility that if it could live with human body
heat it could probably live with human-body-heat food, so | put the pot of broth under my shirt too. The
ideathat | had to stop and make afire every half hour was awhole lot too much. And | wassure |
should be feeding it more often than every haf hour anyway, | just couldn't. Fortunately the broth pot
was small. Mind you my shirt had not been made to hold both a dragonlet and even asmal pot of broth
50 | had to tuck the pot sort of down my pants which made walking harder, and cradle the dragonlet with
one hand soit didn't fall down the hole, and the pot leaked. Well, so did the dragonlet. After awhilel
stopped paying attention. Ordinarily | don't think I'd've been able to ignore get-ting increasingly covered
with runny infant dragon poop but there was nothing ordinary about that day. If | hadn't kept telling
mysdf "Billy will know what to do" I'd never have been able to make mysdf keep moving a all.

When sunset came | pulled myself together enough to ook for the next Ranger mark so I'd know
exactly which way to go in the morning. Besides, camping near one was amost like company. Human
company. | knew that tomorrow was going to be even worse than today had been. | mopped mysdlf up
aswdl as| could out of the nearby rill while anew pot of water was heating over thefire. | didn't even



try to put the dragonlet down thistime. Sometimes | think persona hygieneiskind of overdone bui |
would have loved ahot bath. And lots of soap.

| had to clean up carefully, moving the dragonlet around so it didn't get any nasty cold water oniit, and
it wasn't thrilled with the operation anyway, from the amount of scrabbling and peeping, but when it was
broth time again it settled right down and started to suck and swallow. | felt kind of funny about that. |
mean, it was dready learning the system. It wasa dragon for pity's sake. But at two daysold it was
aready learning what to do, and | was pretty sure afinger and acamping spoon wasn't the system it was
born to expect. I'd tried using a piece of shirt (more shirt gone) asanipple, but that didn't work so well,
or it couldn't suck the broth out of the cloth, or something; the cloth just got soggier and soggier and it
kept |etting go to try and grab one of my fingers again. So we went back to the old system. My finger
was getting dmost as sore as my stomach.

But when | thought about how much worse tomorrow was going to be, it never crossed my mind to
hope the thing would die and let me off.



CHAPTER THREE

| wasso tired | fell adeep leaning againgt atree with the dragonlet belly up in one deeve and a potful of
broth propped between my legs. A weird sort of distant whoosh and asudden splash of light woke
both of us. I opened my eyes dowly, for amoment having no ideawhere | was or what was going on.
The dragonlet was trying to turn itself over so it could dive back into my shirt. Absentmindedly | helped it
while | looked at the big orange streak ... inthe sky ... over the rocks and treetops ... the old brain was
trying to churn out some kind of recognition....

A flare. A Ranger'sflare. And it would be Billy, wondering where | was, if | wasin trouble. Knowing
that | had to bein trouble, because | wasn't back at Northcamp when | should be. And probably even
more worried because | hadn't radioed - | should have radioed in last night - | didn't even have mine
turned on so I'd hear him trying to call me. I'd for-gotten al about my radio - al about "radio Billy and
stay put." That's how tired and crazy | was.

Everything is harder when you only have one hand and are using the other to kegp adragonlet in your
shirt, eveniif you're busy talking to yourself and teling yourself how to do stuff. (Some of thetimell
seemed to be talking to Mom. Sometimes | seemed to be talking to the dead dragon, except she was
alive. Sometimes they seemed to be there too, and to be talking back. Like | keep saying: tired and
crazy.) Eventudly | turned the backpack upside down and shook it hard, and everything fell out,
including the two-way and my three flares. The two-way bounced and made anasty clank whenit hit
the second time. Oh well. Flares are less breakable and perhaps easier to use one-handed. | managed to
wedge one between two stones. Then | clutched the empty backpack over the dragonlet in case theflare
freaked it out through my shirt, and yanked the flare open.

Rangersredly are amazing. | guess| wason theright trail so it wasn't like he had to do abig search,
and the moonlight was blazing bright again tonight in aclear sky, but even so. Billy was there by midnight.
Y ou try following an dmogt invisble path in bad country in the dark for nine or ten miles. | didn't even
hear him coming, so | didn't have to worry about what big animal was about to est me and the dragonl €,
athough getting eaten would have let me off another six months of every-thirty--minute feedings. Getting
eaten was probably the nicer death. Or maybe | didn't hear him coming because | wastaking again. |
used to talk to my orphans at the zoo - most of us do (" Theeeeere now, isn't that gooooood?" and other
inane remarks) - but not likethis. | couldn't shut up. | think talking kept the whole gruesome Situation at a
littledistance 0 | didn't quite finish going crazy. That and keegping mysdlf awake, of course. Alsoif the
dragonlet peeped why shouldn't | answer?

Billy wasjust suddenly at the edge of thefirelight like we'd been together al dong and held been gone
briefly to have apee or collect firewood or something. Maybeit'sjust | was crazy by then, but | |ooked
up between spoon-tipping and spoon-tipping (and mutter and mutter) and said, "Oh, hello, Billy," and
went back to the dragonlet. It fell adeep between one spoonful and the next, the way it usudly did now,
and athough | woke it up when | turned it over to put it back in my shirt it peeped one burpy peep and
ingtantly crashed again. Then | looked up at Billy who was dtill standing there like Cinderellasfairy
godmother had turned him to stone.

Billy did out of hisbackpack very, very carefully and set it down very, very carefully. | don't know if
he was trying not to disturb the dragonlet or whether he thought 1'd gone off my rocker and had to be



treated gently. | noticed distantly that he was acting peculiar but couldn't put it together somehow. I'd
also forgotten that | was covered in dried blood, birth dime, dragonl et pee and poop, wound salve, and
who knowswhat else. So he may aso have thought | wasinjured.

He squatted down dowly beside me. "Hey, Jake," he said. "What's that?*

| actudly didn't know what he meant for amoment. "Uh-oh, you mean the dragonlet. It's ababy
dragon. Oh!" - because | was beginning to remember that Billy being here was akind of reentry into the
real world. "Theresadead dragon ... and adead, uh, poacher, | guess ... just beyond Pine Tor. The
dragon had just given birth. All her babieswere dead.” | had to stop and swallow. "Except thisone.”

| fed alittle better about being as crazy as| was, thinking about it now, because Billy didn't redly
register the poacher or the dead dragon - why | was Sitting there with adragonlet. It's not that he looked
surprised or anything - Billy doesn't do surprise - but dl he said, dowly and unbdievingly, was, "It'sa
dragon.”

"Yeah," | said, coming back alittle farther into the real world. "It doesn't look like one, doesit?|
suppose | only knew because they were- " | had to stop and swallow again. "It eats all thetime. You
can get abetter look at it when it wakes up again. Which it will. Soon." | sghed. "I'm sorry | missed
getting back tonight. | know I've blown it. But I'm ... sotired.”

Billy was slent for aminute. | canimagine, now, what he must have been thinking. Nobody had ever
S0 much as seen adragon giving birth. It was Old Pete who figured out, working backwards from seeing
dog-

szed dragonletsfor the first time, why the dragon whose pouch they fled for when they saw Old Pete
for thefirst time had changed color for afew hours about ayear ago. No one-no human, not even Old
Pete - had ever seen just-born dragons - let done kept one dive for thirty hours and counting. | was
somekind of eco-naturalist hero. Ex-cept that what 1'd done would also get methrownin jail for the rest
of my lifeif anyonefound out about it ... and get everyone who knew abouit it thrown in jail for the rest of
their livestoo. It might even shut down the Ingtitute - or Smokehill itself. There were dways afew people
rumbling away about dragons being a danger to society, and writing to the money guysin Congresswho
kept Smokehill dive about child pov-erty and curesfor cancer and other things more important (they
think) than dragons.

Smokehill isactudly redly precarious, although | know that's kind of hard to get your brain around
when you'relooking at several mil-lion acres of rock and dirt - and that fence. The Bonelands - the
deserty part - are probably their own best defense, but developers would love to get their hands on the
prettier bits of Smokehill, and the govern-ment would love to get their hands on the money developers
would pay them, if they could find agood excuse to bregk their promisesto us - and there might be gold
here after dl. And now | might have pro-vided the excuse the government wanted. My not having made
it back to Northcamp by nightfal would have been the last thing Billy was thinking about at that moment.

It'sno wonder | kept talking to myself. | wasn't keeping mysdlf awake, | was drowning out thoughts
likethese.

And that's il leaving out the poacher. A dead human killed by adragon.

On the other hand thered be no way that Billy would ever have told meto let something that had the
possibility of living die without a struggle, and he wouldn't care whether it was adragon or acaterpillar,
so that part of it wasdl right, asfar asit went. But | had put everyonein deep deep trouble by what I'd
done automatically - automaticaly asaresult of having been Billy and the other Rangers willing dave
from the age of two. What I'd done was exactly what every Ranger would have done. And they'd have
doneit automaticaly too. Hey, our Rangers bring back orphaned or injured gray squirrels. They'd bring
back rats, if we had rats. Well, we do, but our Rattus are Rattus maculatus and R. perobscurus, and
endangered.



My point is, we save things. It'swhat we do.

| wasdrifting in and out of ... semi-consciousness, let's not call it deep. When the dragonlet woke up
again Billy watched very carefully while fed it, and the next timeit - and | - woke up Billy had the broth
ready and some piece of something he'd cut off something to make anipple, and his nipple worked, and
that madethingsalot easier. Therest of the night was better. | didn't get alot more deep, but | didn't
haveto think about anything else either - Billy did dl that. He didn't offer to touch the dragonlet, but he
did everything ese. By morning | probably had nearly haf my brain available again, which was up on the
10 per-cent I'd had at midnight when Billy arrived.

We madeit back to Northcamp that day, don't ask me how. | think Billy was beaming Strength
Waves a me or something. If | could keep ababy dragon dive anything was possible, including Strength
Waves. It took usal day, and Billy carried my pack aswell as his own, and we stopped alot, and every
time | sat down (which | had to, to feed the dragonlet without worrying about dropping it), | thought I'd
never get up again. But | did. Also standing up always made my headache worse (bang bang bang),
and | kept trying to walk so as not to joggle my head, let done the dragonlet.

At some feeding or other | noticed that the dragonlet was dready bigger than it had been two days
ago. If I hdd it upside down in my hand now, it spilled over onto my wrigt. It wasn't going to fit up my
deeve much longer. And it was heavier too obvioudy. | didn't have to come up with any way to measure
that. It was agood thing Billy'd brought food. The dragonlet got through a lot of broth.

When | staggered into thelittle clearing in front of Northcamp | dmost couldn't believeit. It waslike
adopting ababy dragon had sent me into some kind of aternate redity where thingslike buildings and
eectricity didn't exist. Billy got the generator going while | was dill Sit-ting in achair and staring & the
soveinthe big central room. Stoves didn't exist in my aternate redity ether. Or chairs. When the
teakettle whistled | jumped a mile and the dragonlet woke up and started peep-ing. | wasn't sure whether
it was afrightened peep or a"hello, who are you?' peep but it stopped as soon as the teakettle did and
went back to deep. Feeding it Sitting in achair was weird too. Dragons just don't it in the human world.
Duh.

And then therewastaking abath. . . . In away that wasthe first time some of the hairiest implications
of what I'd done began to sink in. I'd told Billy, during some night feed or other, that it went nuts any time
| tried to lay it down ... and then we'd found out the hard way the next day that it hated Billy trying to
hold it only dightly lessthan it hated being laid down. Thiswas ablow. Makethat aBLOW. Until it
happened | hadn't thought about having someone to trade off red welts and disgustingness duty and nooo
deep with - but it occurred to meredl fast at that point that | didn't haveit. That | wasn't going to have
it. And dragonlets stay in their moms pouches how long??? Also | was used to Billy being ableto do
anything - including get me out of any trouble | wasin. But | wastoo zonked to follow what thisredly
meant very far. And that's agood thing.

Maybe the teakettle and being in asquare place lined with planks (caled a"cabin™) and furniture and
plumbing and stuff were the thing too many for the dragonlet (see: dragons do not fit in the human World,
and don't forget the "duh") like getting back to human space seemed to be thisweird shock to me. My
new permanent headache, which | was dmost sort of getting used to, was making me fed queasy and
dizzy. But the bath was akind of awatershed (hahaha) moment for both of us. The dragonlet had a
complete mini Eric-type meltdown. | thought it was going to do itself an injury when wetried to makeit a
nest with (@) warm ashes, (b) warmed-up blankets, (c) anything else we could think of.

So the way it ended up was, we kept the dragonlet half wrapped in a piece of my by then truly gross
shirt and moved it kind of up and down my front while | got in the bath that way and tried to wash
around it, whichisto say Billy held it while tried to wash - thiswas more em-barrassng than | can
begin to tell you and it was only being so tired and out of it that made it even possible - and then | got up
on my knees and Billy held it against my back while | crouched forward to wash my face and hair. Oh



good. New red spots too.

Billy noticed the red spots, both old and new - he'd probably no-ticed before but maybe he hadn't
realized how many of them there were - and did his more-expressi onless-than-expressionless
wooden--Indian face thing and | noticed, which was interesting, Ssnhce | wasn't noticing anything, but |
supposeit just proves | wasfully into my new dragonl et-defending-and-fostering role, because | said,
"Oh, they don't hurt, they'rejust marks, they're no big dedl, they'reno deal." And | looked at Billy and
Billy looked at meand | could seethat Billy knew | waslying but | just kept looking at himand ... he
looked away. | didn't get into staring contests with Billy because | knew who won and it wasn't me, and
furthermore I'd had this one standing there naked and stinking (and red-spotted). The maternd ingtinct is
sure powerful.

The dragonlet hated all of this. | started getting so worried that it would explode or something that |
sort of hurried up. Besides, there's only so much embarrassment you can take at onetime.

The dragonlet wasn't crazy about clean clothes either but | guessit was so glad to sec its pouch
equivaent again it wasn't going to complain.

And Billy had come up with some new kind of salve for my stomach (and my back, and my arm)
which the dragonlet seemed to like alot, so we smeared some all over it and then wiped some off again
which kind of cleaned it up too, but the sdlve madeit fantasticaly dippery like asort of extralarge
watermelon seed with legs, and by the end of the process my clean sweatshirt and sweatpants were
amogt as fticky and disgusting as my shirt had been, although we smelled alot better than we had. And
Billy - which may be the single best thing hel's ever done for mein my entirelife - had rigged up akind of
digper for the dragonlet - it didn't have any tail to speak of yet, just akind of vaguely pointy lump at the
back end - so | stayed poopless.

Thiswas s0 blissful my third night of dmost no degp seemed dmost okay. Evenif Mom wasin alot of
my dreams, when | got near enough to being adeep to have dreams. Although you may have noticed that
you can dream even when you're only about haf adeep, and know it, like you know youre dtill lying on a
thin little rubbery mattress under mousy-smelling blankets curled up around apillow supporting a
drag-onlet against your stomach. | even said to her once, I'm too tired to be dreaming. Even about you.
Bang bang bang went the headache. The headache never dept.

If you've ever been for along time without anything like enough deep you know that you get pretty
non compos pretty soon. | was for-getting things the moment Billy said them and couldn't redlly think of
anything but feeding the dragonlet. (And talking to it. | was till doing that. Although | was il caling it
Udly.) It waslike my life had become feeding the dragonlet and | hadn't noticed or minded. Thiswasjust
theway it was now. A haze punctuated by feeding the dragonlet. Speaking of the maternal ingtinct.
Maybe the headache was the fourteen-year-old boy with adragonlet version of postnatal depression.

The haze was a so stabbed and ripped up by visons of the dying dragon's eye. The cavescape was il
therewhen | looked into her eye which iswhere the dreams about her always started - but | seemed to
get farther in now, when | did that weird stepping-forward thing, till there was nothing behind me either
except more caves - reddishy purply and shadowy and smoky and twinkling and something ese, | don't
know what, some presence. Sometimes| got so far in | imag-ined seeing her with alot of other dragons
there, in those magical- looking cavesthat I'd got into by looking into her eye. Red Arabian Nights stuff.
| didn't try saying "open sesame” but I'm not sure | wanted to leave.

| don't know why | thought the caves had to be magica except that like I've told you that's the way
I've dways been about caves. And these didn't look anything like the caves near the Ingtitute. These had
stalac-tites and stalagmites that were landscapes and worlds al by themselves, and in colors you can't
even redly dream. 1'd be looking a some stony sculpture Michelangelo would have killed his
grandmother to have been able to do, and thinking, I don't know that color, that color doesn't exi<t, but
like wow. Those dreams - whatever they were - were another thing that made the headache worse,



athough it wasaweird kind of worse, there was something kind of curvy and rippling about it, like one
of the cave sculptures, and it like fitted into my heed differently, dmost asif it thought it belonged there
and couldn't figure out why it couldn't make itsalf comfortable. And made me uncomfortable. Sometimes
| felt it would have gpologized if it could've figured out how. Nuts of course. Of course | had aheadache
most of thetime - it wasjust from not get-ting enough deep.

At least the dreams about Mom didn't make my head hurt more. They made my stomach hurt more
instead - on the inside, not the out-side where the dragonl et was operating.

| didn't hear Billy'sfirst check-in after he found us- and | redlly don't know how he got through the
one when | should have been back a Northcamp and wasn't - but that meant two check-ins| should
have talked to Dad and didn't. Thiswould have made Dad frantic, and while probably the only person
who could have talked him out of sending for the hdlicopter was Billy, it's<till interesting thet Billy
managed it somehow, since even on no deep | would have noticed a helicopter. Haha. But even our
gpecia two-ways don't work very well in alot of Smokehill, which iswhy we dways carry flarestoo. It's
something about the charge on the fence, and the permanent campsites were chosen amost as much for
good radio transmission as agood water and firewood supply. So maybe Billy did something cute with
the two-way during my unscheduled absence and just undid it once | was back again.

Billy made sure| heard thisone. I heard it through my haze, but Northcamp is small anyway, and we
were both (all three of us, but | doubt the dragonlet got much out of it) in the central room. Also Dad was
pretty noisy. Theroaring coming out of the radio as soon as contact was made must have just about
knocked the thing off the table except that Billy was holding it down.

Even Billy's eyes narrowed afraction but he flipped the switch as camly asever and said, "Y ou can
talk to Jake in aminute, Frank, and he'sfine."

Flip - ROAR -flip.

"Frank, listen to me. I'm afraid | have some bad news. Something Jake discovered. | think you need to
hear thisfirst." And Billy went on to make up some true-as-far-as-it-went story about a dead dragon and
adead guy. The sheer bald chutzpah of it dmost jerked meinto full attention - Billy sounded like he was
telling the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth, so help him whatever.

At the sametime what he wastelling - even without what he wasn't telling - was of coursetotaly huge
- the BIGGEST - scary newsfor us anyway, and was going to distract everybody very, very effectively
from Jake'sfirst solo, even Dad right now in full roar. Dad sounded dmaost normd as he said
head-of -Indtitute things like "Where?' and “ Just the one man?' and "No visibletimeline, | suppose?’
which isto say who killed who first, which was going to be a big one. It was dl big and deadly anyway,
but if shed killed him firg, it wasworse. Dad said a couple moretimes, "L et metalk to Jake," and Billy
findly said, "Jakéesabit in shock, you know. Y ou might let it passfor now. Y ou can tak to him about it
later.”

There was a pause that probably wasn't so long in actua time terms but it sure echoed in Northcamp's
little common room. The dragonlet chose this moment to rearrange itsdlf too, so | felt briefly like | was
caught in some kind of nowhere between my old lifelworld and my new one. Seeplessness makesyou
dizzy too, in case you don't dready know that.

"Okay, Billy," Dad sad findlly. "Thanks"

Another, shorter pause, and Billy nodded to me, and | put my hand under the settling-down bulge of
dragonlet and went over to st down by the two-way. | flicked the switch. "Hi, Dad."

As awkward father-son conversations go this one was pretty impres-sive. It was even worse than the
onewed had about sex about ayear before. At least this one was over the two-way where we didn't
have to be obvious about not being able to ook each other inthe face. But | agreed that | wasfine, just
likeBilly had said. And | did try to say something about the dragon, just to sort of, | don't know, show |



wastrying or something, but al | could manage to get out was, "They're so big, you know?Y ou know
they'rebig - | walk by that picture every day - " It's one of those artist's representation things, right

outside the theater (and not haf bad by the way, it does not look like someone who istrying to make
ends meset because hisonly job is part-time subgtitute illustrator for abad comic book series), and it goes
on and on and on and on because eighty feet (plustall) isalot of wal, or alot of dragon. But my voice
cracked when | said it, and Dad let it go, and | changed the subject to asking if thereld been any
interesting new orphans since we'd been gone, which was the best | could do at subject-changing and
Dad wouldn't know how bad atry it redly was.

Then | gave the two-way back to Billy and he and Dad started dis-cussing immediate ways and
means. Billy was going to stay out here afew more days, needed help, and couldn't spare anyoneto see
me safe home while they investigated because he wanted anyone who could be spared to join the hunting
party. Clue-hunting party. He said, And besides, Jake can help. That wasthe best joke of dl. | heard him
say it. Helied amaz-ingly. | didn't know he had it in him. Billy can just not say things, d-though I'd never
heard him do it on quite such an epic scale before, but 1'd never heard him lie.

I'd better make this point now and then I'll make it several more times later on becauseit's one of the
things that makes no sense - or maybe it's the thing that makes the no-sense make sense to you reading
this about Crazy Jake and His Dragonlet. If it hadn't been for this sticky, smelly, hot little blodge of
dragonlet I'd've been totally blown away by the poacher. | should have been totaly blown away. This
was The End of Life AsAll of UsKnew It, at Smokehill. Dragons were safe here, that's what Smokehill
wasfor - we may save raccoons; rats and squirrels too, and provide cage space (and cleaning) to alot of
lizards, but dragons are what we're for. But to everybody outside Smokehill, the redlly im-portant thing
that Smokehill was for was to prove to people, from the other direction, that dragons were safe - that
they didn't kill people and nobody ever, ever had to worry that they might, and besides, no one could get
through the fence.

| can't BEGIN to tell you how important thiswas - how important everyone at Smokehill knew it
was. Except me. | knew the poacher was dly bad and everything - but wasn't it timeto feed the
dragonlet again? Y es. It was alwaystimeto feed the dragonlet again. If there were any cracksin my
dragonlet obsession, they were full of remembering its mom. Theway sheld looked a me. Slightly in my
defense, it was a pretty overwheming experience. It had been overwheming enough that Billy reminding
Dad of it had stopped Dad in midroar, which wasn't something that happened in theworld as| had
known it. And Dad didn't know the half of it.

That first conversation with Dad | got sort of for free though. | had to pull it together more after that,
because of course Dad was expect-ing meto. That was pretty bad. | had this brilliant idea of telling Dad
I'd walked into atree branch while | was|ooking the other way and it banged up my throat, so talking
kind of hurt. After Billy assured him it was no big deal Dad let me get away with thistoo. | don't know if
he suspected anything right away or not - but he probably couldn't af-ford to waste time thinking about it.
Dad had to figure out what he was going to tell the world about the poacher, and he had to figure it out
fadt, 0| imagine that he wasrdlieved to take Billy'sword for it and leave hisclumsy, idiot sonin Billy's
hands for awhilelonger. He did sound alittle distracted, athough it made him keep asking meif | was
really okay, which | suppose meant he cared, although it sounded alot like he'd just forgotten I'd already
sad yesthirty seconds ago. Although redlly it was pretty amazing of him to remember he had ason, in
the circumstances. I'm not sure | would'vein his shoes.

Billy's everyone, when they arrived, turned out to be three more of the oldest Rangers, and he must
have told them what they were getting into because | don't remember their acting surprised when they
were introduced to me and my new buddy. Or maybe | don't remember because | was so stupid from
being that tired. | registered that they'd brought me some more clothes and a couple of old baby bottles
from the stash at the orphanage. | didn't ask how they'd got them past Eric. And | wondered when Billy
had told them what kind of orphan to expect.



Anyway, Whiteoak took over the Jake - tending duty while Billy, Jane and Kit went onto Pine Tor.
They were away for three days. And when they got back something €l se had happened. The dragonlet
had gone from needing to be fed every haf hour (or twenty minutes) to needing to be fed every two
hours. Suddenly. On the tenth day of itslifeit had still wanted half-hour feedings. That night it dept two
hours ... and then two hours ... and then two hours ... and then two hours.

When it woke up, there was Whiteoak with warm broth. | don't know if he'd been waiting an hour and
ahdf eachtimeor not and | didn't ask him. Only partly because he wouldn't have answered. | wasin
awe of Whiteoak - he could speak English but he didn't want to, and mostly he talked to the other
Arkholasin their own language which | knew about six words of . (Eleanor, for whom it isaprinciple of
life never to bein awe of anyone, said that he did this so he got off tourist duty. | wouldn't want to say
absolutdly that she'swrong. But that only made me admire him more.)

It was weird enough to have anyone waiting on me, even if it wasn't for my sake but the dragonlet's,
but it was particularly weird that it was Whiteoak. | mean, just his name - dl the other Arkholas had
some kind of Anglo namethat they used. | guess Whiteoak thought he was meseting us hafway by
trandating whatever the Arkholafor "white oak™ isinto English. So it waskind of dl part of the
Space-cadet qudity of everything that it was Whiteoak who got | eft behind to keep me going. And then |
was dazed by getting some deep, findly. Y ou know how when you findly do get some deegp you're more
tired? That's how | felt. Three days without deep didn't seem to faze Whiteoak at al.

But it was till confusingly weird, like | had any room for any more confusingness or weirdness: wham -
two hourswas okay, for feeding the dragonlet. | know how it soundsto put it thisway, but it waslikel
he dragonlet was now saving my life, for savingits.

Over the next week | began to get pretty good at deeping for two hours at a stretch, and since the
Rangers were doing absolutely everything for me but actualy having the dragonlet down their shirts, the
fact that this meant | was spending twenty or more hours aday horizontal didn't matter. Although | got
bedsores. Y uck. | was a hedlthy amogt--fifteen-year-old boy (or at least | had been). But if you liein the
same position for hour after hour, whether it's because you're old and weak and sick or because you
don't want to wake up a dragonlet, and maybe you need all the deep you can get because your
permanent heedache means you don't deep very well besides having to wake up again every two hours
(and also because you're maybe having a better time in the dream cavescape in your head than you are
outside and awake), you get bedsores. They weren't bad, but that's what they were. Whiteoak had some
kind of new gummy stuff for thiswhich stank but helped. Although 1'd wake up with the dragonlet trying
to get itstongue under meto lick it off. It had a surprisingly long tongue. And its tongue was hot too, so
aong with the blotches | started getting these sort of skinny whiplash red marks.

But I'd been away from theingtitute for long enough by then that | think even with everything e se that
was going on (or maybe because of it) Dad was smelling arat pretty hard - and thiswasthefirst time
he'd let me out of hissight snce Mom died and thisis what happened.

| was gtill talking to Dad on the radio every day and | sounded alittle better than | had but | was till so
tired | know | must have sounded funny, even on atwo-way where you tend to kind of squawk and
sgueal anyway, and the branch-across-the-throat excuse didn't cover my brain. He always sounded sort
of preoccupied and jumpy at the same time when he talked to me, which isagood trick but | wasn't
enjoying it. | wastoo tired to jump after him. Once my throat had supposedly hedled hed wanted to talk
to me about finding the dead dragon and the dead guy again, but thistimewhile | got alittle farther | got
way over the top upset - and nearly called her "she” which would not have been agood dip to make - so
he let me off again. It'sjust as well because he was get-ting me so spooked with his jumping-around-ness
and of course | kept thinking about his not knowing about the dragonlet that | might have blurted out
something even worse.

So fter Billy and the others got back we left for the Indtitute pretty fast. Again, at thetime, | didn't



notice it so much, but | remembered later, that Billy and Kit and Jane had come back even quieter and
more expressionlessthan old Arkhola Rangers usudly are (at least when there aren't any tourists around).
| suppose, at thetime, | just thought they were sad about the mother dragon too. What | did notice is that
what conversationsthey had weredl in their own language - which is something Billy never doeswhen
any of us poor re-tarded English-only speakers are around. That should have redlly both-ered me. But
nothing much bothered me aslong as there was hot broth every two hours.

Wetook it redly easy, going home. All | had to carry was the drag-onlet, so | didn't have too bad a
time, athough | started getting pretty short of deep again because we kept walking (dowly) most of the
day. (At least the bedsores went away.) Billy had rigged ading to keep the dragonlet in my shirt too -
weld tried putting it in the ding itslf but that wasn't good enough, it continued to demand SKIN athough
that may have been that it liked al the gooey salves - cloth just doesn't dither like skin does. Anyway,
with theding | could walk without having to clutch my somach dl thetime,

Andwhilemy prioritieswere abit skewed | did know we were walk-ing into ahuge ugly stuation -
and that | had to pay attention because my dragonlet's future depended on it. Worrying about thiswas
enough to make me lose deep, and | couldn't afford to lose deep. Also it made my headache worse, and
there wasn't anything interesting about thisworse, like there was about the dream-cave worse. The fact
that | knew | wouldn't giveit - the dragonlet - up, and that Billy would back me up about thisdidn't
anything like mean we were going to win. He dso loved Smokehill - actudly | don't think the way most
of our Rangers, including Billy, fed about Smokehill is covered well enough by theword "love’ - and
probably, till he'd found me leaning up againgt atree at midnight with ababy dragonin my lap, hedve
sad that nothing could make him risk doing any harm to Smokehill. Or maybe held thought alot about
what could happen if one of us (almost certainly a Ranger, certainly not adumb kid who'd never even
soloed overnight before) ever found themsalvesin a position of trying to save adragon'slife. Or maybe (1
was light-headed from deep debt, remember) it had happened severd timesin the last hundred years -
dragon saving | mean - and | just didn't know about it.

But | was pretty sure (in my light-headed way) that even if dragon saving was aregular occurrence no
one had ever rescued a hot, squodgy little just-born blaob.... And if Billy had had any of these thoughts
they didn't seem to be hel ping him now. Billy is never talkative and he does abrilliant poker face, but you
never saw anything so slent and so poker-faced as Billy over most of the hike back to the Ingtitute. And
none of them were talking by the last day, in any language. Jo, who met uswith the jeep, didn't say
anything either. Her eyes rested on the bulge a my middie but she didn't ask for show-and-tell.

Thedragonlet did not likethejeep ride. It didn't like it so much that eventually Billy and | got out and
walked back into the trees so it would calm down and stop yelling and kicking. | wasn't entirely sorry
since the jegp was making my headache worse again too. We'd've had to get out before we got to the
Indtitute anyway, we just got out alittle early.

| had no idea how | was going to handle the next step myself. Dad and | just didn't get dong aswell as
we had when theré'd been three or four of us. | wastoo much like him. "Laid back" wasn't in either of
our vocabularies. (It wasn't redly in Mom's either, but she had a better sense of humor than either of us
did. And petting adog is good for your blood pressure - they've done studies.) 1'd been trying amost
from the first night with the dragonlet to think about what | should do and what | should say (and not do
or say) when | had to face Dad again, but

then it would be timeto feed the thing again, and there goes my train of thought.

When we saw the first gleam of the Ranger office wing - which isthefirst you see of the Ingtitute when
you're coming from the park side - Billy said, "Y our dad wantsto seeyou first thing. You and I'll go
draight up to hisoffice. I'll goinfirst and tell him what's happened. Y ou wait till | cal you." He hadn't said
that many words together since he and Kit and Jane got back from Pine Tor.

| - the dragonlet and | - followed him silently.



| was wearing one of Billy's huge sweatshirts over my own clothes to hide the new bulgein my middle,
and to disguise the ding. (None of the stuff 1'd been wearing when it happened turned out to be
salvageable - dragon birth dimeisvery, uh, intense. We saved my shoes only because | knew Dad
couldn't afford to replace them.) | tried to sort of round my shoulders and douch aong - aren't teenage
boys expected to douch? - but Maria, who was in the ticket office, gave me astrange look, and Katie,
standing in the door of the Ranger office, looked wor-ried. Maybe they were worried because it wasn't
only Dad who'd been smelling arat.

But everyone at the Ingtitute would have been fedling strange and worried because however Dad had
decided to handleit, the news of the dead dragon and the dead poacher would aready be out therein
the world by now and the reaction started, whatever that was. And herefi-ndly Billy and | were back
again, the vanguard returned to give witness of Armageddon. But | was only thinking about the dragonlet.
Mariaand Katie looking at me just made me douch harder.

Therésatiny vestibule with a couple of dented metd chairs outside my father's office. | sat down and
Billy went through the moment he knocked, so he just managed to get the door closed behind him before
my father tried to get out through it and get a me. | could hear Billy saying, "He'sfine. HEs not hurt,”
because of course my dad thought that that's what the Rangers weren't telling him, and after Mom ... |
was pretty impressed that Billy succeeded in keeping the door closed. | was pretty impressed Dad hadn't
hiked out to Northcamp two weeks ago to see for himself what was going on. Heredly trusted Billy.
Well that gave us something in common &t lees.

But Dad had been busy here, dedling with the world outside Smoke-hill. | kept forgetting.

Billy'svoice dropped and | couldn't hear words, just alow murmur, Billy trying, | guess, to makeit al
sound norma and okay and scientifi-cally interesting and brave and stuff.

It didn't work. | heard my father bellow, “A DRAGON? Jake's brought home A DRAGON?' ina
voice they must have been able to hear in Washington, DC, so they could get started on the paperwork
to take Smokehill away from us- good going, Dad - and then the door crashed open, banging against the
wall so hard that my father, coming through, had to put his hand out so it wouldn't brain him on the
rebound. | jumped and the dragonlet jumped, and it would pick that moment to start making the noise
I've been calling peeping or mewing. | was used to it by then, but it redlly really doesn't sound like any
anima noiseyou've ever heard, and | could seein my father'sfacethat it was dl too horribly new to him
and a0, a that moment, that he knew what Billy had told him wastrue.

In this struggling-to-be-cam voice Dad said, till too loud, "Billy says- " and stopped, likeit was dso
finally snking in that there were other people around who might hear him. He stood asde and | stood up,
cradling theinvisibly peeping dragonlet in my hands, and went in. He closed the door and | sat downin
thefirst chair that | cameto, wait-ing to seeif the dragonlet would quiet down or if | was going to haveto
whip it out immediately and feed it, which was usually the answer to everything in the dragonlet's case,
feeding. (I was, of course, carrying abottle. A bottle, unlike acamping pot, at least fitsin your pocket.)

| was glad when it subsided. | thought my father needed alittle more time before he saw it.

When | looked up again and saw the expression on my father'sface. . . . In hindsight | think he was
having aparental crisis moment. Traumatic experience or no traumetic experience | had Broken the Rules
- | hadn't radioed Billy and | hadn't got back on time - and | was in huge amounts of trouble and should
have been totally focused on finding out what kind of punishment my father was going to give me, or
whether he was going to force meto go through the "let's discussthislike rationd adults' lecture which |
would have to go dong with to provethat | could betreated like arationa adult although only a parent
would ever think that akid bdievesthat'swhat's redly happening. And instead I'd positively ignored him
while | attended to this other respon-sibility that was not only mine but had nothing to do with him. At
least when | used to shut him out by saying | had to take Snark for awalk, Snark wasredly hisfault. My
parents had bought and given me Snark. The first time akid ignores a parent because something eseis



redlio trulio more important, hasto be hard on adad, especialy when the kid is only fourteen (and eleven
months).

And that doesn't even touch the federa-prison-for-the-rest-of -our--lives, losing-Smokehill aspect of
this case, which Dad had only just found out about this minute. And the eyes of the world were aready
on us, because of the dead guy. And | don't suppose Dad was deeping too well either.

| didn't understand any of that at the time but | did see the expres-sion on hisface. Thebitsof it |
understood were that he was furious and at aloss. | hadn't seen this expression before. | was pretty
scared, but | didn't want to scare the dragonlet too, and ... well, having that kind of responsibility does
make adifference. All that crap parents give you about Learning to Take Responsibility ... it'snot crap.
And what was happening wasn't even in the same universe asbeing "responsible’ for Snark had been. |
was probably having ason crisisto go with my dad'sdad crisis. Things you can do without at the age of
fourteen and e even months.

"I've heard it from Billy," said my dad. "Now you tell me what happened.”

So| told him. | don't think | told it aswell asl'd told it the first time, even on no deep, and in thefirst
shock of everything. But when I'd told Billy I'd known he'd be sympathetic. Three yearsago I'dve
known - | think I'd've known - that my dad would be sympathetic too, but | didn't know that any more.
The last three years had screwed up alot of things. So | 1eft out alot. | didn't tell him about having to
feed the dragonlet every haf hour or about being sofilthy | wanted abath or about being so
exhausted | was hdlucinating and crazy. | wanted to sound alittle bit remotely in control. And | didn't
mention the headaches. Or the dreams. | hadn't even told Billy about crying when she died. | stopped
when | got to Billy finding me.

My father didn't look at mewhile talked. When | was done he sat down, heavily, in hisdesk chair,
and Billy quietly took the remaining third chair.

"Youredizethat if anyonefindsout, well dl gotojal,” wasthefirs thing my father said. | had my
mouth al open to reply - and while | don't know exactly what | would have said, | guaranteeit would
have been the wrong thing - when he raised his hand to stop me, even though he still hadn't looked at me.
"No, you don't redlize. Y ou haven't thought about the fact that you'd be sent to areformatory, and when
they let you out you'd go to afoster family, they'd have their eyes on you al the time, and so would the
media, and about half of them would think you were a hero and the other haf would think you shouldn't
ever belet out of reform school at al to corrupt the rest of our popula-tion with your depraved idess,
and while I'm not going to tell you your life would be ruined, it would certainly be complicated, and |
am tel-ing you they'd never let you within amile of studying dragons. They'd probably bar you even
from taking natura history or biology or ethol-ogy in college.

"Meanwhile, of course, wed dl go to jail too, and my guessisthat any parole any of usgot would be
on the condition that we didn't try to make contact with each other.” My father paused. | semi-registered
that he hadn't bothered to mention that being sent to jail amost certainly would ruin hislife, aswell as
Billy'sand any other adult they decided to crucify.

At the sametime| could fed stubbornness breaking out al over melike meades. "1 won't give her up,”
| said, whichiishow | found out | thought it was ashe. "If she diesthen shedies, but | won't | et  her die.
I'll go away in the park and hidetill she gets big enough to fend for hersdf” - like | knew how to keep
ether of usdivetill then, or that the socid workerswouldn't prosecute Dad for making away with meif |
disappeared - "but | won't just let her die."

"Yes" My father heaved adeep sigh, still not looking a me.

"Sir," sad Billy. Billy only called my father "sr" when it wasredly serious. "We can do this. It will be
difficult, but we can do this." "Y ou've kept my son hidden a Northcamp till you figured thisout,”" said my
father with a bitterness that scared me.



"I wasredly really tired," | sad, before | thought whether thiswaswise or not. "I was spending all
my time looking after her. She eatsal thetime. | couldn't've waked thisfar any sooner. And shell only -
sheonly - only I - " Therewas no way to say thiswithout feeling like acomplete jerk. "Shethinks I'm her

But I think blurting it out like that helped. My father looked at me, findly, asif registering the redl
problem, which was the dragonlet, in-stead of al the other problems, which were created by the fact that
some morons in Washington had decided that a bill against saving drag-ons was good for their careers -
plus the dead guy, which because of dl the other moron laws against dragons no one would be ableto
think about interms of "salf defense’ or "what was he doing in Smokehill after our dragonsin thefirst
place because pardon me he killed adragon whichisaso you know illega?* But he was dead, and
wasn't going anywhere (except into the headlines). Which iswhat my dad would aready have been
coping with and been thinking was enough, thank you very much.

But the dragonlet was not only here, shewas alive. And it was up to usto try to see that she stayed
that way. Dad had to seethat. It was, as| keep saying, what we - us and Smokehill - werefor.

| tried to make mysdlf get it that part of my dad's bitterness was that he knew he was going to be stuck
with all the treacherous political stuff and Mom again had been the person who poured the most oil on
the permanently troubled waters between the Ingtitute and every-body else, chiefly Congress and the
Federa Parks Commission, partly because she didn't start off al heavy and scowly and hyper the way
Dad did. Which meant we were already in worse shape going into our little treason-and-insurrection
dance around my adopted daughter be-cause the FPC, goaded by Congress, was aready |ooking for
reasons to think the worst of us because Dad couldn't dways remember that to a bureaucrat bureaucracy
isimportant. Dad would be dl on his own with not only the totaly unrewarding admin stuff and the
horribly dan-gerous new stuff about the dead poacher and the dead dragon ... but hidden in the
background there was a secret live dragon ... and the Rangersand | got her.

And hewasright. All of our necks would depend on whether or not my dad lied, and kept on lying,
convincingly enough, firgt to the squinty-eyed congressiond subcommittee drones, then to the FPC guys,
who weren't all morons but tended to be horribly law-abiding, and to everybody else who walked
through the gates who thought they had aright to talk about *accountability,” which had been hard
enough, Ssnce Mom died, Without the lying part. And now we'd be having awhole new lot of
squinty-eyed types who would arrive determined to disbelieve everything but the wordt, just when we
had the Secret of the Century to keep. Dad had every reason to be bitter. And scared. And | want to
point out that he'sthe real herointhisstory.

But for the moment he let himself be distracted. After dl, he was here running the indtitute because he
was fascinated by dragons. " She would expect to be ableto eat dl thetime, living in her mom's pouch,”
he sad. "Couldn't the Rangers help you?'

"Wel," | said uncomfortably, "she seemsto have sort of - imprinted on me."
My father nodded, and | saw his eyesflicker to the short shelf of primary sources on dragon contact.

The dragonlet chose this moment to wake up again. I'd dready begun to notice that she was alittle
more active in the daytime, when | was (comparatively) more active - and | was also wondering if she
could pick up anxiety. A dog does, and adog doesn't live pressed up to your ssomach al thetime. On
the other hand, dogs have been living with humansfor thirty or forty thousand years and dragons have
been avoiding humansfor alot longer than thirty or forty thousand years. Maybe it'sjust that my
stomach gurgles more when I'm nervous and the noise would wake her up.

"| think I'm going to haveto feed her,” | said apologetically.
"Go ahead,” said my father. Very drily he added, "I want to meet her."
| pulled up my two layers of sweatshirts and did her out behind the ding insde my shirt in what were



by now very practiced moves, but hav-ing my father watching me made me sdf-consciousin away the
Rangers hadn't. My stomach isn't particularly lovely anyway, but | wanted to be sure my father did not
notice any strange red scalded patches (although chances are, with ababy dragon in the room, he wasn't
going to natice anything else short of a pterodactyl dive-bombing through the ceiling), Also, whileto me
the dragonlet looked awhole lot better than she had that first afternoon I'd picked her up still covered
with birth dime, she till looked ... while | balanced her in one hand before smushing her up my
(extrarlarge, extra-stretched) deeve, and fished for her broth bottle | saw her as my dad must: ugly damn
little critter, shapeless pul py-looking body in that awful bruise color, little spastic legs with haf-formed
toes (no claws yet, fortunately for me) and a squished-looking head, and glistening al over from the
sve.

The digper made her look like some kind of truly grotesque doll - -you know how little kidswill diaper
their teddy bears or whatever. El-eanor used to put digpers on her purple plush iguana (spesking of tail
problems), although the dragonlet's at least hid some of her unlovei-ness which had to be agood thing.
(It hid quite alot redlly dueto the lo-gistics of keeping it in place.) But the dragonlet looked like one of
those gross things you see supposedly pickled in bottlesin movies about mad scientists. Not just hairless
- or inthe dragonlet's case scaléess - but somehow skinless, athough she wasn't, and deformed, which |
had no ideaif she was or not. She was more or less symmetrical, in her squashy, sort of jelly-y way,
which was probably good asfar asit went. But shelooked, well, fetal, which she pretty much was. She
wasn't supposed to be out here in the air, needing salve and sweatshirts. And broth bottles. She was
supposed to be in her mom's pouch, stuck on anipple for the next however many months. Or something
likethat.

| decided not to try to tell my dad how much better shelooked than she had afew weeks ago. Or why
shewas gill dive on deer and squirrel broth, which | didn't have a clue about mysdif.

Or that | dreamed of dragons, big grown-up dragons, dmost every night, in those two-hour chunks,
and now that | was deeping for longer the dreamsfelt like they got bigger and | used to wake up out of
those dreams lately with my headache bigger than my skull for awhile. There was usudly amoment,
before | wasfully awake again, where I'd think, that'sit, you stay out there, beforeit fl inonitsdlf likea
tent being taken down and jammed itself and dl its sharp edges and too-long pointy tent poles back
ingde my head again.

She drank half abottle and collapsed, the way she dways did, going from some kind of pathetic baby
animd with something terribly wrong with it, to something more like a beanbag or awater baloon in the
shape of ayou don't know what, but whatever it is, you hope they don't make any more. | gathered her
up - she was nearly twice aslong now as she'd been when I'd found her - shoved her back under my
shirt, and wiped my greasy hands on my jeans. | was going to have mgor trouble if she started jumping
around much before she grew thick enough skin not to need to be oiled dl thetime.

There was sllencefor along tense moment.

“And what isit you're suggesting we do?' said my father to Billy. “ Jake will have come back from his
first overnight solo in the park knowing that he wants to apprentice asa Ranger,” said Billy. ™Y ou will
believe him, and decide that thisisagood thing for him to do. He will have to keep up with his
schoolwork - "

"Yeshewill," sad my father.

“ - But solong ashedoes s0 | don't think anyonewill ask too many questions.” | loved Billy at that
moment for not taking the opportunity to give me an "are you paying attention to this, | am the grown-up
and I'm doing you a hiiiig favor so you'd better cooperate” look. | knew what he was doing for me.
"Meanwhile well have accepted him as an gpprentice and therefore he will live in the Rangers quarters.
Since we do not usually accept gpprentices so young he will have aspecid billet; but whilewe are
accepting him this young because we know him, we cannot alow him to go on living with hisfather. The



Ranger apprentice-ship isvery serious.”

It istoo. Because of the dragons - and because more than half our aff funding is still from the trust
Old Pete set up - we do get to make some of our own decisions, and our Ranger program haslike
trickled down through everything. Y ou couldn't even work part timein the cafe or the gift shop without
being vetted six ways from Sunday. Twenty-seven ways. Thisdrivesthe Nationd Park Service crazy
because they think their rules and regulations are the important ones, but they do acrap job of keeping
the congressional drones off our backs so why should we pay any more attention to them than we have
to?

Therewas alonger, even more uncomfortable silence while my fa-ther thought this over. My hand had
involuntarily goneto my ssomach again. Let'ssay that it'sjust that | still wasn't quite convinced of the
safety of the ding to hold the (greasy) dragonlet where she wanted to be, and that my hand cupped itsdlf
around her because my hand was still used to being needed to keep her there. And let'sredly not get into
theway Katie used to put her hand under the bulge that became Elea-nor when she was upset or uneasy,
which shewas alot, because she had found out she was pregnant right around the time her jerk of a
husband said he was leaving because he wastired of living a hundred miles away from the nearest redl
restaurant, and he wanted her not to have Eleanor because he didn't want to pay child support on
another kid.

(Yeah, it'samazing what some grown-upswill say when thereésakid right there. Marthatold me
because she wasworrying that she was the reason why her father was such a creep. All | want to know
ishow Katie married the guy in thefirst place. He must have had abrain transplant after the wedding. |
was only eight, but Martha's story made an impres-son. Also having afive-year-old girl to play with -
and Marthaloved Snark - was better than having no other children around at al, and the bulge might
have turned out to be aboy.)

But | wasn't holding the ding in place, of course, or the dragonlet. | was protecting her from my father.
| didn't know that at the time - and fortunately | didn't think about K atie and Eleanor-the-bulge either -
but I know now what | was doing. And that some of my fedings (including lower back pain) weren't so
different from Katie's.

My father'savery bright guy. He knew what he was seeing at the time. And, of course, adragon ...
whatever the damn laws were, drag-ons were why we were here.

After acouple of eonshesaid, "Okay. Let'sdoit.”

It wasthe second timein my life | wished | knew how to pray. Thefirgt time had been when Mom
disappeared. | was going to do better by my dragon.



CHAPTER FOUR

| named her Lois. Shelooked likeaLais. | know how that sounds: It sounds like the ugliest woman |
ever met must have been named Lois. But that wasnt it at dl. It wasredly interesting after having that
weird flash when | was seeing her how my father saw her. Maybe when Billy and the three other Rangers
saw her for thefirst timeit was till so soon, or | was still sotired, or | hadn't finished redlizing that we
had, you know, bonded, and | wasn't going to be able to hand her over to someone else, or maybe it
wasjust that | couldn't read Rangerstheway | could read my dad - my dad in a passion anyway, which
didn't take alot of reading.

But it was like the Rangersjust saw her. My dad looked at her with all this other stuff going on about
it. Granted that he was my father and the head of the Ingtitute, and an Ingtitute that was under sudden
sege, but even 50, it wasinteresting. And it gave mekind of ashock. And another teeny insight into what
| was going to be doing and how hard it was going to be. Teeny because | dammed the door onit,
before | saw any more of it, and then tried to forget what | had seen. I'd let mysdlf see alittle bit of the
bigger picturein Dad's office - but only long enough to understand why Dad was so wired, even for Dad,
who isawayswired. Thiswaswhat Dad later named my Footman Period. Remember the
Frog-Footman in Alice, who, while al hell was breaking loose around him, sat on the doorstep and said,
"| shall St heretill tomorrow - or the next day, maybe. | shal sit here, on and off, for days and days.”
That was me. Days and days and days and days. While plates whizzed past my head and there was lots
of screaming.

| named her Lois because | liked the name. And the reason she seemed like one to me was because
after my father had looked at her | redlized that | thought she looked like one of those wallflower girlsin
kids books that suddenly grow up one summer and then they get anew haircut and contact lenses and
go back to school that autumn and wow. (I used to read alot of books about kids going to school and
hav-ing normd lives, even ones about girls. Y ou figure out why.) Loiswas il in her
squatty-with-glasses, wallflower stage, but | knew, she was going to get over it. It wasjust up to meto
make sure shelived long enough to do it.

Yes, | did think about calling her Alice - | thought about it along time - but she just wasn't an Alice.
Also, | didn't fed like encouraging any loose karma hanging around to put her through any more of the
human wonderland than she absolutely had to go through - which was aready more than enough. Also |
was seeing the dragon caves nearly every night and they were just nothing like Alice's underground, and
this seemed important somehow.

The Rangers wing of the Ingtituteisredly two wings: barracks and offices. If you were on night duty,
you had to deep in the barrack wing, but once you were ared Ranger, which took anywhere from two
to Sx years, you got your own little cabin in the woods beyond the Indtitute - with the Ingtitute buildings
protecting you (somewhat) from al the tourist stuff that went on on the other side. Tourists still man-aged
to gatecrash sometimes, because tourists are like that, but it was supposed to be private. Y ou were
pretty much automaticdly on cdl dl thetimeif you werein the Ingtitute buildings. I'm not blaming my
dad for being alittle touchy, you know? He lived there all thetime. And whilel did too - till | adopted
Lois- | wasdtill only akid. And some of how he protected me wasthat | didn't realize how much he did
protect me. Once you got your Ranger badge and sewed it on your shirt, you got a house. Sometimes
you built it, and on the night of the day it wasfinished, the other Rangers came round as soon asit was



dark and sang to you and your house, sang these long songsin Arkhola, and the chills went up your
pine, even if you werejust akid hiding in the shadows so you could listen, and it had nothing to do with
you. If you didn't build it, they still sang, telling the house that you were its new person (Arkhola doesn't
have alot of words about owning stuff). And once you had a house you could even get married. To
another Ranger was a good idea. (People who weren't Rangers tended to leave, taking the children with
them. A few tough guys compromised by having their familiesin Wil-sonville, and didn't see much of
them.) Billy was married. She wasn't a Ranger, but she was an Arkhola, and sheld grown up in this
weeny village the other sde of Wilsonville, so she should have had someideawhat she was getting into.
They were till together thirty-five years later so maybe shedid.

Asan gpprentice | should have been in the barracks wing but (thiswas the officid verson) since | was
an underage apprentice, | got given to Billy instead. Billy's cabin happened to be alittle farther in the
woods than most of the rest of them, and farther away from the ingtitute and the touri<t trails, so that was
good too, and aso just farther away, period. The other Ranger houses, if you went to the front door and
shouted, al your neighbors heard you. Except Rangers don't shout much, especialy the Arkholas. Billy
and Grace's house was agood haf mile from the Indtitute, and what's really interesting isthat it was one
of the oldest. Old Pete's son, who built it, obvioudly took after his old man in terms of serioudly not
wanting alot of human society.

Loisand | lived in thetiny bedroom Billy's son had grown up in. | was used to little - my bedroom at
the Indtitute wasllittle - but Lois made it smadler in away Snark never had. (Billy's son was now an
in~vestment banker in Boston, but - surprisingly - not abad guy. He'sthe one who got meinterested in
the palitical sde of what Old Pete had done - had made me see he wouldn't have got Smokehill going if
he hadn't been able to play the politica game. Jamie had obvioudy learned those lessonswell. There
aren't exactly alot of Native Americanswho are successful investment bankersin Boston.)

Grace had at least as much to do with Lois continuing to thrive as| did. She's the one who, once we
were ingtaled in the spare bed-room, made the broth, and she kept putting different extra stuff in it, al
that vitamin and minera stuff for babiesthat are still growing, but how she knew which extravitaminsand
minerals agrowing dragon-let needed is beyond me. She did dl the plant and flower drawingsfor the
various Smokehill guidebooks aswel asalot of stuff for national guidebook publishers about Smokehill's
vegetation. (Whichis, they say, increasingly uniquely peculiar because of the fence. Welve dtill got big old
full-grown emsin eastern Smokehill. Eat your heart out. There are beginning to be botanists out there
who are getting on as crazy to do research in Smokehill as the dragon nuts.) When you saw Grace a her
drawing board you could believe that everything about the plant she was drawing was soaking into her
brain, including what was good for making baby dragons go a better color and grow some scales. Shed
as0 dways been afabulous cook - most of uswho lived at Smokehill would do anything to get invited to
dinner at Billy and Grace's - but | don't know if Lois noticed.

By the time the next lot of school equivaency testers came around to aggravate me, Lois could bear to
stay by hersdf for an hour or two, knotted up in our very-us-smelling bedclothes with a hot water bottle.
Thisonly worked if the sheets hadn't been changed in awhile. | thought thiswas very funny, because it
meant that when our sheets got so high that Grace insisted that | change them - and this happened pretty
last; baby dragons are smelly little beasts, however often you change their digpers - we couldn't wash
them till the new ones had got pretty high too, so that | could go on practicing leaving Lois by herself We
couldn't even keep the door to our smelly bedroom closed, because part of Lois fragile feding of
Security wasthat it wasn't too quiet, and it was, too quiet | mean, in there by herself. She needed to hear
Grace or Billy mov-ing around. Which also meant that one of us had to be home all thetime.
(Occasiondly one of the other Rangers who werein on it baby--dragon-sat.) Very labor intensive,
rasing adragonlet.

Anyway | aced dl my tests so fast the testers didn't know what hit 'em. I'd dways been apretty fair
student - I've told you thisaready, | knew | needed to be - but thiswas amost ridiculous. | even aced



Latin. Well, A minus. (But boy did | earnit.) But | was home dl thetime, wasn't I?1 had alot of timeto
study, so | might aswell - and because the school-equiv cregps weren't going to go dong with this
apprenticeship scam if | didn't look like | was blooming and booming oniit. (I actualy gave up playing
Annihilate - | mean completely. Loisdidn't liketheway | jerked and shouted when | waslosing.) | was
still having deep-and--dream-and-headache problems, but | was getting more used to them, and it was
actually easer to ignore - no, not ignore, live with - the head-ache if | was doing something, even
schoolwork.

Marthawas usudly the grind who did the extrawork and didn't just get As but hundred percents. | say
it that way because | felt redlly bad about Martha (okay, here's a deep dark secret for you: dso | was
jedousthat sheis brighter than me), because she knew there was something up beyond just that I'd had
some kind of freaky vison during my first solo and for some reason the grown-ups were taking it
serioudy. We used to do alot of our schoolwork together, and we didn't any more, and because of
pressure sewhere the "class’ lectures when some Smoke-hill person talked to the three of us stopped
pretty much atogether so we didn't have that either. And that | was supposedly spending more time on
learning Ranger stuff didn't cover it while the socia worker and school-equiv gang till owned my ass,
which they did. Even when | wasthereit was like my mind wasn't there with me - which it wasn't. It was
on Lois, and whether she was okay. Zombie Jake, the New Not Improved Moddl.

Marthawas sad because | hadn't told her what it was dl about, but, being Martha, didn't nag me about
it. She barely even asked, just wanted to know if | was okay. "Sure," | said, and she smiled, that smile
you do when you know the personislying to you. | felt lousy. She knew that | was - had been - planning
to go off and get afew PhDs so | could study dragons like my parents. She aso knew that | periodicaly
packed that onein and swore that | was going to apprentice to the Rangers - but she also knew | said
that mostly out of funk. Most of the grown-ups might buy it that | suddenly really knew what | wanted,
but Marthaknew me pretty well, and she also knew that Billy wouldn't've accepted meif it wasjust funk.
Martha takes after her mom. They're both way too sharp to be easy to have around.

Eleanor knew there was something | wasn't telling her too and she was atotd brat about it, but at
seven, being abrat was amost her job and | didn't take it too serioudy, except that Eleanor's force of
character did kind of mean you had to take it serioudy. Shetook it particularly persondly from me
because | was another kid, and there were only the three of us. The last family with kids had come and
gonewhile | was dtill pretty out of it after Mom and then Snark, so | didn't remember them much
(athough | remembered their dogs), but Martha and Elea-nor had been friendly with them and Eleanor
redlly noticed when they left and kind of realized that what it was about the three of uswas that we were
the only ones who ever stayed. Eleanor nagged me, al right, but she didn't get any more out of me than
Marthadid. The difference was that sometimes | dmost told Martha, and | never had to stop mysdlf from
telling Eleanor.

Thered point wasthat Loiswas, amazingly, still asecret from most of the Ingtitute - usualy everybody
knows everything about everybody el se who lives here. (It's ajoke among the grown-upsthat either your
partner isfaithful or gone.) Somebody was watching over us. Maybe the Arkhola had a song for it. But
evenif the Arkholas had alot of songsfor it, Lois guardian angel was going to need avery, very, very
long vacation when dl of thiswas over.

Thisishindsight again, but you weren't there, so I'm trying to tell you the story asit might have looked
to asane person a the time, if there had been any sane people around, which obvioudy there weren'.
Hindsight tells me that we couldn't POSSIBLY have kept Loisasecret. So we didn't. But I'vetold you
how ginormoudy difficult it isto get hired to work at Smokehill, and al that vetting does a pretty good
job. I think the Rangers who do the hiring, and the senior ones pretty much al have alot of Arkhola
blood, sort of hum over the candidates, and if the humming goes right, you get hired, and if it doesn't, you
don't. So what we had at the ingtitute isalot of people who were willing to leave a secret done, because
they would guessit must have something dan-gerous to do with dragons. Maybe Dad suddenly looked



twenty years older and Billy stopped making his peculiar bone-dry jokes because of what was going on
after the dead dragon and the poacher ... but in that case why was Billy's house suddenly off limits now
that the Rang-ers underage apprentice was living there? Not to mention my mysteri-ous
semi-disappearance - what was | doing dl those hours| was holed up at Billy's house? Vison on my
first solo, huh? It must have been sooome vision.

Even now it'san effort for meto think about the poacher, even now when that part of it ismore or less
over and I'mtrying just to tell it asa story. | don't even know hisfirst name- | don't even redlly know
what he was doing in Smokehill, except ruining everything. Hewas - and il is- dwaysjust "the
poacher" to melike you might say "my worst enemy” or "the devil," if you go for devils, which | don't
much snce

| stopped playing computer games, but it'sthat kind of fedling, that blasting him through seven levels
isn't good enough. He's "the poacher” because | hated him so much.

Sometimes | stopped even pretending to have any rationd view of anything and cdled him "thevillan”
or "thebad guy" like what was happening was a Clint Eastwood film or something. He destroyed
Smokehill. He did too. Sure, Smokehill is till around, and everyone (maybe even including me) would
say that it'sin massively better shape than it was four years ago. But the old Smokehill isgone, and he
killed it, when he killed Lois mom. Thisisthe new Smokehill, and not every-thing about it is better (like
mewriting this story), and making anything better was certainly not in hisplan.

Anyway. The whole big thundering emergency that the poacher cre-ated was enough to make Dad
look (and fed) twenty years older, and Billy stop telling jokes. So some big cheezing camouflage. And
that we are here means that anyone who couldn't keep the secret about Jake's solo bought it that the
only big stressful thing going on was about the poacher. Which is not the sort of thing you want to have to
rely on, but sometimes when there's nothing more you can do and you know it's not enough it works
anyway. As| say, maybe the Arkholas have asong for it.

Whichisn't to say we didn't sweat trying keeping her asecret. We did. So when carrying a
spectacularly illegd and mercilesdy increasing in Szewiggly baby anima under your shirt isyour only red
aternative, you stay homealot. I'd - we'd - started working on convincing her to stay by hersalf as soon
aswe got her back to the Ingtitute but it was a struggle. | wasreally disgusted that the best cover story
anybody could think of, the first two or three months, for why | never seemed to leave the house at dl,
wasthat | was having nightmares so bad that | wasn't deeping, because it made me sound like such a
wuss, but it did explain the way | looked if anyone did see me - haggard and haunted. | didn't know it at
the time but the people who'd been involved in removing what remained of the poacher said that it had
given them nightmares - and these were outside guys who did stuff like Officia Wilderness Cadaver
Removd or whatever, so maybe it wasn't such abad cover after al -except for the offer of counsdling;
which Dad helped me to fend off.

But even at four months old an hour without me began to stress Lois - and not too long after that sheld
start mewing and scrabbling at the blankets, and once sheld uncovered hersalf she got panicky, because
while being able to hear Grace and Billy was okay for noise, she couldn't bear being handled by anyone
but me. We eventualy found out that if they buried her again wearing glovesthat I'd dso worn and Lois
and | had also dept with for awhile that worked pretty well, but it was still al redly hairy.

Scrubbing up before | went up to the Ingtitute was a colossal bore like | can't begin to tell you too.
Especidly dl the sore hot-baby-dragon bits. But as| say, baby dragons are smelly little beasts - and the
scrubbing - up had to be done fast because my time wasticking away. (I had had some practice for this
part of it though, having perfected the ninety-second shower as soon as we moved into Jamie's old
bedroom. | was not going to do the Bath with Friends thing even one day longer than | had to. For ninety
seconds once aday she could just lie on the bathroom floor in my old clothes by hersdf and live with the
vile and tragic trauma of separation.)



| don't think we'd ever have got away with that part - the smelly part - if it weren't for this
snus-blasting incense Billy started burning, and he used to like soak meinit. All the Rangers sarted
using it, burn-ing it at their doorways, even bedrooms at the barracks, and later on they got enough of it
made up to sdl in the gift shop; touristiswill buy anything, and if it'strue that smell isour most evocative
sense, well, any tourist who lit awand of the stuff once they were home again would be transported back
to Smokehill dl right. WHAM.

| don't know how anyone who didn't have a secret baby dragon around to give them a powerful
motive stood the stuff, but the story wasthat it was to keep off the bad
luck/fate/ghosts/spirits/supernatu-ra thingy of choice that were flying around as aresult of the deeth of the
dragon and the poacher. Y eah, it was too woo-woo for metoo, and then again it kind of wasn't. After
al, | was dreaming about cavesfull of dragons every night, | no longer knew what woo-woo was.

And, you know, I'd try anything for Lois. Too goofy? Fine, bring it on.

| should explain alittle more about the dragon smell. The main thing isthat there was so much of it. It
wasn't aproper stink like stink. It wasjust redly thick. It didn't make you feel sick or grossed out or
any-thing - it wasn't destroying your life, it wasjust there. 1t waskind of dmost like another person (well,
dragon) in the room. There'syou, your dragonlet, and the way your dragonlet smells. That makesthree.
It was kind of the second cousin twice removed of the norma Smokehill dragon smell - not only wasit a
lot more up close and personal but it just wasn't quite the same thing. Whether thisisthe difference
between baby dragon and grown-up dragon or because L ois was having a seri-oudly nontraditional
dragonlet-hood | don't know.

Smell iskind of underrated generdly. Other than how evocativeit isand like you don't taste your food
right when you've got a head cold, and you open the window if you've made aredly bad stink gink in
the bathroom, we don't redlly think about or live with smells much. | mean wetry not to live with smells
much. Except stuff like perfume and aftershave. Rangers - and anybody who helps out at the zoo and
orphanage - are forbidden to wear it, but sometimesthefront hal at the Indtitute is so full of tourist
perfume and gunk smdlls - thisin spite Of the fact that the roof of the domeisthirty feet overhead - that |
want to run away. It used to make Snark sneeze. I'll take baby-dragon smell, thanks.

But once we both had our first bath after she was born it wasn't: realy awful. It wasjust strong, and it
really hung around. It got sort of the edges worn off as she got older, or maybe it was our edgesthat got
worn off instead, because it's adso true that Loiswas kind of, uh, smeary, for kind of along time. Some of
it wasthat | had to keep dap-ping salve on her because she started to crack at the cornersif | didn't, but
some of it she produced her own sdif. | helped poor Grace hang plastic sheeting over the bottom half of
thewalls and doors al over her house, as soon as Lois Sarted climbing out of her ding occasionaly- -
and caroming off things, things besdes me. That started redlly early - a about three months - whichis
asotosay I'm so glad because it was not early from my viewpoint, and if I'm going to be honest it'sthe
dragon dreams that had kept me going even that long, they provided a sort of dternate non-redlity since
theredity | wasliving in had got pretty non- in other ways.

| dept alot, those firgt three months, partly because getting up four times and then three and then twice
anight gill left me pretty tired and partly because when | did deep | got to dream about dragons. Y ou
don't normally know where you're going to be when you go to deep, you only know where you're going
to be when you wake up. But those first few months, the stronger the panicky sense of being trapped by
thislittle livething that was utterly dependent on me and only me got, the stronger the dreams got. And if
| dept | dreamed of dragons. In the dreamsit waslike they were responsible for me, and thiswas such a
relief it even weirdly carried over alittle into being awake and being RESPONSIBLE for Lois.

In the in-between bits, faling adegp and coming awake, | thought/ dreamed of Mom, and how much
I'd've liked to have her there, mak-ing me laugh with her stories of digpersand 2 A.M. feedings - | knew
shed've even been able to make me laugh about that awful scary im-prisoning dependency. | could have



realy used alaugh. | could've asked Grace - and | did later on, about other things - but it didn't occur to
me. It waslike | wastoo far away and holding on by too skinny athread.

I might have been just holding on mysdlf but only three pouch months hasto've been way early from
dragonlet perspective, it'sjust that there was alimit to the size of ding you could hang on me, and it's not
so much that Loisgrew out of it but that she gyrated out of it. There was about aweek when you kept
seeing baby dragon butt or nose or foot sticking out briefly from under my shirt ... and then not so briefly,
and when it was the nose it was more and more nosetill it included eyesand ... | remember Snark asa
puppy being a perpetua motion machine but he had nothing on Lois. Fortunately she didn't have the
needle puppy teeth and the habit of cruisng with her mouth open, looking for thingsto chomp. She
gunked them instead. Y ou know how in someone's house you can tdll the furniture that the dog or cat Sits
on most - either it's completely trashed or theré's ablanket or something over it and the blanket'sreally
trashed. (Snark'sand my TV sofawas about three layers deep in semi - trashed blankets: we moved ‘em
around so none of the holes went al the way through to the sofa.) Grace kept their bedroom door closed
al thetime and everything e se in the house was wrapped up in old blankets and oilcloth. Even tablelegs.

For something with no legsto speak of Loisjust-out-of-the-ding sure liked to climb. Maybe it was
being short when everything else was so tal (Eleanor liked to stand on chairs). Maybe it wasthe
complicated process of getting in and out of the ding which had kind of alot of up and downto it.
Anyway, Loisclimbed. Or tried to climb. At first she was too tottery to do anything but totter and then
for awhile when shed come to something in her way shed just stop, likeit was the end of the universe.
Then later shetried to climb. Going around appearsto be avery late devel oping concept in dragonlets.

After awhile she stopped trying to climb on anything she'd found out wasn't very dragon-shaped - the
kitchen chairsfor example - and | sat on the floor alot to make life easier when shewasfirst sarting to
explore life outsde the ding, since at first she'd go two steps and then rim hark to Mom and then sheld
take three steps and run back, and the house was smdll enough that when she got up to four steps she
gtarted bumping into things. At first thiswasjust The End, as| said. But then it waslike ... sometimes|
imagined she bumped into them dmost kind of thoughtfully, because | don't think she ever tried to climb
on anything if she hadn't bumped it thoroughly first.

| don't know if her eyes didn't focusright to begin with (which would be my fault for raising her wrong,
guilt guilt guilt) or maybe were built to focusin different light (the light in the dragon cavesin my dreams
was dwaysweird) or on something very different from human house stuff (duh) - or if baby dragonsjust
do bump into things alat, like in-stead of having whiskers, which dragons dontt, telling them about how
much space there is or what the shapes of the solid partsin it are. But she was abig bumper, and she did
alot of bumping into things sideong; she didn't necessarily lead with her nose, the way something with
whis-kersdoes. But it waslike she didn't know what it wastill shed bumped into it afew times. Which
was harder (or at least gunkier) on the things than whiskers would have been.

| didn't mind ditting on the floor, I'm mostly not big on soft squashy furniture and certainly no cold draft
had a chance to bother me with Lois nearby, and aso | found watching her so interesting. (Proud Mom.
Obsessed Mom. Silly with relief for even afew feet and afew minutes of semi-freedom Mom.) For
example, not only did shedo alot of her bumping from afunny angle, bumping into thingsto learn what
they were seemed to depend on the thing rather than where it was. She'd bump into some things no
matter where they were and some things after the first few times she never bumped into them again, dso
no mat-ter where they were either. Go figure.

Even when shewas no longer using her ding she il didn't want to be more than afew feet away from
meif she could help it, and she pre-ferred some kind of contact. She was hopeless as alapdog - the
wrong shape, and she was too thick-bodied to curl properly - but sheld lie pretty contentedly on my bare
feet, or behind my ankles - that's when shewaswilling to stop exploring, and lie down at al. She went
on want-ing skin, and she ill spent the nightslying againgt my stomach.



Fortunately Ranger cottages don't run to wall-to-wall carpeting - | don't even want to think about
wall-to-wall carpeting with agreasy, low-dung dragonlet in residence. Gracerolled up their few little rugs
and stashed them, and | hel ped her mop the floors, except that Lois usudly wanted to play with the mop.
And if you held it steady for her, in the developmentd stage between Too Small and Too Big, she could
climb up onto the top of the broomy part of abroom and sway there for aminute, like ahigh-wire act.

Graceisasaint. After dl, shewastheredl thetime- Billy mostly wasn't. Sheld used to go hiking to
find her own plantsfor her draw-ings, but once we moved in she stayed home. The Rangers brought her
what she asked for, plants and photos, but it wasn't the same - not that she said so. But | knew she was
trapped too - that she'd just let herself be trapped. And nobody had asked her. We just showed up, that
first day, after my interesting interview with Dad. | was too shell-shocked to notice much after that so |
can't tell you about the expression on her face when we arrived. | don't remember what Billy said, or
whether he said it in Arkholaor English. | don't remember anything, except | dso don't ever remember
Grace being anything but Grace, which isto say kind and unfrazzled, dl thetime Loisand | wereinfesting
her space. (Her Arkholaname trandates as Beautiful Dancer. | think | was raving to Kit about the way
Grace put up with us and he'sthe one told me. So "Grace" isapretty good job.)

And I've said that everyone at Smokehill would sell their grandmoth-ersto be invited for ameal that
Grace cooked - she liked cooking for people, and now she couldn't do that either, or only for the few of
usofficia secret Lois society members. And shelost her studio because Loisand | took over Jamie's
room - she had to set up her drawing board in the kitchen. But the funny thing isthat Lois|earned not to
whang into the drawing board first, when she was dtill redlly little and tottery. Shewas Hill crashing into
the kitchen table occas ondly when she was big enough to make aglass sanding on it fal over, just from
not paying atention. (Maybe she picked it up from me. I've made afew glassesfal over in my time.) But
she never did that to the drawing board. And it wasn't that Grace was ever mean to her about that or
about anything. Made you wonder just what she was learning by al that bumping.

But the stuff about the poacher and the dead dragon - Lois mom ... | mostly didn't know how bad it
wastill alot later. Even at thetime | knew that everybody wastrying their damnedest to make surel
didn't know ... but | wastrying not to know too. | know how much of ajerk this makes melook. But |
hed redly, redly, really as much as| could handle with just Lois. And the dreams. And the headaches.
And the no-way-out. | don't want to get al moany and whiny about this but even if it'saunique sci-entific
opportunity giving up your lifeto keep someone dse diveiskind of hard, and painistiring and
headaches, you know, hurt, and while the burn marks weren't too bad, they were tender, so if they got
clawed or gouged that hurt too.

And the dreams ... sometimes, after areally vivid one, it waslike | never quite woke out of it al day,
likeif I only went alittle bit farther into thistrance | wastrying to hold off (or maybe | wastrying to bring
it on), I'd see big bus-whed eyes shining at me from the trees around the house. | wasn't putting on the
Space Cadet thing, | was there. And I'm sorry | wasajerk. But Lois pretty much blotted everything else
out.

| don't know how everybody else stood it, everybody else who knew about Lois, evenif it wasn't
them she couldn't be more than three feet away from all the time. Being a Space Cadet was a so kind of
ahelp, for me, being so out of it.

Anyway. However boring - and painful - scrubbing up to go to the Ingtitute was, | had to doit. | had
to go on leaving Lois by hersdf so she could be left (of course | worried about stressing her till shehad a

heart attack or whatever dragons have, and died; from my perspective at the time we could have
afforded to lose afew staff members, they were only human) and | had to start going to the Ingtitute as
soon as| could and keep going because it would have looked even weirder than it did - about my
conversion to early Rangerhood | mean - if | never came. And if the "nightmares’ hadn't cleared off
pretty soon, they'd've had a psychologist in to test me for echoes, and I'd probably've reso-nated like a



cavefull of bats. Besides, there were the school testersand | redlly didn't want to get on their suspicious
side. So | went up to the in-stitute every day and tried to be as congpicuous as possible so it seemed asiif
| was up there more.

My time at the zoo and the orphanage of course got cut down to amost nothing. Eric was really pissed
off (surprise) and tried to make out that | didn't really want to be a Ranger, | was just looking for away
to get out of doing any work, i.e., at his zoo, because I'm ateen-age boy and teenage boys are dways
lazy and dishonest. (Made you wonder what kind of ateenager he'd been.) But hindsight even makes
Eric being hisnorma super-avoid-worthy sdaif look different. Eric was the head of the zoo and the
orphanage - if anyone would know about an orphan baby dragon, it would be him - and al he was doing
was kvetching about that worthless lump Jake ... like maybe he had a sus-picion it would be agood idea
to distract anyone from wondering if the worthless lump had areason for disappearing, besdesbeing a
lazy and dishonest teenage boy?

| did gart cleaning odorata's cage again. The smdll was till awful but it wasn't as overwheming as
when | lived like ahuman being rather than an australiensis mom, and as another sgn that | had lost my
mind | began to notice how beautiful the damn critters are, no matter how they smelled: The parrot-green
and crimson-and-yd low frills on the big male are redly amazing, and if you can hold your bregth long
enough to appreciate it the way he flaps ‘'em around is almost choreography And | was used to taking
realy violent showers these days so the prospect of another one after | took the last radioactive odorata
barrowload to the pit where we buried the stuff was no big desl.

It'sfunny though - another thing that's funny - | got al kind of loos-ened up about dl the thingsin the
zoo. They were what they were and they were probably pretty interesting, even if they weren't dragons. |
amost missed having some herpetologist around studying the Effect of the Tourist Gaze on Draco
something-or-other-ensis. Hey, you lizards, how'sit going? Eaten any nice celery/rhubarb/beetles/snails
lately? But the zoo was happening on another planet, which was dmost like relaxing I'm only avisitor and
boy do | not belong here.

But not belonging here was an advantage, deding with f.l.s. I'd smile at them and let what they said
(because amiling only encourages them) roll over me. | found mysdlf nodding calmly to amgjor fl. one
day from sylvestris cage, saying mmm hmm as| kept on with my shovel. He was talking about how
something or other, | don't remember which one heliked, isthe real dragon, and most of that Stuff at the
tourist center about australiensisis just hooey to pull the touristsin, everyone knows australiensisis
extinct, because when's the last time anyone's ever seen one, and it wasn't like that even when it was dive
.. but then hiswife interrupted to say that something had killed that poor man and it was criminal the
way the Indtitute was flogging the story about his degth to draw media attention when any hdf intelligent
person knew that there'd been some human screwup and they just didn't want to admit it and...

| was starting to straighten up over my whedlbarrow and reconnect with my surroundingsand | don't
know what might have happened next but Eric came along and snarled at me to stop standing around
wasting time when | was supposed to be cleaning that cage and then thef, |. and hiswife turned on him
and said that that poor boy should be taken away from this den of scoundrels and liars and given to good
honest folk who would try to reverse the effects of the warped and wicked Smokehill brainwashing ...
but I'd picked up the handles on my whedlbarrow and was trundling as fast as possible out of earshot,
and | hope Eric had agood time. Those letters to congress people about cutting off our funding never
mention Eric, so he must actually know how to weasdl. More hidden depthsin our Eric.

I might till have gone dtir crazy, trapped in the cabin with incress-ingly hyperactive Loisand only brief
nerve-twangling paroles up at the Ingtitute and the zoo - the dragon dreams, for better or worse, did
beginto tail off asLois started climbing out of the ding more and | started going to the Ingtitute regularly -
but then for awhile the more active she got the harder it wasto leave her because she wouldn't stay
buried in her nice smelly sheets any more. For afew daysthere thislooked like it was going to be Jake's
Last Straw and one day as| wastrying to leave and I'd only just got her buried and (apparently) settled



but she'd started to cry before | got to the door, and | don't remember what | said but it wasin the
"a@aaugh’” category.

Grace said mildly, "Children are like that sometimes,” and | said, "But she'snot achild, she'sa dragon,
andwhat if - " And Grace said, "Every mother says, ‘But my child. . . .' That's how it works."

"But I'm not her mother," | wailed, hearing in my own voicethat | sounded like ababy mysdlf, crying
for atoy or anice cream. "That'sthe point.”

"Y ou're the only mother shesgot,” Grace said, amiling, "just like Eric was the only mother Julie had.”
Juliewasthefirgt, and only, Y ukon wolf cub any human had ever successfully raised and successfully
released into the wild - without getting esten in the process, that is. Even Y ukon wolves thought twice
about Eric, dthough Julie had left afew marks. "Go on, Jake," said Grace. "I'm here. Loiswill befine"

| wanted to say, How do you know she'll be fine, but | didn't. | went. And shewasfine. Evenif that
waswhen | had to sart really working at wearing her out so sheld actually deep whilel was gone.

So what isthe point of living on the edge of five million acres of wildernessif you spend dl your time
ingdefour walls? But Billy took me out with him every chance he could invent, and while as Lois got
bigger walking around carrying her got harder, Billy wasredly clever with hisding making and &t the
point | really wasn't going to be able to carry her in front any more she hoisted herself up another of those
developmentd stages, and agreed to ride on my back, and even more exciting, over the T-shirt. | think
this must have been the moment when she would have started |ooking out of her mom's pouch
sometimes, if her life had been normal; because she used to look over my shoulder (and snorkel around
inmy hair, making it stick together with smelly dragon spit) and (except for the spit) that was kind of fun,
athough it meant Billy had to be even more careful where hetook me. Having alarge bulgy restless
stomach was bad enough, having an obvioudy ex-otic animd riding in your backpack is something else.
Although I don't believe anyone could have recognized L ois as adragon yet (she looked morelike the
Slug That Ate Schenectady, only lumpier), still, she was obvioudy something pretty strange, and anyone
who caught us would have wanted to know what, and why whatever it was wasn't safely at thezooina
cage being studied.

So anyway that was my life. Meanwhile...

The very very firgt ingtant thing that had happened after Billy gave the bad news over the two-way
from Northcamp, isthat our rulesfor anyone getting norma permission to enter the park to study
some-thing, any farther than the usua short, guided tourist treks, suddenly got impossible - even the zoo
lizard note - takers got banned. Y ou have a certificate signed by God that you can comein? Sorry.
God's not good enough.

Atfirg snceaslI'vetold you, | wasn't into the big picture about any-thing, | just thought *some good
out of awhole cheezing lot of bad" that we weren't going to have nosy prying researcher types around at
all. But wed only ever had afew researcher typesaround at atime, and

their nosying and prying was usudly pretty focused - and actualy some of them were pretty nicetoo -
and instead we had dl these investigator people hanging around wanting to, well, investigate, and there
were alot of them, and none of them were nice, and they wanted to investigate EVERY THING, so we
didn't finish ahead after dl.

Almost everything. At least they didn't want to investigate the Chief Ranger's house and even the
Indtitute director's nutcase son was mostly only interesting asasideissue, of how living in the wilderness
was bad for children, | guess. Because | was akid - and because of the night-mares and what the
cadaver remova guys had said - and Billy had somehow managed to subtract the"solo" out of it so most
people kind of thought he'd been there too - they didn't indgst on interviewing me all over the place. Some
nice-cop type took my statement once and then they left me done. Maybe| put over "patheticidiot”
redlly well too and they decided they weren't going to get any more out of me. Although that meant they



immediately wanted to take their high-tech magnifying glasses and deerstaker hats (hahaha) and stuff
into the park where it happened, but they were going to do that anyway.

A long timelater | asked Dad if they hadn't thought of pretending not to know anything about the
poacher or the dead dragon - Pine Tor istwenty milesfrom Northcamp, and Billy had only officidly
sched-uled us asfar as Northcamp. Dad said that of course they had but had regjected it. In the first
place, we don't like lying. Y ou have to work too hard on keeping your story straight if you're lying. (We
know) But the big issue was, asadways, PR.

Some of the other big predators bag the occasiona human in some of the other wilderness parks, but
that's okay or something (except to the bagged guy'sfriends and family), part of the natural order out in
thewild, therisk you take by going there, yattayatta. Dragons are differ-ent. Like those two
speleol ogists who disappeared on their way to the Bonelands twenty years ago - you know about them,
right? - are fill getting brought up pretty much every time Smokehill gets mentioned in the nationa press,
and the point isthey disappeared. Nobody knows what happened to them. Quick - how many people
have been taken out by grizzlies - are known to have been taken out by grizzlies- in the last twenty
years? Y ou don't know, do you? But it's more than two. Maybe it would be easier if more people did
deny that our dragons exit.

We couldn' risk it that the villain hadn't told someone what he was going to do, and then having to
arrange our facesin the appropriate expressions of surprise and consternation when someone cameto
ask where hewas. Which in fact he had done - |eft arecord of what he was planning to do, | mean. ("I'm
going to break into Smokehill and ruin everything because I'm asick, greedy bastard.”) With his
girlfriend. Canyou imagineaguy like that having agirlfriend? But our Rangers cover eastern Smokehill
pretty thoroughly, and a dead human might have turned up anyway (even if the dragon was ash by then),
and it would be mgjor bad pressfor usif it didn't because nobody but someone who livesthere redlizes
what "wilderness' really means, and, as | keep bang-ing on about, everybody's redly jumpy about our
wilderness because it hasdragonsinit.

So anyway we had the investigative police-type people and the inves-tigative scientit-type people and
the investigative tech-type people- and afew investigative spy-type people, who tried so badly to ook
liketherest of 'em that even | noticed: | hadn't realized dragons counted as intrigue - and of course the
investigative journalists who were atota pain becauseiif it wasn't bad it wasn't good copy.

Especidly now that adragon had killed someone (circumstances ir-relevant) there was no way anyone,
which isto say investigative cregps, was going to be dlowed into the park without an escort, and Dad
did manage to prevent our being swamped with the Nationa Guard right away (that came later), which
|eft the Rangers, and then some high--ranking jerk inssted that as a condition to not being swamped by
the National Guard, al the escorts carry guns. If anyone had stopped to think about it they would have
noticed that the grenade |aunchers and bazookas and things that the poacher had been carrying hadn't
done him any good. . . . Anyway this made even our Rangers cranky, and it takes alot to make our
Rangers cranky, but being investigator-minders meant that they weren't doing any of the stuff they felt
wastheir real job, about keeping an eye on the park. And the dragons. And Rangers only carry gunsif
they want fresh meat for dinner. Not to mention what abig rifle weighs.

But since the fence went up, and Smokehill became Smokehill, we hadn't had any successful burglars,
thieves or murderers. At least we didn't know of any - the two guys from twenty years ago sill haven't
turned up. That's an eighty-six-year clean record. Till now. And thefirst conclusion everyone had jumped
to was that someone must have fi-nally managed to steal the fence specs - that that had to have been
how our poacher got in. And if it had happened once presumably it could happen again. Thethieves
might even be out there flogging them on eBay. Speaking of feding insecure. Wed trusted that fence. The
techies were working like blazes to change the waves or fields or the particle flow or some damn thing or
things so that if there were stolen specs out there they wouldn't work any more, but the fence had been
hard enough to invent in thefirgt place....



So why we didn't have staff dropping like hailstones in a spring bliz-zard with weird stress diseases and
panic attacks and stuff | have no idea. But we didn't. We dl hung in there. Even Dad. Hesa great guy,
my dad, even if hetriesto hide it sometimes. Sometimes| think about those first monthswith Lois, before
we were like used to unbearable strain, and | think Dad and | probably never looked each other inthe
face that whole time. Although Dad came down and had dinner with Billy and Grace and me (and Lois)
amost every night. And started ajoke about how he'd let me sign on as an apprentice when he found out
I'd heliving with Billy so he could sponge up more of Grace's cooking. So at least he got something
good out of it.

But somewhat strange behavior on the part of the only child of the widowed head of the Ingtitute
wasn't too much commented on. | heard one cop investigator say to another one, "Y ou know | think this
has addled Dr. Mendoza. He's pretty well turned his only kid over to the Rangers, you heard about
thet?'

| was sorting postcards on my knees behind the counter in the, gift shop. Thiswasthe sort of thing |
did now, to make mysdf noticeable, instead of mooching around in tourist-free zones. Y ou wouldn't have
caught me dead offering to sort postcards in the gift shop before Lois. And furthermore I'd got there on
time. I'd said I'd bein at three, and here it was 3: 05, and | was dready here with alapful of boxes.

In this case while postcard-sorting was making me very noticesable to Peggy - and to Dan, who'd
amost tripped over me when he cameto sted some pens, Snce tourists are dways walking off with the
info booth's pens - it was making meinvisible to the cops, athough I'd seen them comein, through the
gap in the counter so the staff can get in and out. | looked out of the corners of my eyes and could see
Peggy wear-ing avery fierce, un-gift-shop-like frown (mustn't scare the customers). But | could imagine
her trying to decide whether to tell meto stand up or the copsto shut up. | stopped peering out of the
corners of my eyes and looked up at her. She looked down at me and | shook my head. Her frown
deepened (any deeper and her face would fold up like afan), but she didn't say anything.

The other one said, "The kid's gpprenticed. Nothing wrong with that.”
"The kid'sfourteen. Three yearstoo young."

Just by theway, I'd turned fifteen by then. Only two yearstoo young. | sat there staring at the photo of
indigo Ridge. It'sone of our best sdll-ers, for good reason. | thought, They could at least find out my
name, and useit.

"1 think if I were Dr. Mendoza |l might think my only child was safer in the Rangers handstoo.”

"If I were Dr. Mendoza I'd think my only child was safer outside the park somewhere. Send himto live
with relatives and go to anormal school. The fence gives me the heebie jeebies. Have you noticed what it
doesto the sunlight? At least we don't have to stay here, and | can get somered daylight with my coffee
in the morning before we haveto report in."

Oh, good. Somereally balanced individua who can get claustropho-biain five million acres. Our fence
only does something funny to sun-light if you stand next to it al thetime.

"He probably doesn't want to send him away because he'd never see him.”

"But the Rangers are crazy. They seem to think this park and the damned dragons are some kind of
sacred trust or something.”

Peggy's head snapped up at that. She's till only an apprentice, and she's black and grew upin
Chicago, but in away that shows how much she wants to be here and a Ranger. She'd survived the
Vetting to get here and after three years shewas il here. | didn't hear the cops apologize, but they did
suddenly move out of earshot.

Itisasacred trugt, | thought fiercdly. It is. And then the box of in-digo Ridgefdl off my lap and two
hundred postcards plunged across the floor.



Asl said, mostly | was preoccupied. But even | could see dl these flam-ing (I wish) investigator
people trying to find more people like Nancy and Evan who weren't even apprentices, trying to get them
to dish some dirt, but people who aren't crazy (yeah, okay, crazy) about the place don't work here. Eric,
who hates everybody who doesn't have fur or feathers or scales, hates everybody outside of Smokehill
worse than everybody insde, so even he wasn't any use to them. (In fact he was so nasty that they
decided he had something to hide and began to investigate him. At thetime | was hoping they'd find out
he'd escaped from jail for extor-tion or bigamy or something which was why he was willing to disap-pear
in aplacelike Smokehill but no such luck:) I complained to Grace about the way they acted like
escapees from abad secret-conspiracy movie but she only laughed. At least she could il laugh. "If
you're an investigator, you want there to be thingsto investigate," she said. Yes. Exactly. They might find
out there were,

Asit happens Dad was graduate-student-less when Lois arrived and the roof fell in, which al things
consdered was more good than bad but it meant he couldn't help trying to drag Rangers off the other
things they aready couldn't keep up with because of al the escort duty to try to bail some of the Indtitute
stuff out. Later on he hit on the idea of asking meto type some of hislettersfor him. Thisworked pretty
well. It was something | could do back &t Billy's house with Lois, especialy on those afternoons after
sheld definitively outgrown the ding and would not just go to deep and let the humans get on with human
stuff, so | was mostly keeping an eye on her. Not paying attention was the best way to try to trandate
Dad's handwriting - which kind of looked like the White Queen's hair - what the words were would kind
of tango out at you if you were looking somewhere else. And it did mean that | had some clue some of
the time about some things that were going on outside Billy's house. Outside Lois. Whether | wanted a
clueor not.

Billy and some of the other Rangers cremated Lois mom. They knew they had to | et the cops and the
scientists measure and test and take millions of photos and so on, but barring afew samplesthey
wouldn't et them move her. Some of the scientists got pretty shirty about the "wouldn't let” part but
Smokehill as part of its charter has absolute control over its dragons (within evil little caveats like not
saving any of their lives) and while people started spitting phraseslike"legal challenge' and "in the public
interest” around - and they'd already been using words like " obstructionist™ when Dad had refused to
okay their doing amini rainforest-type raze for agigantic helicopter pad to fly al these visiting bozosin
and out - they couldn't actually do anything. So after about two weeks Billy said "that'sit" and one night
they burned her. They burned her and they sang while the scientists and cops and journdists stood
around with their mouths hanging open. The Arkholas are usudly dead private about their Sngingso |
was amazed, but Grace told me and whileit's not like | doubted her or anything | till asked Kit too,
because he was there. He dmost smiled. "Y eah. They thought we were raising demons or something.”

"Wow," | said.
Kit knew what | meant. "Y eah. But it stopped them from trying to stop us, you know?"

It'snot likewe have alot of practice at it but we knew aready that dragon bodies burn alot easier
than human ones. Human ones, they're all water, they don't want to burn. Dragon ones, it's like you just
show 'em amatchbox and they go up - whoop - bonfire to the stars, no boring ignition necessary. (The
guysthat went out to Australiatwo hundred years ago reported on this, over and over again, like they
kept not believ-ing it.) Y ou'dve thought that the smell of something that size decompos-ing after acouple
of weeks would have made everybody think burning was agood idea, but ironicaly decomposing dragon
doesn't stink as spectacularly as decomposing most - other - things do, although | guessthat "as
spectacularly” isrelative. Forensic morgue guy isajob I've never been interested in.

There might have been more trouble but then al the samples everybody'd collected started turning to
ash and some kind of sticky black tar stuff. We were lucky that therewas alot of info on the way dragon
stuff does disintegrate redlly fast - the scientists had been doing their tests in quadruple-time because they
knew the clock wasticking but they till didn't get anywhere: Every test said something different, and



nothing made any sense. What agood thing scientists would rather die under torture than be accused of
being Bad Scientists or some of them might have been alittle tempted to go dong with the Arkhola curse

thing that the National Stupid People Presstried to get going.
That was about as much as| knew at thetime. What | didn't know anything about was what happened

when they 1D'd the poacher. Y ou've got it that | was what you might cal pathologicaly not interested in
the poacher, | hope. So you get it that for along time | didn't think about not hearing about him.



CHAPTER FIVE

Thefirst two yearsof Lais life are both redly blurry and redlly clear in my memory. Therearedl kinds
of little sharp clear piecesin it, mosily about watching Lois grow and worrying about keeping her hedlthy,
that are fill dead immediate like they happened yesterday. But | have very little sense of the time passing,
except for Lois getting bigger, which | redly liked seeing, was hooked on seeing, because it was the only
clue | had that maybe she was okay and thriving. I'm sure we had |ots more close calls than | know about
(or want to, even now) but onethat | do know about, and scared me to death at the time, was the next
time the school-form-filler-outer gang came to test me on the nonacademic stuff.

I think they were suspicious of the gpprenticeship, athough at that point, with the hooha about the
poacher going on, everyone who wasn't one of uswas suspicious of everything at Smokehill, and maybe
it wasn't only copswho hang around talking loudly in gift shops who thought there was something strange
about Dad "handing over hisonly child" to the Rangers. So what happened was that the usua school
pencil pushers brought a doctor aong without warning us. Usudly | got acomplete medica only oncea
year, and the last one had only been them six weeks before L ois happened, so | should have had along
spell yet to get her used to staying by herself, or at least not needing skin, which she kept burning. And
herelessthan six months later wasthis dweeb telling me to take my shirt off so he could listen to my
heart. And he took onelook at my stomach, of course, and freaked.

Don't panic, | said to mysdlf. Y ou look guilty when you panic. Thisisanother of those great hindsight
things - he must have been thinking about some kind of really kinky child abuse or self-harm (I can't
offhand think of anything that would leave marks like adragonlet'stongue), and if 1'd seemed frightened
that would have made him think so dl the more, and he would have started raking through our business
and discovered that we were kegping some kind of big horrible secret. Child abuse didn't crossmy mind
a the time, but the big horrible secret sure did. | don't know where | got the nerve - maybe from
gpending so much time with Billy, who even told cops where they got off calmly - but | looked & my
stomach and said, "Oh, yeah, eczema. My mom started getting it when she was about my age.”

Thetenson level immediately sank about sixty fathoms and a-though he still wasn't happy - "Why
didn't you report it? We could have given you something for it long ago, beforeit got thisbad” - | think
he stopped worrying that he had something to report back to headquar-ters. He muttered about stress
levels and preoccupied single parents and looking at my diet and changing our laundry detergent and
taking some scrapingsto seeif it was some kind of weird fungus instead of eczema (he did this, and the
results must have been negative for weird funguses, even if Loisdid kind of look like alarge waking
weird fungus), since it was rather unusua eczema (duh), and then he said held prescribe some cream for
it asit wasapretty painful looking case (that wastrue enough;, | give him credit - he was very gentle with
the scraping taking) and it was peculiar that it was only on my stomach. Herel showed him some other
littler Lois marks on my arms and my feet and legs, and this seemed to cheer him up. Doctors are weird.

Then when he found out | wasliving with Billy and Grace he wanted to talk to Grace about laundry
detergent and what | ate which | found pretty insulting but Grace thought was funny. But at least it meant
| got back to L ois before she had a heart attack and Grace had to go up to the ingtitute and get her
ingtructions how to take care of me. At least the doc didn't ingst on coming to see my room.

After that it was aways the same doctor, and after awhile he wanted to write some kind of paper on
my skin complaint, which he wasn't even sure was eczema, he said (bright of him), and he suretried to



get me to come up to some hospital and have some fancy tests done, but | didn't want to go (leave Lois
overnight?) and Dad wouldn't make me, obvioudy, and since | was hedthy except for the eczema, the
doc reluc-tantly let it go.

The other serioudy scary near miss - except that it wasn't amissat al - was Eleanor's fault. That she
and Marthaknew something was up in itself wouldn't have been abig dedl, necessarily, kids a the
I nsti-tute were aways being not told stuff, and overlooked or got out of theway - or told to get out of
theway likeit isn't normal to want to know what's going on. Being akid is probably like that
everywhere. It's maybe worse here in some ways because we dl live here - nobody goes home from the
office. Marthaand | knew this - I've been here since | was born and Martha since she wastwo - and it
wasjugt the way it was. But it's one of the reasons that families with kids old enough to know the way the
rest of the world works never stay herelong. Even if both parents have jobsthey like the kids hate it.
They're kept out of the grown-up stuff and thereis no kid stuff. Since pretty much every kid I've ever
talked to (and most grown-ups) say they hated school | don't entirely get this - seemsto me not having to
go to school might bal ance not having lots of friends your own age. But | guessit doesn't.

Eleanor was another story. Of course she's the youngest, so that's a big thing right there - she'saways
trying to be older. But Eleanor hasto be out there. Marthaand me, if we'retold to go away and leave the
grown-ups aone, find abook to read or baby orphan to feed (haha). Eleanor hates being shut out of
anything. Which iswhy, since she got old enough to be usefully and sort of applied-ly abrat instead of
just agenera brat sort of brat, Marthaand | knew more stuff about the Institute than we used to,
because she's dway's generous (to the other members of our oppressed race, the children) with her info.
And thistime whatever they weren't being told bothered Martha too; because | wasinonit. | think
Marthamight have been kind of bracing hersdlf for, thisto happen - that | would suddenly become one
of the grown-ups, or at least not akid like her and Eleanor any more - and maybe she thought my solo
overnight redlly had been it, the place where | crossed the line. But thiswas kind of more spectacular
than she expected. And it drove Eleanor insane.

I've dready told you | felt bad about not redly being friends any more. Friends with Marthaanyway,
interactions with Eleanor don't really come under that heading. It'slike I'd barely seen Marthaand
Eleanor except for my fifteenth birthday party which after thefirst hour | just wanted to be over with
because | had to get back to Loiswho | knew would be starting to shred the bedclothes. That's not too
flattering to the people a your party. It was dready a strange party because Grace hadn't come - but
someone had to stay home and make not-aone noisesfor Lois. Billy brought the cake shed made but it
was still strange. And | saw Martha and Eleanor when the school testers came, but none of uswas at our
best then. That was one thing we had totaly in common. All three of us hated the grown-ups who came
to prod us and take notes like we were some kind of science project or field survey. | fet like giving
them tips. Our Rangers did it so much better.

But whileit was Eleanor'sides, | think in this case Marthawent along with it. And so one afternoon
when Lois was about seven months old and | was home a one doing extra schoolwork so | could Sit ill
longer

and let Loisdeep on my (bare) feet for longer, first because any time she was adegp | wanted to keep
her that way as long as possible and second because I'd been over three hours at the Ingtitute the day
before and she'd been pretty panicked and crazy by thetime | got back. (Pan-icked and crazy was
getting bigger and heavier too, she was going to be leaving bruises some day soon, aswell as eczema,
never mind the gridly ideaof her giving the dip to Billy or Grace or whoever her jailer wasthat day, and
galumphing up to the indtitute to look for me. Or just getting hopelessy lost in thewoods. Thisredly was
not likely - at least not until she was big enough to keep galumphing with Billy or Grace hanging around
her neck - but it was till another thing that worried me.)

Also ... thisisanother of thosethings| don't know how to explain, evenin hindsight, aithough | have a
much better ideawhat was going on now than | did then ... my stupid permanent headache was sort of



bet-ter when | was thinking about stuff: I've said it was easier to live with if | was doing something, but
that's not quiteright. It'slikeit liked certain kinds of brainwork. It liked educationa stuff, not worry stuff.
It didn't exactly hurt less, but it hurt better. Remember | said, about when | first had it, that it sometimes
seemed like it wastrying to fit indde my head and couldn't figure out why it couldn't make itsalf
comfortable? Well now it waslike something in my head that was interested in some of the samethings|
was interested in. Headline in the National Stupid People Press: Boy Bdlieves He Was Kidnapped by
Aliensand Has an Alien Spy Thingy Implanted in His Brain. Photos on page seven. | didn't - didn't think
I'd been kidnapped by aliens, | mean - but | did start to sort of half think of my headache as amost
another thing - like me, Lais, Billy, Grace, the Smell, and the Headache - but without finishing the other
half of thinking about it, because it wastoo weird.

Anyway. So Headache and | were deep in this afternoon when | heard the door bang and | had about
five secondsto jerk myself out of whatever | was doing and think that the bang didn't sound right and that
neither Billy nor Grace was due back till later, and then avoice | knew only too well said, "What isthat
smell?" and | was on my feet and would have been out of my bedroom door and closing it behind mein
another five seconds but Eleanor was too fast for me.

"Oh, shit,” | said. If Dad had been there that would have been my allowance for that week. (Surel
have an dlowance, even in Smoke-hill. How do you think | paid for al those on-line hours of
Annihilate?) , But if he'd been there he'd've stopped it from happening somehow, | don't know how, put
abag over Eleanor's head and said three magic words or something. Dad copes. It hasn't been good for
histemper but he copes.

Lois poked her nose around the desk leg, not happy at the abrupt remova of my feet, but generaly
speaking always ready to bethrilled at meeting someone else so long as | wasthere too. She did one of
her peeps. Not that | could ever say for sure what happy wasin Loisterms, but her spine plates, now
that they were big enough to do anything, tended to erect themsel ves when shewaswhat | would call
happy and interested. They siffened now. And her nogtrilsflared, and she did akind of
ooonnngg-peeEEEeep-oooonnngggg. | told you about my dad sud-denly believing Billy's story was
real when he heard the weird noises coming from under his son's shirt. Sound and smell are very
convinc-ing. Just seeing something that looks like alow-level goblin out of abad computer gameisn't o
convinang.

"What is that?" Eleanor said, in that way you do when you're redly surprised: Whaasaet is
thaaaaaat? It takes alot to surprise Eleanor. By thistime Martha had joined Eleanor in the doorway,
except by then Eleanor was out of the doorway and going toward Lois. | grabbed her arm. "L eave her
done" | sad.

"Her?' said Eleanor. "Ow Y ou're hurting me."

"Tough eggs,” | said. | was so shocked it was taking me alittle while to get angry but | was going to
be spectacularly angry when | got there. "What are you doing here?" | looked at Martha, but she
wouldn't meet my eyes. Eleanor wouldn't meet them either, but that was because shewas staring at Lois.
Eleanor has no conscience. And Marthawas pretty fascinated too. Who wouldn't be?

"What isthat - she?' said Eleanor. "How do you know it'sa she?

"She'sadragon, isn't she," said Marthain this spaced - out voice. She was as shocked as | was, sort
of from the opposite direction. We were both seeing the last thing we expected to see.

"No, she'san aardvark,” | said. | couldn't quite come out and say, yes, that's right, thisis my baby
dragon, Lois. Thisisthe big secret no one has been telling you. "What are you doing here?’

Eleanor findly turned away from Lois long enough to look up a me. | ill had her by thearm. "l
wanted to know what was going on," she said in her shoot-from-the-hip way. She might lie, cheat and
steal to get where she wanted to go, but she'd tell you she'd done it once she got there.



"But-" | sad. | didn't know whereto begin.

"They'redl in some meseting about something,” she said. "The grown-ups. So there wasn't anyone
watching us- for a change," she said with scorn, although at eight years old and living in the biggest and
wildest wild animal park in the country it was hardly surprising she wasn't alowed to wander around by
hersalf - and Katie did know that Martha couldn't be expected to keep Eleanor from doing something
she was determined to do. Where was Katie when | needed her?

"Mesting,” | said blankly. | wastrying to remember if Billy and Grace had said anything about where
they were going. Billy usudly didn't. Grace usudly did. But Grace wasn't a Smokehill employee; shejust
sold the admin some of her drawings. She wouldn't be going to a Smokehill meeting. Would she? All the
grown-ups. And she loved Smokehill as pas-sonately asany of us. "It can't bedl the grown-ups,” | said.

"Itisthough,” said Eleanor. "They've closed the park for the day and everything. For thisbig specia
meeting. We're not supposed to know about it. They close the park and the grown-upsdl disappear
but we're not supposed to notice.”

"Mom said she'd only be gone a couple of hours and everyone was busy,” said Marthamildly.
"Busy going to the meeting,” muttered Eleanor.
"Weé're short staffed,” Martha continued as if Eleanor hadn't said anything.

"Were always short Saffed,” said Eleanor. "But there's never been ameeting for all the grown-ups
before.”

'‘About the caves?' | said, completely at aloss. | remembered Dad yesterday saying, redlly casudly,
that | could have the day off, stay home, away from the Indtitute. At thetime | thought he just meant, and
give Loisabreak, because I'd been so long we knew she'd bein astate when | got back. He probably
did mean that - but had he arranged for me to be delayed yesterday, to give himsdlf the excuseto tell me
not to come up today? What damned meeting? But suddenly | knew. And | didn't want to know.

Eleanor gave me one of her famous you-don't-know-anything-you--pathetic-schmuck looks. "No,
stupid. About the dead guy. Oh!" Shelooked back at Lois. Y ou'reright, Martha. It'sadragon.”
That's another thing about Eleanor. She never bdieves anything anyone tells her until sheworksit out for
hersdf and it suits her to believeit. "The dragon the dead guy killed was amom dragon, and thisis her

beby

| decided without any difficulty not to say that thiswas her fifth and only living baby, and how | knew
this, but | didn't deny that Eleanor wasright. Pretty good thinking for eight. .

"Shedoesn't look likeadragon,” Eleanor continued. "Shelookslike. . ."

Eleanor actudly paused. I'll tell you for free that most people'simag-inations aren't up to describing
what adragonlet looks like, and Eleanor

was dways S0 busy trying to figure out how to get in the way out herein the real world she hadn't
worked on her imagination much. | was a-lowed to describe Loisto mysdlf aslooking like roadkill or
one of the mongters out of thefirst seriesof Star Trek, but | didn't want anyoneelsedoingit. Sol
managed to interrupt. "Just stop there. | don't want to hear."

Marthaknelt down, the way you do with small children and animalsto get them to cometo you. This
workstoo well with Lois - she peeped delightedly and shot out from under the desk where sheld been
keeping the backs of my legs hot. | dropped Eleanor'sarm just in time to fend Lois off. "Don't - shelll
burnyou." Too late, of course - Marthamight have listened but Eleanor instantly reached out to pat her.
"Ow," shesad, like Lois had hurt her deliberately.

This made me madder than it should've. Not at Lois. At Eleanor. "I told you," | said, trying to be
patient. " Shell burn you. She can't help it. She'sjust hot.”



"What do you - " Eleanor began accusingly, and then stopped and looked at her hand. She hadn't
touched Loislong enough to have left ared mark. "Oh," she said. "Eczema. It's not because your mom
hed it." Thethingsthat kid picksup. "No," | said.

"If she opens her mouth, can you seethefireinsde?' said Eleanor. It was a reasonable question for an
eight-year-old.

"No," | said. "It'saspecid organ, like you have lungsto bregthe, dragons have afire-somach for fire."
Which was about as much as any-one knew: We were dl e ght-year-olds about dragons. | was down on
the floor now too, with my arm around Lois neck. It was mostly only fresh bits of me that weren't used
toit that really burned any more - -athough my stomach stayed pretty scay - and | waswearing a
long-deeved shirt. Eleanor sat down in front of me, staring with renewed fascination at Lois, now only a
few inchesaway. | wasused to it, hut :n this distance you could fed her radiating hest, like Stting too
closeto the stove.

"Y our eczema should be alot worse," said Eleanor.
"You get usedtoit,” | said.
"I've dways wanted to see adragon up close," said Martha.

And suddenly we were on the same side again. Suddenly | redlized that while everything, Lois life,
Smokehill'sfuture, everything that mat-tered, was about to have to rely on whether we could come up
with agood reason to make Eleanor keep her big blackmailing mouth shut, it was also arelief to be akid
among kids again, even if | wasthe old-est and Eleanor was apain in the butt. When you're the only kid
sur-rounded by grown-ups, even when the grown-ups are busy protecting you, you spend acertain
amount of time just holding your own line, just hanging on to being yourself. When you're with other kids
you don't haveto do this. Well, not so much. Eleanor has aways been pushy. She was a pushy baby.

"Yeeh," | said. "Metoo.

"What's her name?' said Martha matter-of-factly, asif naming adragon isaperfectly ordinary thing to
do. Asif having adragon to name was a perfectly ordinary thing.

"Lois" | said.
"Lois?' said Eleanor. "That's astupid name for adragon.”

Thiswas s0 typical an Eleanor remark | didn't bother to answer it, and | didn't care either. But Martha
sad quietly, "l think it'sanice name," and mysterioudy this made mefed redly good.

Weadl st therealittle longer, staring & Lois. Lois, who was ex-tremely used to me holding her off
from flinging herself on the few people she ever got to see, had given up, and collapsed haf onto my lap,
grunting and murmuring alittle from the avkwardness of her po-sition, but aso because she had this
funny habit of muttering into S-lencesin conversations. That was how we usually have conversaions,
right? Someone talks while everyone el se is quiet, then someone el se talks while the first person shuts up,
and so on. | hadn't had a good shouting-over-each-other match with Dad since Lois came. Probably all
the conversations she ever heard were polite ones. Snark had known my schedule better than | did, and
if | waslate to be doing something (like getting on the sofa after dinner to watch TV, so he could join
me), he reminded me. Lois didn't seem to have much sense of time, but she had a sense of conversation.
If no one esewas saying anything, shedid. And I'd got in the habit of |etting her finish. After Lois had
had her mutter, | said, "What isthis about the poacher?'

Marthasighed her worried sigh, but Eleanor launched straight in. "His parentsareon TV dl over the
country saying that dragons are too dangerous and they should dl be killed!"

| gaped at her. "They'll never makethat stick.”
Marthasaid, "They'revery, very, very, very wedthy."



I don't know how good an idea about money most kids have, but 1'd grown up listening to my parents
not just trying to figure out how to make the year's budget work and what we could get dong without so
it would gtretch alittle farther, which probably most kidslisten to in most families, but about the redly
dazzling mess of getting, keeping, justifying, and accounting for funding for the Indtitute. | knew about
congressiona subcommittees and private donors and action groups and lobbyists. And | knew ingtantly -
as Martha, whose mom was amember of the Ingtitute's budgetary council, lso knew - that very, very,
very, very wealthy people who wanted something and didn't care how they got it were very, very, very,
very dangerous. | hadn't thought I could worry any more than | was aready worrying, al the time, about
Lois. | waswrong.

"It's been going on for months," said Martha. "Well, since - since it happened. At first nobody took
them serioudy. But they just kept at it - "

Kept throwing money at it, | trandated slently.

“And they've started the Human Preservation Society” - | didn't know Martha knew how to sound
that scornful - "and they'reredlly well organized.”

Have hired goonsto write letters and hang out with members of Congress and other people who like
playing with money and power, | trandated. And because they have lots of money, they've hired effective
goons and send lots of |etters.

I hoped Dad's coping mechanism was up to it. My brain was doing adow, dazed reshuffle of my
awareness of thetension level around the Ingtitute. It made mefed silly and salf-absorbed (or
L ois-absorbed) to be reminded that the world - the world that mattered - didn't actu-aly revolve around
us. | wasn't enjoying the reminder. It was aso in-credibly stupid of me to have forgotten about the death
of the poacher, even if it had been months ago now, and | didn't want to remember. | remembered the
death of Lois mom dl right. | till thought of her every day.

Y ou can't pet adragonlet. Well, you can, but in the first place you'll probably burn your hand,
depending on how sengitive your skiniis, and in the second place | figured it couldn't fed like much to the
dragon. Even as asquishy baby Lois had noticeably thick skin, and now that she was growing scales, it
was more like running your hand over pebbles. But she was certainly an interactive cresture and, as|
say, hoisy. | was having the petting - reflex as | thought about the poacher - I'd haf pet-ted the hair off
Snark when | was worried about something - but 1'd learned to deflect thereflex in Lois case.
Unfortunatdly | didn't think about this any more - | wasn't used to having people around with me and Lois
- 0| burbled at her. | could do a half-decent Lois burble. | couldn't peep and | couldn't mew, but |
could burble. She turned her funny snout up toward me - she'd been staring at Martha and Eleanor as
keenly asthey were staring at her - and burbled back.

"Y ou're as goofy about that dragon as you were about your dog,” said Eleanor, who was four when he
died and shouldn't have been able

to remember him at al. He wasn't her dog and she'd never found him interesting. She probably didn't
mean to sound as snotty as she did sound, but she sounded pretty snotty.

| stood up. | did not have abrilliant coping mechanism. "Y ou shouldn't be here, and if | tell anybody
you were here you'll get into more trouble than you've ever imagined getting into,” | said to her. Thiswas
not what 1'd planned a few minutes ago when I'd been thinking about how my first priority wasto think of
away to make Eleanor keep her mouth shut, but then | hadn't had any plan. If | hadn't been so pissed off
a her saying what sheéld said, though, 1'd have known better than to threaten her, which was dwaysthe
thing that worked least with her. But Martha surprised me.

"Shewon't," said Martha. She'd stood up when | did. Marthawasn't big for thirteen the way | wasbig
for fifteen, but she was till alot big-ger than eight-year-old Eleanor. Thisisalot of Eleanor's problem, as
| say. She takes on the world because she hates being littlest; and she's alittlelittlest. But dthough | saw



her face pulling into its usual pig-headed brat the-thing-1'm-going-to-do-firgt-is-the-thing-you-don't-want-
me-to-do lines, shelooked a me and then at Martha and wavered. Thiswas afirst with Eleanor so far as
| know. She doesn't know how to waver. Mar-thaand | must have looked pretty fierce. | wasfedling
like pig-headed brat roast for dinner, but | didn't know Martha knew how to look fierce. | looked at her
though and she did.

She didn't sound angry theway | did, but she said, very calmly, "El-eanor, thisis about dl of our lives.
This about you and me and Jake, and Mom and Dr. Mendoza, and Billy and dl the Rangers, and
everybody you know. And it's about Jake's dragon and dl the dragonsin Smokehill. Y ou know dragons
are why we're here, don't you?"

Eleanor is one of these people who when she comesinto the room, whatever is going on becomes all
about Eleanor. | didn't think even Smokehill really got through to Eleanor.

| waswrong. | don't know if Marthaknew her better than | did - -if maybe she was more Marthas
gster than I'd redlized. But Eleanor looked thoughtfully at Marthafor amoment, and she looked smaller
for that moment, just an ordinary kid. "Yes," shesaid, "l do." She added in more her usua manner, "I'm
not stupid.” And then she turned on me and stuck her chin out and clenched her fistsand said, “And I'll
even keep your secret for you, but first you have to apologize, and then you have to ask me nicely, and
| don't care what you think you can do to me."

| was over my bad temper by then. And besides, L ois was so much moreimportant. (Lois, who | was
keeping trapped between my shins so she couldn't go burn Martha and Eleanor and, among other things,
maybe give the game away after dl.) "I'm sorry,” | said, dmost sncerely. "Please don't tell anyone about
Lois, okay?'

She pulled her chinin alittle and crossed her arms. "Okay," she said. And | believed her.

The grown-ups were redlly preoccupied at dinner that night, so they didn't notice | wasredly
preoccupied too. Kit and Jane were there aswell as Dad, and Grace and Billy. | don't know if having
more silent grown-ups there was supposed to make the silence less obvious but it didn't. Grace and Lois
and | kept the conversation going. Grace did a pretty good burble too, although she dways did it the way
you make "mmm-hmmm” noises at afour-year-old (human) who wantsto tel you agtory. It reminded
me of being four, when Grace sometimes baby-sat for me. Thisdidn't actualy improve my mood. It
seemed to methey were il "mmm-hmmming”’ meredly.

| wanted to ask them how the meeting had gone, but | couldn't, since | wasn't supposed to know
about it. It did make me alittle angry that they seemed to think Marthaand Eleanor wouldn't have
noticed, even if they thought they had me safdly tucked away (they wereright

about that, which was part of why | was angry), but 1've noticed be-fore the way children are
conveniently assumed to be dumb when adults need them to be. Y ou'd think the adults would learn. But
who am | to be sarcastic? | didn't want to know about the poacher. The vil-lain. | didn't want the
poacher ever to cross my mind for any reason whatsoever. It was bad enough thinking about Lois mom,
every day, which | did, asl told you. | used to try to blot out the memory part of it by deliberately caling
up that dragon cave | still dreamed about some-times, which usually had her in it, because there she was
alive whichishow I knew it was only astupid childish dream and it meant | redlly wasawuss.

I mostly could blot the poacher out. But this was the worst yet: that he had parents who could make
big trouble for Smokehill. How do | ex-plain thisto you though?1 did think about it, that evening, with al
these preoccupied grown-ups eating Grace's food and pretending redlly badly that everything was
normal, whatever normal was any more. | thought about it and kind of redlized - athough writing it down
like thismakesit again awhole lot more rationa than it was at thetime - that | couldn't think about it. It
was too much. If there was aline, thiswas over it. My job wasto raise Lois. Somebody el se was going
to haveto ded with thevillain.



About thetime Lois started riding on my shoulders she aso suddenly hey presto housebroke hersdif.
What amgor rdief that was. Dragon digpers are the WORST (And | should say | didn't do all my own
laun-dry, if you counted Lois. We dl did Lois digpers. And - speaking of needing generators to run stuff
- | can't imagine doing baby dragon dia-pers without awashing machine. Or anyway | don't want to.
Mind Y OU we were probably destroying the local groundwater table or whatever. They took more than
one go and you didn't just throw them in without some preliminary detox either.)

But it wasweird, how fast it happened, and how little | had to do with it. It makes senseiif you figure
that this must be the stage when the baby dragon is not merely old enough (and scaly enough) to look out
of itsmom'’s pouch but old enough to climb out and do its business outdoors, which must be amajor
relief to Mom. | had noticed that Lois scaesfirs started redly looking like scales on her head, like they
grew therefirst so she could look out and get used to the idea of ouit.

It was ardlief in other waystoo - her tail wasturning into atail, and the digpers didn't fit so well any
more, and even Billy'singenuity hasitslimits. Big disgusting yuck. | used to make jokes about Super
Glue. Especidly when - No, never mind.

The point isthat suddenly it wasn't a problem any more. Except that it was because everything about
Loiswas aproblem and the problem got bigger as she got bigger, and while no more dragon digpers was
TOTALLY agood thing, dragon dung doesn't disintegrate that fast, so | had to get out there and bury
the stuff dl thetime, and dragonlet diges-tion redly puts the stuff through, so whilel would have said she
was never out of my sight when we were outdoors together (sheld better not be) she still managed to
leave piles| didn't notice her leaving.

Then there was the fact that dragonlet pee dowly burns holesin amost everything it touches (it didn't
burn right through the diapers, but it wore through fast enough that we had to patch them, and
needle-work is not my thing but Grace let me use pretty much anything in her sawing box, so some of
them got kind of artistically interesting over time and repeat mending) and fortunately Billy and Grace's
house didn't have any lawn to destroy, but she still dmost managed to kill one of Grace's
Smokehill-winter-proof, tougher-than-the-French-Foreign- Legion rhododendrons before | figured out
how to persuade her - Lois, not Grace - to pee and crap in one sort of general area. Although this ill
wasn't foolproof. | swear | was always out there with my shovel - to the extent that if adragon could get
neurotic | should have given Loisacomplex - and even so haf the time when Kit or Jane came round the
conversation would begin likethis:

Kit or Jane: "Hi, Jake. Theresa-"

Me: "Okay." And | go get my shovd. (If it was Whiteoak, he just looked a me. And I'd go get my
shove.) And miss whatever they'd cometo say, probably, which may have been the idea.

Loiswould dways come with me. Far from devel oping acomplex she was ddighted for an excuseto
go outside and play some more, and asfar as she was concerned (evidently) my strange compulsion to
bury her leavings was as good an excuse as anything else, and the house was getting smdler and smdler
as she got bigger and bigger. (I wonder what she thought about the toilet. | dways used to wonder that
about Snark. | don't know how good adragon's sense of smdll is, but it would have to be redlly bad not
to draw the correct conclusions about what the toilet is about. And adog hasto know. Soisn't it
thinking, Hey, why do you get to use that thing when | have to go outdoors even when the wind chill
makesit sixty below and the snow iscoming in sideways?)

She weighed about thirty pounds when she housebroke hersdf, but that's still a pretty fair weight to
carry around on your shoulders (if you're only ahuman), especidly when it wiggles. Thething | worried
about the most - the most after the possibility of someone taking awrong turn and wandering into Billy
and Grace's back yard some day, especialy some day when | hadn't got out there with my shovel, or
maybein fact | was out there with my shovel, and with Lois hersdlf - wasthat she was going to sart
practicing her fire-throwing. The fact that she was aive proved her igniventator wasworking, and the



skin on my stomach sure believed it. And aswell as getting bigger and noisier she was getting livelier and
she wanted more action. How do you teach adragon to come, St and stay? Fortunately she still had little
short legsand couldn't run asfast as | could. (Snark had been able to run foster than me by the time he
was twelve weeks old, dthough | was ill pretty little mysdlf then.) But | was pretty sure thiswouldn't be
true much longer. | was aso keeping a sharp, anxious eye on her wing stubs, but they didn't seem to be
doing anything much yet ether.

But speaking of training adragon, it was at this stage, when she was beginning to spend significant
amounts of time outside her mom's pouch equivalent that | began to redlize ... thisis going to sound reglly
stupid ... that she wastrying to, uh, respond to me, | mean aside from the fact that she till got hysterical if
| wasn't around for more than about two hours.

I'veraised, or helped raise, baby birds and baby raccoons and baby woodchucks and baby
porcupines, and watched the Rangers raise baby bears and baby wolves and baby eagles, and some of
them even survived to grow up and fly or run or trundle away. But when ababy robin getsall excited and
sticksits neck out and opensits mouth and goes "ak kak kak kak kak™ at you it's not exactly responding
to you. It's responding to the progpect of getting fed. It never thinks about being arobin, and it doesn't
carewhat you are, so long as you're feeding it the right stuff. (Chopped up earthwormsrolled indirt area
favorite. Delicious.) | dso know that animals raised by humans tend to grow up funny because they aren't
getting socialized by their own kind and don't learn how to do it, but even then I'm not sure that what
they're doing is confusing themsalves by trying to be human. What they're doing isfailing to learn how to
be themsdves.

And | wasalittleslly about Lois ... okay, more than alittle. But can you blame me? The point is, when
she started spending more time at alittle distance, so we could like look at each other - that was another
thing, her eyes had suddenly gone all sharp and focused at about five months; 1'd begun to think that
maybe dragons don't use sight much (and then I'd remember her mom's eye, sharp and clear and focused
as anything - and dying - and then I'd remember al the impossible stuff 1'd seen in that eye about hope
and despair - and then I'd take my mind off it like peding Snark asa puppy off the shoe hewas
disemboweling)- anyway, when L ois could watch me properly, she started trying to do what | was doing.
For awhilel could ignoreit, put it down to why your cat walks on your keyboard when you're trying to
use your com-puter, why your dog suddenly wantsto play fetch when it's your turn to get dinner.

But shewasn't just trying to get my attention. It took me awhileto figure this out - dragonsand
humans are shaped so much different. It's not like baby chimps learning to crack coconuts with stones by
pick-ing up astone and banging with it because that's what Mom's doing. Or maybeit is. When | was
typing, if shedidn't want anap, Lois used to dance. | should maybe say I'm kind of adramatic typi<. |
had had to practice kegping my legs and feet till when Loisfirst got out of the ding, so she could lieon
themwhilel typed. If they weren't held down, my feet started tapping al by themselves. (Which wasn't
actu-aly such abad thing, because if she didn't want anap - and she way too often didn't want anap -
shed dance with my feet. Thiswasalittle distracting | admit, but | usualy managed to keep typing.) She
made great wheezy inhae noises when | was breathing in something espe-cidly wonderful that Grace
was taking out of the oven, but that may just have been that she agreed with me. When I'd scratch my
head or pull my hair and grunt while | was doing schoolwork | didn't like (which tended to make the
Headache worse too) she'd scratch and shake her head - and grunt.

Sometimesit was more complicated than that - or maybe what | mean isit was harder to decide it
didn't mean anything. But when | was doing laundry she began to collect whatever smal loose stuff she
could around the house, shoes, magazines, dropped pencils, wet rain stuff hanging over the radiators, and
including snaffling towe s off therails (which in theory were hung too high for her to reach), snuggle them
around awhile on the kitchen floor (I tried to rescue the towd s in time), leave them while the washer ran,
and then bring them outdoors and spread them out on the ground (sometimes thiswas kind of hard on
the magazines) when | hung the stuff up to dry.



Thisredly did catch my attention because it seemed to me to say something about her attention span
and her, you know, menta processes generdly. It was way too complicated, you know? In fact it Sarted
mak-ing methink scary Dragons Are Intelligent thoughts so | concentrated on trying to prevent her
from "washing" anything that would make morework for me. | told myself that baby critters are dways
getting into other things - especidly things you don't want them to get into - it'swhat they do. It's part of
being ababy critter. It's part of growing up. Half-grown raccoons are incredibly cregtive escape artists
and nosy and boy can they get into trouble. It's hardwired. Nothing to get paranoid about. Nope.
Nothing at all.

And I've said shewas noisy. Well, | talked to her alot. That went back to that very first day, that
awful day when | found her, when we were like both yattering from our different traumas. Well, same
trauma, dif-ferent angle. It'slike weld just never stopped, it's just the frenzy level had dropped some, and
most of our yattering now was pretty cheerful. A little overwrought sometimes maybe but pretty cheerful.

I've told you she had learned redlly quickly to "talk" during pausesin a conversation - the one time she
consstently broke thisrule was while | wasin the shower. (Sheld gone on not liking to get wet.) | aways
|eft the bathroom door half open so she could follow mein if she wanted to (which she awaysdid, but |
kept hoping ... ) and she talked to/with the shower. | could hear her - the water going whoosh whoosh

shower was either one of my noises or amgor mo-nologist, and didn't quite understand why it only
made this one sort of splash-and-splatter-punctuated roaring cry.

So if there was no one else a home sometimes | sang. Now there isanoise to drive the birds from the
trees and the dragons into the degpest caverns of the Bonelands. Even Lois mimicry boggled at try-ing to
do the dragonlet version of ashower and Jake singing. Although she did do agood hum. In fact her
humming was the nearest of dl her noisesto any of the noises humans make. Sometimes we hummed
together.

But | think | played with her more once Marthaand Eleanor werein onit. Thingsjust felt alittle less
harrowing. That being-on-the-same--sde thing even made me fed alittle more a ease with the child
welfare people, and | swear child welfare people pick up the smell of fear like mean dogs do and have
no cluethat the fear might be of them. (Mean dogs know perfectly well that it is. Weve - Smokehill |
mean - only ever had maybe two mean dogs since I've been old enough to notice, and they don't last
past the first snap. One of the familieswith kids, one of the kids ran away when Dad banned the dog,
and then the rest of the family gave up and left too. More of Dad's graduate students. He doesn't have
the best luck with his graduate students.)

Eleanor nearly ruined everything though by deciding to be helpful by adding corroborative testimony,
likein police shows on TV. She asked the doctor if he couldn't do anything else for my eczema (his
creams hadn't worked, not surprisingly, but also because | hadn't bothered to use them) because shewas
sureit hurt more than | admitted. Thanks, Eleanor. Maybe it worked out okay though, since the doctor
knew that Eleanor was a busybody. So maybe that Eleanor pretended she knew it was eczema was
corroborative testimony. (I taught her to say "cor-roborative testimony” and she forgave me for being
ticked off that shed opened her big mouth about it at al.)

Anyway. Loisused to lie on my feet at supper (everybody dse care-fully and awkwardly keeping their
feet out of the way around Billy and Grace'slittle kitchen table, especidly after she started to generdize
about people and wanted to be friends with everybody she saw. Even if you were unsympathetically
wearing shoes sheld put her hot, scratchy nose up your pantleg to be sociable) which was usualy the four
of us humans plus one dragon. Except when Dad couldn't get away or Billy was on duty or aggravating
some investigators or checking what the diggers and builders were (still) doing to the caves after they'd
closed down for the day (work on this had dowed down alot since the scandal started). And then
sometimes we had - Jane or Kit or Whiteoak - or Nate or Jo, who Billy'd added to the
dragonsitting/Jake's Sanity Conservartion rota - and people having amedl together talk (except



Whiteoak of course. | learned "thank you" and "please pass the whatever” in Arkholafrom having
Whiteoak for dinner. Even Whiteoak wasn't going to risk being rude to Grace | think). Maybe they talk
especially when they aren't completely comfortable with each other, and Dad and | hadn't been
completely comfortable with each other in years, and we aso weren't seeing as much of each other aswe
used to, so most of the time we talked alot to cover up the silence.

(Except of courseif theréd just been abig meeting about what to do about the poacher's parents -
which nobody ever did tell me any-thing about, just by the way, until years later, when | asked Dad. He
looked a me blankly for aminute and then gave a sort of hollow non-laugh. "We didn't figure anything
out, that first meeting,” he said - and Dad doesn't talk initalicsal thetimetheway | do. "Wedidn't figure
anything out. We just sat around and moaned and shouted and tore our hair." He stared into space for a
minute, frowning. "It was pretty goddamn awful.”)

It was ajokefor along time when, if aslence did manageto fal, we'd hear Lois doing her peeping
and burbling under the table, which got gruffer and rougher as she got older. But | think I'm the only one
of us humanswho noticed that it wasn't just getting gruffer and rougher, but it was starting to rise and fall
inarhythm - kind of alot like the sound of peopletalking.

| thought about thisfor awhile, kind of hoping that someone else would notice too, but if anyone did
they didn't say anything to me. But dragon noises, as| say, are peculiar so probably only my ears could
make anything about Lois sound effects seem familiar.

It had been Eleanor's remark about my goofinessthat had really made me think abouit it. Between Lois
and ... between Loisand Loisit wasredly easy not to think about anything but getting through every hour
asit came. So up till Marthaand Eleanor met Lois | suppose | had kind of been thinking about Lois
amog like afunny looking dog with sirange habits. Snark imitated al kinds of human thingsand wedl
just said oh, what a clown. Eleanor made me redlize that while | was just as goofy about Loisas1'd been
about Snark, | was goofy about her differ-ently. Not just because she wasn't adog. Not just because
shewasthefirgt addition to my family after fifty percent of it had died. Not just because of the dreams.

So one afternoon when 1'd done more schoolwork than | could stand, and it was sunny outdoors, and
we were aone at the cabin, | Look her out (she waddled and murmured behind me, her scaly feet and
thetip of her now steedily lengthening tail making afunny little scut-tling noise on the kitchen linoleum like
maybe there were severd baby dragons following meinstead of only one) and sat down on the ground
with her and said, "Hey, Lois" | said it very carefully and deliberately. "Heeeeeey™" on afaling note and
"Lois" astwo digtinct syllables, "Lo" higher and stronger and "is' dropping off and down.

| didn't 9t on the ground with her so much any more because for some reason this got her al excited
and shewastoo inclined to stick her face in my face and give me more eczema (what agood thing she
wasn't aface-licker), but it was agood way to get her attention. When she rushed over to touch her nose
againg mine | fended her off with ahand and said "Hey, Lois' again.

She stopped trying to make face contact and looked at me asif she -knew this wasimportant. She
didn't have that squashy look of something that had been stepped on any more, and her head was
beginning to look amost alittle horsay, narrow at the muzzle and wider between the eyes. Her eyeswere
alittle bulgy like an anima's who expectsto have alot of periphera vison, but they were also protected
by some nobbly, bumpy ridges, so who knows. Maybe dragons see the world with a nice scalloped
frame around it. Baby dragon eyelashes, by the way, are hafway to being spines, which meanstha when
your baby dragon blinksits eyeswhen it'sfaling adegp againgt your somach, you fed like you're being
peded. (Some of the spind plates, the erectile ones, have dightly serrated edgestoo, which arein effect
more like a cheese-grater.) | must have good resistance to pain or something. | never minded the eczema
or the pedling nearly as much as | minded the dia-pers, and the diapers were over.

She peeped a me. "Hey, Lois."



She peeped again, except it was more of agrumble. "Hey, Lois."

Another rumbly peep. But this one was athree-syllable peep, and the first syllable was longer than the
other two.

"Hey," | said, more softly. "Lois"

And she answered aquieter three-syllable peep, and the long syllable fell down the scale and the firgt
short syllable was higher and stronger and the second short syllable was lower and deeper.

| looked at her and she looked a me. Sure, mynah birds can do bet-ter, but do they do better while
you're both straining with aertness at each other? It takes weeks to teach a parakeet to say itsfirst
words. Theair was nearly humming around us, and the Headache tried to break out of my skull again,
which it didn't do so much asit used to except when | woke up from dreaming about big dragons and
caves with weird lighting effects. | suppose I'd noticed before that the Headache tended to get worse
when Loisand | seemed to be getting, you know, intense at each other. But | wasn't thinking about that
ether. | did wonder oc-casiondly if maybe it was abrain tumor, but weirdly since I'm so good at
worrying about everything | could never really get going worrying about that.

So | sat there looking at her with her looking at me. | was excited and thrilled and d <0 ... frightened
and horrified. Frightened because it waslike | wasfindly facing that | had thiswhole extra responsibility
I'd only been trying to keep her dive, which had been more than enough, but now 1'd been reminded,
forcefully, that just feeding awild orphan isn't enough, and what do you teach a dragon about being a
dragon? What was Loistrying to learn from the very funny-looking dragon she thought was her mom by
mimicking the noises she (well, he) made?

I had no idea. And nobody could tell me. And | had read Old Pete's journals so often | knew them
amost by heart and he couldn't tell me ether.

And | hated theideathat the best Lois had to look forward to was growing up to live in some kind of
cage and being dumbly fed by hu-mansfor the rest of her life because no one would've taught her how to
be adragon. Okay, Loisbeing alivewasamiracle.

| wanted more miracles. That's all.

| ds0 perversely suddenly didn't want any other humans to notice that Loiswastrying to spesk
human. Add thisto thelong list of things| can't realy explain. | was afraid of ... how their reactions might
make methink about it, | guess. Just the fact that they'd have reactions (Dad would get all fascinated and
remind me to keep careful notes and Billy would just nod dowly and go on with whatever he was doing)
felt like someone putting a hand on your soap bubble: pop. (Although as soap bubbles go, Loisdidn't
make the grade.)

But | wasredizing what it redly meant that Loiswas Loisto mefirst and a dragon second, however
stupid that sounds, like | could forget 1:61- half a nanosecond that she was adragon. But everybody el se
could afford to see her asadragon. And thismeant | saw her as... ?

| had alot of deepless nights after that afternoon, While Lois snuffled and gurgled under the
bedclothes. While | worried | so noticed- - especialy noticeable in an enclosed space like between
your sheets - that her burps and farts smelled more and more like singe and char. | was sure Loiswould
be brokenhearted if she woke up one morning and discovered sheld fried mein her deep ... but what if
shedid?



CHAPTER SIX

I'm gtill doing alousy job of giving you any sense of time passing. Well, time passed, and dl of us
pre-adult things kept getting bigger, me, Mar-tha, Eleanor ... Lois. And the seasons kept changing, the
way they do. Y ou don't not notice things like which season it isin Smokehill. (Well. Y ou get confused
sometimes, like when it snowsin August, or when the February thaw islonger than usual and every critter
in the zoo and the orphanage starts shedding, and everything underfoot that isn't rock turnsto mud, and
that year you have to go through thistwice.) But weether and seasons are kind of the same even when
they're different: 1t may be spring now, but winter will come round again soon enough. You know  that.
So | waslying awake smdlling farts like burned toast and scorched hamburger, and thinking about how
Loiswas getting on for two yearsold.

Shed turn two right before I'd turn seventeen. 1'd have my high-school equivalency certificate by then
easy, and then | could stop pretending to be a fast-track early-acceptance Ranger apprentice and
become areal one - out of reach of social workers and bureaucrats It last. And doctorstrying to treat
me for aunique variety of eczema. Weld been so lucky so far. (I keep saying that. But it's maybe the
most important thing of al.) Marthatold me there was abig new Friends of Smokehill movement that
was holding the Searles off. The Searleswere the parents of the villain. Somehow | didn't manage not to
learn their/his last name. They said that while it wastrue that their son had been in the park when he
shouldn', he only wanted to see adragon and that this one had turned on him for no reason. Like they
were there and saw it happen. Like that explained the spare grenades held till been wearing when she
flamed him and the big-bore lightning rifle heavy enough to penetrate Six rhinos sanding in arow. Even
I'd half-noticed the heavy artillery at the time. Sure he'd only wanted to see adragon.

Our Friends had made abiiiig fuss about the lightning rifle and the grenades, which iswhy the Searles
hadn't closed us down yet, but the Searles said that he would of course have taken gear to protect
himsalf in case of an unprovoked attack ... blah blah blah. . . . The forensic morgue guys had even
proved that he'd died ingtantly when she flamed him, so he had to have shot her first. But ...

Severd eons ago I'd been hanging around the ticket booth bugging Katie who has dways been redlly
good about being bugged (even before Eleanor was born). Snark was with me because he alwayswas
withme. | had him lying down. My parents had hammered it into methat if | was going to haveadog |
had to train him because of al the tourists (and, of course, the park itsdlf). Thiswasfine with me. It's not
like | wanted to play footbal with my pals every afternoon after school. So | trained Snark to do al kinds
of stuff. Lying down for afew minuteswhile | gave Katie ahard time was nothing to Snark.

There were only afew tourists around and | wasn't paying attention. Snark was behind me, and Kati€'s
view was blocked by the corner of theticket booth. | turned around in time to see somekid only alittle
younger than metrying to poke Snhark in the eye - | don't know, to get areaction or something? -
because Snark would have been ignoring any-body who was astranger. Several things happened at
once. | saw Snark jerk his head away from the poking finger, the kid said, "You'rearedly stupid dog,
aren't you?' and poked at hisother eye, | yelled, "Hey!" and Snark jerked hishead again ... and
growled.

And the mother of thiskid suddenly appeared from nowhere- - where had she been aminute ago? -
dhrieking that thiswas avicious dog and we were to destroy it at once and it was savaging her only child



inanational park, and shewas going to write to her congressman - | was screaming that her kid had
been trying to poke my dog in the eye, and Katie was trying to shut us both up. Katie lied and said that
sheld seen the kid - she knew Snark, it wasn't really like lying - the mother said she didn't believeit, |

was nearly intears- | now had Snark stand-ing beside me with my hand around his collar - and it might
have been awhole lot worse than it was except the kid tried to sneak around and give Snark akick while
everyone elsewas busy yelling at each other, and not only Katie but acouple of other Rangerswho'd
been drawn by the commotion saw it. The mother saw it too athough she denied it. Shedidn't deny it
convincingly however and when Katie told her she had better take her freaky kid and leave, she actudly
went.

People are amazing. They'll do Suff you can't believe anyone would do and not believe stuff that is
under their noses. Y ou cantt trust them and you certainly can't reason with them. Thelawsare
schizophrenic be-cause people are schizophrenic. So evenif the Friends of Smokehill might win against
the Searles about their shoul d-have-been-drowned-at-birth son because dragons are rare and
endangered and romantic (so long as you forget they have pouches), you still had to assume we wouldn't
sur-vive the discovery of Lois. Wed not survive even worseif it came out about the eczema. It wouldn't
matter that it wasn't her fault and that | didn't mind (much). It would make her abad dragon - and it
would make al the grown-ups around me bad grown-ups for letting it happen. And she was abad
dragon anyway - look at her homicida mom - and we were bad (and crazy and dangerous) for having
sded with the drag-ons against our own kind by trying to save her.

Or maybe when Lois grew up crippled or something 1'd be the bad human who raised her wrong. You
just don't know how other humans are going to react. And there were of course so many ways| could
be raisng her wrong. It waslike evenin my own head | couldn't answer dl the people who would tell me
| was, if they knew | wastrying to. ALL wayswere waysfor meto be raising her wrong.

... And at this point my synapses al snap smultaneoudy and one of the emergency circuits cutsin and
diverts me onto afamiliar worry loop before | salf-destruct.

... For example Lois ate everything now, at least shedid if | didn't stop her, everything from raw
gpinach (emwwww) to cream puffswith ice cream and chocolate sauce. Grace made cream puffsto die
for, I admit, but you don't necessarily expect a dragon to get the details. The funny thing about Loisis
that unlike adog she never went around nose to ground vacuum-cleaning the floor or the yard or
anything. What she did was watch us and eat whatever we ate. She didn't get many vegetablestill she
started watching Grace and Billy and not just me. But sheld eaten apples and popcorn amost from the
beginning which seem even less dragony than vegetables. (Y ou know the business of carnivores getting
their greens from what the herbivore they're eating hasin its tomach. And alot of dogslike graze. Snark
didn't eat grass so much as moss. He loved maoss. Given the landscape around the ingtitute he had plenty
of opportunity.) If shed ever learned to open the refrigerator door we would have been in big trouble.
Fortunately shedidn't. (I did keep her away from the cream puffs, after the first time, when | hadn't
realized how sneaky she could be: Chocolate is poisonous to dogs, for example, and sugar isn't good for
anybody, and Lois had enough marks against her aready.)

And have | mentioned she snored?

But the point wasthat | waslosing my nerve. The emergency-worry shunt was beginning to overload
too because it was getting used so often. | began to fedl like me turning seventeen was some kind of
deadline - and the ads the Searles were paying for were so everywhere on TV now that Marthatold me
even Eleanor didn't want to watch TV any more. (Billy and Grace didn't havea TV The farther-out
Rangers cabins mostly couldn't pick up the signd that the Ingtitute's
Godzilla-being-attacked-by-a-flying-saucer specid unique aerid/ dish thingummy somehow squiggled
through thefence.)

I was making up the deadline part, of course. Me turning seventeen - -so long as the school



equivaency went through okay - was going to make the game we were playing alittle easier. But it
wouldn't change the fact that the game was a deadly one. And you do start going nuts under pressure
eventualy. Not to mention the increasing difficulty of keeping a perpetudly hungry,
German-Shepherd-sized, more or less untrained and so far as we knew untrainable,
very-high-activity-and--curiogity-leve illegd animal, who might start setting fire to things any day now
and whose wings were findly beginning to sprout, cooped up inasmal house,

Andit'saliethat Loiswasuntrainable. It'sjust that the idea of train-ing usualy meansthat you're
supposed to end up where, if you ask someone to do something, they doiit. If it'sadog it'slike "sit" or
"leaveit.” If it'sakidit'slike"do your homework™" or "turnthe TV down." Or training like teaching akid
to get dressed in the morning, till he doesit himsdlf. Or adog to go outside and not on the floor. | didn't
housebreak Lois, shedid it hersalf, which Billy and Dad and | sat around agreeing probably means that
dragons have dens where they raise their kids, even after the kids climb out of the pouch.

| forgot to tell you, Loisdoing it outdoors began the eraof amaz-ing numbers of outdoor barbecues,
to give some disguise - and some excuse - for the latest eye-wateringly peculiar smellsthat hung around
Billy and Grace's cottage. We were such barbecue freaks we were even out there in the winter and, trust
me, & Smokehill, that's wacko. We did stop as soon asit got cold enough that even hot dragonlet poop
froze pretty much ingantly ... but Billy had to help dig the trench next spring when it all melted - and we
dug that trench fast.

Loisin thewinter was ahoot, by theway. By her first winter she was way active enough that I'd've
had to get her Outdoors somehow to run some of her energy off anyway, but she waslittle enough and
short--legged enough that without her body temperature acting as anatural snowplow it might have been
aproblem. Asit was| worried about anybody who didn't know about her wondering about the weird
snow mazes around the cottage, where Lois had melted some extremely bi-zarre trails. She didn't run,
redly, she cavorted. And | had to cavort along with her or with my pathetic human hest production
I'd'vefrozen into a Jake-cicle.

By her second winter her neck plates gave me enough purchase that | could grab one and be kind of
towed aong, al bent over of course, and more clumsy than you can imagine. But laughing helps keep you
warm too. The only drawback was that she ate even more after sheld melted alot of snow. Just likein
Old Pete's diaries about dragonsin winter. Also just like Old Pete's diaries she showed no inclination to
hibernate.

It was also pretty interesting - you do get alittle claustrophobic herein the winter. Even being closed to
tourists for three months doesn't quite offset this, dthough, believe me, it helps. And the main Ingtitute
building is pretty big, especidly whenitisn't full of tourists. (Snark and | used to have great gamesin the
empty tourist hall.) But you miss being able to go outdoors easily - or being able to breathe without your
nose gluing itsalf together and your lungs going into shock - or having to re-shovel the path you just
shoveled the last time you had to hack your way down to the zoo or whatever - everybody doesalot of
shoveing, besides the big plows that fit on the front of some of the jegps - and athough the fence dows
some of thewind down, it'll ill kill you if it can, and the big winter sorms are just scary. How much
bigger than you are are things like weather? A WHOLE LOT BIGGER. | guessyou can ignore this most
of thetimeif you. livein acity, but you don't forget it for aminute in a place like Smokehill, and it sort of
comes after you in winter.

But having an igniventator-equipped companion had aredly funny effect on me - suddenly | didn't care
about winter. If | felt chilly | could just warm mysdlf against Loisfor amoment; leaning over her to
breathe would even ungtick my nose. Except for the egting, and the rdative in-crease of difficulty in
cavorting due to whatever quantity of snow had to be melted first, the cold didn't seemto faze Loisat dl.
Although | admit that not having up to severa thousand visitors aday the way it wasin peak season, any
one of whom might manage to be in the wrong place a the wrong time, might have had something to do
with my suddenly more liberd attitude toward deep winter.



But even Billy'sincense and me burying everything | found wasn't enough, we needed to add charcod
briquettes to the bouquet. But while Lois getting it that the entire cottage was ano-go areamight mean
that she was preprogrammed by thousands of years of dragons raising their dragonletsin dens, |
wondered if that was all it was. Because Lois was so amazing a mimic. When we were out in the park
we al went outdoors so there was aprecedent. I'm just grateful | didn't have to teach her to use the
toilet. But the mimic stuff gave me anideaabout training. Which ishow | trained her to fetch sticks - by
fetching them mysdlf first. Getting her to pay attention to me and what | was doing was never a problem.
(Pity | couldn't teach her to do French, or Latin.) | thought of fetching sticks because it was something |
thought would trandate - | wasn't sure | could get "Sit" across to something shaped like Lois, and whilel
tried to train her to lie down, she didn't seem to think she had to do thisunless | stayed lying down too.
That'sthething - | never fet like Lois owner, or boss. Mom, maybe. But how many little kids actually do
what their momste| them?

So | went to Billy and told him | wanted a project that would take me into the park and let me-us-stay
there for afew months. As near to uninterrupted as we could manage. I'd still be under seventeen, but as
| put it to Billy (1'd thought this out pretty carefully), the reason we were going to give was that | wanted
to be sure that this Ranger thing waswheat | really wanted to do before | turned seventeen and signed
the contract. Between having to stay home and keep Lois company and the rising worry level, I'd gone
on acing every test the school guys could throw at me, and they'd been throwing them at me harder
because of the early-acceptance Ranger thing that | think they suspected was undue influence or
something. Which it was, of course, but not from the direction they were looking in. Also because | kept
proving | could, which seemed redlly unfair. If the rat can learn to find the food at the end of this maze,
let'stry aharder maze. Likejust for laughs. | think school-equivaency bozos have too much time on their
hands.

Why | still wanted to take all these stupid languages | was so bad &t if | was going to be a Ranger no
one ever asked me (if I'd wanted to make myself useful asaforeign tourist guide | should have been
choosing Swahili or Catdan, the Rangersve already got most of the big languages covered) - but then |
never let on how much | sweated those tests. And | guessit was away for me (and maybe Dad) to
pretend | still might get aPhD some day.

We cooked it up that Loisand | would stay at Westcamp, which was the smallest and the least used of
the permanent camps, and study the incidence and patterning of found dragon scales, and any other signs
of dragons, in that area. There€d aready been dragon tracking studies a South, Limestone and High
camps - North and East were too close to the Ingtitute to bother - but nobody had bothered at
Westcamp either even though it should have been the right generd area. But there were too few dragon
sghtings there and grant writers had to go for numbers because the money giverstend to understand
numbers.

But Dad had actually wanted a dragon survey done at Westcamp for years because what signs and
sightings there were were odd, even for dragons, and that was why Westcamp had been built, and Dad
might have done the study himsdf if Mom hadn't died. Maybe that waswhy helet Billy and metalk him
into letting me go. Maybe he'd been trying to get used to the fact thet | redly wasn't going to betotally
answerable to him any more soon enough anyway - and while Dad's a control fresk hetriesto be a, fair
control freak, and he would have been thinking about this. And not letting me out of hissight just wasn't
anissue after Lais, it no longer existed in the new universewith Loisinit.

Maybe held been braced for my asking to do something much worse. I'd thought of worse things,
certainly. I'd thought of trying to go to Silver Valey where we dl knew there were dragons, and trying to
in-troduce Loisthere, like taking your kid to the local playground to meet other kids. | doubted that
would work, and | dso - sdfishly if you like - -didn't want to die, which seemed to me apossible sde
effect. | know | keep saying dragons don't kill people, but don't forget we'd just killed not just any old
few dragons but amom and her babies, and even if thisdidn't pissthem off it could certainly have made



them twitchy.

Because the dragons seemed to have noticed the poacher too, or the death of Lois mother, after dl.
They're only animals, right? What really would they notice? Everybody dies, even dragons. | might keep
telling mysdf that the dragon dreams were only dreams and what | remem-bered about Lois mom was
just some side effect of how awful that had been ... but | kept remembering and | kept having the dreams
and they had an effect. So | didn't seem to have the luxury of the old they're--only-animas thing much
any more. What | kept thinking instead was stuff like if thered been any other dragons on the spot,
presumably they'd've taken Loiswith them before | got there - perhapsiif they'd got there soon enough
they'd have rescued some of her brothers and sisterstoo - and all these thoughts brought me back to the
pissed-off place. The weird thing, it seemed to me, was that it seemed to have taken dmost two yearsfor
them to notice.

But the dragon movements that the Rangers could read had changed ... and then abudoad of tourists
had been thrilled, amost into saizures, by the sight of ared live dragon flying by. It was so far away it
was only just recognizable - but there redlly isn't anything that looks like adragon except adragon, if it's
big enough to be even a speck with wings. A weirdly long and humpy speck with fantagtically long wings,
even as a speck.

And no ordinary tour-bus tourists had ever seen alive dragon before in the history of Smokehill.

It wasaheadlinein our loca papers and it made the nationa wire service. (Marthatold methat the
Searlestried to ingst that we'd faked it somehow to get the public on our side, but thistime the public
defi-nitely liked our version better.) Asaresult we got even more tourists, and we were aready getting
more tourists because of the Searles and their vendetta. But while a bunch of tourists seeing adragon
really made our numbers soar, which we were just about able to deal with and the money was nice, that
made it even more urgent that Loisand | get asfar away from the tourist area of Smokehill as possible.

| said we werejust about able to dedl with the latest increase in num-bers. Usudly we have like one
person ayear who manages to get away from their guide and start poking around where they're not
wanted. In the two months after the tourists saw the dragon we had three escapees, and one of them
(from where Nate had found him) must have gone right past our cottage. What if it had been one of the
afternoons that Loisand | were outdoors training each other to fetch sticks and roll over and play dead?
Andtak. It wasn't. But it might have been. It wasright after that that | asked Billy to help usthink up a
project to take us deep into the park.

The last week at the Indtitute | was jumping at shadows and | had to control mysdlf really hard when |
went down to the zoo because Eric knew | was leaving and while | suppose the ideathat you're goingto
be stuck cleaning odorata's cage more often - | was cleaning it twice aweek again by then - isenough to
put anyone in abad mood, Eric on atear makes Krakatoalook like ahibachi. | was having alot of
trouble not giving him any kind of reaction that would please him. At least | could scowl because since |
was ateenage boy my face was expected to be paralyzed in a sullen adult-defying expresson till my
twentieth birthday. But | redly wanted to tell him to get the hell off me and then what to do with himsdlf,
only he would have enjoyed that. He got on my nerves so much | nearly put a pitchfork through my foot,
which would have been redlly great, sinceit would have stopped me from taking Loisto Westcamp, and
that made me even madder.

"It'sjust that he's worried about Smokehill too," Marthasaid in an undertone, as we were cleaning out
one of the raccoon cages at the orphanage the next day. | blinked at her. | hadn't realized she'd gotten
over being afraid of him in the last two years. | wanted to say that what Eric worried about was Eric but
| wastwo years older too and | finaly knew what Dad had been talking about when he'd told me that we
were lucky to have him. Although why it waslike he had to make up for al the good stuff and hard work
he did by being sheer torture to be around is one of those mysteries of life.

"He got worseright after the poacher got killed," Marthawent on. Well, | knew that, but at thetime |



wastoo L ois - possessed to recognize any subtleties about worseness, beyond the part about him
cleaning od-orata's cage more often because | wasn't available. And sincethen while | still put my
away-from-Lois hoursin as evenly around the Ingtitute as | could | redlly dreaded the timewithin
hoarse-bellow range of Eric, which | hadn't before, and lately, when I'd started taking three or even four
hours away from Lois, one and a hdf in the morning and maybe two and a half in the afternoon,
depending on how mellow she seemed to be fedling about it, that meant | had to show up at the zoo
every day and | fdt like Eric wasleaving worse marks on methan Lois ever did.

“And he'sgot worse again latdly," she added. "I'm quite worried about him reglly." She looked over
her shoulder - toward the noise of Eric's voice roaring about something or other - with atiny frown and
shelooked dl grown-up and wise.

"Only you - or your mother - would waste time worrying about Eric,” | said, probably rather bitterly.

Marthawas silent for a minute while we lifted the raccoons hark into their nice clean cage and gave
them afew peanuts to make them think the process was worthwhile. Raccoons are pretty easy if you're
niceto them. It doesn't have to be a hugely complicated niceness with raccoons. When I'd first had Lois
some of the orphans didn't like me for awhile; | suppose | must have smdlled like the enemy dthough |
can't redly see adragon bothering with little stuff like chipmunks and spar-rows. It was the raccoons that
were willing to overlook my kinky new smell first and then in one of those weird ripple effect things
everybody else decided that | was still okay too, as much as any human (any human bearing food) was
okay and I'd never had any trouble since and occa-sionally something seemed to like me better. 1'd had
my first hands-on experience with a'Y ukon wolf cub about ten months before. (Because of Juliewhen
San Diego's nursing bitch died they sent her one surviving cub to Eric.) It till hadn't started biting me- |
don't mean puppy bites, | mean biting - weeks after everybody € se was wearing heavy gloves and
boots, including Eric. Curiosity probably killed the raccoon about the sametimeit killed the cat though.

Findly Marthasaid, "1 know he picks on you. But he hasto pick on someone and you're-you're redlly
the most Smokehilly of al of us, you know?Y ou've got that same
okay-maybe-there's-a-worl d-out-there-but--1'm-not-interested thing that he does. Y ou were like that
before - -before.”" Even out of earshot of anyone ese, away from Loisyou didn't say her name. "Even
your dad and my mom have more of aclue.”

| looked at her and felt my look turning into aglare. Theideathat | was even more clueless than my
dad wasn't going over too well either. “Areyou trying to tell me that Eric hates me because I'm like him?’

Martha laughed. (She wasn't afraid of me at al.) "No. | think he picks on you because you're what
he'd've liked to have been. Do you know he grew up in the city? Washington, DC. Twelve storiesup. He
started out with goldfish and turtles because they were smal and chegp and they didn't make alot of
noise, and he could get them past his parents, who were some kind of lawyersfor the government.”
Which only goesto prove that Martha can get anyone to tell her their life story. "And you know | think
he's horrible to the investigators deliberately. Let them waste their time on him.”

It kind of made me thoughtful, especialy snce Martha had the same idea about Eric and the
investigators as 1'd had. I might've come up with the idea out of perversity as much as anything, but
Marthawas coming at it Straight on and still thought s0. So on the last day - I'd be leaving before dawn
the next morning, the better to smuggle Lois past anyone who might be looking blearily out their kitchen
window waiting for the kettleto bail - I actualy tracked him down in his office. | admit | wavered on the
threshold, before hed seen me.

He was crouched over his computer (very unhedlthy posture: some-one should tell him: not me) where
he was surrounded by piles of pa-pers even scarier-looking than my dad's - this was partly because the
window was dways open in there (any time the temperature was above freezing) and not only wind and
rain came through but also Eric's crow and this summer's crow offspring. A lot of crows croaking and
creeking together actualy sound alot like Eric (in agood mood). But it was only Eric (muttering to



himself) this afternoon.

| stepped firmly over the doorsill and as Eric whirled around in his chair with a scowl no mere teenage
boy could hope to compete with, | said, "'l just wanted to say thanksfor everything you've taught me
about - about animas. And stuff It's going to be redlly useful when I'm out at Westcamp."

He'd stood up when he recognized who it was, which didn't help his mood any becausein the last year
I'd got serioudy taler than he was, and with him glaring & me | forgot the rest of what | was going to say.
So | stuck my hand out instead. Thiswas not planned. Thereisno way | would have planned sucha
great opportunity for Eric to make ajerk out of me, when he refused to shakeit. But he did. Shakeiit, |
mean. It felt like a perfectly norma hand too. A little more calused than some, maybe - likeaRanger's
hand. And then | turned and fled. Trying not to look like | wasfleeing, of course, but | was. But Eric
must have been as spooked as | was because he didn't shout anything after me.

So | got back to Billy and Grace's house - my house for the last dmost two years - actualy fedling
kind of good, like I'd achieved something. | wasin abad way.

| was already as much packed up as | was going to be before tomor-row morning and adding the
toothbrush and so on so | didn't have anything much to do - except play with Lais, of course. Therewas
a-ways playing with Lois. I'd often wished she dept more, like dogs do, and we'd never found away to
pen her up effectively. As sheld got bigger and friskier wed tried. But she had a habit of smply waking
through anything she didn't think should be there, and | didn't want her to hurt herself. Or to get any
ideas about like house walls. In her mutant arma-dillo way she was pretty tough and strong. When shed
first been doing her | Am Master of All | Survey thing shed managed to get hersdlf stuck between two
rungs of one of the kitchen chairs and she'd cracked the chair frame before | got her out - and she'd till
been pretty little then. Although some of how the chair frame had got cracked was because shed rushed
screaming to Mom, and Mom took some collateral dam-age while as you might say fighting for the of f
switch.

But | was glad of the distraction that afternoon because while thereisno way I'd've admitted it | was
feding kind of strange abouit thistrip. It could have been only the grindingly ongoing thing of Loisasthis
increasing problem - plus 1'd never done anything like this study | was supposed to be doing - because |
really was going to try to do it, aswell as hide Loiswhere no one could find her - plusI'd never been
away from the Ingtitute that long either - plus| had no idea how long that was going to be. The longest I'd
ever been away waswhen I'd found Lois, and that wasn't exactly areassuring memory. Did | just say "it
could have been only"?

But it wasn't going to be that big adedl redly (I told mysdf). It wasn't like | was ever going to be
aone. Thered be a Ranger with me dl the time, although only one - whoever they could spare - who
knew about Lais. It wouldn't be Billy very often. He actudly had nationd profile these days, did Billy.
Marthaand Eleanor told me that he was one of Smokehill's best counteroffensives against the Searles. A
lot of people are dtill willing to get al soggy over any Native American with acause, and Billy redly looks
the part. He didn't do alot of talking (of course) but he'd stand there and look solemn and chiseled while
Dad or someone did the moving-mouth thing.

Which meant we kept having camera people at Smokehill, and didn't they hate what our fence did to
their equipment. At least this dampened their enthusiasm for trying to wheedle themsdlvesinto filming
more of Smokehill, not that they would have succeeded. Sometimesthey had the interviews at
Wilsonvilleésweeny TV gation instead. Wilsonvillesweeny TV dation, which looked like somebody's
garage, possibly be-cause it was somebody's garage, didn't know what hit it. The only live interviews
they were used to getting were things like with the eight--year-old who got akitten for her birthday but
the kitten was so freaked by the parry that it went straight up atree and the fire brigade had to get it
down. (They interviewed both the kid and the fireman.)

And I'd miss Dad and Martha and Grace and everybody ese. Partly because | know what wilderness



redly is| had the senseto bein awe of it. And to know thet living a the Indtitute is nothing like living in
the park. And then therewas L ais. (All trains of thought lead to Lois.) What would she think of livingin
the park? To the extent that there was ANY long-term plan about al this, because even | knew | couldn't
just spend therest of my life marooned at Westcamp with Lois(. . . could I?), the plan was that the
dragon study | was supposed to be starting was going to get so interesting (were we going to have to
make up readings? That wasaredly depressing thought. That redlly isthe worst thing intheworld to a
scientist - being accused of making stuff up, of falsfying data - worse even than being aBad Scientist or
abank robber) that we'd decide to make it permanent. Which would mean somebody could a-ways be
out here keeping it running.

Ultimately thiswas supposedly going to mean that we got L ois used to having some other human
stooge than me, so | got to cycle back to the Ingtitute again and see everyone, while Jo or Whiteoak or
some-body kept Lois company for awhile. Martha was old enough, she could hike out with some
change of the guard sometime and come see me. Us. Theideaof leaving Lois behind wasway scary -
being away from her for like weeks, which iswhat it would take. 1'd - we'd - got her from ninety-second
showers by herself to four-hour stretches aday by hersdlf ... and dragons do grow up ... it ought to be
possible. The ideawasn't entirely new, you know? It was just an extension of what we were aready
doing. But ...

But it wasn't that, or maybe that was the beginning of what it re-dlly was. Which wasthat everything
was changing. Whatever happened now - even if some big-deal fairy waved her magic wand and
suddenly Loiswas okay and we didn't have to hide her any more - thiswas the end of something. And
the beginning of something too, but | knew what it used to be, and | had no ideawhat it was going to be.
It might be wor se.

While | waswhizzing around this stupid little circle of usdessthought and only haf paying attention to
Lois, who seemed to be trying to teach me to balance astick on the end of my nose (very evolution-arily
important in dragons I'm sure), Martha turned up. Occasiondly she - very occasondly Eleanor -
managed to sneak over to seeLais. | kind of suspect that Billy and Grace knew about this, but they
weren't making any trouble for us about knowing it officialy, so it had gone on happening.

Marthadidn't have much to say, but she wasn't abig chatter, and besides, if she was going to mess
with my head like she did about Eric, | was glad she didn't do it any more often. | wanted to tell her
about talking to Eric that afternoon, but | was too embarrassed. So | just stood there leaning against the
kitchen door and having idioticaly nosta gic thoughts about the claw marks on the sill, and watching her
petting Lois - with gloves on. It had turned out Loisliked this, despite my at-temptsto be rational and
assume she wouldn't because her skin wastoo thick (aWarning againgt Rationdity) and would roll over
and offer her tummy dmogt like adog, athough since her tummy is even hotter than the rest of her, the
gloves areredly necessary, and the spinal plates prevent her from redly rolling onto her back either. |
had been allittle bit jedlous of thisat firgt. It wasthe first time anyone but me had ever figured anything out
about Lais, | mean anything interesting, not like Grace putting vegetablesinto baby Lois broth.

There was afunny noise and | realized Marthawas crying. | started to say, "Oh, shi - " but | stopped,
because | redly do try not to say shi -, unless Eleanor is driving me nuts, even when Dad isn't around to
make a scene about it. | went over to them and patted her on the shoulder and she stood up and turned
around and put her arms around me and sobbed into my shirt. Two years ago thiswould have horrified
me so much | probably would have said "oh, shi - " while | shook her off and jumped back about amile,
but that was before Lois, and a salty wet spot and maybe alittle snot down my shirt is nothing to me
now. And nor is- er - someone leaning on me, you know? But | was still pretty embarrassed. For one
thing she was dmost fifteen and had breasts. The only breasts | was used to being hugged up against
were Grace's. Grace was agood hugger. And this was Martha. Martha had always been spe-cia
(breasts or no breasts).

But mainly | wasjust surprised. It was that extraempathy, or what-ever it was, that Marthahad. The



kind that could get someone like Eric to tell her about his childhood. (That hed had a childhood was
revela-tion enough.) Her record kegping orphans alive was better than mine. | was never much good with
the onesthat wanted to give up, | just got really upset and frustrated. Martha could sometimeslike make
the oneswho didn't want to live want to live after al. It was the same empathy that made her try petting
Loiswith gloves.

| did wonder, wigtfully, if maybe Marthawasworrying alittle about me. And maybe even going to miss
me. | mean, she had to like me, it was just her and me and Eleanor, like | keep saying. But theré's missing
and missng.

"Sorry," muttered Martha, letting go. | was relieved (except maybe about the breasts).

"We can tdk onthetwo-way," | said. "I'll let you know how she getson.”

Marthatried to smile. "Well have to make up acode.”

"Well need alot of words. Well need alot of wordsjust for Lois." "We can pretend she'sa crow and
her family, like Eric's Zelda" Marthalooked thoughtful. "I her wings start growing you can tell me about
your fledgling." Lois hed lately started flapping her wing-nubs when she got excited. If shewas till doing
this and her wings started growing properly 1'd probably be talking about my scars.

"If she breathes any fire I'll tell you about the lightning strike," | said, hoping | wasn't being too litera
there elther.

"If she'sbeing apest you can tell meto say hi to Eleanor for you," Marthasaid, and now shewas
amiling.

"What if | just want to say hi to Eleanor?’

"It'sthe samething. Loisisawaysapest. Like Eleanor. We love her anyway."

*kkkkk*k

The next morning Billy and Jane and Loisand | set off for Westcamp. | didn't redly start to breathe
eader till about the fourth night out. We weren't going very fast because twenty-three-month-old dragons
are not built for walking but they're way too heavy to carry very far. You try carrying abig German
Shepherd, even in atailor-made backpack, for more than amile or two, on top of al your gear. | il
carried her alittle, but that was more for comfort than covering ground. We had thought about making a
litter for her, but she would have hated that; sheld been pretty much into everything since shefirst Sarted
climbing out of her ding, but she wasin some kind of extreme toddler stage lately of want-ing to poke her
noseinto EVERY THING (fortunately if there were any skunks around they saw us before we saw them)
athough she was bet-ter natured about keeping up (so long as you never went much faster than an
amble) and not having tantrums than most of the human tod-dlers| saw at the Institute tourist center.

But with about fifty miles between us and the gate, that fourth eve-ning, | actudly felt mysdlf relaxing. It
was such astrangefeding at first | didn't know what it was. | fdlt light-headed and sort of floppy or
doppy and my first thought was, "Oh no - | can't get sick now" - and then it occurred to methat | was
just unwinding for like thefirst timein amost two years. (Or maybe four years. Since Mom died.)

It wastrue | dwaysfet alittle easier about things, which isto say about Lois, when | wasout in the
park with her, on our little field tripswith Billy or Kit or Whiteoak, athough even then it took about aday
to sink in. So on the fourth evening of our not little but Big No Going Back trip, when Loisindicated that
her working day was at an end by galloping up to me (she had a very strange galop, diagond, with her
unwieldy tail held avkwardly to one side, and while her little legs were nearly ablur shedidn't actudly go
very fagt), cannoning into my feet, and starting to snore, | sat down, dipped my backpack off, and
garted trying to unknot my muscles, both from General Permanent Life at the Ingtitute Maximum Stress
and dso not-familiar-enough wal king-and--packing-through-the-park sheer physica weariness.



Wewere at the top of alittle dell, with astream at the bottom (there was dways a stream at the
bottom of ddllsin eastern Smokehill) going chuckl echucklechucklehahahaha over the stones, the way
running water does, and spruce and afew white birch raggedly climbing the dope among the rock and
scree and scrub. 1'd managed to dither into an amogt chairlike series of small hummocks padded with
dead leaves and pine needles (which were probably wet, but | didn't have to know that till I got up again)
and wasn't sorry to be sitting il for afew min-utes, guiltily aware that | should be helping gather
firewood and set up camp, but if nobody caled me. . . . | was haf adeep mysdf when abare
browny-gray branch near the top of the nearest spruce spread its wings and turned into a great horned
owl. | swear it came swooping down in our direction for no other reason than to get acloser look at
Lois. That woke me up. But even avake (wdl: cdl it fuzzily haf awake) | fdt dif-ferent. Lighter. Sillier.
Tel meabad jokeand I'll laugh. | just lay there enjoying the sensation (and feding my backside getting
soggy)-

In about haf an hour | had to wake Lois up and coax her toward the fire Billy by then had got going at
the nearest plausible campsite, flickeringly visible from where we sat, or lay. Once Lois had crashed, she
tended to stay crashed, and if | tried to move her mostly sheignored me, but if | performed the ultimate
betraya and went off and left her she would peep heartbreakingly (although as her chest deepened so
did her peeping, and she had to work at it to sound as pathetic as she had when she waslittler) and
scrabble feebly with her clawslike shejust couldn't move another inch, and sincethiswas, after dl, an
orphan baby anima of arare and endangered species no human had ever successfully raised before, |
was alwaysworried that she meant it. Fortunately she could be lured by the prospect of anap beside a
fire. She did lovefires. It was one of the things that made me, poor flimsy 98.6-degree-Fahrenheit wuss
that | am, fed redly guilty. (I fortified mysdlf by remembering the first night twenty-three months ago,
trying to convince the repulsive little globby thing I'd picked up that it didn't have to livein my shirt, that
it'd be fine by thefire)

She groaned like she was being tortured but she came. In her defense she wasn't used to spending all
day waking any more than | was (she dso didn't know how to walk - she was elther zigzagging full tilt
from Interesting Thing to Interesting Thing or kedled over) and | was built better for it, but I'd unfolded
kind of dowly when | got up too, and | wasredly glad she agreed to do her own staggering, so | didn't
haveto carry her.

| already had a new mantra, from about the afternoon of thefirst day: We're farther in than we've ever
been. It repeatsredly nicely when you're walking: da dadathump dadada(well, daagain, but you can
run "weve ever" into two) thump. We weren't redlly, not yet, but that's where we were going, and also it
put agood spin on al the No Going Back. We were going farther in than we'd been since | first brought
her home as ablob, when shewas till smdl enough to fit under my shirt. The fourth night it waslikel
was beginning to believe it, or believe that we were going to get away with it somehow. At least for a

whilelonger.

I couldn't think about it that I'd probably never be able to bring Lois back to the Ingtitute, because
she'd've got too big, and would have wings and a flame-thrower ... couldn't think about the fact that no
doubt Billy and Dad knew thisjust aswell as| did and they hadn't said any-thing about it either, at least
not to me. | mean, sure, we'd talked about our long-range plan - subgtitute, about Lois getting to the
point that she didn't have to have me around al the time, but we'd only talked about it sort of sidelong
and haf casud, likeit was obvious and irrelevant and didn't redly need discussing.

Loisand | were both gtiff the second morning and worse the third (although this may have been
aggravated by the power struggle over how close we dept to the fire every night). | know thisisafitness
thing and proves that we weren't, but it's funny how you get one day like free of charge. The second day
startsto count (especially after that first night on the cold hard ground). And then it'sthe day after the
second night when it dl catches up with you. In my defense | was carrying alot more gear than |
would've beenif thiswasjust afew daysof an ordinary field trip.



That third morning Loiswas so dow garting off that nobody had to notice | would have been dow.
Although maybe thiswasn't so useful (1 mean worth it to my vanity) because | had to carry her more.
Finaly Billy and Jane split my gear between them and | concentrated on carry-ing Loisfor awhile. | was
alittle worried about her because there was no drama about her collapses. She just collapsed. Andif |
didn't notice right away and kept shuffling on she didn't even sound like an opera heroine when she cried
after me. She just sounded exhausted. But | thought about how tired | felt and decided thiswas just what
happensto you when you're il pretty little and you go for ared walk in our park. She may have been
picking up on our motivation or something too - | wouldn't put it past her to notice that thiswasn't afield
trip like our other field trips. We weren't redlly going any faster than we ever went when sheand | were
part of the convoy, but we were more determined. And then of course| had to have one of my Guilt
Attacks because she was a dragon and she shouldn't have spent the last twenty--three monthsin a
house.

Shefell adeep with her head on my shoulder and her (prickly) brow ridge wedged under my |eft ear. |
hadn't had a burned ear before; on other, lessintense trips she was too busy looking around. Always
new experiences with Loisaround. Oh well.

But like dl the rest of us (humans) who'd gone for walksin our park and had to learn how, she
brightened up again dowly over the next few days. She was aready better that fourth day, when | had
my unexpected ingght into the concept of "relaxation.” And agood thing too, Snce the farther we got
from the ingtitute the rougher the tracks got. | was aso starting to notice that while we went up and down
and back and forth and sideways and other - sdeways the trend was definitely uphill. The Bonelands
were severd thousand feet higher than the Indtitute, they were just far enough away to make the dope
gradud. Sort of. Y ou rarely went up anything: Y ou were busy tacking for the best footing, and
some-times you snaked up the same bit of dope severa times beforeit like stayed up and stopped
sending you back down into another streambed. We had lots of prairie farther in, mainly north and south;
the Bone-

lands sucked up most of the west, although beyond them it began to get alittle friendlier again; where
we were the landscape was still mostly amixture of patchy forest and meadow with the occasiond
sudden gtartling burst of hill and rockface. Y ou wouldn't think it possible that something a couple hundred
feet tall and vertical could jump at you from nowhere, but sometimesit did, and you'd have to swerve
adde, like not walking into awall, with it looming over you. But the moments when you had the best view
and might have wanted to stand till aminute looking around and saying "gosh wow" | was mostly
looking around for Loisand her Interesting Things, the farther we got in too the more wildlife, and |
couldn't guarantee that everything was going to get out of Lois way. And ours of course.

Most thingswill give humans awide berth if they have the chance, and | assume they fed the same
about dragons. And Lois made alot of noise. Shetalked to hersdlf - and to me - and she crashed and
lolloped through everything. Going around was mostly not in her vocabulary. (I was reminded of how
late shefigured out "going around” in Grace's kitchen, when she wasfirst experimenting with leaving the
ding.) | did occasionaly see her doing her sdeways investigative bumping-into trick, but not very often.
Mostly it wasjust plunge and thunder. Aswe got into more open territory | told mysdlf that any
self-respecting rattle-snake would have got out of the way long before she arrived - and I'm not sure a
rattlesnake's fangs would get through even atwenty-three--month-old dragonlet's skin, which is aready
pretty horny. Fortunately | never had to find out. (Or whether skunk musk will stick ditto.) But there was
S0 much birdsong (and bird warning-screech) sometimes| couldn't hear Lois burbling and crashing and
then | really had to look round for her. | had reason to be tired by the time we stopped for the night:
Nobody else was twigting themsalvesinto pretzel s keeping an eye on their hyperactive dragonlet.

By the seventh day | was carrying al my own gear again and I'd noticed, when Lois scrabbled
around at night, that the bottoms of her feet had got rougher and grittier, like when you take your shoes
off for thefirgt timethat year, when you're (probably) not going to get frostbite from going barefoot. First



few daysyou wonder if it'sworth it and then suddenly you're okay, except the noise your feet make on
the kitchen lino is suddenly less of adap and more of ascritch. | was used to degp-ing with an
overhesated sdf-maintaining turbine going nowhere fast so this comparatively minor ateration for the
worse didn't really wake me up ... but then | was awake already.

The dreams about the dragons cave were getting worse, or more vivid, again, out here deeper and
deeper in the park, and about aweek in the Headache seemed to be trying to change shape again, and it
pissed me off in this fretty, oh-go-away usdessway. The dragon dreamswere enough - and theway
they had too many momsin them, Lois and mine. Can't stick redlity, and thistime imaginationisno
comfort either. Well, damn. So much for relaxation. It had been aniceidea. Although adso in astrange,
freaky, not-going-to-admit-it-even-to-mysalf way | waskind of glad to see the caves again, it waslike
going back to somewhere you used to know redly well and haven't beenin along time. Oh, yeah,
remember that tunnel, with thelong pink stresk in the rock overhead, it dways used to catch my eyelike
it might turn out to be a sort of mon-ster Cthulhu earthworm, and it still does ... | even recognized severa
of the dragons, not just Lois mom.

But last time | was seeing the cavesthis clearly and graphicdly | was spending up to twenty hoursa
day adeep, wrapped around asmal sticky dragonlet. There wasn't enough of meto have two lives, you
know? The deeping and the waking. And | had alife (of sorts) when | was awake, now.

But | must have been deeping pretty okay in spite of Lois feet and the dreams and the Headache.
Because | redly enjoyed the last few days of the hikein away | couldn't remember enjoying anything.
The nearest | could think of was from when | was like ten and Snark and Mom were till dive. Pretty sad
redly. (But it made methink of one of Martha's and my favorite jokes. You need to get out more! It
applied to dmost any-thing about life at Smokehill. And then weld laugh like we were going to bresk a
rib. So that cheered me up again.) But it wasliketime out, in away. We weren't there, wherever there
was. We were leaving one there and going to another one. (We're farther in than we've ever been.) But
at the moment we were suspended in between. Footloose and carefree, except for the thousand pounds
of backpack and the baby dragon.

The other thing that messed me up sometimeswas in the evenings when we called in to the Indtitute.
Wecdled in every day just like every-one who walksin our park hasto. | dwaystaked to Dad and
snce we couldn't talk about Lois over the air we had a nice fresh valid reason not to have anything to say
to each other. He found different ways to make jokes about not talking about her though, which was
brighter than | was. Hed say thingslike "Hope your pack isn't too heavy" or "Hope you aren't degping
too closeto the fire and waking up toasted.” And then I'd laugh and then we'd agree that he and | were
both fine and then I'd give him back to Billy for the grown-up debriefing.

No grown-up had still ever mentioned the Searles to me, or the Human Preservation Society.
Sometimesit was hard to remember | didn't know anything. Occasiondly Billy actually had the chutzpah
to send me off to collect firewood while he was talking to Dad. Oh come on. Second time hedid it |
sad, afterward, after 1'd brought some more firewood and Billy was off the two-way, asblandly as|
could, "What's going on?'

Billy never looked sheepish. He knew well enough what | meant. He gave me one of hisamogt-amiles
and said, "Nothing you have to worry about.”" From Billy thisisn't the put-down it would have been from
amost anyone ese. When Billy said it he meant, ™Y ou've got the dragon. It's up to usto do the rest of it."
Hed been totdly like this from the beginning, you know? Billy was big on focus. HEd understood alot
more alot sooner than | had - from when we'd had that first awful bath at Northcamp and Lois hadn't
wanted to be put down hisshirt. But | till couldn't help wanting to know something.

Marthaand | had figured out a code about some of it. | got to talk to her a couple of times on the hike
in, and I'd say, "Anything good on TV?' And if shesaid, "No, just stupid sciencefiction,” it was okay.
But if she said, "There'sanew cop show, and it'skind of scary,” then it was not okay. The second timel|



got to talk to her was after Billy had sent meto pick up firewood the second night in arow while he
talked to Dad, and when | asked her about TV she hesitated and said, "There's supposed to be anew
cop show starting soon and it sounds pretty scary.” Oh great. "Well, try not to lose any deep over it," |
sad.

"I'll try," said Martha. "But I'll probably weatch it anyway, you know?" | knew.



CHAPTER SEVEN

Westcamp was in abit more of a messthan the permanent camps usu-aly are. And | actualy helped
with some of the clean- and patch-up. It wasweirdly exhilarating. It was because we were out in the
middie of nowhere and | didn't have to watch Lois every minute. And aso because | was doing
something that both was not about Lois and was about helping somebody else out for achange. Even my
time a the Ingtitute, the last couple of years, had been about Loisredlly - about pretend-ing everything
was normdl, to try and keep her safe and secret - even if most of thework | did was aso useful that had
been amost beside the point.

Of courselike agood parent | quickly learned to shift my worriesto the present Stuation so now that
we'd got here and weren't immedi-ately leaving again | was afraid sheld eat something that would poison
her the third or fourth time she went by it because it had got familiar (or that sheld been snatching
mouthfuls right dong and the third or fourth time the toxic accumulation would finally get her) or get lost
because she hadn't learned where the new edges of her new territory were or blunder into something like
aherd of no-nonsense Bighorn that would recognize her as a predator even though she didn't know it
yet hersdf, and scomp her to death. But she stuck pretty closeto mejust like she usudly did (... sol
started wondering how long that would last before she got used to the ideathat | wasn't watching her
every minute, and how her next developmental stage would be exploring beyond Mom, and then she
would blunder into the Bighorn, etc.), and then after awhileit wasn't so exhilarating but we had to do it
anyway. Also | couldn't op mysdlf jumping every time the two-way yammered at us.

A tree had fallen on the roof and poked awindow out on itsway, in spite of the heavy shutters. Jane
climbed up onto the roof to lop branchestill we could get the rest of it off without doing any more
damage (waste not, want not, | would be cutting it up and stacking it for firewood, but | like chopping
wood, so that's okay ... just so long as a baby dragon doesn't get in the way. Worry worry) while Billy
looked to seeif there was any spare glassin the store (there was) and if it could be made to fit (yes) and
if therewas aglass cutter and seder (yes). And made notes to replace what we were using. Fortunately
the tree hadn't taken out the solar panels for the generator - that would have been adisaster. Then dll
over again for the door frame, where some kind of Arnold-Schwarzenegger-wannabe sapling had
managed to crack the door away from the sill. (That was abit of amind boggler to mesincel believe
that the Rangers, you know, rule, and that no mere sapling would dare.)

And the hole that sapling had made, with the window, meant that the indoors had been pretty well
colonized, which iswhy the Rangers are so and retentive about keeping the permanent camps as
invader--proof as poss. It'salot of remedia work when things go wrong. | did way more than my fair
share of the blanket-mending because | was so cheezing good at it from al those months of patching
diapers. | did alot of muttering when | had aneedlein my hands. Loisredlly did pick up that mood -
sheld come and mutter too, winding around my legs like a cat except for the fact she wasn't built for
winding, and shewastal enough now that my legswould go bumpbumpbumpbump down her spind



plateswhich did not help, and the blanket would fal or get pulled off my lap when sheld get tangled up
init, and.... Billy managed not to laugh at this. Jane didn't. Manage not tolaugh.

So anyway both Jane and Billy stayed longer than they'd originally meant to because therewas dl this
work to do. Billy also went out hunt-ing one afternoon. I'd noticed he'd bothered to pack in arifle, which
| was kind of surprised about, since we didn't have any investigators with us, hahaha Maybeit was
just aRanger thing for longer hikes, athough generally speaking a Ranger would rather Sit up atreefor a
week than kill something that had a perfect right to be there, and to keep themselves fed on long trips
they mostly used snares or bows and arrows - no, I'm serious. | keep telling you our Rangers are good.
Jane had her bow with her.

| suppose | must have noticed when Billy left Jane and me replacing shingles with hisrifle cracked over
hisarm, but | didn't think about that either. He came back later and told me to come with him. Held shot
adeer and needed someone to carry the other end of the pole; to get it back to camp.

Lois cametoo and was very surprised by the deer. She was used to her food coming to her in smdll
piecesin abowl of soup, or flicked at her. (I'd managed to teach her "Y ourdl” without having to
demonstrate grabbing stuff tossed to mein my mouth, but food is a great motiva-tor to learning.) Dragons
don't chew - they have pointy, widely sepa-rated teeth, for stabbing, tearing, and holding on - but dong
with al the other things nobody knows about dragonswe didn't know when Lois infant digestive juices
might be up to bigger chunks, so she wasn't getting any yet. (Lois teeth were one of her trouble-free
zones. They just appeared. She never went through a
chewing-everything-she-coul d--get-her-jaws-around-but-parti cularly-the-things-you-most-mind-being--t
ransformed-to-gloppy-shreds phase the way puppies do. Thiswas actudly sort of off-balancing. It's one
of thewaysyou know a puppy isgrowing up. Therewere no familiar markerswith Lois, except that she
kept getting bigger.)

She had alick at the spilled blood where Billy had gutted it but didn't seem to think much of it. She
was alittle subdued on the way back like maybe she was thinking about it. | was alittle subdued on the
way back because why was Billy dready laying in awhole deer? 1'd seen the store cupboard, which was
gtill about half stocked with usud stuff, plus ev-erything Billy and Jane had brought, which seemed to me
enough even for severad Loises, or if one Lois put on atremendous growth spurt, and it wasn't like they
were going off and leaving me. Oh well. Maybe he just wanted a bresk from cabin repair.

The smoker was dready there, but I'm the one who kept the fire going. However smoking is smoking
s0 you might aswell do more than lessso | told mysdlf the deer was fine. Billy made me practice some of
the cutting-up too but you could sure see which he'd done and which | had. Y ou'd think al you'd need is
asharp knife and a steady hand. Wrong.

He dso tried to make me practice alittle with hisrifle, but Lois hated the noise so helet it go. HEd
taught me to shoot afew years ago and | had been ademon with old beer and soda cans (they recycle
just aswell with holesin them) pretty much up till Loisarrived, so | till knew the, you know, theory, and
my hands still knew the motions, but | wasway out of practice and Lois hating it meant | was freezing
before | pulled thetrigger which ruined my am and my shoulder. | might not have been ableto hit what |
wasaming at anyway for thinking about why Billy was suddenly taking it into his head to have me brush
up On My gun nonexpertise.

But then Billy merdly shifted surviva-skill gears and got me brushing up on snare-setting instead. (I'm
not exactly hopelesswith abow, but ... close)) But rabbits are smaler. | could've coped with the idea of
the oc-casional fresh rabhbit. Supposing | could set a snare properly. We'd eaten rabbit and pheasant on
the hikein. Butit didn't really matter because | was never going to be here done, of course. There was
aways going to be a Ranger with me, and Rangers can set snaresin their deep (I mean snaresthat catch
something).

Wed just about got everything fixed up so Jane was finally getting ready to go back. Thered been a



lot of radio contact including about stuff Kit could bring when he came to take Billy's place. After this
there was only going to be one Ranger at atime here with me. So Jane | eft and then Billy waited for Kit,
and Kit turned up on schedule with vari-ous small crucid bits and pieces - including one to make the
radio work better; it had been dropping in and out alot in a pretty uncomfortable way and everyone on it
sounded like they were being strangled while bresthing laughing gas. We'd had alot more problemswith
the two-way's since the techies had monkeyed with the fence, so we al hoped the monkeying was
working - there was no real way to know except backwards, by people not bregking in.

So Billy left (leaving metherifle, just by theway, and spare ammo and reload stuff), but Kit finished
making everything as everything-proof asyou can ever make anything everything-proof out in the middle
of ano-wherethat didn't careif you were human, dragon, or squidgy tentacled blob from Alpha
Centauri. Which was the good news.

Because the bad news was they had an outbreak back at the Ingtitute. Nothing to do with dragons -
flu. I'd been worrying about everybody's stress levels and why nobody had a heart attack or anervous
breakdown yet, right? Well they got summer flu instead. (Maybe it was because they dl relaxed as soon
asLoisand | were out of bus-tour radius.) First flu epidemic we'd had since I'd been dive, and believe
me, tourists on holiday come and sneeze and cough dl over you rather than misstheir chance by keeping
their germs at home. (No, you'reright, | don't redlly blame them. 1'd come to Smokehill with termina
body-parts-dropping--off-itisif it was my only chance.)

By thetime Billy got back to the indtitute there were saven Rangers down and with it being summer
which ishigh season anyway, the extratourist load (and lingering investigative drones, dthough there
were mostly only asymboalic crab and grumble of these left) meant everyone still stlanding was going
crazy. Kit sort of hung around being twitchy for severa days and then he asked meif | thought | could
stay at Westcamp donefor alittle while. The aternative was going back with him to the Ingtitute. No
way.

There's maybe a drawback to suddenly looking like a grown-up, which iswhat | had started to do the
second half of the year | wasfifteen. By now - and yeah, no doubt partly asaresult of dl that
good--student crap first so they wouldn't take me away after Mom died and then later to protect Lois- |
could put over maturity-beyond-his-years like you wouldn't believe. I'd dso had my own growth spurt
and was six--foot-something and bulky too you try hauling ababy dragon around and seeif it doesn't
grow you muscleslike afurniture mover. So | knew what | had to do with Kit - I'd also guessed it was
coming 0 I'd been like secretly practicing my role. | just about packed his gear for him and shoved him
out. There was no question about risking Lois back at the Institute. That tourist who had bumbled past
our cottage had gone missing when we had afull complement of Rangers watching ot.

So | had to stay, and | had to convince Kit it was okay if heleft me. Us. | did. And I'm afraid Billy's
rifle helped - helped convince Kit. (He hadn't seen me try and shoot it:) But then | had to convince Dad.
That really chalenged my competent - maturity program, and it was only abetaredly. Turned out that
held just told Kit to bring me (us) back. When he mentioned that - dmost in passing - likeit wasno big
ded - then | mainly had to not lose my temper and yell. If I'd yelled Dad would've just yelled louder and
ordered me back to the Indtitute, and the main thing about handling Dad is preventing him from giving an
order, be-cause then it's an order and that's the end of the discussion.

The problem wasthat | was scared. But it wasn't ascared that any-body else could do anything about.
When | was younger sometimes being ordered to do something was secretly kind of okay because then it
was Dad's (or Mom's) faullt, | couldn't do anything abouit it. | kept telling mysdlf it would actudly be
eader if there wasn't anybody else around; Lois and my training-each-other-to-do-things sessons were
getting more and more complicated, and if it wasjust me and Lois| could concentrate more on her, and
not worry about explaining any-thing to anybody who caught us at it, and who knew how far we would
get how fadt.



But, you know, look at what had happened to methelast time I'd been in the park alone, which |
know I've said before, but are you sur-prised it kept kind of running through my mind? Okay, maybeit
had beenagood disaster. But it was ill adisaster and it had changed al our livestremendoudy ina
sretch-till-you-snap way and there was no stretch | eft for even alittle tiny disaster-ette. Thisfluwas
pushing it. And | wasaso not absolutely sure | wanted tofind out how far Loisand | could get how
fast - or why didn't | want anyone around to notice?

Theres another little tiny factoid about dl this. Sure, I'd been Billy'swilling dave since | wastwo. And
| knew alot more about Life in the Wild than your average seventeen-year-old. But that's not the same
thing as knowing what you're doing out here. To the extent that you ever know what you're doing. And
then | dso had to work way too hard not to wonder what, exactly, Billy had been anticipating when he
left me hisrifle (evenif | couldn't hit anything with it, except maybe ssomping beetles with the stock end.
The beetlesin the cabin were kind of a plague).

But | smiled and did my responsible trick, and Kit was satisfied, and maybe Dad was so
impressedthat | hadn't lost my temper that he be-lieved my beta program after all and said okay. Or
maybe it was worse back at the Ingtitute than | realized and what Dad redly hadn't ordered meto do
was not come back, but stay at Westcamp, and he'd told Kit to bring me to piss me off, so I'd be sure
to do the opposite. (Although thisisalittle deviousfor Dad.) Martha sounded really worried when |
talked to her, and she was obvioudy trying to figure out away to tell me something we hadn't got into our
code. Thereweren't any cop shows, she said, but there was new thriller that everybody wastalking
about but she hadn't seen yet.

"Maybe you should stick to sciencefiction,” | said.

"Maybel should,” Marthasaid. "The problem with sciencefictionis... that it'sjust dl made up, you
know?'

Uh-oh. | knew. "Anybody e se come down with the flu?’

"No, but Mom'sdriving one of thebusesand I'm deaning odorata's cage.”

"Oh, yuck for you. Y ou know about using lemon juice on your hair after?"

Marthagiggled. It was good to hear her giggling. "Yes. | haveto use so much it's making me blond."

Which proves Martha has superior hair too. All lemon juice ever did for mine was make it go kind of
rusty in streaks, like there'd been ater-rible chemica accident on my head.

And then we had to stop because the two-way went into one of its snits, which it was ill doing, even
with the new gizmo. Kit was out of earshot so | didn't tell him about the radio. It did not bear thinking
about if the radio went serioudy gazooey, but | was not going back to the Ingtitute, so everything else
was just going to have to be whatever it was, grotty radiosincluded.

Kit took off the morning after | had that conversation with Martha. | checked in on the two-way as
soon as held gone. | now had to check in twice aday, Dad said. He would've liked to makeit three
timesbut | said | was till going to go on with the dragon study even though there was no oneto help me,
which meant I'd be out alot of the day. | could hear Dad thinking about ordering meto take theradio
with me but for-tunately he didn't. Reporting in even twice aday | waswondering if my crummy sense of
time was going to be cover enough if the radio had too many hissy fitsand | checked in at the wrong time
too often. But I'd worry about that when it started happening ... and then, before | had to think about
staying here alone, where the nearest other human being would soon be alight-year or two away ... Lois
and | went for awak. Loiswasthrilled. Usudly we were doing choresin the morning. | know, she
thrilled easily, but shetotally loved the grester freedom of the camp amost as much as sheloved fires.
She was either on a congtant adrenaline high (insert Unknown Dragon Equivaent here) or two-year--old
dragonlets are like that. She galloped and rootled and scrabbled and poked ... and peeped and chortled
and gurgled and burbled and purred and hummed and cheeped and chirruped and hooted and ... her



amaz-ing range had only got amazinger as she got older; and her quaifications as a chatterbox had been
established long ago.

And it was like shewasin her e ement once she had the conversation dl to hersdf and didn't have to
wait for anybody but me. | was aso kind of broody so | |eft her to it. And boy did she go for the
opportunity. | couldn't help thinking about it some more. I'd never heard that dragonstalked (dl right,
"talked") to each other. Old Pete had never mentioned it in any of hisjournals. And if his dragons had
been anything like Lois he would have. In fact hed've spent hislife wearing earplugs. Also usualy one of
the limitations on animal "speech” isthat animal vocal cords and larynxes aren't set up for alot of
variation. Lois had lots of variation. She could do anything but human words. She probably could have
done the tentacled blobs from Alpha Centauri, but she was stuck with me.

Her humming had like expanded. At first it was just kind of abumpy mutant purring - whét 1've been
cdling purring, dthough if any cat made that noise I'd recommend you call the vet fast - and then after a
lot of time practicing with the shower it got pretty, wel, hummy. Almog, likel said, like ahuman might
hum. (Emphasis on the amost.) But after she caught on it wasn't only with the shower any more. And
whatever it was, it went more up and more down, jiggedy jaggedy, more like a, well, musical scale than
her other noises.

I had brought my old player from the Ingtitute when | moved in with Billy and Grace, but | decided
pretty much dl by mysdf that arenarock probably wasn't agood thing for your infant dragon, and
besides, I'd been reading up (alittlewildly) on parenting and about how Mozart is soothing to fidgety
kids, so mostly | played Mozart, and even got to kind of like it mysalf. (Except the operas)) And | sang
to her sometimestheway al of us (even Eric) sang to our zoo orphans, once you've been caught saying
the standard " Theeeeeere, isn't that gooooood?" afew times you have no shame left. Shameessnessis
required if you sing like me. But humans are just o voice oriented, you want to say things, and you get
bored with "Theeeeeere isn't that gooooood?" after awhile. Singing is the obvious dternative to moronic
monologue. Y ou think you're being soothing, but does araccoon or arobin think "Barbara Allen™ or "The
Ash Grove' issoothing? | think were soothing oursalves. But there wasn't any music, soothing or
otherwise, at Westcamp so maybe Loiswasreinventing it for us.

Wewent for alot of walks after Kit left. Away from Westcamp | didn't fedl quite so done. Or rather,
it was okay to fed alone away from the camp - away from the human place. And | took my notebook
with me, and my marker sticks, and sometimes| brought afew scales back to the camp and labeled
them and bagged them up like | was getting ready to take them back to the Indtitute, like this "project”
wasredl.

The project was one more legitimate reason to keep me outdoors as much as possible - indoors at the
camp my voice echoed. Of course the main thing keeping me outdoors as much as possiblewas Lois -
but the dragon-scale-counting project suggested that | was till apart of the Ingtitute. That | still had
something like anorma place - and future - at the Ingtitute. My security blanket. | don't think momsare
supposed to need security blankets. Two or three nights after Kit left | dreamed that | was wrapped up
in the holey old blankets Snark and | had watched TV on afew centuries ago, leaning up against Lois
mom's Sidein one of those flickery red caves, and my own mom was singing to me. At least it was her
voice, athough | couldn't see her. When she sang "Barbara Allen” you knew what it was.

It was agorgeous summer that year. That helped. I'd brought rain gear of course aswell aslong
underwear and a goosedown vest and wool socks and stuff. Evenin August you can get afrostin
Smokehill, and Westcamp wasn't in one of the milder bits of Smokehill either, and the Bonelands Sarted
just over the Glittering Hillsto the north. (They're called hills, but they're mountainsredly. Y ou'd know
thisif you tried to climb one.) But | didn't need any of it. The skies stayed blue and it was hot enough at
noon to lie down in ameadow and soak it up and warm enough even early and late that if you kept



moving you didn't get cold.

Loishad got alot fitter sncewed left the Ingtitute (well so had 1) soi f | wanted to walk redly fast for
awhile she managed to keep up with me, though she till did it in spurts. Sheld walk - sheld findly
learned to walk, | think because she discovered that you can be more thorough about prying into tuff at
adower speed - till she got far enough behind to make her (and me) nervous and then buzz past me at
her funny ga-lop and then maybe walk again, athough sometimes the enthusiasm level wasjust so high
and the world was just so big and exciting she had to have an extensive hurtle. Y ou know those cartoons
where animasrun by al four legs going forward at once and then al four legs going backward at once. |
know no red anima runslikethat but Lois sure looked like shewas.

| ambled sometimes too so we could walk together. Her walk was me foot a atime, like anormal
walk, athough looked down at from above ... you know the way a dog looks surprisingly sinuous, amost
snaky - explainswhy they can curl upinacircle - well, maybe it wasjust the way the spina plates
waggled dong her humpy back that made Lois ook like she was coming unhinged.

She never offered to chase - or flame at - any of the wildlife we saw, and despite the amount of noise
Lois made, both with her mouth and her feet - and | couldn't walk nearly as quietly as Billy even when |
was concentrating, but there was no point trying with Lois around, we saw alot. They'd stand there and
gare at uslike they couldn't believe their eyes. Isthat adragon? Isthat ahuman? Arethey together ?
Some things like raccoons do that anyway - but our four-legged dragon sup-pers couldn't seem to
decideif they had to bother about us or not, and mostly they didn't, although | sometimes expected their
eyesto pop out from staring. Once we even saw alynx and lynx are usualy redly shy. The timesthe deer
or the sheep or whatever would scatter they didn't seem to be paying attention to us at al. Which was
kind of nervous—-making in adifferent way. If those tales about cougar curiosity are true probably the
local pumawas following us around and maybe some-times the suppers got wind of him. Or her.

But we still had to go back to camp eventudly. | found out the hard way that | wanted to get back in
daylight. | wanted to beindoorswith the firelit and one of the lamps burning before it got dark. There
were bears around here - aswell asthe cougar - but that wasn't why. Nor wasthe fear of getting lost. It
was that coming back to asilent dark cabin wastoo creepy. First timewe did it, coming back in twilight,
even Lois shut up, and that made it worse. Y ou'd think the sky would get bigger in daytime, when you
can see more of it. It doesn't. It getsway bigger at night. And the forest and prairie and desert don't go
on for fivemillion acres after dark, they go on forever. | pretty much turned my dragon-scae-counting
project into ared project after dl, sweating over my charts and graphsin the evenings, studying and
noting down the differences from one scal e to another to another (long, short, cleanly shed or ragged,
color, texture, blah blah), marking where | found them (and the map this made was different from the
readings from the other camps) to be doing something. Something that made me pay attention to it,
instead of gtting there trying to count up to eternity.

And therifle helped again, about that, about being alone. Just hang-ing therein itsrack, it made me fedl
alittleless helpless. And in spite of the deer dl beautifully smoked and wrapped up in the store | did Start
setting rabbit snares - the pile of deer parts was going down, and that

deer had been nearly thefirgt thing Billy had done, and | (amost) dways believe what Billy tellsme,
even when he doesn't say anything. Also once you get in the habit of counting up to eternity it seemsto
gretch inalot of different directions. And after about aweek - hey presto - my snares even started
catching the occasiond rabbit. Weird. Maybe | could learn to hit what | aimed at with therifleif | had to.
(Besides beetles)

Maybe because of Lois, but somehow the noises didn't bother me so much, even knowing that | was
inthe middle of five million acres of them. A lot of what | heard | knew from Billy'steaching meto
recognize, say, the crunching noises a pheasant makes when it crashes through the undergrowth
(pheasants are amazingly noisy) compared to the noise a deer makes compared to what a cougar makes.



(That last isan easy one. A stalking cougar doesn't make noise. | saw the scat afew times, but | never
saw our cougar. | knew there was one. Every neighborhood in Smokehill has acougar.) That was pretty
much my limit though.

But most of what | can do by myself isdaylight ID. Sometimes| didn't know what the moving-around
noises were at night and then | poked the fire to make it crackle or turned up the two-way, or rat-tled my
graph paper. Or al of the above. | did hear bears occasonaly nearby, but | buried our garbage along
way from camp and locked up the mesat store every night like it was the crown jewels of the supreme
commander of the universe, and they never tried to get in. They just snuffled around for awhile and went
away. Then there are the vocals. Coyotes and wolves are easy, and it's actually kind of reassuring to hear
them far away. They never got very close. Sincel can only tell aY ukon wolf if I've heard an ordinary
gray wolf recently to compareit to | don't know which onel was hearing, and if it was Y ukon I'm very
glad it wasfar away.

Thefact that | was never sure the radio wasworking - or, if it was, that it wouldn't suddenly stop
working - didn't help me fed comfy and secure and in touch ether. Fortunately it mostly wasworking. I'd
only missed one check in by about haf an hour whilel shook the thing and called it
weekly-allowance-eliminating names before it decided | had fulfilled my entertainment function for the
day and coughed and hic-cupped and kkkkkkahed and glahed into action.

Therewasalot of squawking that | couldn't dways make out but | kept it on dl thetime | wasindoors
after Kit left, partly because | re-ally wanted some remote clue about what was going on, and partly
because listening to human voices even if they weren't talking to me or saying anything | wanted to hear
was kind of soothing. This made its sudden dramatic dropouts al the more dramatic - the sllence would
land on you in adeafening wham. Keeping it on like that wasn't good for the batteries, but the generator
was working and except for recharge (and maybe alittle hot water) | wasn't using it much. (I hadn't
brought my laptop - camp solar generator power isalittle spasmodic for [aptops - dthough sometimes,
those evenings rattling my well--smudged graph paper, | wished | had.) Even the static when the radio
wasin asemi-bad mood, or the stand-by when no one was using it, was better than nothing.

In the old days, before the poacher proved our fence could be bro-ken through, we'd also believed
that no one could hear our two-ways outside the fence. That was maybe till true but it wasn't just Lois
we couldn't talk about because (in theory anyway) not all of Smokehill knew about her. Nobody trusted
any of the damned hanging-on-and-on investigators-make that priers and nosiers - any farther than they
could throw afull-grown dragon, and (Martha said) the grown-ups assumed that the Searles had bought
some of the investigators anyway - that the bought ones would find reasonsto stick around, and have
pieces of legal paper that told Dad he had to let them. So everybody was talking in se-cret code speak,
and sometimes it was so frustrating | stopped listening and pretended it was just white noise - that plus
what the radio did to human voices sometimes | felt even more isolated when | was talking to someone.

Wheni did tak to anybody mysdlf - at least anybody but Martha

we were pretending that everything was still al business as usual except for the flu. They probably
didn't want to think about me being out here lonewith Loissinceit was still our best option, so they
didnt, and | didn't tell them | |€eft the two-way on dl the time for the sound (well, sort of) of human voices
and looked at Billy'sriflealot. | cantell you | was hair-trigger on the "talk” button though. | didn't want
Loisaudibly adding anything to the conversation just in case anybody at the Indtitute end heard something
that didn't sound like random static.

My birthday happened while Loisand | werein our Westcamp exile, and only Martharemembered.
No, that's not an example of poor ne-glected Jake, all by hisfeeble sdf (aside from the dragonlet) and no
one cares. It isan example of just how stressed out of their mindsthey were back at the Ingtitute. Oh,
and | didn't remember it either, till Marthatold me happy birthday. | knew it was around there
somewhere but 1'd stopped trying to keep track of the days, and | wasn't going to bake myself a cake



dther.

| wasn't dlowed to talk to anyone for more than afew minutes, be-cause of needing to keep our teeny
bandwidth clear for something more important. We had like no width |eft, | guess, after the
practical-sorcery guys had done their worst on the dragon fence some more. One of the things Martha
told mewasthat airplanes didn't fly over Smokehill any more - whatever the solder-and-sparks (haha
ha) guys had done made aeronauitic radar go berserk, even from thirty thousand feet up. Thismeant a
surprising number of flight paths or what-you-call-'ems had to be changed, which caused some more
uproar which was our dragons fault again and there was too much stuff that was aready our dragons
fault. Our conversations usualy ended with Marthaasking meif I'd seen any lightning.

"Nope," | dwayssad.

After thefirst few times she asked this she added, "Nat even at adistance? There are some big
thunderstorms out there especialy over the Bonelands, Y ou know, Billy says.”

| trandated thiswithout difficulty. "No. Not even a- ashooting star.”

Marthasaid, "I can't decide what to hope for, you know?1 - you don't really want lightning close up,
of course, but it would be - exciting, to seeit, like over the Glittering Hills, wouldn't it?"

Exciting. That's one word for it. Since | was out here supposedly counting dragons, if Marthajust
meant had | seen any dragons, she could've said that. But | had adragon with me. If | saw any dragons
I'd have to wonder if they'd notice Lois. We didn't know diddlysguat about inter-dragon communication
- what it might do and how far it might stretch - whether baby dragons smell like that so big dragons can
find them - or if that unmistakable flying-dragon shape would mean any-thing to Loisif she saw it. That
was the sort of thing that Martha was thinking about. Sowas|.

What | called ameadow, that's kind of aeuphemism. Asthe scraggy, stony forest of eastern Smokehill
gtarts breaking up into the Bone-land desert and the prairies around it theré's some weird in-between
stuff. Westcamp wasin aweird in-between area. The camp itsalf was on the edge of some semi-forest,
and there was a semi-clearing on two sides of it, partly Ranger - (and lately Jake - ) maintained. Then
therewas abig pile of stones - say twenty feet high - like a thought-less giant had | eft them there for no
better reason than he didn't want to carry them any farther, and some tough little saplings had colonized
onesdeof it wherealittle soil had somehow accumu-lated, and weretrying to turn it into a hillock.
Beyond that there was more mixed-clearing-scrub-and-the-occas onal -obstinate-tree.

The clearer bitswiggled like some kind of game of follow-the-leader, and there was something nearly
likeared clearing not too far from the camp, that Loisand | had found the first week with Billy. It was
amost like having our own private playground. There was aseries of small hegps of boulderswith sand
at the bottom as well asthe usua local stri-ated stone pocked by scrub underfoot, and severa of the
gandard little eastern-Smokehill rivulets cutting up the stone and going nowhere but making nice noises
whilethey did it, and reminding you what you Were going to be missing if you kept going west.

Amazingly though there was a so a pretty good meadowy sort of meadow, mostly at the southeastern
end but kind of snaking through the stony bitstoo, and surprisingly large - well, I'm an
Eastern--Smokehill boy, it was surprising to me - which meant we saw alot of sheep and deer there.
They'd leaveif we got too close, but usudly afew of them just kept an eye on uswhile the rest grazed
and did deer and sheep things. After the first week or so we even saw some of this year's babies, which
were old enough to be getting serious about grazing too but ill had to have regular outbreaks of rushing
around and jumping over thingsthat didn't exist. | suppose the old ones couldn't afford to ignore the
grazing but they weren't entirely happy about us. Lois used to watch them watching us, and when she did
her cheeps and burbles they sounded more tentative, like she was trying for adefinition of what she was
looking a. (Isit abird?Isit aplane? Would it legp tall buildings a a single bound if there were

buildings?)



After wed been at Westcamp awhile and fdlen into some kind of schedule, going to the meadow and
just kind of hanging out there be-came part of it. And | guess she was getting enough exercise e sewhere
because sometimes sheld actually be quiet and still for awhile without being adeep. (Although asl've
said she was neither aquiet nor adill deeper either.) And she was now watching the grazing critters
slently, which in something (or someone) who was never silent and was awaysin motion (even when
adeep), wasinteresting.

| started thinking again about what could happen when sonic thing of her size found out that shehad a
fire-stomach with fireinii | doubted a dragon had perfect aim without practice. But Smokehill had no
more fires than any other big park, so presumably there was an answer to baby-dragon target practice.
Maybe dragon moms had afire- extinguisher organ, tucked away like under the spleen (if dragons have
pleens).... Westcamp had afire extinguisher, of course, but | wasn't going to lug it around with us. Also
you have to be conscious and have your arms working to useit.... But once we were adone at
Westcamp, Loisredly started growing - like if you stared at her long enough you could see the next scae
Spring into being to cover the stretching-out skin. Six weeks after we left the ingtitute she wouldn't'vefit
into her baby-dragon backpack any more even with al the straps|let out, and | probably wouldn't have
been ableto lift her even if she did. And the deer meat was going down fast, even supplemented by
shared rabbits.

I've dready said we were training each other to do tricks. | haven't told you alot about this because ...
well, because. I'm not a Good Scientist who knows that animals are animals and humans are humans, and
| think the situation on Marsisredly funny and anyone that isfreaked out by it needsto cam down and
get agrip, but there are limits. Particularly when something with aface like asmal rockpile and little
bulgy, beady eyesis staring at you and going, Weeeeeeeerrrrrrup? And you know she's not just doing
the large scaly version of the parakeet thing. How do you know it? There arelittle old ladies who swear
their parakeets know what they're saying. I'm not going to say they're wrong either. But thelittleold
ladies probably aren't getting any other weird sgnas a the sametime astheir parakeet is saying "Give me
apeanut or I'll peck you to death." Although this may be because the parakeet is clearly saying " peanut”
and | needed help understanding Lois, uh, words.

So we were training each other to do tricks. It seemed the obviousway to ... well, create alanguage. |
don't want to get into exactly what | mean by a language. About three years before thiswhen | was
looking for more cregtive reasons to get out of doing Latin | read alot about the history of language and
how us humans are hardwired to learn it blah blah blah and aso alot about whether or not animals have
it. I had akind of criss of faith there about wanting to grow up to be ascientist

because while | knew my parents made jokes about Good Scientists and Bad Scientists | thought they
were jokes. | couldn't get my head around these bozos who were so dead set against believing that
animas have anything but like an autonomic nervous system to keep their hearts beating and soonand a
lot of ingtincts saying things like "eat grass' or "bite that rabbit." Okay, aboy loves hisdog, but | couldn't
seethisat all. Of course animasthink and fed. Any moron who'sever met adog or a cat should know
that, and how many people have never met adog or a cat? Even scientists were little kids growing up
once even if they haven't come out of their labs for the last Sixty years.

Anyway. Getting pissed off had made me think more about how Snark and | talked to each other, and
I'm not even going to put quote marks around talked, athough | never did construct agood argument
agang Latin. So maybe | wasalittle more set up for talking to Lois than some people might have been.
So let's say that when you teach your dog to come and sit and not pee in the house, that's part of a
language.

But when you get adog you have some clue about dogs. About what they're good at, about how they
respond to people. And the stuff you don't know, or get wrong, you can order abook from the library

that will tell you. And if you don't live some place like Smokehill you can go to adog-training class. Lois
and | only had each other. Sometimes | fdlt like Helen Kedller and Annie Sullivan, and | was afraid that



Loiswasplaying Annie.

Sheseemed to likeit that | talked to her. Well, that's not strange, dogs like to be talked to, although
they don't talk back so much usudly. So | kept talking, dthough even my decison that she"liked" it
seemed to me dubious when | wasin agloomy mood. Maybe frolicking around and thwumping her tail
and flapping her wing nubs and cheeping was an expression of frustration and despair, not pleasure. |
tried to keep al open mind. She couldn't be too miserable, could she? How could | tell? She was il
eating and still growing. And curiosity about her world had to be agood sign, didn't it? It was also hard
to be in ahad mood mysdlf, when she was dancing around apparently, by irrdlevant human standards,
being ashappy asakid on thefirst day of school vacation (even us homeschooled exiles know about
this), which she usudly was, so why fight it?

Gestures are a huge amount of language. Aren't they? But most ges-tures out of context are silly. | had
started out trying to "teach” her to wave - thiswas back along time ago at the Ingtitute, after I'd had my
uncomfortable little jolt about her trying to say "Hey, Lois' back a me - but she didn't get it with me
gtting on achair, | guess, and as soon as| sat on the floor or ground she got too excited, and | sort of
lost conviction about the idea anyway because why did | want a dragon that waved? That'swhen | hit on
teaching her to fetch sticks. Like adog. And the good reason for that would be that it would help use
some of her endless energy. That wasthefirst timel'd tried to train her to do any-thing, as opposed to
just hovering over her in auniversdly paranoid 100 percent way and worrying about keeping her dive.
Except that | taught her by throwing the stick, going after it, and bringing it back to where I'd been when
| threw it. | told you she was dways more interested in me than she wasin anything else, so keeping her
attention was easy.

This had been awhile back, as| say, redly when Loiswas only just getting big enough to like
experiment with, including that shed be will-ing to go far enough away from Mom to fetch astick. Sol
got agtick, waved it a her amoment so sheld noticeit instead of me, said, "Fetch!™ in afirm,
no-nonsense manner, and then | threw it. First time | went after it she went after me because that's what
shedwaysdid. Second time you could see her thinking about it. Please fed freeto insert averb you like
better than "thinking.” Third time| threw it and yelled "Fetch!" she came with mewhen | went after it like
shewas dill thinking about it but hadn't reached any conclusions. Fourth time | hesitated alittle bit at the
end so0 she got there first. She sort of pawed at the stick for amoment and looked at meinquiringly. So
far so dog redly. Thefifth time | went after it alittle more dowly yet, just to see what would hap-pen and
thistime she positively shot in front of me (those legs a blur and her panting alittle harsh grunting
noise with breathless I'm-sure--explanatory peepsinit), and started to pick it up....

Shetried to pick it up with one of her forelegs. Fourteen-month-old dragons don't have much grasping
srength, and they're dso Hill effectively four-legged. According to Old Pete they start using their front
legs more like arms when their wings get big enough to provide a different balance, before they canfly. In
Lois casethat started happening when she was about three, athough that may be early because, of
course, shewas il trying to be me, in spite of ... no, I'm getting ahead of mysdlf believe me, it's getting
harder and harder not to ... she was trying to be me and I'm two-legged and two-handed. And so she
tried to pick up astick with afront claw, and she couldn't doit.

And the joy instantly drained out of her. It was awful. She flopped down on the ground beside the
horrible stick and started to cry. No, there weren't any tears, but | didn't have any trouble trandating
what the noise she was making was, any more than you don't know what adog's wails mean when
you've locked him up and areleaving him behind. And the sound she was making went right through me
and ag-gravated the Headachetill | was seeing her through thistwinkly red haze and that did not help the
gtugtion.

| raced up to her, threw myself down beside her - swearing at mysdlf for afool - and picked the stick
up in my mouth. (Thiswas not easy. Human faces are too flat, and your nose getsin the way.) And then
began waddling back the way we'd come, on my hands and knees.



She stopped crying and followed me. It was a measure of how de-moralized she was that she wasn't
instantly thrilled that | was down on her levd. But sheld never seen me go any distance on my hands and
knees before (ow ow ow ow ow, just by the way: aso yuck yuck yuck yuck about the taste of the stick)
and she gat, | think, so interested, sheforgot to be her usua kind of excited. And | swear she suddenly
got it about how helpless| wason dl fours. It waslike this aspect of my strange reluctance to get down
on the ground with her finally made senseto her (so far as| know she never understood about my
eczema. For which | am very grateful. Awful sort of thing to know, that you burn your mom every time
you touch her). | went all the way back on my hands and knees, and very tired and cramped and chafed
| waswhen | got theretoo. But | wanted to be surethat if she was getting the lesson at al thistime she
was going to get it RIGHT. Then | threw the stick again.

We both started after it. | didn't hurry and she got therefirst. She picked it up in her mouth. She
carried it back to where I'd thrown it from, and then danced around peeping and burbling (through the
gtick in her mouth. A sort of urrrrrglrrrrrr noise). "Hot stuff, Lois," | said (there was no way | was going
to say, "Good dragon, Lois!" and "hot stuff* seemed kind of arelevant praise-phrase for adragon), and
gave her ahard rub between the eyes, which she liked. (Rubbing her between the eyes would actudly
make her st ill for afew minutes, while you did it, which was useful, till your fingers started getting tired,
because you had to do it hard.)

Okay. Thisis pretty cool. Training stage accomplished. She was happy, | was happy, it worked, we're
back on track, trauma averted (I hoped). Soit'stimefor rationdization. Dogs aren't trying to be you,
they automaticaly do stuff with their mouths because that's whet their ingtinctstell them to do. (Although |
don't think adog ever bringsa stick back first time. They've got it that it'sagame, but they have other
ideas about the rules.) So dragonsimprint on their moms more individualy than puppies do. No big dedl.

Except that there's one other thing. She took the last three steps back to me on her hind legs, or
shetried to. Shefdl over between each step, mind you, but she got up again, haf-swayed and half
sguunched on her butt forward, and fell over, threetimes.

| could have got round the picking-it-up-in-her-hand, | think, but thiswas a, ahem, step too far, haha
| don't know about yours but my
okay-maybe-they-sort-of -have-a-kind-of -language-sometimes-but-animal s—-are-only-anima s-redly
rationdization faculty goes screeeeeeeeek at this point and then bresks down entirely, and like suddenly
it'sawhole new world and anything is possible.

Maybe it won't seem like that big adeal to you, because you aready know what happened later. But it
was abig deal to me. The Headache was so bad at that moment that 1'd had to sit down, so Lois
pranced over and sat on me, complete with victory stick. The red haze began to clear, but my vison was
il kind of distorted, and | had astronger than usud feding thet if | looked redly carefully into the trees
I'd see some of those big deep shiny dragon eyesthat | saw in my dreamslooking back at me. It's hard
to think clearly when your skull istrying to explode, but thisisthe ideathat | suddenly couldn't get rid of
That the reason why I'd got away with this Scam of Scams, this Swindle of Swindles, this Flimflam of
Himflams, this human raisng adragonlet, was because Lois mom was hanging around keeping an eye on
me. Plus Grace's cooking of course.

But it'sway too late for you to send for the small white van with the smiling men holding out the jacket
with the deevesthat tie round the back, so you might aswell relax.

And Loisdid occasondly remind me of Snark. Thiswas one of those times. Possibly because thiswas
avery special stick shewas compromis-ing her principles and chewing on it, and drooling lovely gooey
wood fragments al over my jeans.

Anyway. It wasn't some kind of geometric progression of insanity after that. | don't think. It waslike
only asmal gradua worsening in the menta terrain (with about as many switchbacks as hiking across
Smokehill). I ill missed having someone who spoke good English to talk to about it, but because of stuff



likethis, I mostly hadn't told any one else about it. So once we were done at Westcamp | didn't fed so
much trapped-with-Lois-the-baby dragon-my-unique-and-dangerous responsibility as the people back
at the Ingtitute might have thought | did. Although | was and shewas. And | did have the two-way on dl
thetime | wasindoors.

And this was when the Headache changed again. It had sort of given warning on thetrip out to
Westcamp but had then subsided when we arrived and started dragging the trees off the roof and killing
deer and so on. Maybe it had been regrouping. | know you're bored with me and my Headache. My
fairy tale about Lois mother kegping an eye on usis creative but unconvincing, right? A headacheisa
headache. No it isn't. Lois headaches had always been different, had dways had a dight sense of the
Alien Spy Thingy in Your Brain. Thislatest modd was definitely severd rungs higher on the ladder of
weirdness.

Usudly aheadache just sitsthere and throbs, right? It may get bigger or smaller and it may bein one
place rather than another and it may spread, but it doesn't fed likeit's shouldering aside your gray matter
and putting up signposts likefor other travelers. (Note: eeeeek.) When I'd had them when shewas a
baby they'd been ... smaller, dthough in aweird way they hurt more, like | wasn't used to them yet, like
my brain musclesweren't up to it, like a couch potato trying to get into hiking. Except the onesthat came
with the dreams about her mom. They had aways fdlt like they were going to crack me open somehow,
and maybe asif they'd been dowly cracking me open over thelast two years, so that other stuff could
getin....

| did remember faithfully to check in morning and evening with the Indtitute (and the two-way
continued to cooperate, with afew sniggers and the occasiond firecracker noise). And | still talked to
Martha every chance | got. The second week we were out at Westcamp by ourselves, when Dad told
me they were now fifteen down with the flu and had had to take on some temp help aswdl asafull-time
nurse who was staying in my old bedroom at the ingtitute, and in spite of everything I've told you about
missing everybody and counting to eternity alot, | found | had to he careful not to sound alittle bit happy
about the fact that they till couldn't send anyone out to keep me company (Crazy Nature Boy: film at
eeven).

Of course | was worried about everybody, and | was also missing the human bond to balance the
growing dragon bond, like | was getting too dragony mysdlf (Lois hammering away a me during the day
and the dreams hammering away a& me at night and the Headache ham-mering away al thetime). But it
was aso impossible not to be alittle bit pleased just to | et the dragon bond happen without having to
second--guessit or you or us al the time because some other human would be coming back soon. Soon
I'd have to figure out what to tell (or show) the people who did know about her, because someone
would eventually come back out here and see what we were up to ... but not yet. People had stopped
getting the flu and the first oneswho'd had it were getting over it and Dad was beginning to say things
like "We should be able to think about sending someone out there soon™ . . . but not yet.

It wasthe end of the fifth week Loisand | were at Westcamp aonethat | dmost died.



CHAPTER EIGHT

Loisand | were sitting facing each other in one of thelittle sandpitsin our meadow. I'd been trying to
teach her to count. What we were redlly good a iswhat | called mirror-dancing, which wasusing Lois
fantastic mimic ability in three dimensions - and my ideafor it had begun with the stick-fetching. But Lois
was actudly better at it than | was - she could remember alonger series of steps/ hops/ rollsforward
and back and sideways and around trees and so on than | could - which was pretty embarrassing, and |
was looking for away to reestablish my superiority. Parents can be like that with uppity children. SoI'd
thought of counting - nice low numbers you can handlein pebbles, it'sjust an-other little easy
three-dimensiond sport, no big dedl. At least that's how | was explaining it to mysdlf. | have no ideawhat
she thought we were doing, but she was dways up for agame.

I had an especially big buzzy headache growing that morning too, but maybe that wasjust because|l
was proving to be such a usdess teacher. Maybe my basic attitude toward arithmetic ("yecch") was
breaking through. Loiswas certainly trying to pay attention, but she kept wanting to rearrange the
pebbles. I'm not sure that her hegps were more interesting than mine anyway. When things got
discouraging we reverted to stick throwing. Since we'd had that big breakthrough about
being-the-same-but-different over fetching sticks, it always seemed to cheer usup - and when | had a
useless-teacher headache (thiswasn't the first time) sometimesit eased off alittle too.

Out here sheld learned to throw sticks for me by dragging one - her specia favorite for this activity
was one she was barely big enough to drag, but sheinsisted | carry it properly when | fetched it, but then
once | wrestled thething up | could put it over my shoulder, which wasn't an option for doping,
low-dung Loais- but mostly | threw and we both fetched. Usudly she took off the moment it left my hand
- and she never, ever got fooled by afake throw the way Snark used to, but then she didn't love running
just to run theway Snark did either. And | wasalittletired that morning too - shed kicked in her deep
more than usual the night before - so shewaswell ahead of me after | threw thefirst one. But we both
noticed the sudden black shadow over the meadow. And the noise. And the smell.

Loissaved my life, dthough I don't think that was what wasin her mind. She was terrified, and she
spun around and hurtled back toward me, shrieking, and knocked me down, trying to get back into the
ding | hadn't worn in more than ayear, trying to hide in her mom's pouch from the gigantic greeny-black
demon out of nowhere that had landed on the far side of the meadow ...

... And shot along musky-spicy-smelling stream of fire over us, where my head had been two seconds
before, before Lois knocked me down. My skull felt like it was bursting, but that was probably just thet |
was terrified too, and it may have been the terror rather than having had the breath knocked out of me
that waswhy my lungsfelt paralyzed. The hest of the fire that had amost killed me seemed to sort of
hang around and gtick to my skin, like mist drops when you walk in heavy fog. It dripped off my hair. |
shuddered. More like a convulsion. With that film on me | wasn't quite me; | belonged to the dragon.

Y ou don't dwaysreact sensibly in an emergency, especidly whenit's an emergency thereisno sensible
reaction to. There was afifty foot dragon sitting on its haunches on the far side of the meadow and |
didn't have agrenade launcher at hand. | yanked my T-shirt up and stretched it down over as much of
Loisasit could reach, crossed my legs, tucked her tail into the circle of my legsto the extent that it would
go, wrapped my arms around her, and waited for the second blast.

It didn't come. Oh. The dragon probably didn't want to kill Loistoo. | tried to peel my T-shirt back up
over her again - if | wasgoing to die | wanted it over soon, so | didn't have to keep thinking about it -
but she shrieked again, and started trying to claw her way into my ssomach,, which made me do some
ghrieking too, and then the dragon raised its head and | et out another blast of fire, but straight up thistime,



and the roar that went with it really made my head want to burst, and | could feel the dragon'srage and
confusion, aswell asthe throbbing scratches on my somach.

Loiswent strangely still when the dragon roared. Then it stopped, and there was a dreadful pause, and
then Lois jerked hersdlf out from under my shirt, scrambled over my legs, and set off toward the dragon.
| just sat there. Stupidly, | suppose, but intelligently wasn't going to save me ether. I'd never seen Lois
likethis. She ssomped dong, her tail trail-ing and her neck stuck stiffly out in front of her, and her spina
plateslike straining with erectness ... for amoment | haf saw the dragon she was going to become.

She gave agag or cough, stopped, opened her mouth, and produced athin but unmistakable thread of
fire. At the dragon.

The tumult in my head changed, like changing gear, like putting one book back on the shelf and taking
another one down - or more like having one of the muggers stop kicking you and another one start. It's
impossible to describe, but it was S0 definite a sensation that | rocked wherel sat, asif | redly wasbeing
kicked. I put my handsto my heed asif literdly trying to keep it from exploding. Sometimesif you
sgueeze in the right place it does help aheadache. | squeezed.

The dragon dropped down to dl fours. (Good thing it was a big meadow.) It stretched its own neck till
its enormous snout was way too closeto Lois, but Lois stood her ground. Indeed she danced up and
down afew times - and while I'd never seen her have atantrum, she somehow looked like someone
getting ready to have atantrum - then spread dl four legs out like she was bracing hersdlf, snapped her
neck down and her head out, and ... shot out some morefire.

This second go was pretty impressive for something that looked like a short-legged overweight
wolfhound with redlly bizarre mange. The big dragon actudly drew its head back afew feet to avoid
getting -burned? Maybe the nose is a senditive area. | somehow hadn't thought to look if the dragon
pulled itslips back carefully beforeit fired. | know there's supposed to be agland that produces fireproof
mucus that linesthe throat, blah blah blah, which iswhy adragon coughs before the fire comes out. There
are soriesfrom what the humans have the nerve to cdl the "dragon war" in Australia, about guyswho
survived by throw-ing themsalves down immediately or diving to one side or something when they heard
that dragon cough. But you need really good reflexes. | haveto say | hadn't noticed the warning cough
when the big dragon tried to kill me.

| didn't piss mysalf when the dragon raised its head and looked at me again, but | don't know why.
Beyond fear, | suppose, but | couldn't have stood up or walked away if that had been what my life
depended on, so it'sagood thing it didn't. Lois, having made her point, turned her back on the big
dragon and flounced back to me. The pressurein my head moved again, and thistime it seemed to me
there were two different pressures sort of emerging from agenera background of thumping and
whanging - like Nessie and one of her boyfriends risng out of the stormy water of the loch to swallow
your boat, oh well at least you can stop bailing - the greet big one that was trying to make my head
explode, and the little one that was the tiny jerky knot thot had been there before. (I hadn't thought of it
astiny before thought. )

The greet big one was ANGER ANGER ANGER but it was turning, changing, now morelike aprism
turning in bright light, but blinding bright light, so it hurt to look at it, and becoming SORROW
SORROW SORROW Thellittle one was more like, oh help eek eek eek oh help which | understood
completely.

Uh-huh. | understood compl etely.

I'd never read anywhere that dragons are telepathic. Maybe anything the size of adragon that hasa
good brain can put out big unmissable vibes, if you hang around one long enough, which most people

don't. Old Peté's journa's never mentioned headaches particularly though - | didn't think? If | got out of
thisaivel'd have to check. But Old Pete might not have mentioned it even if he had skull busters, mere



human foiblesdidn't interest him.. . . And | knew Loisawfully well, in my clue-lesshuman way, evenif it
was good scientific practice not to make too many assumptions. Don't we read each other's human
emotionsal thetime? Don't you often know what your dog isthinking? ("l won-der if | could pinch that
chicken off the counter in the kitchen before he noticed?")

So | knew that Lois flouncing was phony. Shewas il terrified - aswas| - but she was making a
much better show of it than | was. | tried to look back at the big dragon asit looked at me, but it wasn't
only terror that made me prefer to look at Lois. Her last few steps were not flouncy at all, and she
dragged hersdlf over the ridge of my crossed legs asif they were amountain, and collapsed exhausted in
their circle. | didn't try to pull my shirt over her again (one of the seams had parted thelast time, so it
would have been easier), but | did put my arms around her, and then | did look back at the dragon. Hey,
big dragon, yeah, we're a family. You can like it, or you can fry me. | wasn't sending the messagein
words. But | was putting out vibesashard as| could.

The dragon looked at usfor awhile - with big shiny dragon eyes, only from where| was Sitting,
undernesth the surface gleam these eyes were bottomless blackness. It felt like avery long while, but |
don't think it was. And then, very dowly and carefully, it settled down, and farther down, butt end firt,
then front end, till its body wasflat on the ground, curling itsfront legs under it rather like acat, with its
enormous snaky neck arched, and its nose (and fire-spouting mouth) still aimed at us. Findly it Sretched
its neck out on the ground too, but then at the very last minuteit turned its head so the nose (and mouth)
wasamed alittle to one side of us, and tipped up dightly on the cheek. It rolled its only visible eye back
toward usto check that we were paying proper aten-tion (I at least wastotdly riveted), opened its
mouth a crack, and gave along, long, long sigh. There wasn't even any smoke. The vast gentle backdraft
of its breath smelled rather like chili powder.

| had to name the big dragon too, because she kept coming back. Also because | was sure shewas a
shetoo, and you can't go on calling some-thing that isn't an it, it. | had no better excuse for believing that
shewasashethan | did Lois, mind you. | never saw her pouch, any more than there were any findable
dits, sacs, or bulgeson Lais rapidly expanding anatomy, which, since Loiswent on liking having her
tummy rubbed, | went on getting agood look at. (Every time | did this| thought of Mar-tha.) But she
just was a she, and the next step was that she had to have aname. So | named her Gulp, because that's
how she made mefedl, no matter how many times| saw her. Uh-oh. Big dragon's back. Gulp. The fact
that | was stiff asaplank for most of aweek after Lois knocked me down - | had not falenwell - didnt
help my attitude any. Neither did the claw marks on my poor much-abused ssomach.

A full-grown dragon can't snesk up on you gracefully but | think she was trying to be tactful. She
landed at adistance - and no, the earth did not shake; pheasants make amost more of athump, but the
wind her wings made was pretty spectacular - and then sort of ambled toward us, and as soon as she
got to the edge of our meadow - meadowy part of our meadow, | mean, as opposed to the
boulder-field end - she went down on her belly, as small as she could make hersdlf, which wasn't nearly
small enough if you're asking me, but she gets pointsfor trying. Rattly things, big dragons. Folding up her
wingswas asort of loud rustle, clitterclatterclitter, even from thefar end of the clearing, and folding her
up made asoft dightly danky thunking noise, dthough again she hit the ground with no more noisethan a
sheep lying down.

And for dl I know the apparent attempt to be dow and gentle was as much for her benefit as ours -
trying to relate to something like me, whose proportions are dl wrong from a dragon perspective, maybe
made her fed queasy, aside from what she might think of humansin generd, which, at aguess, wasn't too
positive either. And it made senseiif you're something the Sze of ayoung hill hanging out with something
the 9ze of afa wolfhound (skin problems, short bowlegs and pecu-liar skull development optiona) you
need to try and find some kind of compromise. Since her neck was half aslong as the entire meadow
(wel nearly) shetill had alot of negotiating room.

And shewas hot. Zowie, was she ever hot. But it's funny though, it wasn't as overwhelming asyou



might think. Y ou know how the closer you get to afire the hotter it getsand if you're cold and you're
longing for the heat you're like dways trying to decide how close you can get before your eyelashes singe
and your cheeksflake off? She was more like an electric blanket turned on high. So grown-up dragons
devel op tem-perature control maybe - dthough | wasn't offering to rub her tummy. She was dmost
attractively hot, like ahot water bottle that never cooled off. Except that she was the size of
1,000,000,000,000 dectric blankets and had teeth aslong as my legs. Not to mention my graphic
memory of her flamethrower.

Theway she smdlled was kind of the same. It was amonster smell to go with the monster critter but it
wasn't abad sméll, exactly, even if you dightly felt that if you peded it off the dragon somehow, and then
it likefell onyou, it would probably crush you just asthoroughly asif the dragon itsdlf sat onyou. It was
intense. Of course the famous Smokehill dragon smell was always alot stronger once you got into the
park away from the Indtitute - but here was living fire-breathing proof that the famous Smokehill smell
was definitey dragon.

| tried not to run to the other end of the meadow from wherever she was as soon as she arrived, but |

somehow aways found mysdlf a the point farthest from her kind of soon &fter. It gave Loislots of
exercise galumphing between us. Ha. She didn't dways come at the sametime and she didn't dways stay
for very long, but she came every day after thefirst. Every day. Every day | got out of bed with aknot in
my stomach and wondered if she'd be back. Gulp. And she alwayswas. Gulp. We weren't dwaysin the
meadow when she arrived ether but like being called into your dad's office to get yelled at - | mean when
you know that'swhy you're going - | used to turn around from wherever we were and trudge back there,
if weweren't there, to get it over with.

I never didn't see her flying in, though | never redlly got used to not fedling the ground shake when
shelanded or as she waswalking around. | don't know if we- | - got points for going to meet her or not.
First time we weren't there she was Sitting up looking around when we arrived. (A stting-up dragon
looks alot bigger than any two-hundred--foot cliff, just by the way. Dragons have a corner on thewhole
looming thing.) After that first time she was dways lying down when we arrived. Like she knew wed
come and she might aswell get comfortable. If lying flat is comfortable for adragon, which actudly |
wonder. But shelay down like | came to the meadow, | think. We were both trying hard.

She never fired a us - well, me - again. Although some days when she showed up she smelled smokier
than other days and | wondered if she'd been hunting and if so, what. Oh, Jake, stop it. Dragons don't
cat people. They never have. Asfar aswe know. They just could. What Lois mom did to that guy was
self-defense - she wasn't trying to eat him. And it didn't even work.

But Gulp'sfirgt act on seeing me and Lois had been to try and toast me. That was amost as hard to
forget as what the dead poacher had looked like.

Loisand | went on with our games, or our lessons, or whatever they were, although my concentration
was atiny bit shot somehow. | was getting used to the pressure, that is pressures, now, in my head,
having something more particular to do with Loisthan 1'd recognized back at the Indtitute, where|l
thought it was dll just some kind of hangover from the shock of Lois mom after my mom, plusmy lala
dream sense that Lois mom's ghost or spirit or something was hanging around giving me ahand with
things. But now Gulp. Theréd been nothing like Gulp at the Ingtitute.

"Getting used to" is ajoke though. There was no "getting used to" about it. | was so far out of control
inthisStuation it wasn't worth even pretending anything dse. If lifewith Loisthelast two years had been
sort of day-to-day, | was down to minute-to-minute now, with Gulp around. Maybe second to second.
But, | don't know, it was aso maybe like the dragon had fried my worry list instead of me. | was ill
here. New world. New Jake, maybe.

Telepathy in booksisaways sort of misty. All woo-woo and staring earnestly into the middle distance
and ddlicate and sengitive and stuff. Thiswas like having rocksin your head. Haha. A whole freaking



boul-der field, but two of them - one big, onelittle - were epecidly active. Having two of them like that
was what finaly made me begin to pay attention to them as, uh, communication, even if they didn't
commu-hicate much besdes"ow"

| don't know how long it might have taken meif it wasjust Loisand me, but thinking about it, | was
pretty surethered rock feding had only started after Kit left - when Loisand | were donetogether. I'd
had Lois--related headaches since I'd had Lois, bad headaches, some of them, and kind of
self-motivated. But they were ill al maybe understandable just - in terms of stress and worry and the
boy lost his mother when he was twelve and was alittle peculiar after that wasn't he? (Humans dways
want stuff to be understandable the way they dready do understand it.) So why wouldn't | havevisons
of old Mom dragon? When | was still dreaming about my own mom, and sometimes I'd woken up from
those dreams with headaches too.

It'skind of embarrassing now to remember me assuming that since | was the human | wasthe only one
of uswho had anything to teach the other one. But Loiswasa baby ... it wasn't only species arrogance. |
hope. | came around pretty quickly after Gulp arrived. | want to believeit's not only because | wastoo
scared to be arrogant.

When Gulp was there she moved her head around to be as near to Lois as she could be, according to
somerule of her own (I guessed) about not getting too close. At first Loisignored her, but I've already
said that Loiswas curious about everything, and Gulp wasfar too big and strange not to be interesting.
And didn't it occur to Loisthat there was something, you know familiar about Gulp? It had been her
roar that had jolted Lois out of terror and into defiance. Maybe Lois had just de-cided that she was
going to go down fighting (while her pathetic mom remained glued to the spot, draped in hisripped
T-shirt). But sheld re-acted to that roar dmost asif it meant something to her.

| was redlly torn, watching Lois begin to pay attention to Gulp, and Gulp trying to respond - | was sure
- inaway that would make Lois, well, like her. | was torn because thiswas what saving Loiswas
supposed to be about: raising her till she could go back and live with dragons and be a dragon. Not
have to spend the rest of her life at Westcamp or some other human place. If we could figure out how to
socidize her first so the dragonswould take her. But | hadn't expected to have to think about it so soon
(speaking of my reigning tendency to want not to think about things). It would be ahuge, HUGE |oad
off if Gulpwasgoingto take Lois away fromme...it should he the most WONDERFUL, thing,
that ultimate miracle | desperately wanted for Lois. Why wasn't | legping for joy? Buit ... | would miss
her. A lot. (Duh.) Like I'd maybe adapted too far or something, headache - blasted dragon - mom Jake.
Could | remember how to be an undragoned human any more?

And even in the middle of worrying about losing Lois and/or being made into human-burger it occurred
to me pretty strongly that Gulp was acting, well, weirdly. Isnt it thiswhole big thing when you try and
return ahuman-reared animal to the wild? It doesn't know how to bewhat it is, and itsredl relatives
won't have anything to do with it because it stinks of human and doesn't know how to behave. And here
was Gulp trying hard to win Lois over - and letting me hang around. The first successful reentry of two
haf-grown Y ukon wolf pupsto awild pack had involved the gruesome death of one of the human
minders, and they'd given up trying to reintroduce griffins and Caspian walruses and brought them back
to their nice cages before they died. Which hasto have been redlly depressing for the humans. (Although
less depressing than being eaten by your fosterling's rdatives.) | could maybe guess how they felt. (I don't
know what they'd've doneif they ever found an orphan baby Nessie. Sat down and cried, probably.)

But that's supposed to be at least part of the excuse why saving adragon'slifeisagainst the law. A
great big fire-snorting flying thing that got ataste, even accidentaly, for human was way too dangerous.
Weweren't going to hand them any ops. And asmédlly hot pam-sized dimy grub that was going to grow
into agreat big fire-snorting flying thing that couldn't be sent back to live with itsrelativeswas going to be
even more dangerous. | couldn't bear to think about Lois growing up to be dangerous but. . . . Maybe
the lawmakers weren't quite as stupid as | thought. They probably had in the backs of their tiny mean



minds too that humans who do stuff like haf kill themselves and/or get paid crap wages and/or livea

hundred miles from a decent restaurant and/or have never seen amoviein ared theater, are crazy, or
they wouldn't do it, but the reason they do it (besides being crazy) isthat they get kind of fond of the
animasthey rescue. Which is maybe the most dangerous thing of al.

Thefirgt time | saw Loisclimb up Gulp's shoulder and hang over her neck like atwo-year-old dragon
would do with its own rea mom, there was abig lump in my throat that had nothing to do with the
prospect of what might happen to me the next time Gulp lost her temper.

But Loisaways came back to me- so far. And | didn't know whether | should be trying to persuade
her to stay with Gulp, or whether that would just mess her up further. Who knew what sheld had to learn
to survive her weird upbringing. | sometimesfet | was"overhearing” con-versations between the big rock
and thelittle rock, but if you're going to ask me, I'm going to say that they weren't speaking the same
language. Likeif a German parent was suddenly reunited with his kid who'd been being raised by a
French family. They wouldn't talk to each other very well. And Gulp was dways slent, and Lois, having
spent her firgt two years hanging out with yacketing, non-telepathic humans, was aways, well, chattering.
| wonder if Gulp got this. | hope so.

| didn't talk to Lois anywhere near as much when Gulp was around as when she wasn't, but | till
talked to her. For onething, if Gulp waswatching over our shoulders (brrrrr) while we played one of
our learn-ing games, | needed to hear mysdlf talk about what we were doing to steady myself down. |
just didn't chat. It also occurred to me, rather un-comfortably, that if | talked, Gulp might get the idea that
Loisdidn't talk because she was defective, but because | talked. This probably wouldn't make Gulp like
me any better, but ... well, like what if the German-gpeaking parent found out that the French family that
had been raising hiskid were al drug addicts or serid murderers or something? How do you balance the
fact that your kid'sdive at al because of them with the fact that they'reredlly bad for her?

And thelittle rock in my head got dl sort of warm and soft and glowy and gooey every time Loisleft
Gulp and came galumphing back toward me. | wasn't makingitup. | wasn't.

So, thisnon-idyll had to end, one way or another, right? It ended alot sooner and more dramaticaly
than | might have guessed, dthough if | hadn't been so preoccupied with Gulp | would have picked up
that something was going on back &t the Ingtitute. Among other thingsit should have occurred to me that
there was no way | was kegping my own interesting new preoccupation to mysalf Anyone who had any
gpare brain for noticing anything except that | was till sgningin likel should, should have noticed that |
sounded funny. Digtracted. Okay, more distracted. And they didn't.

| wasted some time trying to figure out some kind of code to get the idea of Gulp acrossto Martha,
but | couldn't think of any. It wasn't anything we'd set up code for. "Hey, guess what, theré'sthisbig
dragon who comesto vist Loisevery day." We had aphrase ("good sunrise thismorning™) for having
seen dragons, but | wasafraid if | said that every day she'd get frightened, so | didn't. | didn't even say
it once. It didn't occur to meto say it after Gulp'sfirst vist, because there's abig differ-ence between
seeing adragon or dragons flying glorioudy slhouetted againgt the sky at anice distance and having a
close encounter of an amogt fatal kind with adragon.

| tried to remember if Billy had ever mentioned any close sightings of dragons on the ground - coming
around an outcropping or out of anarrow pass or something "gee what's the funny smell, smellslike
dragon only stronger ... oh" - and | couldn't remember any. | person-aly had never even seen one of the
trees they used as scratching posts athough Billy had - not till Gulp | mean: and watching her make abig
pinetree shake like asgpling in agaleisanother of those little awe--inspiring details of time spent in the
company of afull-grown dragon. Mostly dragon sign likethat isway far in (the scales blow in thewind,
0

you get them everywhere), farther than I've ever gone. Westcamp's on the edge. It wouldn't have been
aurprising if I'd, uh, had agood sunrise at Westcamp, but Gulp was cruising out of norma dragon range.



So | should have been worried when | didn't hear from Marthafor three days. Marthachecked in
most days. But al | was, was disap-pointed - and alittle worried that maybe she'd tried some time when
my radio was pretending to be ornamenta art. (Pretending badly. Our radiosare not beautiful
objects.) But since | hadn't figured out how to tell her about Gulp, | wasn't missing talking to her as much,
if you fol-low me. | just wanted to hear her voice. Even radio-squesky.

Y ou can't redly tell much from the voices over our two-ways, when they're clear they're clear enough
but too clacky and mechanical to guess much about tone. One morning about twenty days after we saw
Gulp for thefirst time, Dad said, "How are you doing for food?'

"Fing" | said, more or lesstruthfully. "Getting alittle tired of beans, maybe.”

"Y ou need the mest for - " said Dad in one of those weird sentencesthat if anyone had been listening
they should have thought suspicious. Maybe Dad just sounded like your usua nutty professor type, never
finishing his sentences. Marthaand | had a much better system.

"Wdl, I'm careful,” | said, which wasto say that Loiswas getting the meet, and | was getting the
beans. | didn't mind al that much because | was pretty tired of venison too and | didn't seem to havetime
to set rabbit snares any more. Not that | think they'd have caught anything. Ever ything cleared out
once Gulp gtarted visting. We didn't even get as many noises a night.

Unfortunately during adack moment (mine) Lois had made adive for my plate and got amouthful of
ketchup and fallen ingtantly in love. So now shetried to climb in my lap and eat my beansonce | put
ketchup on them. Obvioudy | wasn't going to tell Dad this over the two-way. Or about what | was going
to do if she got mad and squirted some fire at me the next time | pushed her away. (Do dragons have a
Teenager from Hell phase? And if so, when? Before or after they get so big you can't push them away?)
Or about wondering what ketchup would do to dragon physiology. | spent most of my life wondering
what some-thing or other was doing to dragon physiology. | hadn't realized till we got out here how much
I'd |eft dl the nutrition stuff up to Grace. But in theory | didn't let her eat anything with suger in it, just like
agood mom. Ketchup has sugar init. (Do dragons get ADHD?)

"I'mokay," | sad. "Redly." Westcamp could hold sx (humans) and was automaticaly kept
provisioned for asiege. Weather around here can be pretty dramatic and it doesn't pay to take chances.
Although Billy's deer was mostly gone by now, which iswhy I'd stopped egting it, even theway Loisate
we weren't going to get through al therest in ahurry. And if we got desperate enough | suppose I'd get
Billy'srifle down from thewall and put some shellsin it. But with Gulp scaring the neighbors'd haveto
go along way to find anything to shoot (at). If Loislooked hungry, would Gulp bring her something?

Therewas silence on thetwo-way. A crackle-crackle-crackle silence, but Dad wasn't saying
anything.
IIDm?I

"Wehavea... Stuation here," he said a last. "There gppears to be some ... question, in certain
people's minds, whether we are ... fulfill-ing ... our trust.”

Oh help. Has someone guessed about Lois???

"Not you. Exactly,” Dad's voice continued, dowly, with its painful pauses. He sounded funny, even
alowing for radio whimsy. If the pauses were to give me achance to think about he wastrying to tell me
... they weren't working. They hadn't guessed about Lois but - ?

"They fed you might bein danger,” said Dad. So they might try to come after me. Us.

"I'mnot,” | said, too quickly and for once not thinking about Gulp at dl. "l cdl intwiceaday likeI'm
supposed to and I'm awaysfine. Y ou know that. The - er - dragon study isredly interesting and | don't
want to leave. And you're till short from the flu.”



"l believeyou," said Dad. "Wedl believe you. But there have been some ... incongruities, which some
... other ... people havefound ... dlarming.”

Other people meant not Smokehill people. That was easy. Nothing el se was easy. Did he mean more
dragon sightings? Westcamp was well beyond visbility from the Indtitute; even if you had atelescope
you'd have to be able to see through rock with it. So it can't have been Gulp hersdlf that was making
anyone (else) jumpy, and there wasn't anybody el sein the park now. We were still turning everyone from
outside away; and any stubborn investigators would have a Ranger on them. (Until thisminute I'd
forgotten al about my "study" since Gulp came, but what | said to Dad was, ahem, still true)) But I'd
aready worried about the fact that the reason Gulp found us was because she was flying where dragons
didn't fly. If one dragon was going where they shouldn't ... Was whatever it was so bad Dad couldn't
even say theword "dragon™?

"They" - and furthermore who the hell was they? - "fed that wewho ... live here, or who have been at
Smokehill along time, may have grown negligent through familiarity.”

| didn't dare say what | wasthinking: Do they think I might need rescu-ing? Because it had occurred
to methat Dad didn't merely sound like he was assuming there might be someone monitoring our
two-ways. He sounded like there was someone in the room with him, listening intently to every word.

"Your ... youth has also been a source of concern.”

"Oh," | sad. It probably wasn't the moment to remind him that | had turned seventeen, which probably
wasn't that much protection anyway.

After another pause Dad said, "Jake. Be careful. Be as careful asyou possibly can.”
| dmost laughed but | wastoo scared. Be careful about what. "1 will."
"I'll talk to you tonight,” said Dad, and the two-way went deed.

I'd spent the last two years o paranoid that my brain went into killer overdrive like Dr. Frankenstein
closing the circuit when the lightning storm struck histower. And | was probably moving like Boris
Karloff when | walked away from the table where the two-way sat. And that was exactly the problem: |
was freaked, dl right, but | couldn't think of anything intelligent to do about it. Sure, | could round Lois
up and make adash for it, but a dash where?

Even in the middle of summer you don't want to pack into Smoke-hill without knowing where you're
going and what you're going to do when you get there. Even supposing | took the rifle with me on the
as-sumption | could useit to feed us. Y ou can get sudden, savage, danger-ous slorms any time of year in
Smokehill, including midsummer - we'd had a Ranger concussed by afist-sized hailstone once when |
was akid, and another one nearly drowned in aflash flood only afew years ago, and as| keep saying
our Rangers are good - and Westcamp was the lagt, the farthest into nowhere, of the
human-built-and-maintained full--service generator-op shdtersin Smokehill. Although the cave network
al over Smokehill would probably make any number of Neanderthd tribes deiriouswith joy | wasa
gpoiled modern human and while a cave was better than nothing - especidly, say, with lightning stabbing
around looking for Boris Karloff | liked the four walls, roof, and closing door system. Cougars and bears
livedin caves, and | didn't want to disturb any tenants either.

And what happened if Gulp followed us? Or if she decided | was run-ning away from her? Tryingto
take Loisaway from her?

Also | didn't think there was any way to wipe out the signsthat | had been here at Westcamp with
some, um, large animd. Evenif it took

them awhileto figure out that if it wasthisbig hairy secret it just had to be ababy dragon - and they'd
have to be great creative thinkersto get that far, and | don't think they'd have been helped much by what
therewasto look at. Loiswasn't shedding yet and baby dragon dung doesn't look like anything we're



trained to look for when we're trying (or pretending) to track dragon movements (especialy ababy
dragon fed on canned hash, rabbit soup, and venison stew). Still, whatever it was, was pretty good-sized
and strange, and if they came looking for mc and | wasn't there, and there were Signs of alarge strange
animd having been herewith me....

No. It wasworse than that. A lot worse. Because there were clear signs of Gulp's having visited the
meadow - repegtedly, if they had any ideahow to read sgns - and while she was actualy amazingly
discreet about bodily functions there's no way to disguise that something the size of a dragon has been
around alot over ashort space of time and in acongtricted area - for example sure dragon dung
disntegrates fast, but the ash sticks around awhile longer, and dragon-dung ash isiden-tifiable from
other kinds. Dragons also scrape their big selves across the ground in open areas and scratch themselves
on boulders aswell astrees and take the occasiona munch of leaves very high up too. (Do top leaves
taste better? Or do dragons do it because they can?) Not to mention standard scale-shedding. Gulp did
al thesethings. It was pretty amazing actudly watching, instead of reading about it in abook, like
checking off stuff on alist or something. | kept wanting someoneto talk to about it. (And | had some
imaginary conversationswith Old Pete. And Mom of course. And Martha.) And Gulp spent probably
more than the usua amount of time scraping aong on her belly, to make herself smal for us.

The only thing | could think of to do that might work had the draw-back of being deranged and
impossible. | had to convince Gulp to take Lois away with her - and convince Lois to go. | fet my
heart break - crack! snap! - but | was now so preoccupied with Lois safety | barely noticed. Or maybe
if my plan had seemed more plausible | would have been more miserable about it.

The smdl rock in my head wasrolling around thudding into things, which isto say that Loiswas
worried because she knew | wasworried. | looked down at her. The rock stopped, got hollow on top,
and began to teeter back and forth, which meant that she was suggesting that | sit down and let her get in
my lap (oof ) for awhile, for mutual comfort and support. | sat down, on the floor beside the table where
the two-way stood (suddenly it looked like some malign dien thing glaring at us), with the door till open
from where we'd been playing outsde while | waited for morning check-in time. It was abeautiful day,
with the Sky going on forever in dl directionsbut in afriendly way, and the treeswith Smokehill's
signature spires and accordions of stone sticking up through them, stretching dmost asfar asthe sky.

| put my arms around L ois (this was getting harder and harder) and she started to hum one of her
soothing hums. 1t sounded like alullaby. To be more preciseit sounded alot like one of the Arkhola
lullabies| sang to her when | first noticed that she was trying to mimic human speech. | sang that one
because the melody only had about four notesin it which isabout the limit of my capability. Or Lois,
athough she was probably mimicking my snging ability too.

| sat therelistening to her and thinking how Gulp had been dmost completely silent around us, after
that more-than-terrifying initial roar, and | wondered al over again if that's because dragons, or grown-up
dragons, usudly are sllent, or whether she was il trying not to scare us (after that more-than-terrifying
roar). Even at awhisper, the voice out of something that size was probably pretty extreme. Or wasit that
liv-ing with humans had taught L ois to make mouth noise which was now so totaly ingrained a habit that
like dl the other ways she was growing up wrong, it was going to be one of the reasons Lois never fitin
with other dragons, despite Gulp's best efforts (maybe Gulp was as dragons

go soppy and sentimenta and any other dragon would know better than to try) and maybe dragon
culture or dragon safety or something required slenceand ...

It took severa minutesfor it to occur to methat Lois had asked meto sit down and let her get in my
lap, and that 1'd done it and hadn't thought twice about it. Or that she was humming a recognizable human
melody (in fact she carried the tune alot better than | did) - and | had recognized it.

A lot had happened in the last month.



So maybe my plan wasn' totally impossible and deranged.

Gently | dumped L ois back out of my lap again, and for some reason picked up the two-way too and
clipped it on my belt. Usudly | I€eft it at the cabin, but it was some kind of token that morning - or my only
source of breaking news. Then | led her to the meadow. Dad hadn't said that anyone was coming to
rescue me. Would he know? Would they tel him?Would they let him tell - warn - me?What kind of
warning would he have? How would they come? If they hiked in and they started now and they wereina
hurry, | had maybe six days. But if they thought | needed rescuing, they might choose something else. The
meadow would serve perfectly well as an emergency set-down for a helicopter.

Smokehill was supposed to have dragons. And | checked in every day! Leave me alone!

That morning, while we waited for Gulp to show up (I'd never waited for Gulp before, merely stecled
myself for her arriva), | tried to teach Loistheideaof stay or go with or go that way. She dready knew
akind of stay because we used it to make our races after the sick more interesting. She found my
jogging adong beside or behind her kind of asnore, if we started even, and I'm sure she knew | was faster
than shewas. So sheld learned to wait — stay somewhere while | went alittle distance from her and threw
s0 that the stick was nearer her than me, and then we could both tear after it. It was more fun for metoo.
It only occurred to me that morning that maybe the reason it was more fun was because | was putting out
more, fun vibesas| hurtled after her trying to catch up.

| wasn't putting out any kind of fun vibesthat morning, which is probably why my attempt to teach her
something new was atota disaster. It wasagreat big drooling object lessonin "I'm not going to do
what you say when what you're doing isway big-time something se.” Also to the extent that anything |
taught her - or she taught me - was based on vibes, it was doomed. Any kind of teaching, you haveto
keep your mind on business, and maybe she could even pick it up that | was worry-ing about her safety,
and her safety had dways and only ever meant one thing to her: me. Shewouldn't stay in one place at al
but glued hersdlf to my leg and wouldn't listen to anything | was saying and that began to make me angry,
except it wasn't her faullt.

When Gulp showed up | waslying on the ground with Lois draped over my legs, humming. Thistimeit
was one of her own hums. (Very Winnie-the-Pooh-ish. Similar waistlinestoo, athough Loiswas built
that way. She was dso growing too fast to have any dack to get fat.) Lois would have been sitting on my
chest while she hummed only | couldn't brestheif she sat on my chest for more than a minute any more,
50 I'd shoved her farther down.

| had an arm flung over my eyesso | didn't see Gulp land but | felt her. | felt - and smelled - the wind
of her coming, and thefaint - tinily faint - tremor of her landing. Maybe it was because | was lying down
that | felt it thistime. And | felt the shadow - and the wash of hest - -when she....

My eyes shot open and | moved my arm. She was standing right over us. Sheld never done that
before. An adult dragon is big enough that when you're lying down you might aswell be abeetle. My first
ingtinct wasto get up and run like hell ... but if sheld been going to eat me, sheld've done it weeks ago. |
didn't think my lying down waslikely to be some kind of irresstible come-on. Dragons aren't carrion
egtersif they have achoice.

And then shelay down beside us, like she had that first day, when she was gpologizing, if that was
what she was doing, and seeming to make an even greater effort to make hersaf assmall (yowzah) as
she could. Sheldd never put al of hersalf down next to us before, if you follow me, sheéld liketried to leave
most of hersdlf at the other end of the meadow. But then we'd never been lying down when she landed
ather.

She curved her ridiculoudy long neck in an arc, so that while her body was aready redly closeto us
(redly close), her heed wastoo. (Well, comparatively. There was dtill fifty-feet-plus of her reativeto
sx-feet plus of me.) Once she got hersdlf settled, Loisand | were the center of aspira, and the spiral



was all dragon. Maybe it was just aswell | was pre-occupied with Dad's check-in becauseif I'd
panicked and tried to run, there wasn't anywhere to run to, except into the dragon. The hump of her
body, especidly with the spind ridge plates, pretty well shut out the sun. It had started to get chilly lying
on the ground (except where Loiswas on my legs), but being that close to her body heat was something
€else - dthough adrenaline surges kind of warm you up too. | had no-ticed her being hot before, of
course, but thiswas another something or other. Degree. Dimension. | noticed Lois body heat because
shewas usudly pressed up againgt me. | know, why would dragons waste their fire heating their
surroundings? But Gulp was close. | could hear her breathing. It sounded like wind in acave, and one
in-and-out breath took several minutes.

Onawhim - awhim | didn't dare even recognize asawhim - | stretched out anarm. | did it quickly so
| wouldn't lose my nerve, which is never agood ideawith awild anima - doing something quickly | mean
- but | did it anyway. Besides, what was she going to be afraid of ? It would be like having atoothpick
attack you. | wasn't quite close enough, so | hitched mysdlf over alittle closer to her, trying not to
didodge Lois (till humming). | put my hand on Gulp'sjaw. | could touch my baby dragon without gloves
(except on her belly), aslong as | was careful that only the palm stayed in contact. | assumed | could
keep my hand against Gulp's greater heat - and probably her thicker skin hel ped.

The hot part went okay. The hot part and the Gulp not moving her head with adragon equivaent of
"ugh" part. It was till asensationdly stupid thing to do. Like maybe telepathy works better with a
conduc-tor, like those tin-can telephones you maybe made (if you were poor, or lived out in the middle
of nowhere, or both) when you were akid. They don't really work very well, but that they work at dl is
weirdly exciting (if you're pathetic enough to have made them, then you'll probably find them exciting,
okay?). | started thinking at her. | guess| started out thinking words, asif | wastaking to her, but
words arent redly dl that good, you know, one picture isworth athousand, etc., and especidly if you
don't spesk the same language, and while maybe dragons had been keeping up their English sincethey
spent al that time with Old Pete (and he saysin hisjournals he used to talk to his dragons, athough his
never talked back), therésalimit, | guess, to what an insane whim will stretch to.

And there are so many times when words are nowhere near enough even when you're talking to an
ordinary human person who speaks the same language. And that's even when you're talking to someone
who knows you well and knows dmost everything about you, like Dad or Billy or Kit or Katie or Martha
knowsme. | didn't deliberately shift over to pictures, talking (or whatever) to Gulp, but | did, since | was
in my head anyway and could do what | liked and it was dl either crazy or imaginary so who cared.

Andthenit really started getting weird. The pictures started like going through my head faster than |
was thinking them, like they were get-ting sucked out of me; but as they went they were getting al
distorted. Not like Dad suddenly had six legsor Billy was eight feet tall and green, just ... | don't know.
But you know how sometimes when two of you who were there start to tell astory to athird person who
wasn't, and you keep laughing becauseit's like you're telling two different stories and one of you is crazy?
Itwasalittlelikethat. And if | wasn't imagining it, well, adragon's point of view and attitude would be a
lot different from ahuman's, wouldnt it?

But what was the dragon perspective doing to my story?

By thetime got to the guysin black with the machine guns and the hdlicopter - and why | was
imagining guysin black with machine guns| don't know, too many TV shows at too young an age |
suppose - | had aheadache so bad | could hardly bear to keep thinking at al, and the pictures| was
making seemed to rip a me asthey were pulled away - alittle like skinning asunburned arm, only worse
- and with every pic-ture the Headache got even worse and worse and worse. | supposethat'swhy |
didn't hear the two-way immediately. | might not have heard it at al except that | noticed that Lois had
stopped humming. My brain (or my Headache) was thundering in my ears so hard | couldn't hear her
ether, but my legs had stopped vibrating - and my hip had started (vi-brating). Even Gulp shifted her
head very dightly - not enough to shake my tentative hand though. And there was the hiccupping brrrr



that was the two-way asking for me to answer it.

| seemed to be paradyzed. My brain was doing or having doneto it things it didn't understand, and it
didn't have any neurons left over for telling my not-on-Gulp's-nose hand to reach down and flip the
switch. Theré's an emergency override for talking when the other person doesn't pick up, if the two-way
isat least turned on. I'd left mine turned on. But you'll never believe the voice that screamed out of it

though. Eric.

"Jake, can you hear me?Y our dad's been pretty well taken hostage, and I'm pretty surethey're
monitoring unscheduled use of any two-way which meansthey'll he coming for meinaminute. They'reon
their way, and they know you're at Westcamp. | don't know when they left, so you may not have much
time. Hell. | didn't expect them ... I've dill got to ... Do what you have to do, Jake. Canyou-" And
there was a clatter and thump and that was al.

But there was something else too, which | could hear more clearly now that the two-way had gone
dlent - and after what it had said had sharpened my earsfor anything that wasn't wind or dragons.
Another sort of buzz or brrrrrr. Distant but coming closer. A sort of heavy, rapid
whompwhompwhomp. Unless| wasimagining thet.

And | would havethought | wasimagining it, if it wasn't for Eric. | would have thought | wasjust being
paranoid. | was s0 used to being paranoid it wasn't even doing itsjob any more.

No. | wasn't imagining it.

The pardysis splintered like ssomped ice and fell away. | shot to my feet, tumbling poor Lois off very
roughly. | heard the two-way loseits grip on my belt and clunk to the ground. (The second two-way 1'd
killed in the business of saving Lois.) | stooped down and picked her up - heaved her up - | could only
barely lift her any more, let done hold her. She gave an anxious, protesting little grunt, but she didn't
struggle. Gulp was sitting up by then too, her head stretched up at the end of her long neck - she'd rolled
up away from us, so shewas now like far away by being the distance of the length of her body, athough
sheld left most of her tail behind - looking astall asthe Devil's Tower, asif the hard blue of the Smokehill
sky was something you could touch, and she was touching it. Shewaslooking - or listening - hard.

When shelooked down at me again, from twenty or so feet of neck, | took a step forward, and tried
to hold Lois out to her, dthough my armswere shaking - maybe not only with Lois weight.

Gulp didn't take Lois away from me though. She took us both.

Thisis pretty embarrassing, but the first thing | remember about that journey isthrowing up. | guess
Gulp didn't want to hang around for explanations - or maybe she'd seen helicopters before. We do have
the occasond dramatic air rescue at Smokehill, and dragons live along time. Or maybe my panic vibes
wereimpressive. She scooped us up in her front claws, spread her wings, and left. Dragons are not
graceful takers-off - or maybe that was just our weight. And my not being used to flying. Mostly a
dragon carrying something as big as uswould be car-rying akill, and kills don't care. Also snce she
didn't have her front feet she kind of bounced aong on her hind onestill her wingstook over, and her
wingstook over by going WHAM, WHAM, WHAM, which meant the dragon and any passengers were
going JOLT, JOLT, JOLT, with her entire body doing amassive recoil jerk with every wing-best. Riding
in the backseat of a Smokehill jeep has nothing on flying with adragon. And by the time we were thirty
fegtintheair | lost it. Breskfast al over the meadow. | wonder what the guys looking for us made of
that, if they were doing the on-your-knees forens c-shuffle-for-evidence thing. They were probably
looking for blood.

Between my head - which was till throbbing, make that THROB-BING - and my stomach | was
pretty miserable, but | closed my eyesfor awhile and the cold air began to help. Like her flying style
wasn't ghastly enough, Gulp was corkscrewing around through the landscape- - we, | mean us @t the
Ingtitute, had always assumed that dragons must fly aslow as possible sometimes or we'd have had



sghtings more often. Or more evidence of them walking. But guesses varied about whether thiswas
about energy expenditure or desire to be asinconspicuous as possible for something that runsthirty to
eighty feet long, and at the moment it sure felt like she was trying not to be seen. Also her twisting and
jinking felt pretty high octane to me and the bigger the predator usudly the more energy-consciousit is.
(Bleeeeeasauugh. It was agood thing | didn't have anything left to throw up after thefirst timeor I'dve
beenleaving atrail.)

She ducked behind stone pillars and outcroppings and took side dips down little canyons and valey,
(often where her wingspan was | swear unguestionably too wide for clearance) even when they weren't
going in what seemed to be her direction, like she knew there were bad guysfollowing her. And where
did she get that idea? Thereéd never been bad guys a Smokehill, till the poacher. And he didn't fly, or go
vwhompvvhompwhomp.

She didn't hold us painfully or anything but | was pretty horribly uncomfortable al the same, and scared
that somehow Loiswould dip out of either my hands or Gulp's. Thisdidn't seem to be bothering Lois at
al. Loiswaslike akid having her first roller coaster ride. | kept ex-pecting her to say Wheeeeee,
athough with the wind of Gulp'swings| couldn't've heard her. | hadn't trained her what to say for her
first roller coaster ride anyway. Joke.

We stopped once, by astream at the bottom of one of the little can-yons. Gulp came down amost as
awkwardly as sheld taken off - hold-ing her, wdll, her hands ftiffly and asif anxioudy out in front of her,
like someone carrying abirthday cake while walking downgtairsin the dark. Phew. | wasglad for a
drink. We all had adrink. | had adrink and a wash.

Even that was peculiar - doing something with Gulp for the firgt time. Like we had something in
common. Besides Lois. But Gulp got down on her belly again afterward. Lois knew exactly what was
wanted - thiswas agame they'd played back in the meadow (although I'd never think of the concept of
"game" in quite the same way again) and she climbed up to the top of Gulp's neck and settled down what
looked like pretty contentedly, while | watched and reminded mysdlf about how | should want to lose
Loais... but not necessarily get stranded who the hell knew wherein the middle of Smokehill donewith
no survival gear....

Gulp raised her head just enough to give me avery pointed stare and then laid it down again. So
could step onit, | suppose. That's how Lois climbed up there. | didn't want to, but what are you going
to do when adragon stares a you? And | waslog.

| hope didn't hurt her. | was only wearing sneakers, but I'm not a baby dragon and all my weight'sin
two feet not four and you don't step on people. And | didn't step on her head. | found away to crawl up
her shoulder and then up that infinity of neck. Dragon scaes are dippier than you think and the jagged
bitsaren't nearly asjagged as they look, nor do they give you much purchase. | settled down pretty
gingerly with aleg on ether sde of thetop of her spine, Loisright in front of me, where theresalittle
hollow where the skull meets the neck. But maybe it's the thickness of dragon skin there, she was never
more than hot. In fact pleasantly hot, when you're flying in an open cockpit.

| didn't fal off. Neither did Lois. Even without the cage of Gulp's claws. Among other things the head
and neck don't kick in the wingbeat--recoil the way the body does, so you can afford to kind of relax.
Kind of. Thedragon still looks around and you may not be looking at/ for what the dragon is looking at/
for, so you will find yoursdf very unnervingly looking one way while the head you're on suddenly swivels
around some other way while you're ill flying some other way yet. Thisisworse when your dragonis
actudly changing direction, when head and neck become part of the banking and balancing tackle. | aso
don't rec-ommend looking down, however good you are about heights.

Loiswas having the most fun sheéd ever had in her life, if the blasting--bright-hot little sun in my skull
was anything to go by. Maybe it was the comparison with the little sun, plus my own fears, that made the
big rock in my head seem even bigger and knobbier and heavier and more headachy than usua and the



boulder field squalier. At least up on top here the Headache eased alittle but that interna storm-mauled
feding kept me dizzy and nauseated. | spent most of that flight with my check pressed againgt the base of
Gulp's skull, becauseit waslike | didn't have the strength to hold my head up. (Also that meant more of
me stayed warm. And flying was alot less confusing when my eyes were shut.) Lois had managed to
wedge herself between these sort of horny places alittle higher up and farther forward, and every now
and then | got hit in the head by her wildly flaling tail - which was now long and heavy enough for some
pretty impressvewild flailing. Ow. Not among my best moments however you look &t it.

We stopped several times, but that could have been because Gulp needed a bregther, carrying
passengers, or a chance to get her normal balance back. And yes, she did stretch and shake her neck
every timewe got off. | know that horses can carry something like ten percent of their own weight in tack
and rider over big jumps, but Gulp wasflying. And flying and flying. Very energy intensve, flying, and
worse when you've got like avery heavy hat tipping you forward al the time. But there wasn't any place
else we could have stayed on, not bareback anyway.

I'm pretty sure Gulp went the long way around. The angle of the daylight kept changing direction from
more than the sun rising and going back down again. (At one point | wondered faintly and queasly if
even Billy could keep his sense of direction, flying dragonback.) Was she ddliberately confusing our trail,
or did dragons always leave a confusing trail? Something as big as a dragon you wouldn't think they'd've
learned to bother - that they'd think they needed to. Unless, of course, thiswas al part of the Smokehill
dragonstrying not to be watched or studied. Or maybe they never had the faith in our fence that us stupid
humans had had, before the poacher.

We arrived where we were going alittle after sunset, although | think that was deliberate too. Wed
had kind of along pause, the last time Gulp came down, and the last flight was more of ahop. The
Lois-sun in my head began to fade and it wasn't round any more. Asthe bright light died the shape of the
thing began to soften like the light did, and by the time it was no more than afaint glow it was also a sort
of collapsed blob, like jam let out of itsjar. Loiswastired. Sowas 1. The big Gulp--rock had sunk down
s0 it was lower than it was high too, but it hadn't got softer, it had got harder. Just having itin my head
hurt. It wasn't So much a headachy fedling any more though, it was more like by sheer literd weight it was
grinding itsway down through the bottom of my

skull. If I'd had to give it adefinition I'd've called it stubbornness. | didn't want to think about what
Gulp might haveto fed stubborn about but | couldn't help being pretty sure | could guess.

After we climbed back up her neck the last time and settled in, she shook hersalf acouple of times,
sharply, and the big rock in my head developed spikes and sank them into my brain. Ow. | fdtlikea
mountainside with pitons being banged into it. Lois gave alittle squeak or mew, so | put my arm around
her and tried to brace my feet and hands. | wastired and starving, and it wasn't easy - the waning
daylight felt likethewaning me and nothing to do with the sun setting like it does every evening - but
Gulp was obvioudy saying "hang on."

Because my head was so sore and heavy anyway and the wind made my eyeswater - and yeah, | was
scared, but try and tell me you wouldn't be - | put my face down against one of the thick plates on Gulp's
neck again, dthough | could peer alittle. Lois, who'd been pretty much play-ing Gallant Figurehead
Breasting the Airy Ocean dl day like something out of a blue-yonder version of Hornblower, was
subdued enough now to let me pull her down too. Also as soon asthe sun disappeared it started getting
cold and plastering myself dong Gulp's hot neck felt good.

We were at the bottom of another, bigger canyon with alot of tum-bled rock and scree everywhere
and afew little patches of dull greenery. The remains of daylight couldn't show much down here though.
The shadows got pretty spooky pretty fast but | was on the scariest shadow of them dl ... and my sense
that she was nerving hersdlf for what hap-pened next was scarier yet. Gulp went round apillar and
between two boulder falswith this amazing snakeike (passenger-cracking) writhe she could do ... and



suddenly went down and it was suddenly very dark, and then it wasn't dark any more but the light was
red and flickery, likefirdight, only not like normal firelight either. Thelight kind of made me remember
something, it wasway too familiar. . . .

... And then there was an I ncredible roaring in my head and my ears, and Gulp was standing up on
her hind legs and roaring back —the vibration felt like Sitting on the biggest enginein theworld a the
mo-ment when the biggest enginein theworld is about to fly into smither-eens - and twice she turned
hersdf sharply one way or another and the arrow of fire that had no doubt been meant to wipe me off her
back went wide, and | only barely stayed on, till hanging on to Lois, who was howling with terror and
trying to look for her mom's pouch again which wasn't making my life any essier.

After thefirst two flame-spears there weren't any more, maybe be-cause whoever was doing it had
noticed that there was allittle dragon up therewith me. (are dl dragonsthistrigger happy?), but the
roaring till seemed to go onfor avery longtime. . . . | have to beimagining this, but at thetimel would
have sworn that Gulp's spind platesrattled like castanets from the reverb of her roaring ... dthough
maybe not aslong asit seemed because even after | stopped hearing it in my ears| was il hearing it my
head. It felt like an avaanche of bouldersand | couldn't see or hear through it. | wasn't surel wasn'tina
real avalanche of boulders, and if | was, presumably | was about to die.

Gulp may havetried to let us climb down the way we'd been doing al day and | didn't notice or
couldn't do it. Whichishow | found out that she could reach around to the back of her neck with her
forelegs when one of her front claws closed - gently - around me. | think | may have yelled - okay,
screamed - but then | recognized what she was doing, and tried to let go of the way | had mysdlf wedged
inbut | was so stiff with terror and confusion that it was pretty impossible, it waslike I'd lost track of my
own legsand arms, and | couldn't let go of Loiswho was petrified and clinging to me. Mom ingtinct had
kicked in again: | was off my head, but | was holding on to my daughter. Even Gulp had sometrouble
peding usout of there and we had avery jerky and sscomach--turning ride down to ground level.

My legsjust folded up like wet string, dthough | was aso carrying the hysterica Lois. We collgpsed
together, and then had the insane--making sensation of Gulp coming down to four legs over us, with us

directly under her belly, and her heat poured over uslike one of Y dlow-stone's boiling geysers. A tiny
little portion of my mind, sill trying to make rational thoughts againgt stupendous odds, which was pretty
heroic of it in the circumstances, was saying, She's protecting you! | could hear it, and it made sense and
everything, to the extent that anything was making sense, but | was way beyond my dedl-with-it
boundary. Also the Headache was doing what felt like the crania version of the John Hurt scenein Alien.
I'm afraid | passed out.



CHAPTER NINE

When | cameto, my head gtill hurt, but not quite as much, and | had Lois head jammed under my chin,
humming. It wasn't avery good hum, it kept breaking up and then starting to rise asif it was going to turn
into ashriek, and then shed catch hersdlf and yank it back down into ahum. But she was trying to hum.
And shewas only a baby. Time| started dragging mysdlf back together. If | could still find &l the pieces.

So | tried to St up. The moment | moved, the avalanchein my skull started again and | put my handsto
my head and squeezed. The ava-lanche stopped. It wasn't the squeezing though, it was another roar from
Gulp: I moved, the avalanche started, Gulp roared, the avalanche stopped. Well, it didn't stop exactly.
All the boulders got smdler and they did stop rolling around, asif they'd been flash-frozen by the noise,
Or glued. But if the glue wasn't strong enough they'd fall over and start crashing around again. And |
doubted the glue was that good. The ones that had stopped rolling were only the up-close ones anyway.
Therewas till alot of crashing going on at alittle more of adistance. It wasvery, very weird. Almost
weird enough not to be horrible. But not quite. And very, very painful. There was a softish, asrocks go,
rather quivery, bristly glowing blob from Lois.... and agreat big sort of angular looming thing, like she
was gtill standing over us except she wasn't, from Gulp.

And outside my skull therewerealot of big looming things. Big looming things. Big looming things.

Yes. You knew thisdready, reading it here, but | was having alot. of trouble with redity. Wewerein
acavernfull of dragons.

I'll et that Sink in for aminute. It takesalot of sinking in. Think yoursdf out of your comfy chair and
your nice house with the roads and the streetlights outside - and the ceiling overhead low enough that a
fifty-foot dragon can't stand on her hind legs and not bump her head- - and think yoursdlf into acavern
full of dragons. Go on. Try.

Therewas an actud firein abig hearth-gpace (big - Wilsonville would probably fit into it) not too far
away fromwhere Loisand | skulked in alittle haf nichein the uneven stony wall, athough | couldn't see
what it was burning, and it didn't smell like wood, and the red light it cast seemed to me more purple than
wood firdight. (It didn't smell like mesat or blood or dead things either, which was just aswell. Although |
was weak and shaky probably from lack of food too | was not up to the concept of eating from any
direction, eater or eatee, and | was particu-larly not up to thinking reassuring thoughts about how
dragons don't eat humans,) Therewas avery strong smell of dragon over the strong smell of the smoke,
which was dmost as overwhel ming as the sight of them was - and the echoes, when Gulp roared, must
have been making old Earth totter on her axis.

It was like there was some kind of geometric progression-explosion for every sense | wasforced to
use dght, hearing, smell ... the smell was strong enough that | wastasting it too, which only |€eft touch,
and Loisand the nobbly rock at my back were not much comfort. If you wake up and find yoursalf
chained to awal in adungeon and there are alot of spiky-looking iron things hanging by thefire, you're
relieved thereisn't anyone looking a you thoughtfully while hés holding the spikiest in thefire, but that
you're doneisnt much comfort.



| say the nobbly rock wasn't much comfort, and Y ou have to remember | was aching in everything |
had to ache in, but we were asoin some kind of nest. | was so sore and tired and rattled that it took me
alittlewnhile - what with the cavern-full-of-dragons thing kind of taking my attention - to redizethis. | was
lying on the ground, but | wasredlly well padded with - | picked up ahandful of the stuff and let it dip
through my fingers and patter back into the heap. Dragon scales. They're alittle prickly | admit, but in
hegps they're surprisingly soft. And warm. Even acavern which isfull of dragons and asmall-town-sized
fireplace going ablast has drafts, particularly when you figure the celling is over sixty feet up.

Gulp sat or crouched near us, with the end of her tail flung out in front of us, so we were barricaded in,
by thefire, by thewall, and by Gulp'stail. Here Gulp was adark but streaky iridescent green; it was
some waeird light, because she looked darker by ordinary daylight, and it was like thick red twilight in the
cavern. Remember | said that when weld first come down herelast night (if it had been last night) there'd
been something amogt familiar about theweird light?'Y eah. It wasjust likein my dreams. | couldn't
decideif | recognized the smell from my dreamstoo. And | was often frightened in my dreams. But the
damn crushing terror was new and like complicated inthis
Toto-1-have-the--feding-we're-not-in-K ansas-any-more way, like maybe | had awhole five horrible
new sensesto experience it with or something, thanksalot.

The dragons around us were different sizes and different colors; there were adozen of them, maybe
fifteen - that | could see - that | thought | could see. No, | didn't recognize any of them - which wasa
relief: | know, I'm spending alot of time here redefining "limit" and "edge”’ (and "crazy” and "impossible”)
but recognizing one of these dragons from my dreams of dragons would have been waaay over any
definition of any edge you like - evenif in my dreamsthey were, well, friendlier. Or at |east they were
okay with my being there, which these guys were not.

It was hard to tell dragons from rocks and shadows, and while | was never sure about this either it
seemed to methat it wasn't lway's the same dozen or fifteen dragons - athough | thought Gulp was
nearly as big as most of them. The one | could see most clearly, however, wasa lot bigger than Gulp,
facing usfrom the other side of the hearth. He was black, with no iridescence at al, although on some of
him - eye ridges and nose, spine, ebows - the scales were outlined in red. | had thought Gulp was scary
- he was scary. He made Gulp, look like a cud-dly toy dragon. A fifty-foot cuddly toy dragon. Looking
at the 9ze of hishead and the one front claw that were reasonably illuminated by thefirdight | figured he
probably went on forever. Histail probably came out at the caves by the Indtitute, near where I'd seen
Billy that time 1'd goneto find him, to tell him Dad had okayed my overnight solo. What along time ago
that was. Sort of the time version of thelength of thisdragon. And | wondered, suddenly, if dragonswere
what Billy had been worrying about, down there in the cave. He hadn't really seen adragon tail, had he?
Sitting in acavern full of dragons, anything was possible. | might aswell just get rid of "impossble’ asa
concept and stop wasting timetrying to redefineit.

Monster Dragon's eye dowly blinked. It was like watching an eclipse. | had thefeding | didn't want to
look into that eye, asif it might blind me, like you're not supposed to look &t the sun, even during an
eclipse. Theleader, maybe? Alphamale and al that? In that case he might be Lois dad too, if Old Pete
was right and it's only the alphas that breed. | wondered who had inherited Lois mom's position.

Cautioudy | checked theinside of my skull to seeif | could tell which boulder Monster Dragon'sweas. |
expected him to be the largest and the hurtingest, but he wasn't. Hewaslarge, dl right, but he was
al-most not aboulder at al, morelikea... abig lump of clay the pot-ter hasn't decided what to do with
yet. A bit, you know, mallesble. Or poised. Balanced. Almost peaceful, which was pretty damned
dramatic under the circumstances. How did | know it was him?1 don't know. And to the extent that |
could wonder about anything in the old, comparatively-normal-human Jeke way, | wondered just what
the last three weeks of hanging out with Gulp had doneto me.

Had she meant to teach meto talk to her? Or was that an accident of having to spend too much time
with me - because of Lois? Having decided not to fry me, that is. Then why hadn't it happened with Old



Pete? Because if held started having dragon-shaped, dragon-identified headaches, held have mentioned it
- because it wouldn't be just boring human weakness any more, it would be about dragons.

Wasit Loisagain - the emergency of Lois? Firg the extended emer-gency begun by having stuck her
down my shirt front right after she was born. And then ... you know those stories of momslifting the front
ends of trucks off their children the trucks have just run over? Maybe it waslike that. In the stress of
those last moments back at Westcamp, | managed to get through to Gulp. | mean, just having aheadache
... Eric gives me aheadache, and weve never gonein for mind-reading. (Automatically the thought
followed: Now there's areally horribleidea)) And then | thought of his voice over the two-way, and |
wondered how he was doing. How everyone at the Ingtitute was doing. My father was hostage ... ?

And I'm sitting around, trapped and helpless and hdlucinating, in acave full of dragons. | know
dragonsdon't eat humans ... but if were playing the Walrus and the Carpenter here, I'm definitely an
oydter.

So there | was- out of time, out of humanity, out of life, certainly lifeas| knew it, with an aching,
echoing head full of ... waiting. Oh great. What do | do now?

| can't tell you how bad thiswas, how lost | was, how mind-smithereeningly alone | was, inthis
flickery shadowy red-purply no-where, full of huge bresthing shadowy things with huge shining eyes
And there | was, scared silly, scared beyond silly. And one of thethings | came out of that experience
withisatotd inability to use theword "telepathy.” It just doesn't fit, okay? And a0 ... telepathic
dragons. Pleeeease. That isso last century. I've got like shelves of Mom's old story books with
telepathic (if pouchless) dragonsin them.

But the problem remains that us mouth-flapping talking-crazy humans don't have any wordsfor any
kind of slent stuff, which is maybe why we overuse "tdepathy™ so hard. Like acolor-blind species
making everything red becauseit's the only color they've heard of, even though they can't seeit either, but
it makesthem fed clever, likethey can imag-ine color. We can dedl with radio waves, that they exist |
mean, and even SUff like our dragon fence, but communication that isn't through our stlandard five senses
isastaboo astheideathat any animas but us have red intelligence. So I've cdled it "telepathy” afew
times dready because | haven't got anything else to cdl it, but I'm stopping now. Y ou can just make up
your own word. "Ummgmmgmm" or something, becauseit occurred to me eventudly that the nearest
thing us humans do have to some of what dragons do isakind of inaudible hum. Which is maybe how
Loisand | groped toward a common wavel ength at the beginning. Mouth talking isn't completely on a
different planet from an audible hum, and once you've got to the voca-cord-jiggling humming part....
That's ill not right, okay? But it's a piece of some of it. Maybe.

I'm gitting here now, along time after | woke up in the cavefull of dragonsfor thefirgt time, thinking,
It's nothing like that. But what isit like?If it'slike anything - and it's not like anything or | wouldn't be
making such adrooling idiot of mysdlf trying to explain - it's maybe morelike sign language, except that
it'sgoing oninyour head, with alittle audible harmonic background some of thetime. Like you might
wave your hands (or you do if you're me) while you're taking. Part of where my Headache came from
was just trying to grab on to something that amost makes sense, but not redly - likethe brain strain
version of your eyes struggling to see through somebody else's glasses.

| remembered that thinking words at Gulp hadn't done much good, and while | wasn't sure what Gulp
had understood, she'd got us away before the helicopter had arrived, and while she might have had abig
avoid thing for helicoptersthe way all our dragons seemed to about al human stuff ... sheld got us away.
Maybe only because Loiswas too young to leave her mutant freak serial murderer mom, but | couldn't
quite believe that. | may have been her worst nightmare but | just didn't fed Gulp was defending us both
now only for Lois sake. Whichisaso to say that | freaking - mutant well was picking stuff up from the
Gulp rock in my head. Emergency may be ahell of away to make contact, but by golly it works.

So oneway or another here | wasin acavern full of dragons, and gill diveto tell about it. Supposing |



got out of the cavern full of dragons again, dive, and there was anyone | daredtdll. . . . | wasgoing to tell
themwhat? | squeezed my skull with my hands again, till my wrists ached. Sometimesit'sjust your
thoughts you can't dedl with, and | couldn't deal with mine.

Sowly | tried to organize apicturein my head of Loisand me play-ing in the meadow where Gulp had
first found us. Sort of out in the front of my head, away from my private thoughts.

Thiswas sucked away - the same dizzy, queasy no-longer-entirely--me-doing-it feding as1'd had
when I'd been trying to "talk” to Gulp -and dmost immediately there was apicturein my head of ... well,
in hindsight, it was acavern full of dragons, but | didn't know that at thetime. It wasway too bizarre. The
only reason | even knew | was receiv-ing something wasthat it was way too bizarre for me to have made
it up. I'velearned alittle more now about how dragons seethings, or at least how they make their
head-picture-communi cations of what they see, which | guessisaso some kind of shorthand like an
aphabet isfor us. | know the this-group-of-dragons, uh, thingummy. It isn't even redlly apicture. But it's
animage, or asymbol of animage, or agesture of animage.

But it'snot only animage. Thisistheredly hard part. Y ou have to do something too - likeif one
person puts out a hand the other person is supposed to put out their hand too and shakeit. It'sthe
handshake that makesit - a handshake. Or like the famous stability model of the three, legged stool. If
there was a dragon-dphabet verson, it would have one of itslegs missing: You'd hold it up - you'd make
it stable - by thinking about it, or by thinking, "Thisis athree-legged stool. Never mind one of itslegsis
missing.” The dragon aphabet mostly doesn't just lie there like ours does. Mostly you have to connect
with it somehow, with what you're seeing or receiving, you have to hold something up or plug some-thing
in, to makeit redly work. Thismakes "reading” it alot harder. If your two-legged stool falsover, you
aren't getting the message "gtabil-ity.” Morelikely you're thinking it's something about falling over, which it
is, kind of, only backwards.

Thiswasthefirst timel'd received something sent from adragon. At least that | knew about. Well,
any dragon but Lois. That I'd started maybe picking stuff up from Gulp was new and uncertain - and |
hadn't learned about having to plug in yet either. Thistime at least | was sort of expecting it - expecting
something - probably because I'd "known" that the big lump of peaceful clay in my head was actualy
Big-Goes-on--Forever Dragon. It was alittle like - alittle tiny microscopic - like look-ing through one of
those cheesy 3D viewer things, that you put awhed of picturesin and click them around, and what you
seeisredly nothing like what you see in the world-it's sort of too flat and too jumping--out-at-you
smultaneoudy. (Okay, how retro are we a the Ingtitute? We gill sdll the glasses, and half adozen wheds
of 3D photos of Smokehill. The funny thing isthat people still buy them.) It was abit like that, only
worse. At least when you're looking through the viewfinder at severa rows of mountainsthat don't line up
in any direction, including with the horizon or with each other, you know what they're trying to do - what
the pictureistrying to be. And you can take the viewer away from your eyes and your normal, ordinary
lifeisgill there.

But this- thiswas- gah, I've run out of words again. "Amazing" - boring. "Incredible” - too vague.
"Stunning” - my least favorite adjec-tive even before the Headache because it always soundsto melike
being hit on the head with a hammer.

S0 sending-and-receiving, so, proving that COMMUNICATION was going on, or at least that was
what both sides were trying to make hap-pen, didn't make my poor fractured head hurt any less, but it
made having aheadache sort of make some sense: my brain was being coerced - like awindow being
jimmied-into behaving in away that it was never built for. Cue sound of splintering. Gulp hadn't done
any-thing like this - dthough "talking” to her had briefly paralyzed meto the point that | couldn't flick the
switch on the two-way. Maybe thiswas the next stage. Because | had the strangest fedling that Monster
Dragon was actudly helping me somehow. That he wasredlly trying to teach me ... maybe even trying to
be taught by me ... poor freaking dragon.



The messin my head seemed to be saying, Yes, we know about that. Go on. Although | want to
emphasize that there wasn't any impatience or rudeness about it - even inthe state | wasin | could fed
that. Could fed that gentleness. It just was, like being in the cave of dragons (hungry, shaking,
bewildered, and terrified thrown in free) was.

Okay. Right. Go on with what? And like how?

*kk*k*%k

| could tell you alot about thosefirst days| spent in the cavern full of dragons, trying to learnto talk to
them, and they to me, but most of it is about not succeeding, which pretty much any scientist will tell you
is 99 percent of what you do, finding out what does not work. A scientist, though, puts his notes down
and goes away and has acup of coffee or reads a newspaper or something. Even afield biologist
counting scales or scat has acampsite, somewhere that is away from the specimens he thinks he's
studying, something that's his not theirs (whoever they are). A good field biologist wants to be ableto go
away, because one of the things you're dways supposed to be worrying about is affecting your object of
study's behavior by your presence. The Ingtitute had been worrying about that ever since Old Pete
opened the cage doors, because it's dways been so hard to learn anything about our dragons, beyond
that they apparently were till out there somewhere. And if our best attempts at being tactful had aready
driven them underground, before what happened to Lois mother....

We hadn't known it was literaly underground, athough that was dways a good guess, in alandscape
likethis one, with alot of under-ground caves. So maybe that was what Billy had been worrying abouit.
But | doubted that if | wandered down one of the tunnels out of thefire-cave I'd find myself coming out
besde the Indtitute, at least not before | starved to death. And besides, | wasn't going anywhere. | was
sitting in a cave surrounded by dragons and far from being a discreet note-taker | was the object of study
- thelab rat, infact. And | didn't get to go away. Lab rats don't. | was there and they were al looking at
me, with their huge sheeny bottomless eyes. And climbing around inside my head and making my skull
sore. When Gulliver got stuck in Brobding-nag, the giants didn't climb around inside hishead.

| told you way back at the beginning that 1've dways found caves magicd. I'm not sure this tendency
was hel pful under these conditions. If things get too surreal you haven't got anywhere to, you know,
stand any more, to say "okay thisis real real," 0 you can maybe measure some of therest of it, so that
"up" and "down" and "breathing" are no longer dangeroudy aien concepts that you have to keep
checking up on. And that's hard. But these caves ... even now that I'm used to them, and used to sharing
themwith alot of dragons ... it'slike the caves themsdalves are part of the, uh, conversation, part of the
something's-here prickle down your spine, part of the watchingness - the consciousness. Part of the
communication process - the connecting, the plugging ill. The up and the down and the breathing.

| fill have no ideahow far the caves extend, nor in how many directions. But they're big enough to
hold quite afew dragons. And while | never have found anything down there that shares the space the
drag-ons use, except some beetles and spiders and afew tiny flying thingsto get caught in the webs, al
the shadows are populated. Which iswhat | mean about the consciousness. And the breathing.

And there are alot of shadows. Therock itsalf is beautiful, mostly red and black with some dark green
and gold, and theré's silver veining that runsthrough alot of it with no pattern | can see, dthough it dso
has asort of wrinkly gleam amost like scales. Asif therock is dragon colored, dragon adapted - almost
likeit's part dragon itsdlf.

In daylight I've never seen any silver-veined dragons, but down herein the shifting, shadowy darkness
alot of their scale patterns suddenly seem silver-edged, or seem so for awhile, and then they move or
gretch or haf-turn and it goes away again and you wonder if you imagined it. Except that if you're
imagining it youreimagining it alot. I've stopped thinking I'm imagining it, because | seeit so much, and
this place no longer freaks me out the way it did in the beginning. But it does make me wonder about the
caves. And how the dragons make somewhere ahome. And the stone water-scul ptures - stalactites and



stalagmites and the other heaps and coils and masses and spines | don't know the names for - some of
them are beyond even what | saw in my dreams. And why do so many of the hegps and coilslook like
deeping dragons?

They kept mewdl fed, if asteady diet of grilled mutton and venison counts aswell fed. Therewasa
pool next to the hearth where we were, which wasfilled up by atrickle that ran down the wdll. It was
weirdly greasy and ickily warm and tasted of sulfur, but it was water, and | crept that step or two out of
our nichewhen | needed to, so | wasn't thirsty, but food.... Loistucked in at once and it obvioudy helped
her, eating, but it was like, yeah, well, she'sadragon and it's not really me they'retrying to feed anyway,
| just happen to be heretoo - and | couldn't faceit. If | could have curled up into alumpy little bal of
sdlf-pity and stayed that way | probably would have.

But therewas always Lois. | started eating finally because it obvi-oudy bothered her that | didn't. After
shefinished hers shed comelook at mine and look at me and look at the food again and ook a me
again ... and it wasn't because she was still hungry. It was so obvious ... and | was so stressed out it
seemed okay that my baby dragon was doing something so easily trandatable in human terms. It seemed
sort of restful, in the middle of everything €lsethat was going on. And eventudly it waslike "well you
know if you ate something it might make the nausea go away, think of it asascientific experiment” and
hunger won.

And it did make mefed better - food - like | was il recogniz-ably (duh) aivein dl thistotally
impossible (no wait, "impossible” has been banished from the vocab) stuff, that it wasn't just all some
really messed-up dream - that it wasn't just my dragon dreams had taken aredly tyrannical (one might
even say draconian, hahaha) turn for the worse. Which was kind of amixed blessing redly - if it wasa
messed--up dream eventudly 1'd wake up. Persephone eating those pomegranate seeds didn't mean she
had to stay, it meant that she wasfinaly waking up to the fact that she dready was there and she could
ether copeor die. | think Alice wastrying to wake up, grabbing al those EAT MEsand DRINK MEs.
Maybe it wasthosefirst daysin the dragons cavern when | parted company with Alice at last.

Big dragonsdon't eat very often. So | suppose | should be grateful that they fed me as often asthey
did. A baby dragon my size eatsalot, but then it's busy growing up to be adragon. And they must know
that humans don't actudly get alot bigger than what | am. Maybe they just kept offering me food
because, once | got started, | kept eating it. Maybe they noticed that Loisworried if | didn't eat as often
asshedid.

I missed carbs and fruit immediately and after about three days - | think it was probably three days. - |
even found mysdf thinking alittle wistfully about vegetables. After aweek | might have esten agreen
bean or two with pleasure, which would have been afirdt. | discovered the sulfur pool outlet, so |
managed to have a bit of awash now and then too without polluting everyone's drinking water, but it
didn't work awfully well, and there was nothing | could do about my clothes except keep wearing them.
Lois saved me from certain embarrassments. After her first meal she did her 1-have-to-go-outdoors-now
thing of scuttling in little circles making her distressed-peep noise, and thelittle Lois-rock inmy head ...
well, it'snot true that you can't imagineasmell. You canif it'sadragonlet who's trying to put across her
immediate need for latrine space.

| don't know if running in circles and peeping is acommon baby--dragon thing, or whether shewas
making smellsin some of the big dragons heads too, but Gulp reached her long neck out, touched her
(enormous) noseto Lais (tiny) nose - me busy trying to sieve mysdlf through the rock at the back of our
niche as Gulp's more-than-niche--sized nose got closer and closer - and then, well, pointed.

| followed, because | was going to need to make some smells too, pretty soon, and discovered this...
brimstone chamber, | don't know what elseto cal it. It didn't smell like what humans did nor like what
Loisdid - it smelled like burning rock - like what 1'd imagine you'd smell if you were sanding somewhere
near avolcano. It wasn't dis-gusting. If anything it was scary - | know, | keep droning on about how



everything was so scary, but it's not as stupid asit sounds, maybe, giant poop iskind of scary - and it
did make your eyes water.

| gotinand out asfast as| could, athough over time and use | no-ticed that the reason the chamber
wasn't dark wasn't only that what the dragons left, uh, glowed dightly, but also because there was avery
tall rock chimney that opened into the outer world and during the daytime alittle light came downiit. |
wondered what the smell was like at the top - whether there was a blasted patch around the opening
from the fumes. Also, the trench we used lay, or had been dug, at an angle, and everything tumbled or
was washed down (there'salot of inertia force to Giant Poop, and a big dragon takes a long timeto
have apee) abig hole at the bottom end. It took me quite awhile longer to figure out that the reason the
firethat burned in the big central chamber smelled the way it did was because it was burning dried
dragon dung. How did they dry it? And where? How did they figure out it burned? That last is probably
ano-brainer to adragon.

Y ou're probably going off in six directions at once now, wanting to know if this meansthat dragons
are civilized, or maybe you're busy shouting about how stupid | am for not Addressing ThisVery
Important Subject Immediately. Well, I'm telling the Sory, like | told you at the be-ginning | was going to
do - try to do - and I'm not going to address the radioactive question of the Civilization of Dragons.
Theresalot of ink spilled el sewhere/space wasted on the internet over this, and the truth is I'm not
interested. Asfar as1'm concerned that's the story we're il telling, and I'm not sure we're out of the
foreword yet. It wasn't so long ago when al the so-called scientists said that humans were intelligent and
that animas weren't, humans were the solitary unchallenged mas-ters of the globe and probably the
universe and the only question was whether we were handling our mastery well. (No. Next question.)

But if you ingst on knowing whether adedicated latrine areaisasign of civilization, the answer isno;
most den-living animals have something likeit. Old Pete's caged dragons certainly had a dedicated latrine
area, but then so does chinensis, for pity's sake, and nobody would mistake chinensis for being
inteligent. And | couldn't have told you for sure that the trenches and the dope were dug rather than just
found. You could at thispoint if thisisdl redly getting up your nose (haha) aso discount the mind stuff -
| warn you, you won't be able to for much longer, so enjoy it while you can - by saying it's merely the
way dragons commu-nicate, like dogs growl or whine or raise or flatten their ears and their tails and their
hackles.

| could arguefor afirein ahearth, but | admit that dragons being centra-Austraian in origin and having
their own unique rdationship with fireinduding a built-in lighting mechanism confuses theissue having a
firegoing & home for adragon may be no more intellectua than awild dog making anest out of grass. |
was myself more taken with the fact that Gulp pointed, but there are lemursthat point when they're
making thelr "watch out" noise, and vervet monkeys have dif-ferent warning cdls- "watch out that'san
eagle" or "watch out that's a snake,” and everyone looks up and runs down or looks down and runs up.
That's pretty good language, even if they can't discussthe meaning of lifewithiit.

Y ou know I'm really glad that they'd discovered the lichen on Mars before Loisand | got together. It's
that lichen that redlly threw the barra-cudain the guppy tank. It meant all the hardcore scientists were
aready off balance when the idea came up that there redlly was something even alittle more specid and
unusua about dragons than that they werere-dly, redly big and vomited fire. After the Martian lichen,
some of the scientists came quietly.

But that's another story. I'm getting ahead of myself again. It gets harder to tell it in order as| get
nearer the end. Not the end, nothing like, but the place | am, writing this.

I'm back at the how-do-I-tell-it place again - where | started - and where | am now more or less
permanently, ever snce Gulp picked Lois and me up and flew away with us. Where there are no
he-saids and she--saids - except for that gibbering chucklehead Jake. The where that isthe why | didn't
want to start, because | knew thiswas coming. What will it be like when we get an astronaut to Mars



and he or she getsfriendly with the lichen and isinvited to Sit in on one of their group sessions? Which
they probably will, snce the lichen seems to have been disgp-pointed with the conversations they've/it's
tried to have with dl the probes. What will that be like? It'll be STRANGE. And | bet when the
agtronauts write up their reportsthey'll be using lots of phraseslike "thisisimpossbleto explain but. . ."

| don't know how long we - Loisand | - werein that cavern, except to go to thetoilet, before they let
usgo anywhere ese. | think, from the daylight through the latrine chimney, and how often they fed us
(and how often we went to the latring), it must have been about five days. But | kept falling adeep, or
maybe | just kept passing out, either because | wasvery, very tired (which | was: weirdness and terror
will do that to you) or because (because of the weirdness and the terror) | needed the escape. When |
was adeep | could be somewhere familiar ... whichispretty funny whenit was so often acavefull of
dragons. It'sjust it was adifferent cave: ow, that laughter hurts.

Loisstuck closeto medl thosefirst days; | don't know if she was pretty weirded out her own self or
whether she knew | wasin trouble- - or whether she was picking up "trouble’ from me or the dragons -
but she seemed even to loseinterest in Gulp for awhile. I'd wake up out of one of my sudden naps and
not immediately see her and think okay, that'sfine, she'sfinally gone exploring, that's agood thing, trying
not to fed utterly lonesome and forlorn, and then thereld be a swirly sort of commotion like looking down
thetop of ablender with thelid off after you've dumped something redlly chalenging in, and there would
be Lois surfacing from the bottom of the hegp of dragon scales.

| dsofell adeep alot - dthough | think that was morelike passng out - in the middle of my
attempts-at-talking with the black dragon, who | started out calling Nero because | kept thinking about
burn-ing, but in the first place that only scared me worse, and in the second place it was pretty unfair
under the circumstances. He never so much as showed me histeeth, let done shot fire at me the way
Gulp had, and he couldn't help being big. (I don't know who it wasfired a me when Gulp firg arrived
with her passengers, but 1'd stake Smokehill's owner-ship deedsthat it wasn't him. He wouldn't have
missed.)

And that sense of waiting hedid sowel - at first it rattled metoo, but then everything rattled me -
and never mind what awuss | am, it would have rattled you too - and then | beganto, | don't
know, bekind of grateful, or to rely on it, or something, and then the writingness seemed to beeven a
kind of serenity, even, dmost, akind of - comfort (at thispoint | started worrying about what | knew
about prisonersidenti-fying with their captors and people in indtitutions forgetting how to livein theworld,
but at least worrying, even about very weird new things, made my brain fed sort of likeit till belonged to
me, that we hadn't to-tally parted company as aresult of recent events), and by thetimethey let Loisand
me out of the fire-cavern for thefirgt time sncewed comein, I'd started calling him Buddha. Which
became Bud, of course.

I think it was him who told Gulp to take us outside, dthough it may have been Gulp'sidea. At first |
think | - and probably L oistoo because she was attached to me - were strictly Gulp and Bud's problem.
After theinitid brief outburst of semi-mayhem the other dragons sort of sat back and said "good luck” or
"better you than me" or something (possibly "I hope you get over thisdumb ideasoon”). It took longer
be-fore | started getting any kind of an individua fix on any of the other dragons, athough | was often
aware of that barely-restrained-avalanche thinking - or "thinking" - from them, like abunch of journaists
being held back by the yellow tape at acrime sceneona TV cop show.

Thething isthat asthe hours, or the days, passed, | got more and more fixated on sunlight, sky, trees,
fresh air, and less able to think, or try to think, about anything else. Some of that was just fear, of course.
All therewasin the cavern was stone and fire and darkness - and drag-ons, the smallest of which il
made me look like a Y orkshire terrier standing next to a hippopotamus. There were no dragonletsthat |
ever saw, except Lois.

| don't think it was dark in there, to the dragons, or maybe they just liked dark. But they moved easily



among the shadows, winding their ways among the boulders and stone pillars, and there was this
amost--motionless thing they did, where dl you could see was the glow of their eyes (dragons don't blink
nearly as often as humans do; mostly their eyes are either open or closed), and then you'd try to follow
the rest of them and decide which of the hummocks were stone and which of them were dragon, and
then every now and then aboulder would move. Occasiondly thefirelight fell on someonesside so Y OU
could see him or her breathing, but not very often. | think this probably made it worse, the not knowing,
athough being a Y orkshire terrier surrounded by hippos, how much detail did you need? Y oure dive
because nobody's eaten you. Or sat on you.

But | got sothat | couldn't think asfar back astheingtitute and other human beings - Dad, Billy,
Martha - that was too hard. Even not remembering Eric or f.l.sor cleaning odorata's cage, which you
might think was agood thing, left ahole, made meless me. The dragons weren't being deliberately crud -
you know, something like, hey, hiskind isresponsible for al our problems! Let's make him suffer! - or
even thoughtless. | wasjust too strange for them. (But presumably alot lessscary. At least asjust me, dl
by mysdlf. Asthe forward scout of the army at your gate, maybe scary enough.) And maybe Bud figured
out that what he was increasingly picking up from mewas misery.

On thefifth day, if it was the fifth day, Gulp moved forward from whatever shadows she'd beenin -
athough mostly | could see her, like | could see Bud, near to Lois and my corner, and the other dragons
stayed farther away - anyway she unwound hersaf from some shadows and then carefully did her
invitation-for-transport display, which isthat she folded herself up aslow as sheld go and then laid her
neck and head flat on the ground in front of us.... which | might still not have got except that suddenly
there were some very queer-looking thingsin my head that were enough like trees, in my tree-deprived
date, that | waswilling to jump at anything that looked like achance.

With usin our smdl-by-dragon-standards niche, and having her arm'slength - my arm'slength - away,
her breath was like the blast from the biggest fan heater you ever imagined although | swear shewas
trying to breathe shalowly. Lois clambered up her head to the top of her skull a once, making a happy
peep thistime, but when Gulp didn't move, I, well, | didn't jJump, couldn't she just have pointed to the
door and I'd walk? But that didn't seem to be an option. Sherolled her ginormous eye at me - and I've
aready told you that being glared at by adragon isapowerful experience - and | took a deep breath just
taking a deep breath makes you fed extrapaltry, by theway, in acavern full of dragons. And |
reluctantly followed Lais, dthough | went the long way up her shoulder. Even the thought of getting out of
the cavern didn't make me like stepping on adragon. And | wasn't even thinking about the throwing-up
part of traveling that way.

But | dso didn't redly know that she might not be taking usfarther in. Thetreesin my head redlly
weren't very good trees - not as a human thinks about trees - not as a human who doesn't yet know how
to con-nect thinks about trees - and | was afraid they were just an echo of my longing. Maybe the caves
had sort of greenish geometric rocksfarther in (athough it was ageometry | didn't know and | wouldn't
have wanted to say they were rocks either).

I had my eyes closed for alot of it - rocky wallsflashing past that close are not comfortable viewing -
and therewere alot of lurchesthat if they were dragon stair stepswere alot too long for human legs. But
| noticed that we were humping our way upward not down and | think it probably would have broken
what remained of my sanity if it had turned out she wasn't going to take us out of the caves after dl. But
shewas. | smeledit first - cool, moving air that didn't have burning init - and then | opened my eyesand
saw daylight....

It was another sunny day outdoors. Outdoors. | had felt so far away, not just underground, whichis
intense enough to someone like me whose desk is dways as close to the window as | can get it and who
can't st fill more than afew hours without going outside, barring blizzards, and even then I'll probably go
stand on the doorstep and look hopefully for any sign of it stopping till the flakes make my eyelashes stick
together and | can't see any more. But in the whole crazy inexplicable business of trying to talk to Bud, it



felt like years had passed in the flickery reddish windowless darkness - | was crazy enough by then to
wonder if maybe years had passed, likein old tales of people who vist thefairies.

| dithered down Gulp's shoulder and fell on the ground - the stories of the early ocean crossings, when
sailors and passengers get out and kiss the ground when there's finally some ground to kiss after months
at sea. But at least they'd had air and sky.

| plastered mysdf againgt the bit of ground | landed on, like it was my best friend, which it was. | even
bit off some grass- well, it wasn't grass, but it was some kind of green thing. | suppose | might have
poisoned myself, but | didn't. It had a bitter taste but it tasted good. It tasted of sun-light - of the world
aboveground, of the world where humans existed - -I don't know. | admost felt crazier from having got
outsde again - from having spent five days (or five hundred years) trying to adjust to being a
light-deprived |ab rat and being scared out of my smdll lab-rat mind about one of the dragonslosing its
temper. Bud may have been boss dragon but | knew without being able to talk to any of them about it
that not everybody agreed with him about wasting time on me.

Bud had followed us out, and was lying down, trying to look small, | think, like Gulp tried, but he had
his head raised - oh, amere seven or eight feet off the ground-watching me. After | had crawled around
on my hands and kneesfor afew minutes, just reminding myself of dirt and plants- | think | did some
whimpering too - | stood up, staggering alittle, athough I'd been walking in the fire-cavern okay, and
turned my face up to the sun, and did acrazy little dance - and Loisdid it with me, cavorting and
pesping.

One of the weirdest things about the fire-cavern was how quiet it was. Except for Loisand me
nobody ever said anything - or growled or harked or whined or peeped or chirped or chortled or
shouted. Mot ly you heard nothing at al, except the sound of your own breathing and a sort of low,
eerily harmonic background sssssssssh that was presumably the dragons breathing, but you couldn't
identify it. It sounded more like gremlins to me - some kind of cave spook whispering around in the dark.
Occasiondly you heard these greet big creatures moving around, big soft echoey rustles, afew clicksand
clatters of talons and wings,; and occasiondly they made one or another kind of rumble, like maybe a
dragon cough or adragon snort, but they didn't talk. Or hum. Not to hear anyway. (That came later,
when the other dragons started deciding that Bud and Gulp'sidea about me wasn't so awful after dl. Or
maybeit'sjust that dragons are good losers.) Y ou did hear the fire abit, but a dried-dragon-dung fire
doesn't crackle like awood fire does, aswell as being too purple-blue.

And my human thing about talking had gone away too. Y ou know how | kept talking at Westcamp
after Gulp arrived. Not in the dragon rave. | hummed alittle bit back at Lois but that was about all. It
was amost like my mouth was pressed shut, by theweight of al that dark-ness and all those dragons.

But | had alittle tiny epiphany then, that first time outdoors, with daylight on my skin and in my eyes.
Y ou know how deaf people are taught to talk, if they can learn it, because even though they can't hear, it
makesit easier for them to communicate with hearing people, who are used to talking. And then hearing
people who want to be able to talk to deaf people learn sign language, and then - sometimes - they talk
at the sametime asthey use the sign language, to help the deaf people, lip-read, | suppose, or get used to
the way the mouth is aways flapping in hearing people, or something.

While | was still high with being outdoors again - with being recon-nected, even if only barely (where
the hell wasl, indl of five million acres of Smokehill?), with my life- | went over to Bud, stopping when
| was till far enough away not to get acrick in my neck by looking up to where he was holding his head
(which he probably had aslow as he could without getting acrick in hisneck), and started talking. Out
loud. Likeanorma human. Like | hadn't donefor five daysin Bud's cave. I've dways been abig
hand-gesture person, like Mom — Dad only waves his arms around when he'smad - so | used hand
gesturestoo. | tried to make picturesin my mind while | wasteling him the stories—like the hearing
person using sign language - but my words led the pictures. Us humans, we lead with words. Thisishow



we doit. And - | think - they got it. Maybe they had a great big dragon epiphany too.

It'sbeen and il isdl totaly hard sweeting dia-freaking-bolicd work after that - in fact in away it's
been wor se because that'swhen | started to believe in what we were doing, Bud and me, talking to
each other herewe go again, like when | first began to redize what raising Loiswasreally going to be
like. But thistime - thistime | was going to let myself know how hard it was going to be, and do it
anyway. | know how dumb this sounds, but | wanted to be agrown-up for Bud. Thiswas different from
what had happened with Lois. Duh.

But if you've hung on thislong because you think I'm going to Ex-plain Everything - stop now. Put this
down, go away, wash the car, look up the horoscope for your goldfish, and I'm sorry |'ve wasted so
much of your time. Give thisbook to your library (if they want it). But it was abig thing, that day, for me
anyway. Back therein the dark Bud had been patiently holding the dragon space for me - while | mostly
cow-ered in my niche. (Of course | couldn't cope, any morethan | could have coped with adragonlet,
which was clearly impossible)) But out herein thelight | could seethat that iswhat he had been doing -
that it wasn't dl just being in the dark surrounded by dragons and making stuff up to make myself fed
better. It was happening in daylight too. Bud wasligtening. Bud wanted tolisten. To me.

| think the last few days had been pretty intense for the dragonstoo. | may be unbelievably weeny in
dragon terms but that | was there was epoch making. And look what trouble one redlly weeny new germ
can do somewhereit's never been before.

The point isthat that was the first day it seemed to me possible - ahuman talking to adragon. That it
wasn't just craziness and desperation and darkness. The craziness and desperation may have started it ...
but it had afuture. Talking to each other had a future. Thereis pretty much no bigger wow than that.

So | told him - them - because Gulp had moved to lie down by Bud and was obvioudy "listening” too -
about finding the dying mother dragon who'd only just given birth, and how Loiswasthe only one of her
dragonlets il dive. How 1'd tucked her down my shirt without thinking about it, and run away. How I'd
made mysalf dooldly trying to keep her dive, and without knowing how to keep her dive, and my only
excuse wasthat sheld survived. | told them about the Indtitute - | can't begin to imagine what my pictures
of theinsde of the Ingtitute must have looked/felt/smelled/something - €l sefwhatever to them - -and about
the human laws that made what 1'd done so dangerous. That part didn't go in pictures so well, but | tried.
(So you try making apicture in your head of laws. All I could think of wasthat big famous picture of the
Condtitution, with John Hancock's signature taking up half the space. So, | skipped over thelaw thing a
little))

| told them that the Ingtitute existed only because they, the dragons, existed, and that we were doing
the best we could and knew how and dthough that wasn't very good it was the best we could, and that
we were probably losing too, and that if anyone ever found out about L ois that would probably be the
end of the line because the people who were againgt the Ingtitute kept imagining that we were doing
something like Lais, athough we never had before; and that if they did find out, and especialy if they
figured out who her mother was, they'd say that she was the daughter of arogue killer dragon and genes
will tell and she had to be destroyed twice, first because she wasillega anyway and second because of
her mom.

What | didn't try to tell them about was the dragon dreams. And that's funny too, because | planned to,
to the extent that any of thiswas planned. Once | wastelling the story | would've told them about the
dragon dreams, how | fdlt that especidly at the beginning they were helping hold me together, like rope,
or adraitjacket - and | sort of hesitated on the brink, with atentative picture of Lois mom as| saw her
inmy dreams, and there was dmost this pause where | swear everyone understood everyone € se, two
dragons and one human - | don't sup-pose even Bud got even 10 percent of al therest of it, the question
was what fragments were he and Gulp fishing out of the nutso deluge and what were they doing with
them?? - and it was about thisthing | knew was crazy, about Lois mom, thisis the place where we



under-stood each other - and then while it was over in just long enough for it to have been apause, it
was like that was al that was necessary. | didn't have to tell them. Lois mom in my head, keeping me
together. Yes. Of course. Oh....

| waslosing it pretty bad with the pictures by now but they probably picked up the hysteria. | told
them | didn't know why Lois had survived, and | sureashdll didn't know why | was ableto talk to
dragons, even thetinied, tiniest, tiniest bit, or they to me, to the extent that | or they were talking, but we
were, weren't we, communicating, even though it was kind of messy, and we were probably creating a
new dl - snging dl - dancing Day-Glo definition of "'blunderbotchandscrewup.”

But I'd got it that Gulp was sending metrees, right? | assumed it - -the communication - that it was
happening - had something to do with Lois - with Lois and me. Something to do with having to be so
all-berserkingly involved with her to keep her dive - probably it was just standard op for amother
dragon and her dragonlets, but it was whopping-meganormous-vast, incomprehensible new ground for
adrag-onlet and ahuman. | wasn't even agrown-up, you know? Although maybe that meant | waslike
squishy enough to adapt, when a grown-up would have been dl stiff and solid and filled up and couldn't.
Maybe the success of the involvement though was why she survived - either that | didn't know thet |
ingtinctively knew what she could or couldn't eat, for example, or that the bonding to Mom - and any
mom would do - isasimportant as what a dragonlet eats - or who the mom was.

S0 her side of the adaptation process was why she made so much noise - why shetried to talk like
humanstalk. I'd pretty much aways secretly believed that she was, you know, intelligent, more like
humans are intelligent than like dogs (or mynah birds) areintelligent, but | lso knew | wasloopy from the
grain of the relationship that was keeping her dive. . . . But | aso thought about Mom and Katieand |
figured it'sjust part of momming that you think your kid'swonderful. Evenif you're ahuman and your
kid'sadragon.

So I'd kept alow profile about certain aspects of just how Lois might be wonderful. That she might be
dorky-checklist-human-1Q--test-intel ligent wonderful. Which would presumably mean that dragons
were dorky-checklist-human-1Q-test-intelligent. Which isway too scary, you know? Well, you do
know, because alot of people out there now are reacting like we've declared the earth isflat after all, or
that being aheroin deder isalife- affirming socialy responsible career choice, by suggesting that
dragonswill talk back to us as soon as we get the common language problem sorted out better. My
suspicion about Lois could just have been that | was suffering from momness, and maybe that would
have been agood thing, or at least easier, smpler, and awholelot less scary.

Till now. Till thelast five days. Since Gulp had brought us here. No, before that. Since Gulp had
gpologized for dmost killing me. I'd known then, beyond any so-called rationa doubt, but | hadn't taken
itin. My taking-it-in faculty wasfully occupied with the daily fact of Gulp'svis-its. And | was probably
too used to not facing thiswith Lais, in case | waswrong. Or maybein case | wasright. Martian lichen
or no Martian lichen - vervets with language or no vervets with language - philoso-phies of humanness
and that Earth isacommunity, not a police state, or no philosophies of etc. - it was ill too big, too
strange, too far away

from theway | was used to thinking. Too impossible. It wasn't just being underground with acavern
full of dragonsthat had freaked me out so badly, you know. At least the guys who found out about the
lichen oil Mars, it was happening on Mars. Thiswas hgppening here.

And now comes the show-stopper, the super jackpot question, the one if you get it right they don't just
give you a huge ugly new house and an even huger uglier new car, you will aso be expected to solve
world hunger, kiss babies and walk on water, so think carefully before you answer: If dragonsare
inteligent like humans - or more like hu-mans than like dogs or mynah birds or vervets - and just by the
way, dragons are up to eighty feet long and can spout fire at will - why are dragons adying race and
humans dominate the planet in a sawing-of- the-tree-limb-you're-standing-on kind of way?



| till don't know the answer to why dragons are dying out, just to get that over with sinceit's usudly
thefirst thing that pro-dragon people ask me. (The anti-dragon people dl still keep saying, How do you
know they'reintdligent?) | think I don't know becauseit isn't an answer like that there's something in the
water that shouldn't be or isn't that should be, or like that. | don't think it's even the restriction of usable
territory. They could've expanded alot more than they have in Smokehill and while, no, okay, | don't
know how intdlligent they are (How intelligent are you? How intelligent am I? At what point doesthis
become adumb question?), | think they're quite intelligent enough to have been clan-destine about it if
they wanted to be. Okay, maybe they have been, and presently unknown underground mazes dl over
Smokehill are stuffed with dragons. But | don't believeit. (Or anyway not unlessthey've dso bred a
sheep that livesin the dark and eats rocks.)

Maybetheir intelligence doesn't run that way. | think it probably doesn't. Becausethisis one of the
things | think about dragons, when | try to think about the way they think: they didn't evolveto be
paranoid the way we did. They didn't need to - They evolved to be huge and very difficult to kill. Yes,
they're meat-eaters, so their prey wouldn't be too fond of them, but prey tends to survive by running
away (and by breed-ing like crazy), not atacking. And most other predators a dragon can just laugh at.
Or whatever they do. They do have asense of humor. | think. Lois sense of humor could be just from
hanging around me too much, but | don't think so.

(I think there's humor in the way Gulp collgpses when she'sinviting meto walk up her shoulder and up
[and up and up and UP] her neck and sit behind her head. Y ou know how adog you're scolding may
sud-denly go dl limp, when what they're saying is"Y es, yes, you'reright, I'm sorry, you're the boss'? If
it'sadog, the next thing it doesisroll over onitsback and offer you itstummy, which isn't practicd ina
dragon, with the spine plates. But | think Gulp is having alittle dragon joke that goes, "Walk on me,
magter, | am asdirt beneath your feet." And she meansit about as much asthe dog meansit, whois
watching you closdly and isgoing to start wagging itstail the moment your face startsto smile))

Anyway. The point is, dragons never learned to take threats to their existence serioudy, and it'stoo
late now.

| also think, by the way, that because they live so long - I'm pretty sure Bud remembers Old Pete -
and don't waste energy being paranoid that their sense of timeisalot different from ours. | don't believe
Bud kept us - me anyway - underground for five daysto intimidate us - -me- | think he thought we were
just having anice chat, trying to have anice chat, herefindly was the perfect opportunity for anice chat,
he wasredly interested in the chat, and it hadn't occurred to him till - maybe- - he began to read/guess
from all that "trees and sky and sunlight and despair” stuff in my heed, that | wasn't finding it asinteresting
ashewas, that | didn't have the attention span that he did. Maybe he was picking me up well enough to
notice that my ability to make picturesin my head was starting to get worse, not better, and hefigured |
was getting liketired.

Meanwhile humans succeeded in the evolution game partly because

they learned to be paranoid so successfully. To hit first before the other guy hitsyou. It worked with
sabertooth tigers. Who's extinct? But who's bigger, meaner, faster, and has longer teeth? Thetiger.
Humans arc so ft little things. The only weapon they haveisther brains.

Dragons are going under because they don't understand how to fight back. Maybe they could have
evolved to be ableto fight back, along time ago, if they or some of their genesrealized it was going to be
nec-essary some day. But it'stoo late now. Sure, they'll fry the occasiona human who triesto murder
them, but they don't get it about extermina-tion or war. As soon asthe Aussiesredly organized to get
rid of them, they didn't have achance.

Okay, okay, enough with the cheezy philosophy, you want me to get to the famous story about Bud
and the hdlicopters, right? My great mo-ment? My greaet moment, crap, | wasjust totdly, totaly lucky
that the - mgor in charge was brighter than some career military types and didn't automaticaly believe



that you shoot first and ask questions later. Maybe the kind of gunnery you can carry on ahelicopter is
limited, and they didn't want to blow me up - but even that's lucky, that they didn't decide the possible
degth of one civilian would be just an unfortunate friendly fireincident - an acceptablelossin abattlefield
gtugion.

Because outsde Smokehill, by the time | disappeared, the anti-dragon |obby was lashing the populace
into afrenzy, and the Searles had just about won. Congress was about to pass legidation to kill al of
Smoke hill's dragons because they were a danger to humanity - and Smokehill had THOUSANDS of
them! And each and every one of them was TEN MILES LONG! - which iswhat had been going on
back at the Ingtitute while Gulp and Loisand | were getting acquainted, and why Dad had lately found
himself under something alot like house arrest. All because of one crummy stinking little poacher who
thought he was going to look like abig guy by, what, bringing home adragon's eye? Sdling dices of her
adrenasfor enough money to buy Hawaii (aslong as he did it fast enough)? And who happened to have
parents who were millionaires (so what did he need more money for?) and would much rather blame the
dragon than the fact that their son was an evil creep.

Theirony isthat it was my disgppearance that dmost gave the fina victory to the Searles. It's so dmost
an amogt that of al the dmost mo-ments|'ve told you about, that's probably the almostest of all.

But the amazing thing was Bud. Held got enough of my story to know that something had to be done. |
think held been worrying about what was happening ever since Lois mother died - what it meant
be-sdestheloss of six dragons. | understand worry. Hisworry engine cranked up agesr.

I'm not sure about this, but dragons just obvioudy don't breed very often, or thered be more of them. |
don't mysdlf get it why you want a Stuation where there's only one mom who hasalitter of babiesinstead
of several momswith one or even two each, but hey, theré's so much | don't get that sometimes | almost
want to be put down someone else's shirt and et them take care of everything for awhile. Like | wonder
if Bud isin communication somehow with the dragonsin Kenyaand Aus-tralia- that they al know
they're dying - dying out. And the humans are so cluelessthey just killed amom?

Presumably everyone (everyone in Smokehill or even everyone ev-erywhere) knew that Lois mother
was about to have her babies. Thiswas an important event. Killing any dragon is going to upset the rest
of them just like murdering humans upsets us. But amom and her dragonlets must be acommunity
tragedy - and amgor tragedy for adeclining community. Which is probably why Gulp lost it when she
saw Loisand mein the meadow. And maybe why Gulp'sfirst appearance underground with me on
board aswell as Loiswas not greeted with hallelujahs. Even dragons, under extreme stress and grief, can
bealittle crabby. And their sense of timeis probably why it took them so long to react at al - by human
time measuremen.

Anyway. So the afternoon we heard the helicopters coming there were five of us outside - Bud, Gulp,
Lois, me, and another |;rowv dragon, because | seemed to be beginning to pick her up too, in my head |
mean, | don't know how she got chosen or if she chose herself, but she seemed to be another one who
remembered Old Pete.

(By then | was beginning to learn that dragon language has stuff iii it that trand atesinto sounds - like
human language - more than into pictures, and that includes that they have names, and that their names
are mostly soundy rather than picturey. Most of it'still pictures - at least most of what | can pick upis
pictures - what dragon words | can "hear" arefull of brrrrrry nonnoisesthat make your skull buzz, if
you're human, which makes me wonder if maybe thereésalot of talking going on after dl, just below a
pitch | can hear. | named her Zenobia because that's alittle like what her nameredly is.
Zzzzzzzzznnnnnnmmmm is closer, but harder to say with a human mouth and throat. Once I'd Sarted
again | couldn't stop trying to talk. And, after al, if they were going to try to "tak" to more humansthan
me, they'd better get used toiit.)

Thiswas at least another week after the first time they'd brought me outdoors; | know, 1'd make a



rotten Robinson Crusoe or one of those people, | just didn't keep track. | meant to. But | didn't. And
timefdt so funny in the dragon caverns anyway that | was never sure it was the next day when they
brought me up again, or how long we'd been below. Taking to Bud aso seemed to make my own time
sense go funny - more so as | got better at it, if you want to call it better, but let's say more so when |
didn't keep faling adegp/ passing out so often. Like when we made the connection - because it was a bit
likethat; it wasn't like you say a sentence and then shut up, it was more like going into the room with the
person you're talking to so you can hear each other when | went into the same "room” with Bud | moved
into dream time or something.

What | was definitely aware of wasthat | really had to get back to the Ingtitute soon, that | should
have gone back along time ago dready - if the dragonsfet like letting me, which wasn't aquestion I'd
asked yet. Or figured out how to ask. But | also knew that the more, um, dragon communication I'd
learned by the time | went back, the more persuasive I'd be able to be (I hoped) about what | had
learned and how important it was. One more reason | didn't know how much time passed is because the
process of trying to stuff mysalf with Practical Demongtratable Dragonese was different above- and
bel owground. Belowground it was easier to pick up the pictures and the brrrrrs. Aboveground it was
easier to make sense of the pictures|'d picked up. Easier is arelative concept though, because none of
it was easy, and | was dizzy and headachy all the time. | wondered if Bud ever got a headache talking
to me. But if hedid, did he notice? Like that therés this eensy weensy dien pebbleroll-ing around in the
bottom of histourist-bus-sized skull?

And have | mentioned recently that languages are not one of my talents?

But | think Bud was alot clearer about one thing than | was. He'd got it that dragons were in danger,
evenif he hadn't got it about Con-gress. (About dragon government: | don't know, but | think maybe
Bud is Congress.) Maybe the dragons have along history of dragonsfailing to communicate with
humans - surely they'd've tried when the Aussiesfirst started wiping them out, for example? They
wouldn't be so be-wildered they wouldn't try to say " please stop, can we negotiate’? Or wouldn't they
recognize humans asintdligent any more than we rec-ognized them asintelligent? Maybe they only saw
us asaplaguethey couldn't defest - like abook or amovie about the planet being taken over by diens
or gpes. Or germs. Or Y orkshire terriers. Maybe | was abig surprise to them too.

But - particularly if they'd thought about al this before - Bud would know that | wasn't going to be able
to go back to theindtitute and say, "Hey! Dragons can tak in their heads and in mine too (sort of)!"
Because | was going to prove this- how? Everything | could have - and, of course, eventualy did - tell
anyone could be seen asraving. Which alot of people do seeit as. Still. But some of the important
people believe me. And part of the reason why is because of Bud the day the helicopters came.

Thedragonsdl heard them long before | did. Lois heard them too and when | was puzzled she sent
me a picture of awider-than-tall blob with something funny going on at the top and going gup gup gup
which | didn't understand at al - although it was aso yellow, and I've never seen ayellow helicopter -
which may give you another tiny glimpse of how hard the learning processis, because ahdicopter is
something | know. (The dragon pictograph-with-non-sound for dragon doesn't look or sound anything
like the human idea of adragon either, even after you've plugged in, and it varies from dragon to dragon,
like some of it's tyle, like some of them present Essential Dragon as wearing All Star high-topsand
jeans, and some of them rhinestones and black velvet. Maybe Essentid Helicopter isyellow?)

Whilel was4till trying to figureit out, Zenobiaand Gulp headed for the tunnd to the cavern. Gulp tried
to take L ois, but she wouldn't go; she came and hid behind me. Hiding behind something the sze of me
away from something the size of Gulp is pretty funny, but Gulp would have redized that the only way
sheld nab Loiswas by forceand | adso think | picked up something between Bud and Gulp which | think
was Bud saying, Let her stay. So Gulp and Zenobialeft. And Loisand | ... and Bud ... stayed where we
were.



| was dready worried, before | heard the chopperstoo. Even when | can't pick up specifics| can
sometimes pick up atmosphere - well, everybody (every human body) knows about that, it doesn't havu
to be something esoteric about dragons. Y ou walk into aroom where there's a perfectly ordinary
conversation going on and your ears are tdlling you it's a perfectly ordinary conversation and the hairson
the back of your neck aretelling you it isn't. There was some hairy atmosphere going on and not knowing
was bad enough.

And then | heard it - whompwhompwhomp - and then | redlly pan-icked. | started shouting and
waving my hands at Bud again - | got so crazy | actudly grabbed one of the... the spiny wart-thingson
one of hisfront feet, likel could pull him toward the cavern door, like adog on alead. (I waspullingon a
toe, you know, because that's what | could reach.) And for the second time since I'd met my first dragon
| burst into tears, for reasons not too dissmilar from that first time, and if you want to despise me, fed
free, | don't care. | didn't want to see another dead dragon. Another dragon stupidly killed by humans.
And by then Bud was dso my friend.

The choppersfound usal right. Bud would be pretty hard to missif you were even haf looking. Most
chopper flights don't see dragons only because dragons get out of the way as soon as they hear the
chop-per. | can imagine the gunstrained on him and al that. But they saw me too, and they tried to get
me out of the way first snce |l was (no doubt mysterioudy) ill dive. It was like something on abad TV
movie, the blast of the broadcast voice telling me to move dowly away from the dragon. It was dmost
funny. Like moving dowly away from something the size (and firepower) of adragon meant anything.

| suppose redly they were not being that stupid - they could awaystry to kill the other end of him,
which was along way away, but | was stubbornly sticking by the fire-bresthing end, and remember that
drag-ons can breathe alot of fire after they're dead. | should say that Bud was now lying flat on the
ground - held put his head down as soon as the choppers came into sight - the way Gulp had the day she
met us, or when shewasinviting usfor transport - and al curled in on himsdf too, so maybe you couldn't
see quite how many miles of him there were. Well, it makes perfectly good any-old-species sense,
doesn'tit?If you're trying to look non-threatening you try to look small and weak. It'sjust very hard to
do effectively if you're adragon (but provesthey have, you know, imagination).

And | think they didn't redlize just how big Bud is. Or maybe Mgor Handley involuntarily found
himself wondering what the hell he was seeing-because | was jumping up and down beside Bud's nose
screaming idiotic things like Don't shoot, Don't shoot! He's okay! We're all okay! Please don't shoot!
Although how, exactly, even abright human at the head of a ddliberate show of military force (to impress
the dragons?) figured out that | wasn't begging to be rescued I'm not sure. Maybe he didn't know either
and - since I'd survived thislong - was waiting for clarification. The "extermination™ order for our dragons
hadn't come yet - there was still room for doubt. Or negotiation.

| tried to talk to him about this, later. He just looked at me and shook his head. He's till acareer
military guy and I'm gtill ableeding heart dipstick. I'll be sending him birthday cardsfor therest of hislife
to thank him though.

Anyway. Loiswas jumping up and down with me and shrieking - -1 think I've mentioned shehad a
very piercing shriek - and the poor mgjor wouldn't have known about her. Even if he thought Bud was
not making any moves because he was deed, Loiswas obvioudy dive, and big enough to do damage if
she had the inclination. She even looked enough like adragon by then that you might even guess shewas
one.

There were three of them, but it was the mgjor's helicopter that sank down alittle lower asif for a
better view. As| say, | think they didn't really get how big Bud was. But there was a sudden, gentle
picturein my mind not unlike anudge with an ebow, and | turned around and flung mysdlf up Bud's
shoulder alot more enthusiastically than I'd ever climbed Gulp's. But then | was even more desperate that
day than when shed flown us away from the first helicopter coming after me.



| galloped up dl that neck, half bent over, scrabbling at the spinal plates with my hands - remember
that dragons are dippery - but | didn't perch on hisneck. | climbed the rest of the war, onto hishead. |
could brace my feet against the nobbles and hold on to the smaller, less sharp-edged pikes. Lais, for
once, remained where she was, athough she stopped shrieking to peep at me, and there was agust of
something through my mind that I'm pretty sure was envy.

And Bud dowly uncurled. First he raised his head and neck, and then he stood up, and then he stood
on hisback legsand craned. And | found mysdf staring into the mgjor's helicopter at alot of
platter-szed eyes and wide-open mouths, and shouting over the helicopter din, It's okay, see? He's
okay. I'm okay. Thisis Bud. We can talk to each other. Sort of.



CHAPTER TEnN

Therest of the story everybody knows. The whole world knows. They ran that first TV news shot with
athirty-second delay because they weren't sure they weren't going to find themselves running live footage
of abrainless seventeen-year-old boy being made into dragon canapes during primetime. The Searles
actudly did usafavor about this. They pulled dl the sops out to get us off the air after that first live
broadcast, and the head of NYN got so pissed off that he said nothing would pre-vent him running it -
and ran it a the top of every hour as a news up-date on every one of his 1,000,000 local stationsall that
day, just to spite the Searles. It's possible that what he was redlly pissed off about was the amount of
money he'd been spending on having severa of his camera guys at the Indtitute waiting for something to
happen, but when Carol Domanski started transmitting what she was watching out of Mgor Handley's
helicopter dl wasforgiveninaredly big way. (Y ou probably know Carol later got a Pulitzer for what
she'sdone on dragons, but she's actudly doneit well, so good for Carol. And the Pulitzer committee)

If you saw it that first time, you know that it looks pretty bad that's our fence tangling up the
transmission - and the beginning is a big grainy blur. (The picture would cut in at the worst possible
moment interms of melooking like aderanged lunatic.) But they cleaned it dl up later, so that the
Searles couldn't get anywhere claiming it was faked. Not that they didn't try.

I'm not sure they aren't ill running dl our live programswith ;i delay, in case of accidents. There
haven't been any accidents and Gulp has got quite blasé about all the people and lights and wires and fuss
that TV programs creste - especialy alot of fuss, because of what our fence does to the equipment, and
the Wilsonville garageisn't aplausible dternative if you want to film adragon. Although evenif you redly
desperately want to film adragon and have the best fence - resstant gear going, you till have big
problems because you haveto get it to the dragon. We go to them.

Dad flatly refusesto let more road be cut into Smokehill - and some suggestion about motocross-type
bikes or three-wheelers made him ap-oplectic. Noises have been made about pack ponies, which Dad
would consider, but first they have to come up with a solution to the fact that every pony, horse, burro,
donkey, and whatever dsethey'vetried so far hasingantly lost itstraining at the first whiff of dragon.
(They haven't tried camelsyet.) Sometimes they go nuts before they're even taken off the truck. Horse
van drives through gate, sound of meltdown in back of van, van drives back out through gate. Meanwhile
the sky would be black with hdlicopters - if Dad would alow that either, which he won't. Fortunately
Smokehill's Friends tend to the eco-loony fringe, so Dad's got some help.

Gulp was our first star, more than Bud or even Lois, dthough Loisisaclose second, and anybody
who even half understands what al this has been about loves Lois best (I'm not partial, of course not) -
but fifty feet (plustail) of Gulp isimpressive. Gulp, of dl the big dragons, isthe only onewho redly
cooperates with being filmed, although there are snaps and crackles of severd of the others. Gulp doesn't
redlly get it, about people being fascinated by her. Asfar as she's concerned - at least thisishow | read it



- she'sjust doing her penance for dmost frying me, that day We met. Want to imagine how fast a
dragon holding a human baby would have got itself killed (supposing someone just
happened to have a lightning rifle in his back pocket)? Especially if the kid's mom had
recently been made into kabobs?

Lois, | swear, was made to go on TV though. Sheisinterested in everything, and aslong asI'm till
somewhererdaively nearby, sheisashameessflirt with everything ese human, or that's how it comes
over. Shefiguresthat humans are her family, and she'sjugt thrilled any time another of her strangely
shaped relatives wants to meet her. For some reason people carrying blinding lights and trailing leads and
yeling areincluded - even the ones whose first reaction, on seeing agreat scaly lump on little bent legs
lolloping briskly toward them while making extraordinary noisesthat allow atoo-clear view of tegth
severd incheslong, isto run away. Lois has avery generous heart aswell asalot of energy.

Anyway Gulp didn't fry methat first day and she hasn't fried any-one since and she's not going to, but
even |, who spends, and who has dready spent, more intensive time with dragons than any other human
ever has, I've still never got over how big they are, so | can hardly blamethe TV crews- aswell aswhat
are now our rivers of visiting scien-tists - for being alittle jumpy. Gulp, fortunately, doesn't run at people
theway Loisdoes. | suspect even some of the TV people pick up her fataistic stoicism, even if they
don't know that'swhat they're picking up. They're probably just telling themsaves that anything that large
iskind of oppressve by definition.

Maybe that'swhy they usualy end up liking Lois so much. She'sill small, comparatively, and she
seemsto have the gene or the pheromone or something for being fetching. It can't be her big deep soft
brown shining long-lashed eyes because she has small poppy greeny-reddy eyesincreasingly surrounded
by knobbly spikes and eyelasheslike stilettos. Thereisjust no way to make out ababy dragon as cute.
Loisiscute anyway, and her energy levd, if you don't haveto live with her, is pretty appeding. You
know how charming it iswhen some dog you've never met before comes rushing up to you like you're his
long-lost best friend. The enthusiasm is contagious. For afew minutes you think maybe you are best
friends. Then you begin to wonder what the dog must be like at home. | don't think most of the TV
people ever get thisfar thinking about Lois because sheis, you know, adragon. | suppose | can't haveit
both ways, expecting people who've never met adragon to get it about dragons and then fedling crabby
(or superior) when they don't.

We don't have mererivers of ordinary tourists, of course, we have oceans of them - galaxies -
Avogadro's numbers of tourists. They il rardly see any dragons but it doesn't stop them coming, and we
now have loops of some of Gulp'sand Lois finest video moments on big screensin the tourist center, as
well asthe one of me being spastic on Bud's head. | can't risk just going into the tourist center any more
my-sdlf, it'slike being apop star or something, and don't laugh, because it's ghastly.

Loisand | hideout in thisfortress alittle beyond where the Rang-ers cottages dl are. When wefirst
came back to the Ingtitute we were guarded twenty-four hours a day by some of Mg or Handley's guys -
-from our new fans, sure, but aso from the Searles and their goons, who were not good losers - and then
the fortress got built. I didn't know anything could go up that fast - it was like watching time-lapse
photog-raphy. It was amazing. It dso must have cost afortune. Dad is il pretty protective about mein
some, sometimesweird, ways, and he seemsto think it would blight me or something if | knew what it
cost. With ev-erything ese that's happened | think thisis pretty funny. Maybeit'sjust something he can
protect me from.

And wherésthe fortune coming from, you're asking, or maybe you're not. After al, the galaxies of
tourists not only buy tickets but they now all buy ye olde genuine Smokehill souvenirsby the

barrowload - most of 'em stagger out of here now carrying shopping bags like they've just bought the
week's groceriesfor afamily of eight. It'smostly just the usua souvenir junk too, only with dragonsoniit,
plusafew Smokehill specids, likered dragon scales, and the only place Y ou can buy our dragons



scaesisat our tourist center gift shop, and whileit dragon scaleisonly sold asadragon scae, I'm surea
lot of tourists go~ hometdling themselvesthat redly thelirsisone of Gulp's or Bud's (Lois doesn't shed
proper scalesyet). Thisisn't necessarily tourists being blind and stupid either - dragon scalesare dl the
same color after they've been off the dragon for alittle while, whatever color they were on the dragon, so
why not imagine yoursisfrom your favorite dragon?

Everybody wants scaes though, so it'sagood thing we now have lots of dragonsto provide them. |
mean, we've dways had lots of dragons, but after | collected afew bagfuls at Dragon Central and went
throughr aredly amazingly slly nonconversation with Bud about whether it wasdl right if 1 took them
away, the dragons started collecting them for me. | don't think anyone has a clue what | want them for;
it'sjust another of thoseinexplicable peculiarities of humans.

It'sfunny about the scales. Dad aways said it was abad idea, our Rangers have better thingsto do
with their time than haul trash for tourists, tourists are just fine with coffee mugs and mouse matsthat say
GREETINGS FROM Smokehill. And | remember the flap when Mom and Katie and the latest noise of
consultants (okay, what's the collective noun for consultants - afire sale of consultants? ha ha ha) brought
him around, saying that it was something tangible about our austrdiensis that visitors could not only see
but touch and take home with them. Not to mention scales being about the only things attached to
dragonsthat don't disintegrate within afew months: Maybe it's something to do with the fact that scales
don't actudly stay on the dragon long. Dad did have to admit they made us money - and even abig bag
of them doesn't weigh much, so they're not a burden to carry back to the Ingtitute. Since Loisthe
sanctuariesin Kenyaand Australia have started selling scalestoo, but dl their scales are just from any old
dragons, and they don't do anything like the business we do.

Then the postcard from that first TV documentary-filmed at the Westcamp meadow, so thereisalot
of hushed, dopey voiceover nar-ration of theand thisiswhere IT FIRST HAPPENED variety - of
Gulp progtrate at my feet sold like nearly enough for adown payment on Smokehill I1. Y ou can't see
most of her, of course, just abit of her neck and her head, with her face tipped down enough for her
nearer eyeto be looking straight a me, very much like the first afternoon, when she was gpologizing. The
panoramaversion - where you can see dl of her - sold even better. And then there's our patent on
Dragon Dolls. And Dragon Squadron was last Christmas biggest sdller - in both its computer and its
board game formats - the sort of scene where parents were pulling each other's hair out in front of FAO
Schwarz. They had to cal in some kind of riot police in Denver, | think it was, when a ship-ment got
hijacked to somewhere else.

And, okay, yes you can buy an autographed copy of the panorama postcard of Gulp and me, and
Gulp doesn't Sign autographs.

It'struethat they built our fortress before the money redly started rolling in, but maybe the bank
manager Dad got the loan from could smdll that it was going to. Or maybe he just had a sense of humor.
Or maybe Dad made up theideafor Dragon Squadron on the spot (actu-dly, it was Dad'sidea- | didn't
know he even knew what agame was, et done acomputer game) and promised him first editionsfor his
kids.

And speaking of people who were bornto go on TV (the spiny-ridged ones that peep and the
two-legged onesthat bellow), Eleanor also made a huge difference in how the whole story went over at
the beginning, when alot of the country was still mostly on the Searles side and the Searlesweretrying
to make out, oh, | don't know exactly, it all made me so angry | couldn't think about it, just like at the
begin-ning when there was a dead dragon and a dead stupid evil jerk and Lois was a secret - the Searles
tried to make it out there was some kind o(-child abuse going on with my dad sort of giving meto the
dragons as a sacrifice or something, or like that famous psychologist who raised hiskidsin abox to keep
out bad influences (and | think my dad isa control freak). Seems like poor Dad was aways getting
whacked for theway heraised me - last time it was for handing me over to the Rangers. (No-body ever
tried to argue that the dragons had handed Lois over. Dull.)



So some enterprising reporter started looking for other kids and there are only Martha and Eleanor
and Eleanor took over immediately and said that they'd known about Lois from the beginning and like
sue her, she'seleven years old. Thistook thewind out of alot of paliti-cal sails, especiadly when Eleanor
told the tory of how it was Mar-thawho found out that L ois liked her tummy rubbed, you just had to
wear glovesto do it. Hardened senior Republican senators watching on the video link were going
"anwwww"' and then trying to pretend they were coughing.

Then the Searlestried to make it out that someone had taught Elea-nor what to say, but the same
enterprising reporter managed to con-vince Katie to let Eleanor have what amounted to a press
conference, with questions from the floor and stuff. By the time Eleanor, perfectly self-possessed and
articulate, had explained that it maybe wasn't true that | was the only human who'd ever tried to mom a
dragonlet - there were one or two old Australian folk tales about it (they're in one of Mom's books) but
they were s0 bizarre that the white guys that trans-lated them thought they were about taking too many
drugs, the Searles had lost. And without the Searles goading them nobody wanted to look bad by trying
to put meor Dadinjail. So it was Gulp and Lois and Smokehill to alanddide victory. Just like Eleanor's
isgoing to be when sherunsfor president in forty years or so.

*kk*

I've gotten ahead of mysdlf again. But thisis sort of the happy ending part - or at least the cautiousif a
trifle shaky happy beginning—and dso | didn't think the story was going to go on thislong and I'd like to
get it over with. But there's some other stuff | want to tell you the red version of. Like the animal rights
activists breaking into Smokehill and letting dl the thingsin the zoo out and how one of them (the zoo
critter, not the activist) tried to eat Eleanor. Theresalot that happened in those last few weeks, after
Loisand | fled west and the Searle army closed in, but | can't be bothered sorting out most of it, and
there are dready millions of people writing magazine articles and thumping great books on everything to
do with Loisand dragons and Smokehill now so you can read them. I'm mostly only writing thisat al to
make Dad and Mar-tha happy, and alittle bit to try to get in some of the stuff al the other great thumping
booksleave out, or get wrong. Like the animal activ-ists - there weren't any, okay? - and anything even
trying to est Eleanor.

They'd Sarted having regiments or units or whatever you cal them of the National Guard (let me see, a
noise of consultants, maybe a Saru-man of Nationa Guard?) moving in on Smokehill. The president
hadn't quite declared a state of national emergency but | guess held allowed as how there was at least a
clear and present danger of something or other. (All of those thousands of ten-mile-long dragons are
hungry.) Y ou remember abudoad of tourists had actualy seen adragon flying about haf amile away -
30 just how much obvioudy threatening behavior are we going to put up with from thisfind handful of a
nearly extinct crea-ture, anyway? The Searles spin doctors made it sound like it was like an armada of
kamikaze bomber dragons and the tourists on that buswere al in the hospital being treated for
Posttraumatic Stress Disorder. So the guys in camouflage with funny hats rolled a couple of helicopters
in.

Y ou remember that helicopters are the only thingsthat can fly in here, and even they have instrument
difficulty, and first you have to get ‘em through the gate, but after one of our drametic rescues about
twenty years ago we got alittletiny extradriblet of congressiona money to build a garage outsde the
gateswhere dl the garages and the parking lot are, to hold aflatbed truck that would carry a helicopter
with folded- up blades through the gate. We couldn't afford a helicopter but we had our very own flatbed
helicopter-carrying truck, which | suppose at least saved transporting it, Snce it went about five mph and
made our solar buses ook sporty.

There wasn't any placeto put everybody <o at first the Guard and their helicopters were camped
outside the gate, and there was alot of shouting about that, because the gate was so (comparatively)
small and if they had to "mobilize" quickly, thered be a bottleneck. Also the tourists objected to their
parking spaces being taken up by heaviesin uniform, snce Smokehill was till open for business.



Eventualy Dad got semi-overruled and most of the people still stayed outside the gate but thefirst two
helicopters and three guysto look after them got brought through. Our new tourist attraction. Not. (But it
freed up some of the parking lot.) Well, that made everybody in our party really nervous, because the last
thing they wanted was any of this gang being able to move anywhere fast, so people began to think of
cregtive ways to make sure this didn't happen.

Martha started chatting up one of the guard Guards - have | men-tioned that she'd started getting redlly
cute when she hit her teens? - and he showed her alot more about his helicopter than he should have, but
then she'sjust adumb girl, isn't she? So when the order finally came that they were going to Start
Operation Dragon Vanquish (I am not kidding) by finding out what had happened to me, therewasa
flurry of people putting plans of action into action. | don't know exactly what Marthadid to her helicopter
(when | asked her she said demurely that she "disrupted the synchronization between the front rotor and
therear one.” With alittle help from awrench. "Oh," | said) but that ill left one. Now pay attention,
because thisiswhereit gets exciting.

Eric opened one of the cage doors at the zoo. Just think about that for a minute. Eric. Opened. One.
Of. The. Cages. Eric. But wewerelooking at the possibility - no, the likelihood of losing Smokehill, so
last ditch effortswerein order. I'm till redlly impressed. But thisisthe best part if you're going to do
something like let something out of its cage to make an uproar, you want to let the one that's going to
cause the most uproar out, right? Like, you might say, the biggest stink. So guesswho he let out. Y ou get
three guesses and the first two don't count.

So then he came screaming up to the Ingtitute, which was by then buzzing with Guards doing
moving-out things, and al these great hor-rible (Martha said) army super jegps and thingswere rolling
through the gate like Grond at the siege of Gondor, and Eric had atantrum of, | guess, epic proportions
even for Eric (even Eleanor was dmost impressed), and nearly brought the entire Nationd Guard to its
knees single-handed, between the tantrum itself and - well, you guessed it, right? - odorata, who was
cavorting around having a high old time doing what odorata does.

It just happensthat thiswasdl going on during odorata mating sea-son, so dl the maleswould have
been trying out their courting steps anyway, and while the young males had dl been too crestfallen (soto
speak) while they were dl crammed in the same cage with the big guy, once they got let out they decided
to have astab at the show themsealves, so we had mating-dance odorata pretty much al over the
landscape - I'm sorry | missed it - and big strapping members of the National Guard passing out from the
amel right and left (have | mentioned that odorata is especidly smdly during mating season? Because the
males are prov-ing to the femaes that they can protect them) and Eric trying to kill anyonein aGuard
uniform, claiming that some damned soldier had opened the cage door and that he was going to have the
entire Guard court-martiaed unless they brought the guy who did it forward and let Eric kill him. And,
you know, one of the reasons Eric was so convinc-ingly off his rocker was that he was worried sick
about the possibility that odorata might get hurt. Hed decided that it was worth therisk, but he till hated
doing it. And it madeit redlly easy for himto channel that hatred at the guyswho were making it
necessary.

Dad had been on the phone at that point for about forty-eight hours straight, trying to get hold of
somebody who could cancel the order to do this big search for my dead body - | mean, where'sanice
little in-ternationa incident when you need one? If thered been any red news going on even dl the
Searles money couldn't have turned our dragonsinto acivil war - because he knew that as soon asthey
found anything they could pretend was evidence that | or anyone el se had come to some kind of harm,
they'd start killing dragons. Don't ask me how they were managing to discount my twice-daily check-ins-
that the dragons were holding agun to my head and making me say | was okay?

| asked Dad about thiswhen | wastrying to write this part, and was sorry then, watching it in hisface
as hewent back to that terrible time. Finally he said, "Nobody soundstoo great on our two-ways and the
one you were using was worse than usual. Somebody decided that maybe it wasn't really you. That I'd



rigged it somehow. That's when they started... keeping awatchful eye on me.” Jesus. If | knew who it
was|'d ... hang him out to dry and then give him to the dragonsfor their fire

So everything had gone seriously wrong enough that Dad - and Eric - thought it wasworth it to tell me
to get out - the way the party politics were being driven, finding Lois would be even worse than find-ing
me dead - gee, thanks - but whatever they were going to find (or whatever they were hoping to find) they
were gill going to start looking at Westcamp. Of course back at the Ingtitute they didn't know about
Gulp. Dad has said since - and | did not ask - that he got ten years older for every day after |
disappeared and there was no news of me of any kind....

Anyway. Even odorata couldn't make the second helicopter demate-riaize, of course, dthough they
were doing avery good job of razing troop strength and creating rampant chaos - and the big strapping
guys kedling over weren't later on going to admit that it wasjust abunch of smelly lizards, so that'swhere
the violent, club-wielding animal activists got shoved into the story. Okay, theréd been some. anima
rights guys - way too low-key to cal activists - hanging around, but they only wielded banners and they
never made it through the gate. (Although they did spray-paint one or two of Saruman'sjeeps.)

But meanwhile Eleanor was aso on the case. While Eric and odorata were doing their various dances,
Eleanor was hitting hersalf over the head with ashovd - you know how scalp wounds bleed - and
staggering in to the Ingtitute covered in blood and crying for Katie. (Martha says sheredly was crying
and sheredlly was staggering but Eleanor says she wasnt, that it was al planned. Martha saysthat it
wouldn't have worked if she hadn't really been crying and staggering and that she was paying her a
compliment so please relax but it was aso the stupidest thing she'd ever heard of, and | say amen to that,
aso that she'samaz-ingly brave and maybe that's dl that counts, since it worked, aside from the fact that
it was an utterly idiotic thing to have done and she'slucky she didn't give hersaf permanent brain
damage.)

Katie understandably pretty much had a heart attack on the spot and gathered up her freely bleeding
child and demanded the remaining he-licopter to fly them out to the hospital now. Dad - who isvery
capable with needle, thread, sutures, staples, and those butterfly things, as most of us can vouch for -
instantly backed her up, and so that's what hap-pened. Martha says she couldn't be sure that the reason
the helicopter crew volunteered so fast didn't have something to do with the rapidly--spreading odorata
smell, but the point isthat was two helicopters out of two (they never did figure out exactly what went
wrong with the other one: ninja chipmunks maybe?), and it took another six hoursto get more helicopters
"mobilized" to Smokehill, and that's when they started hunting me. That last conversation with Dad was
with the new helicoptersrolling through the gate but he couldn't just tell me that with Saruman monitoring
him and that |ast shout from Eric was only because even Saruman was alittle leery of him after his
odorata perfor-mance, and hed managed to snitch atwo-way.

But dl of thishad given Gulp and me afew more days to make some kind of ardationship, and who's
to say if I'd put my hand on her nose the day before or even six hours before and started thinking pictures
at her, it would have worked?

The new helicoptersflew directly to Westcamp, and found no me, of course, but al my gear -
including dl the stuff that would let me stay divein Smokehill - was gill there. And of course there were
sgnsof some big animal having been around alot and alot of recently-shed dragon scales; if any of them
were clever enough to recognize them, which, sinceit was Handley and his guys, they probably were.

(Dad certainly was, when they brought some of the scales back to the Ingtitute. He says he kept telling
himsdlf that we'd al made the best decisons we could have right dong from the beginning - from the
mo-ment | put Loisdown my shirt thefirst time - and that if it was now al going horribly wrong we il
couldn't have done anything else. But that's one of the worst things about this whole story, what those
fifteen days| was missing did to Dad. It didn't do anything good for Marthaand Billy and everybody else
but Dad was, ultimately, responsible, and | washisson ... and | redly wasthe only family he had |eft.



And even if you counted Lois- which | did - shewas missing too.)

| don't know if they commented on the vomit but | do know that the glaring lack of blood and guts
gave them some pause (nobody had told them dragons generally don't leave crumbs). My stuff had made
them decide it was me that was missing after al, no impostors neces-sary, the lack of blood and guts
made them willing to assume that | was till dive, and Dad's phone marathon had eventudly put some
brakes on the whole gone - bananas spectacle of Dragon VVanquish but since they had al this hardware
flying around aready they decided while they were out there they might aswell look for me. So they did.
And they had some kind of fancy infrared dingle-dangle and some high-tech bozo to read it, so they
could keep looking for human-shaped things of the right temperature, since there would only be one of
them out there.

Unless another poacher had got in, of course, And unless | was dead dter dll and the dingle-dangle
wouldn't find me.

| wonder, now, if it was just accident that Bud took us outdoors the afternoon that the choppers were
dueto fly over that meadow. Because even infrared gizmos can't read dragons through rock. Let lone
gmdl humanvistors.

And Eleanor has an interesting new scar under her hair, and Eric got odorata rounded up again -
which wasn't as hard asit might have been because the local |andscape doesn't redlly suit them and they
were beginning to drift uncertainly back toward their cageslike sozzled party-goers sumbling home at
dawn - and there was arecord-breaking n umber of odorata babies the following season, so much so
that we had to negotiate with some other zoos to build odorata cages and take some of them off our
hands. But by that time we were golden and any zoo lucky enough to have anything to do with uswould
do pretty much whatever we said.

| doubt Loisisever going to get as big as she would have, if shed stayed with her mom, if her mom
hadn't died. And she's il alot paler than any of therest of the dragons I've met, although it's become a
kind of pinky-coppery-tawny-iridescent pale and - okay, never mind everything I've said about how ugly
sheis-isredly kind of pretty, dthough | don't know if any of the guy dragons are going to think so when
she getsolder, and | don't suppose chances are shelll belet (is"let” the right word?) breed, unlessthe
dragons decide that the bond she and | have isthe sort of thing that might get passed on somehow - or
would be worth passing on. (No, | don't know if dragons have sex for fun too. And | probably wouldn't
tel youif | knew)

Sometimes thinking that I've ruined Lois life redly bothers me and sometimesit doesn't. | mean, she's
aive, isn't she? And it's horrible that her mom died, and her brothers and sisters. But at the sametimeif
dl

that hadn't happened the Ingtitute would still be worrying about how to keep the government from
readjusting our status so the oil drillers and the gold diggers and the country-getaway buildersand all the
other greedy villains could comein and ruin our dragon haven - the only dragon haven left on the planet
wherethe dragons are thriving - and now certainly the only one where they hang out with humans.

And yet the millionaire parents of that utter total absolute piece of dog crap that killed Lois mom
nearly got their evil law blasted through Congress (with alittle help from the ail drillers) to kill off all our
drag-ons. And if they'd succeeded, | don't think the Kenya sanctuary would have lasted much longer, or
the Australian park. I'vetold you, the drag-ons besides ours aren't doing too well, which in aweird way
gives peo-ple the excuse to make them do worse. And they may not want to admit it, but some of them
areglad of the excuse. (We're il waiting to see what effect what's happened here may have on the
other two parks. Were waiting hopefully.)

Dragons make people very, very nervous. Y ou think the panoramaof Gulp and me sells so well
becauseit's cute? It salls so well becauseit gives people acold fedling in their throats and aflutter around



their hearts. Dragons are, as everyone knows, so big. They make Caspian waruseslook smal. And they
aren't safely in the ocean like whales, or Nessie in those lochs - you can't stay on the shore and keep
away from them. Dragons belong on land. And they fly. And they breethefire. And red dragonsaren't
beautiful, at least not like the paintings of Saint George. Those dragons may be dying on the point of
some dumb hero's spear, but they're also gorgeous. Thered onesare just BIG. And strange. And
pouched, of course. And smelly. All the photo shootsand TV documentaries can't make them romantic.
Just real. Which isamixed blessing. And why, even though were golden right now, we know we have
to work at staying golden. Not to mention that the Sde effect of al this popularity iskeeping me out of
jail, whichisgood too.

| keep away from arguments on dragon intelligence. In thefirst place | can't he bothered, and in the
second place | have agood linein being young and dumb mysdlf | didn't mean to, but you try waking up
one morning to discover you're an overnight sensation - especially when you've been tired and scared
half out of your remaining half amind for most of the last two years - and see how well you come across
inyour firgt big nationa interviews. (I should have got Eleanor to write my lines.) Thefirgt big nationa
interviewsthat are, aswell, going to make the difference between whether your dad and your friends and
your en-tire world gets prosecuted into oblivion or not, for something you did. Sure | agreed to be
interviewed - | was desperate.

Wil, wewon. But most of it hasn't been much fun. Wildly excit-ing, some of the time, and fascinating,
but rarely fun. There's been alot of pressure on us from the beginning to go on tour, Loisand me. Gulp's
too big and aso too scary and aso practically speaking impos-sible to trangport. Just one kid sneaking
back to watch Gulp take off from the Wal-Mart parking lot in East Styrofoam and getting a broken head
from being caught in the backdraft would destroy dl the good we'd done, not to mention the wear and
tear on poor Gulp even if noth-ing went wrong. (It probably bothers me the most that shed try to do it if
| figured out how to ask her.) And | won't risk it with Lois either - | wouldn't even when she was il
small enough to squeeze in the back of a big station wagon, and the Searles till looked like they might
win, and | was gill desperate:

Dad backs me up, every time, when | say No tours. And he's il the head of the ingtitute, aswell as
my dad. Dad saysthat I'm the real expert, and he'sright, of course, except that "expert” is not what | am,
but it takes aredly big person, it seemsto me, to Sit back and let your barely-eighteen-year-old son take
thelead in your lifeswork, which isessentidly what my dad has done. (Have | mentioned recently that
he'sthereal hero? The human red hero.) And yet he's as happy asapuppy in acloset full of shoes,
because he can findly study his beloved dragons up close - dthough he's il at the early "ow ow ow"
Stage of the Headache, which getsin theway. Turnsout al humans get it, sometimes even some of the
TV crews and they're not even trying to communicate anything except " please do something that will get
me abigger budget.”

(And just by theway, Dad and | had the worst roaring and thunder-ing argument of my entire life when
he found out about my Headache. | know what it was, of course - he'd been fedling like aBad Father all
aong, about everything, and especidly about the eczema, even though 1'd managed never to let him see
it, which probably made him even more suspicious, and the truth is there are more bits of me that will
never be beautiful because of Lois, and while Dad kept uneasily |etting me make that decision, he didn't
likeit, and he was pretty sure | wasn't telling him the whole truth, which | wasn't. | never told anyone
about the Headache. Because | didn't haveto. And that pushed him over the edge. | kept yeling a him,
"So, what were you going to do? Make me send her back?" Stupid of memaybeto tel himat dl, but it
was going to come out anyway as soon as he read about it here.)

I might aswell be writing this asworking on my dictionary because my dictionary is getting nowhere
fast. Not that in some ways we aren't -getting somewhere - or | hopewe are. It's pretty funny watching
Lois- often now with Martha - giving Gulp her talking lessons, for example. I've told you that dragons
mostly don't seem to talk out loud - or any-way what we'd call words are only maybe aquarter of



dragon language and it's a support quarter, not aleading quarter. It seemsto metherésafifth fifth or
sixth sixth in there somewhere that | don't even know what itis, and | think theres somekind of layers
actiontoo. . . . But meanwhile Gulp islearning to burble. What we're going to do with the burble - or the
cheep, chortle, peep and whatever else - | don't know yet. But you know, why do dragons have the
vocd cords and the larynxesif they don't use them? Maybe they fell out of the habit of talk-ing Out loud
asthey got good at the head stuff. Or maybe they stopped talking out loud after the Austrdian "war" with
chatty, deadly humans. So were going to begin a new habit. | hope.

But the stuff that isthe most trandatable into human word facamilesis surface stuff, like where the food
is, and bees go back to the hive and tell each other that, you know? And nobody getsinto screaming
con-tests about how intelligent bees are. If you were only using your ears and eyes, a dragon sentence
like"Thereisavalley north of that hill that you can see from here, and then west of the hill beyond that
which you can't see from here, but you could if you flew up afew [tree lengths? Dragon lengths? | il
don't have much grip on dragon measurement and yesthisis another problem] which hasagood spring
at the bottom of it" would come out something like " Thereis beyond [something] and beyond [something
elsg] [something] of [something] good [some-thing]." And they don't "speak” in "'sentence” shapes
anyway. Y ou seewhy | keep getting mixed up.

I'm guessing that Bud and Gulp are il the only ones on the dragon side who are working more or less
from the same page (of the diction-ary, ha ha) that | am - we're the ones who had our little/ big
epiphanies, that first day aboveground after Gulp had brought usto Dragon Cen-tral. We're the ones
who thought "Right. Hereésthe starting line. . . . Uh, wherésthe track?" Gulpislearningto talk out loud.
Bud watches over my shoulder alot when I'm using my laptop, and he's seen that graphics program.
Maybeit'sjust aswell | don't know what adragon laugh is. And spesking of intelligence, | think that the
dragons, aswe go on yattering and yammering at them (and squeezing our skulls and saying "ow ow
ow"), are beginning to fedl about uskind of the way we fedl about dogs. (And when your dog goes
"'roooaaaa0000W" at you don't you sometimes go "roooaasanooow™ at him back?) And weve been
living with dogsfor forty thousand years and are still arguing about how best to get our point acrossto
them.

Dad, by the way, doesn't disagree when - usudly I'vejust come away from aparticularly frustrating
session with some member or members of the white coat brigade, which tendsto put mein aranting sort
of mood anyway - when | say that dragons are more intelligent than hu-mans. He says |'m prejudiced,
but he doesn't disagree. He just says we don't know yet. He likes not knowing. He likes the process of
find-ing out. It makes him happy. It'sthefirst time since Mom died he's been happy.

And were actudly talking about her for thefirst time. Or not talking about her so much asjust letting
her be part of the conversation. Mom said this, Mom said that. (And | wish | had more of her humor
when the white coats Sart sticking me with their specimen-impaling pins, whichiswhet it fedlslike
sometimes. The scientists who can't stland the headaches but don't give up easily sudy me.) Butit'slike
she'spart of our family again. The door's been opened. It waslike nailed shut for Six years but it's open
now. | knew something important had happened when | heard him call her Mad, one evening, at dinner
with Billy and Grace. Up till then if he mentioned her a al he called her Maddline, which heldd never used
when shewasdive.

It makes both of us missher morein somewaysbut ... well, it'stheway it is. Somebody you loved
dying isn't something you get over, you know? Y ou get used to it because you haveto. You carry it
around with you - because you have to. And even after | stopped scratching my cheeks and playing
Annihilate dl the time and became something more like normal again from the outside, missng Mom was
dill in there doing stuff to me.

Since Dad and | started talking about her again I've stopped dream-ing about her. Thisismostly a
relief, but | missit alittle bit too. And since Lois has dragons to teach her how to be adragon | don't
dream about Lois mom either. | missthose dreamsalittletoo. | just don't like people dying, you know?



And Snark would have been way jedlous of Lois, but hed've got over it. And at least Snark was old, for
adog. It wasn't exactly okay that he died, but it so wasn't okay in any way that my mom and Lois mom
died.

So the short answer to that question | asked way back at the begin-ning is... yes. If Mom had il
been dive and I'd till been more or less, you know, sane, | probably wouldn't have noticed the dying
dragon's eye, not the momness of it. | would have been horrified and sorry - and I'd've got on the
two-way as soon as | got clear of the remains of the poacher, and cdled Billy, and the story would have
been alot different because there would have been no Lois. Eveniif I'd noticed that one of Mom dragon's
babies wasn't quite dead yet, that would have just been one of the horrible things, that it took alittle while
todie, that | had to watch the last one diewhile| waited for Billy. It would never have oc-curred to me
to do anything about it - what could | possibly do? Eric's got incubators, but afetal squodge wouldn't
anything like make the journey back - and of course an incubator would never have worked on a

dragonlet anyway.

Or back up alittlefarther yet - if | hadn't been ajerk about my first overnight aonein the park - if |
hadn't been determined to make that twenty miles - | would never have seen the dying dragon in the first
place. But why was | so determined? What was Mom dragon putting out on the airwaves as she lay
there dying - about being amom and dying and leaving her babies behind? And why wasit methat
picked it up instead of another dragon? And | wouldn't want to bet againgt it that it was partly frenzy that
helped keep Loisdlive - that | COULDN'T BEAR her dying - because of what her and her mom
reminded me of.

SoisLoais and just maybe the entire future of Draco australiensis, worth Mom'slife? | don't haveto
answer that. It'swhat happened. Anyway. | pick up some of the head stuff Y eah. It'sthere, I'm not
imagining it, and I'm not going to argue about it any more. But | think the only reason | pick up even as
much as| do isbecause I'm picking up some of the dragonness of it, and | can do that because of Lois-
and her mom. Which isn't something | call pass on to anybody else Y et. But the possibility that
there's some kind of osmosis going on aso gives me the best excuse to go on living with dragons, which |
do, alot of thetime now, although even | have to take a break sometimes. Also the weather sometimes
has something to say about where you are and where you stay in Smokehill.

There are fancy new premises (built by more Dragon Squadron money) out near where the dragon
caves are - the dragon caves| stayed in, that is, sincel (and Dad) aren't making any statements about
whether they're the only dragon-inhabited cavesin Smokehill or not - we're pretty sure not. It's still hard,
counting dragons - and those caves go on and on and they all have spooky gremlin
things-moving-around-in-the--dark noises. Now that we're meeting our dragons face-to-faceit should
get easer though, shouldn't it? Wdll, we still never see more than afew of them at atime, and I'm pretty
sure I'm the only human who's ever seen more than the same half dozen that are the human liaison
committee (sorry, little joke here - dragons do not do bureaucrat language).

I'm pretty sure now that Billy was worried that the caves up by the Ingtitute we were going to open to
the public had dragonsin them some-where, or were connected to caves that had dragonsin them
somewhere, or at least gpooky gremlin noisesin the dark. Although he's never said so. And part of that
fear would be the suspicion he and Dad both had that we weren't going to go on stopping australiensis
from going extinct for much longer, and what if thetiny little additiona pressure of lop-ping off the tailest
tall end of the Smokehill cave network wasthetiny little additiond pressuretoo far?

And somehow once the money started pouring in, the plansfor the Ingtitute caves changed. Only the
first couple of caverns got opened to the public after dl - and al the ways out of them have been very,
very, very, very, very, very thoroughly seded off athough it'slike having won the mainissue, therewasa
kind of hands-washing-of, right okay, now go ahead and do your worst declaration and the
pointy-head designer from Manhattan or Batimore did, and those two caves, which are good big ones,
are akind of Madame Tussaud's of dragons with alittle Dis-neyland thrown in. | can't bear the place



mysdf but tourigts cram in there in their gazillions.

But it makes me wonder what the Arkholas know that they still aren't telling us. There were dwaysa
lot more of them and only one of Old Pete - and he's the only one who wrote anything down, and while
he couldn't be bothered most of the time talking about humans, he did often write about how he couldn't
have done what he did without Arkhola help, and how much he admired them. What the Arkholas do
instead of keeping journalsis make songs. Theresone | think | haven't told you about, about dragons
flying. And the most interesting thing about it isthat it'sreally old - long before Old Pete brought any
dragons here. I'm so horrible at learning languages. But I'm going to haveto try to learn Arkhola. Billy
says Whiteoak would teach me. Uh-oh.

Anyway. We've got these fancy new premises pretty near Dragon Centra - that's Bud's caves - which
we call Farcamp. We had some trouble deciding where to put it. | didn't want the dragonsto fed that we
were harrying them by getting too close to where they lived, but as Dad and Billy pointed out, us feeble
little humans can't actualy com-mute very far in aday, and we need to be somewhere close enough to
get there and back, especiadly in less-than-optimal westher (in bad weather you don't go anywhere)
since except me nobody's ever been in-vited to stay, if you want to call what Gulp did inviting. | said that
if the dragons wanted to talk to us, they could do the commuting. We finaly compromised on aplace
near abiggish opening aboveground of aseries of caves not too far for feeble humans, which are some
kind of wing of Dragon Central, but not dead close to where the helicopter found me standing on Bud's
head and screaming.

Therewasalot of grumbling when the plans for Farcamp were pre-sented because of all the tactical
problems (see: no more roads and limited helicopter usage and they till haven't got anywhere with the
pack ponies, but we've now got college kids and off-season athletes doing two-legged bearer stuff
which isahoat, like something out of an an-cient Stewart Granger movie about Darkest Africa) and then
when they get there, there still aren't any dragons??, but Dad and Billy and our eco-loony Friends had
worked up some heavy environmental impact stuff that made it necessary not to be any closer to Dragon
Centra, and since we were now the hottest topic around nobody grumbled too loudly for fear of not
getting clearanceto vigit.

But the dragons do come, to us, to the Farcamp caves. There's dways at least a couple of members of
the human liaison committee waiting for us politely at the cave entrance - which | call Nearcamp, another
of my feeble human jokes. Although the whole business of working this out reglly made me want to go
"neener neener and who saysdragons aren't intelligent?” | also saw the caves before the dragons
gtarted using them alot, and I've seen them now that they do usethem alot, and | can tell you that
they've put in alatrine. And | can't actualy swear to this, but | think the rock is getting blacker and
redder and shinier and slver-threadier too. And the gremlin noises get more resonant.

But I'm the only human who's got in that far - to see thelatrine, or listen to the gremlinsin the corridors.
This makes more of the white coats nuts, but they can't do anything about it. In thefirst place, most of
them, the headaches make 'em so sick they have to flee back to Farcamp, in the second place, it'sin the
new dragon-contact rules (and guesswho hel ped write them), and in the third place, who isgoing to get
around adragon lying across the entrance of hisor her cave? Even if you had the nerve to tiptoe up to
one and maybe pretend you didn't want to disturb it and would just creep past, the moment it turns that
eye onyou, and it will....

The human reception area at Dragon Nearcamp is il pretty minimal. Thiswas my ideafirgt, but not
only my dad but also afew of the brighter ethologists and sociologists that the new, expanded Ingtitute
was dready atracting were saying the same thing. When us humans want human stuff, we'd go back to
Farcamp and decompress. But it's turned out to be totaly practical aswell as sensible because I'm ill
the only human so far who can hack the headaches for more than afew hours, athough Dad and Martha
are beginning to learn. Nobody but me has ever picked up amental image they can use (dthough |
wonder about Martha, with her empathy, which seemsto me almost telepathic, but she saysit never



comesin anything you could cal pictures), but they sure do get the headaches. Real howlers, sometimes,
and with visua disturbances, sometimesredly graphic halucinations, and agood bit of vertigo and
nauseathrownin.

| don't know if 1 put up with the headaches better because I'm get-ting something out of them, or
because they're not as bad as what ev-erybody else gets or because | sort of grew into them. If it'sthat
they're not as bad, I'm really sorry. Maybe well get over thiseventualy, or find away around it. Weve
only just sarted after all. | figure we have thetime. | hope we have thetime. I'm worried that some
ruthless impatient human is going to decide that the only way - or the fastest way - would betoraisea
dragonlet theway | raised Lois, which | can't believe any dragon mom would agree to. Would any
human mom - ? Exactly. But therés ill alittle problem sometimes convincing the rest of the human
world that dragons aren't till just animals.

I'vedso tried to find out - mostly from Bud - if trying to talk to hu-mans, well, not if it givesthem
headaches, exactly, because | wouldn't expect it to be the samething, but if there are any drawbacks to
trying to talk to humans - anything that goes wrong with the dragon because of talking to humans. | can
manage to get the idea of pain across - | think - and I'm pretty sure Bud is blowing me off. I'm such a
measter a being blown off. My impression, for what it'sworth, which is probably nothing, isthet thereis
some kind of recail, for dragons. but physical painisnt it. Thisworriesmetoo. But it might explain why
there aren't too many of the human liaison committee, and why the rest of them tend to stay out of our
way.

Wevejust been so LUCKY inalot of ways. Mg or Handley was maybe our first piece of brilliant
luck - at that black bleak moment when it looked like the Searles and their gang of crooked creeps were
going towin. A career military guy capable of independent thought when his orders were to shoot first
(as1 found out, although not from him) and ask questions later. Y ou don't get luckier than that. But a
bright career military guy who obeys orders till had to stop and think about how to obey his order. |
wasn't running away, you remember - | was running toward the big black scaly mongter of dl the
Searles bluster - and then Bud did his extension-ladder trick and the mgjor looked at me standing on the
top of Bud's head and waving and shouting and figured that while | looked pretty upset, | didn't look like
it wasthe dragon that was upsetting me. At that moment, | think, iswhen our luck turned.

There are afew things that haven't gone according to plan. They still haven't repeded the law that
makes my saving Lois life alife-sentence felony. They've changed pretty much al the other bad laws
about drag-ons but they can't seem to shift that one. Don't ask me why. The human world makesless
and less sense to me. But that's one of the reasons we need to stay an internationally trendy soap opera
with rare endangered animals: And me a pop star that no one dares prosecute.

Some of the other reasons are lying around me like medium-sized mountains as| writethis, inthe
dragon Nearcamp. I'm the only human here tonight. Katie doesn't et Martha come as often as either of
uswould like - she thinks the headaches might stunt her growth or some-thing. If they stunted mine, I'm
grateful: Being loomed over by dragons makes meredlly didike looming over other humans - and
thereés aredly nice ethologist from Illinoiswho's been here most of thisweek. She'sdoneadmost dl her
work with horses but she getsit about drag-ons, | think because she doesn't assume her horses are just
dumber than humans. They're horses. But she had to go back to Farcamp because of the headaches -
andinfact | had to lead her out of the cavern because she was seeing so many starbursts and whirligigs.
What people see varies - she's a starbursts-and-whirligigs type. Shelll probably be back in aday or two
after she'shad alot of deep and alarge bottle of aspirin.

It's getting late and A most everybody hereisadeep. Loisisthe near-est to me - only asmall hillock,
maybe the size of abig pony - arasy, bronzy hillock in the purply reddish firdight, snoring into my shoes.
(Most dragons don't snore either.)

| don't think dragons have awritten language - although I've started to wonder about some of the



scratches on thewalls here and at Centrd: | started out thinking they were geological, and then | thought
they were about the dragons hollowing out their living quartersto suit them, but lately, hmmm - anyway |
dill don't think dragons have awritten language, exactly, maybe they're just doing adragony L ascaux
thing. Maybe they make songs, like the Arkhola. Hmmm.. . . But Bud spends so much time (as now)
watching over my shoulder when I'm using my laptop (he doesn't seem to have any trouble staying
awake) that I'm not so sure about that any more either.

And then sometimes| think he'sjust doing some kind of experi-ment in communication when he knows
I'm concentrating on some-thing el se, because when he'slooking over my shoulder | usualy havethis
realy strange, low-down headache, almost athroat - or achest - or astomachache.... | admit I'd just as
soon not wake up some morning and discover I'm growing scales and spind plates. | mean, if it's
neces-sary, okay, but I'd rather not.

Y ou're trying to be as objective as you can when you take notes. Mom and Dad - Mom in particular -
had this whole rant about There Is No Such Thing as True Objectivity - but then shewasa very Bad
Scientist - and for ordinary lock the-lab-and-go-home-at-night scientists, maybe how they areisnot so
important, but in my dragon notes | d-most dways sart out by mentioning what sort of agtate I'min -
which issomething | learned from Mom. If you've been up al night feeding orphans, it shows, next day,
inyour work (she said) and it'sjust arrogant of you not to make note of it. Pretty much everything | ever
wroteinthefirg year of Lois life starts SOS, which standsfor Short of Sleep. How can it not be
important to how reliable my notes are when I'm so tired I'm hallucinating dragons hiding behind the trees
around Billy and Grace's house?

My notes now start with H, HH, HHH, or, occasiondly, HHHH, which is about headache intengity.
XH isthe new Bud headache. Thisthat I'm writing now is headed XH, and I'll look over dl theH
headings when | get back to Farcamp or the Ingtitute and probably try to even them out alittle. And |
have an increasing series of symbolsfor moods and fedlings and stuff, although that's partly becausel|
think some of the moods are actualy dragon-language-background-layer and not meat all.

| have trouble reading some of my early notes about Lois because | was till trying to make up a
shorthand that wouldn't get me dapped in jail and Smokehill turned over to developer piranhasif anyone
found one of my notebooks, or broke the password on my computer (I am not acomputer genius). | can
read most of them, but not dl of them. But everything, up till | started this, was till al notes, daily
fragments and questions with no answers and unconnected details and ravings (lots of these). Dad'sthe
onewho told methat how | felt about dl of it isvalid too. Maybe our first conversation about it, when he
darted redly leaning on me about writing this, went likethis. "Vdid for what?" | said. "Who cares? Lois
iswho'simportant - and now al the other dragons.”

Dad made scritchy noises running hisfingers through hisbeard. (I don't think I'm just being
whatever-my-old-man-is-I'm-not-going-to--be athough maybe | am, sinceit's obviousthat unlessI'm
kidnapped by aiensand even if | don't ever get any PhD's I'm going to be head of the Ingtitute some day
too, but | shave. Actualy one of the reasonswhy | shave may be the scritchy noises Dad makes when
he's thinking about something.)

"Y ou'rethe human," said Dad findly. "Sure, it's about our dragons, but most humans are mostly
interested in other humans. Y ou're away for the oneswho aren't so interested in dragonsto get it. By
tuning into you. And | know you don't want to hear this, but it's your story too."

Actudly thisfresked meout. | can just about stand having Bud star-ing over my shoulder dl thetime
and Loisglued to me (dmost) dl thetime, but they'remy friends. | don't want alot of strange humans
garing a me for aclue. Not me, boss.

But then | thought about what Dad had done, keeping the Ingtitute going - have | reminded you
recently that he'sthered hero of this story?- and | thought about Eleanor on nationa TV ... and then my
mind did a sort of somersault and | thought about all those books | read when | was akid about ordinary



kidswho lived in towns with street-lights and movie theaters, who went to school and played football and
ate at McDonald's. Theway I'd sucked them down, because | wanted to know. And okay, they were
fiction, but they werered fiction, if you fol-low me, and how did the authors know how to make them
up?

So then | thought about how | had felt about dl of it. | thought about what had been going on behind
the notes, as | reread my notes. And then | thought, okay, maybe I'll try it. And then | got the worst case
of writer's block you can imagine, and | buried mysdlf in dragonsin the hopes that the Headache would
hammer it al out of me. Either the writer's block or, preferably, thisidea of Dad's (and, it turned o,
Martha's too) about writing about how | felt.

And how | fed, here, inacavern full of dragons, isthat it'sal so interesting. Which maybe you're
thinking isan anticlimax, but in that case | fed sorry for you because that just meansyou don't redly
know about interesting. Interesting is as good asit gets - and no I'm not get-

ting al masculine, here, okay? 1 can say theword "love" and not throw up or turn blue. It if makesyou
happy, you can say that interesting is part of love - and if you'd like meto say | love my dragons, fine,
herewego: | love my dragons.

But it's turned out to be so much more than just (1) raising one baby critter no human has (probably)
ever raised before. I'm il scared to death too - not of the dragons any more (except in terms of the fact
that they're fill BIG and | wouldn't survive being sood on, however acciden-taly, and however sorry
they were afterward), but for them. Every now and then | heave thishuge sigh like my lungs are going to
burst before | get enough oxygen in and out of them, and it's all about everything.

| haveto kind of get up and give mysdlf a shake every now and then, like a snoozing dog, or one of
those cartoon charactersrattling himsalf back into shape after apiano or abrontosaurusfallson him, if
thedragonsand | arein the caverns. But if we're outdoors and weve started early and it'sanice day, I'll
suddenly wonder why it's getting dark and why I'm so hungry and I'll redlize we've been at it for twelve
hours or more. (Dragons eat about every third day, | think.) Part of thisis the headaches - they're
confusing - Marthacdlsit fuzzying, and she'sright, it'slike they rub up your braintill it lookslikea
swester acat's been clawing - it's not just that they hurt, dthough pain can make you stupid too, even if
itsapainyoureusedto. | wish | could figure out what Bud isn't telling me about not getting headaches.

And | guess I've grown up strange, probably as strange as Lois, in my own way But | was dready
strange four years ago when | met her, when she wasn't quite aslong as my hand. But - if you're asking -
| wouldn't have any other life. (There. That'show | fedl.) | wanted to work with dragons, and you can't
get any more working with dragons than this. Some of the old lifers here are about the only people who
gtill treet melike I'm normal - without thinking about it, | mean. Even alot of the Rangersare alittle, |
don't know how to put it, awkward. Wary maybe. | should be afreshman at some college this year,
hanging out at the stu-dent union and drinking beer. | wastoo young to drink beer much when | met Lois,
and | can't now, because of the headaches. Y ou could say that while Lois hasfinally got to return to her
people, my reward has been to leave mine. But it isareward, even if it'salittle complicated.

Hey, it'slate. Thefiresdying and | think my battery istoo. Even Bud's eyes are dmost closed: just a
glint wherethe lids meet in the middle. I'm going to shut up now and get some deep mysdlf.



EPILOGUE

| wrote dl that five years ago. (So, yeah. I've got dl old and gross and lega-adult and everything. Dedl
withit.)

It'staken that long to get it through the Searles lawyers. When | wroteit | hadn't even thought about
the Searles-lawyers aspect. | was only worried about trying to tell the story aswell as| could without
looking like any more of amoron than | had to - plus what people like Dad and Eric would think when
they read about themsalves. | wasn't trying to hurt anyone'sfedings (adthough | admit hurting the Searles
fedlings didn't bother me alot) but where do you start, or where do you stop, telling the truth?

But it'sthe Searles that were the real problem. Somebody told me what I'd written was going to have
to go through some legal stuff and | said "whatever" and went back to my dragons. Then it took months
to hear any more - but I'd never been happy about trying to write the story of Lois early life so | wasn't
sorry that it went away for awhile. Then we started getting legd |etters. At first | thought, Drop dead, I'm
not changing anything, and then | thought, Hey, gredt, it's not going to get published after al and go out
into theworld and be read by strangers ... and then Dragon Drivel came out, or whatever dumb thing
they findly cdled it, which isthe"sengtive’ verson | mentioned on thefirgt page, and it was even more
gruesome than 1'd expected. So then | thought, Well, okay, I'll have atry a changing what the Searles
don't like - or I'll try to change some of it. Our lawyers had hel pfully highlighted what they thought were
the most controversid bits.

And | did try. But then | thought, I'm supposed to be nice about the Searles and their psychopath son
when I'm not being nice about my own family? And if | start being nice about everybody al that'sleftis
the me looking like amoron part. So then | went stubborn all over again and said "drop dead" officidly,
and our lawyerstrandated that into legal speak and ...

Soit'sbeenfiveyears. And | didn't change anything after al. Our Friends got involved and it was all
going againgt the Searles - even | felt alittle sorry for them - alittle - they're stuck in their own redity
warp which they have to make everyone el se agree with, except dmost no-body does any more,
however much money they spend. But | supposeit's hard saying "yes okay our son was arotten evil
creep.”

Rereading it now - now that weve finaly got the go-ahead, which gives me the gridy opportunity to
have afresh attack of second, or two--hundred-and-sixty-fourth, thoughts about doing it - what |
remember most was how OVERWHELMINGLY shut in and squashed and para-noid it was, Lois first
two years. Even "claustrophobic” sounds kind of loose and easy, compared to what it really was. |
know, | said thisat the beginning, | said | didn't want to go back there, back to that tiny cramped heavy
scared space, | didn't want to haveto live through it again to write about it. But it getsworse with time,
not better. | can fed the walsleaning on my ebows and my head is suddenly the only thing keeping the
celling up as| reread what | wrote. Even though mostly things didn't happen, you know? Mostly they
were till just days ... and oh-by-the-way the crazy, appaling obsessiveness of every one of those days.
Necessary? Sure. Fascinating? Y ou bet. A fun time? No cheezing way.



| ds0 keep thinking about al the stuff | left out. Maybe | lft the wrong things out, you know? Too
late now. | can get back there even less now than | could five years ago, and I'm not going to try.

Which reminds me of the conversation | had with Eric after 1'd given what 1'd written to him to read.
Hedidn't say anything immediately when he gave it back, athough that wasn't necessarily agood sign.
Eric'sgot human lately, by the way. He's got aboyfriend. Y up. Boyfriend. He says himsdlf (I told you
he'd got human) that it hadn't ever occurred to him that he was gay. He knew he wasn't very interested in
girlsand then just didn't think about it any more - maybe he was just 100 percent animal oriented - and
Smokehill or any place where you're dealing with tourists al the timeis not going to improve your opinion
of the human race. Then one day Dan kissed him and (he says) it waslike ... oh.

Helooked at me and | waited for the blast. It's not like he's not Eric any more, athough the expression
on hisface was alot more sardonic and alot less toxic than it would have been before Dan. | tried not to
shufflemy fedt.

"Yeah, okay," Eric said findly. "Fair'sfair. | was pretty much abastard in those days and | was more
of abastard to you than to most people. But you were ... blessyour little pointed head, you were such a
light-ning rod for it.

"l don't deny anything you've said in here" - and he gave my manu-script aflap - "but thereis other
stuff. Like that your self-absorption was way beyond spectacular long before Lois." He brooded,
continu-ing to give the big wodge of manuscript little jerky flips. The middle pages were starting to stick
out from therest. | probably wanted to be mesmerized by this because | didn't want to listen to what he
was say-ing, but | did think about what was going to happen when those middle pages finished dithering
out and you know how the harder you grab on to the outside the more of the middle waterfalls out.
Maybe Eric and | could bond some more over putting them back in order. | don't think so.

"The best thing about Y OU when Y OU were akid wasthat dog," he said. "That was aredly nice dog
and you did areally good job with him. So there: wasthat in your favor. Outside of that ... you were so
con-vinced you were the center of the universe - and the worst thing was you wereright. Y ou were the
only child of the directors of the Ingtitute, and the directors of the Ingtitute were the rulers of the only
universethat mattered. Y ou bled arrogance like adug leavesadimetrail.”

Eric'sway with words.

"Jake, stop staring at your manuscript and look a me," he said, tes-tily. That sounded so much likethe
old Eric | had to smile. | also looked up. He smiled back, sort of, but it was apretty stedy smile. "l was
the grown-up, so | admit it was my fault, and my responsibility, and | didn't do it very well. All right, | did
it lousy. And it maybe needed someone like you, someone catastrophically self-absorbed, and someone
further-more who doesn't have a clue about anything but his own strange little world - have you ever had
aMcDonad's hamburger, for chrissake?

"Once. | didnt likeit."

Eric snorted one of hislaughter-subgtitute snorts. “"Well, cometo that, | don't like McDonad's food
ether. But | wastwenty-six when | gpplied for the job here. I'd spent twenty-six yearsliving in cities.
Where there are dways people everywhere - their noise, their buildings, their garbage - even if you're out
inwhat passes for the country there's a per-manent light haze a night from the nearest city and you're il
smdlling car exhaust. And you can aways hear acar on aroad somewhere, or your neighbors TV
through the common wall - and your e ectricity comes on wiresfrom the power sation. It may have
taken someone likeyou to raise Lois - to raise aLois. Someone far enough out of what passes for
normal experience to connect with adragon. That didn't make you ajoy to have around.”

"A midfit," | said, haf involuntarily. | didn't relly want to encourage him to keep talking about this, but
| couldn't hlp mysdlf. "A mutant.”

"Nothing wrong with your genes,” he said, and | remembered that my father was his Staunchest



supporter and Mom had actudly liked him. "But amidfit, if you like. just asLaoisis. And the mifit thetwo
of you have made together is changing theworld. And yes, | was jedlous, when | got here, watching you.
That'sthe part Martha's got right. If afairy godmother had offered me the chance to be amisfit like you -
to grow up in Smokehill, to know it asthe only world thereis- I'd have been dl over her."

"l do- | don't - | read the news- " | started to say, | started to try to say with some kind of dignity.

"Oh, the news," Eric said, like you might say, Oh, the cat threw up, or Oh, that's chewing gum onthe
bottom of my shoe. He shook his head. "Y ou've changed. Or | wouldn't be bothering to tell you any of
this" Hedid hislaugh-substitute again. "Hell, | admire you now - | wouldn't want to be Jake Mendoza,
hero of the universe - anybody designed the logo for your cape yet? Only time I've ever seen anyone
with his head that far up hisassjust keep on going and come out into the sunlight after al. Wouldn't have
said it was possible. All part of the new physics| guess. I'm just saying ... you were adamned annoying
little bastard.”

Only half to change the subject, because | o really wanted to know, | said, "When did you figure it
out - about Lois?'

Eric looked away - up, down, Sdeways, asif he waslooking for an answer like alost tool that he must
have |eft around here somewhere. "'l can't remember not knowing. But | can't remember some kind of
blaz-ing moment of Eureka! It must be that Jake'sraising a dragonlet! either. It'ssuch along time
ago. Thank god it'sal along time ago." Hewent slent and broody again, but thistime he wasn't [ooking
at my manuscript, but at me, and worse, he seemed to see what he was looking a. More
not-shuffling-feet from Jake. "Do you find it hard to remember, now? To believethat it was asbad asit
was?'

| nodded. "Yeah. And | like finding it hard to remember.”

"Yeah. Worst for you....for you and for Frank, and maybe Billy. it till Sucked for al the rest of us.
First the dead dragon and the son of abitch who'd killed her, and - that was enough. And all those ass
holes wandering around, with their cheap suits and chegper attitudes, demanding to know everything,
including alot of stuff they wouldn't be ableto get their heads around anyway, but especiadly not when
they'd aready decided we were guilty and couldn't prove ourselvesinnocent. Y ou couldn't turn around
without another asshole wanting to know what you were turning around for. And we were guilty of
coursejust not of what they thought they knew.

"Sowly wedl redlized we hadn't ot the plot, there was something €se going on, besidestrying to
save Smokehill. It wasn't just we'd made something up because we wanted it so badly. We al knew by
the time you went off to Westcamp, | think. But saying it out loud might make it true somehow the
assholes could catch us a. We saw it in each other's faces - and jerked our eyes away.

"It'sfunny now. But thething - the only clue - that something was going on besides mgjor damage
control and the likelihood that we would lose Smokehill - the one thing anyone could actualy point to,
that didn't look like desperate wish-fulfillment - was the way you were behaving. Y ou weren't even on
the planet - which in your case, Jake, issaying alot. There wasthis crazy wired intensity about you - but
what could be more important than the havoc over the dead dragon, the havoc that might cost us
Smokehill? And the way you'd aways hated the poor damn lizardsin the zoo and the poor stupid fools
who wanted to believe they were dragons because at |east they were there and you could look at them
jeez, chill out - and suddenly al that went away? What else could it be but that you had got yoursdlf a
rea dragon? And if you could hideit in aRanger's cabin, it had to be avery smal dragon. Baby dragon.
So the onethat got killed was amom dragon. Simple. Simple when we knew you."

| took adeep breath and said firmly, "Eric, | dwaysthought you were pretty arrogant.”

Ericredly did smile at that, along, dow, glinty-eyed smile, like noth-ing 1'd ever seen on hisface
before. "Takes one to know one, kiddo," he said. "And | dare you to put that in your story."



So | have.

Eric dill deans odorata's cage, if nobody volunteers. What head zoo-keeper cleans his own cages?
Eric'seven got staff now. Mind you, | don't think - Dan or no Dan - Eric'sdoing it to spare anyone. He
just doesn't want anyone being mean to odorata. So | suppose | have to say he's not only not the kind of
bully who likes to assign the worst jobs to the people he hates mogt, that he let me clean odorata means
that evenif hedid think | wasapainintheass, | was aresponsible, conscientious paininthe ass. |
suppose this should make mefed better.

But atremendous |ot has happened in these five years, besides most of uslifersbeing ableto start to
forget. Andif you've got thisfar in my dragon adventures and have learned to survive (or skip over) my
philo-sophica blather and generd rant you might like to hear about some more of it. Help make up for
the five years you've been waiting. Haha And if you have been waiting, thefirst thing on your
last-five-yearsligt isthe story about how Bud amost flew through the front gate - at least according to
the mail we, especialy me, gets, that'sthe first thing on your list. (I get alot of lists. People seem to think
I'm going to find them helpful.) But if thisisdl redlly a soap operawith dragons- asit is, according to the
mail - you might want to hear some of the rest of it too.

Like how | asked Marthato marry me. At Dragon Central with Bud watching us. Not that he knew
that | was asking her to marry me (a-though | never know what he knows redly). | didn't know | was
going to ask her to marry me. | was doing my famous dragon headache skull squeeze.  I've got pretty
good at this; | can temporarily ease about 75 percent of human dragon headachesin about 75 percent of
humans who get them (whichisto say all humanswho spend any time at Nearcamp). Although
unfortunately it ssems more to do with my hands than with the squeeze, which means| haven't been able
to teach any-body elseto do it, which is bad newsfor at least two reasons, the first being the obvious
one and the second being that this contributes to the Great Jake Myth and while five million acresis
plenty to hidein most of the time theré's no escape from the mailbags they bring every day and I've
begun to wonder if I'd better never go out the gate again myself ever either. Just like the dragons. (1 did
findly learnto do TV, but only because the public was so weirdly eager to love me that they turned my
deer-in-headlights mental and physical paraysisinto becoming mod-esty, and after that it waslike, oh,
well, okay, if it'sgoing to be that hard to do anything wrong | suppose | might aswell relax and go with
the flow) At least we had our honeymoon in Paris.

So that evening at Dragon Centrdl, it had kind of been in the back of my mind for awhile, I'm aretro
kind of guy inalot of waysand I'd begun to fed | was getting (even) lessnorma with every arriving
mailbag and/or TV interview and | wanted to do this normal thing of marrying my sweetheart, okay? |
was knedling behind her and she was hdf lying with her legs stretched out in front of her, but sheld leaned
back so her forearms and elbows were braced on my thighs and her face tipped up toward me with her
eyes closed and even upside down she was so beautiful, so Martha, that | heard my voice say, "If you
married me, you could get this on demand.”

Marthas eyes opened and she smiled an upside-down smile. "I can get it on demand now." She closed
her eyes again, and probably my grip on her skull fatered alittle, because she opened her eyes and said,
"That doesn't mean | won't marry you."

"But doesit mean you will marry me," | said, patheticaly, and she pulled hersdlf up and out of my
hands and turned around and said, "Y es, of course I'll marry you, Y OU slly man, and | won't even
tease Y OU about it being for your hands," and then she kissed my hands, one after the other, and then
shekissed me.

Bud waslying there with us- or some of the end of his nose was (the loooong hot rising and faling gust
of hisbreathing politely angled past us), the rest of him going on and on to WWyoming or so the way the
rest of Bud dways does - and his eyes were half open, watching us, a-though it'sinteresting, theré's no
voyeur thing about it when he watches us, which he does alot, athough I'm pretty sure he has a pretty



good ideawhat kissing is about. So after this kiss had gone on for awhileand | started to get it through
to mysdlf that I'd just asked Marthato marry me and she'd just said yes, | wanted to jump around and
shout and the only person [Sic] availablewasBud so | said, "Let'stell Bud.”

It'sagood example of the Marthaness of Martha that she didn't say, "What do you mean, tell Bud?
Welve spent five yearstrying to learn to tell dragons anything, or they us, and even you can't doit.” She
just said, "Sure," and got up out of my lap and we both went the few steps to Bud's nose and touched it
with our hands. One of the things we have learned isthat the getting-something-through-and I'm not going
tocdl it "teling” or "communication" because that'salot more grand than it mostly is- usualy works
better if the human has ahand on the dragon's nose, dightly depending on what the messageis. (There
may be other bits of both dragon and human that would work aswell, but they'd probably be more
embarrassing.) | sort of ingtinctively guessed that, that day | "told" Gulp that the bad guys were coming
for us, and she got Loisand me away - but you tend to grab the other party when you're really urgent
about something, and the reflex remains even if it'sadragon’'s nose rather than ahuman arm or shoulder.
(And for those of us addicted to hand gestures, you still have ahand left over for flapping around.)

The refinement Bud has come up with isthat it works better yet if the dragon curlsitslip very dightly
S0 the human can put hisor her hand on the softer skin there just inside the tough horny outside. It'sjust
about not too hot to bear, athough I've begun to suspect that Bud anyway has pretty good temperature
control. Thefirst time Bud curled hislip at me of course | thought | was going to die - but he could have
esten me any time for months by then so why now? And if | was going to do something so offensiveto
dragon culture that 1'd get munched in some kind of involuntary reflex (I'vetold you dragons are
amazingly pacific; | doubt they've got any execution laws about anything) 1'd prob-ably dready doneit
and hadn't been munched, so this new lip-curling must be something ese. | figured it out eventudly.

So now Marthaand | both put our hands (delicately) on the hot red lip-margin of Mr. Dragon Chief
and tried to tell him our news. | wasthinking pair-
bond-life-[ that'showhumansdoit]-chil dren-gtarting-just-now-hooray, more or less - pictures are better,
but how do you put any of that in pictures? and stuff with high emotiond content usually gets acrossthe
best evenif there aren't any pictures - and Martha, who knew what I'd been trying to do with my
dictionary amogt aswdl as| did, was thinking something smilar because | could actudly fed her like an
echo, "taking" to Bud.

And Bud, without moving, opened his eyes dl the way and gave a huge sort of held-back (don't want
to blow your tiny friends afew hun-dred yards across the cavern accidentdly and bang them into the wall
by unrestrained breathing) wooooooaaaaw, | mean with sound init, and I've told you dragons don't use
larynx noises much, and it sure sounded like "congratulations' to me. Furthermore Bud's wooaaw hed
roused the other dragons and there were little soft (little and soft as dragons go) rumbly wooaaws from
the moving shadows, and one of the mov-ing shadows dipped away - 1'd dso got pretty good at learning
to hear the diminishing huge rustle of adragon leaving the vicinity: Y ou'd be surprised how confusing
dragon noises are; makes most people dizzy

(and nervous) till they get used to it, if they get used to it and while Marthaand | were till sort of
giggling and saying inane things to eauh other like " didn't think dragonswould be such romantics' there
was a coming-toward-us gentle gigantic rustle and there was Gulp. And about two minutes later Loiswas
there too and for thefirst timein ayear or so sheforgot that she wasn't little any more and knocked me
down. So Dad and Katie and Eleanor and Billy and Grace and Kit were only the second people to hear
that we were getting married. The dragonswerefirst. (Whatever they actualy got out of what wetold
them.)

Now if you haven't dready, thisis probably the point where you talk about how it's creepy, me and
Martha getting married, we'd grown up together, we were the only boy and girl either of us had ever
re-ally known (besides Eleanor, and it's going to take a better man - or woman - than meto tackle her),
we should be like brother and sister, and at best we should go out and meet other people first, before



we decide on each other, the implication being that then we won't. Well, in thefirst place, | don't ever
remember feding like Marthawas my sster, d-though never having had sisters maybe | don't know how
I'm supposed to fed about one. But while you're Sitting there pitying me for being so limited, think about
it thisway, friend: What if you'd met the girl who was going to be the love of your life when you were
four and ahalf and got to spend the rest of your life with her? Isthat the biggest piece of luck you could
ever have or not?

Growing up together had aso made us able to communicate or any-way react to each other on levels
that people who don't get to know each other till they're adults| think probably never can. I'm not using
the"t" word again here. But it waslike that sometimes - likewhat | just said about hearing her like an
echo when we weretrying to tell Bud we were getting married. Marthaand | are in thistogether, and
that'sabig help. It makesit reder, saner, lessjust incredible. Even if it's more stuff that can't be taught.
Well figure out the teaching later. | hope.

| think both Katie and Dad had had those "they should meet other peoplefirgt” thoughts, but life at
Smokehill had got even stranger in the last few yearsand no one would understand any of it except
those of uswho'd lived through it. (Eleanor is going to use thisto get elected presi-dent, of course, so her
prioritiesin apartner are going to be different. If she changes her mind she could always marry areally
tough Ranger.) And wed waited till | was twenty-one and Marthawas nineteen which meant they
couldn't redly stop us dthough we wouldn't have wanted them to try. And they took it redly well after
al. | could see them both worrying but | could see them both being glad too so that was okay.

Wedidn' tdl anybody till it wasal over - and we were back from our honeymoon. Dad'sa JP so he
could read the words, and Eric somehow got alicense to do the blood test. Don't ask me how. Katie
cried. Elea-nor didn't. Eleanor said, " Great. | can have my room back.” To Eleanor's tremendous
credit, shed let Marthaand me drive her out of their cabin kind of alot, so we could have the room -
they shared abedroom - a couple of hoursin the afternoons sometimes, when Katie was on duty
somewhere too so the house would be empty. It wasn't worth trying anywhere el se a the Ingtitute - and
out at Farcamp and Nearcamp and Dragon Centra privacy doesn't exist.

We had the wedding at Dragon Central. Thiswas S0 great a piece of serendipity it made the whole
wedding business even more ... some-thing. None of the adjectives will do here: great, wonderful,
amaz-ing, terrific. Maybe | should just say vvooooaativ likeadragon. But about twenty of us
Smokehill lifers cregping off to do ... something? No way somebody - some wrong body - wouldn't
have noticed and maybe said something to some other wrong body and ... but twenty of uslifers going to
do somekind of private something at Dragon Central? Sure. Everyone goes al hushed and respectful
and admiring and wishing they were amember of the magic circletoo. It was ... great. Plus having
Bud and Gulp and Lois and some of the othersthere - watching the latest unintelligible human ritud.

| don't remember ever talking about a honey moon in Paris. Marthas always wanted to go to Parisand
I've never wanted to go anywhere (no dragons). So we were going to get married ... and then we were
going to go to Paris. It was smple. I'd thought fine, I'll survive Paris because I'm going to be there with
Martha, and shereally wantsto go, and I'll catch it from her. But | fell for Paris mysdlf - loved it dmost
asmuch as Marthadid. | kept thinking about being afreak who's barely been out of Smokehill, who's
never even been on a plane before (two freaks, only Marthas dways known the rest of the world
exiged, and she'svidted her grandparentsin Wisconsin a couple of times), and how Paris might have
been Marsto us, and if thisiswhat Marsis going to be like, well, those astronauts are going to have a
great time when they get there, and | hope the lichen puts on agood welcome.

Dad's wedding present included five nights at thisamazing hotd ... al hed said wasthat hed "take care
of it"...and | mean amazing. Re-ceptionwas nearly ashig asthe Indtitute tourist hal and alot
grander, and our room was nearly big enough for dragons. There was one af-ternoon I'd actualy gone
out alone because Martha had admired thisring in ajeweler'swindow and - when did | ever go
anywhere, right? - | hadn't bought her aring athough Katie had bought us plain gold wed-ding rings at a



jewder'sin Cheyenne because she said (mildly outraged) that we had to have wedding rings and we
didn't have to wear them after if we didn't want to. Rings hadn't occurred to me so then | thought that |
hadn't doneit properly (after al I'm Jake the Clueless Wonder Boy) so | was watching Martha fixedly
like adog watching you paming adog biscuit, for any sign of wanting anything | could buy her in Paris,
athough it didn't haveto bearing. And there was thisring ... so | went out to buy it, I can't remember
what | told Marthal was doing.

When | got back she was just getting out of the bath and came out of the bathroom wrapped up to the
chinin these huge pink towels so you couldn't see anything of her but feet and face, and her hair tied up
on the top of her head al wet and curly, and she said something like, Y ou know, Jake, you're doing
redly wdl herein Paris pretending not to missyour dragons every minute and only meto keep your
atten-tion ... and she dropped the towels. | will remember that sight of her - -the long golden afternoon
light through the window blinds streaming over her like golden ribbons with every curve and hollow
highlighted, and the white light from the chanddier in the bathroom haoing her from behind - I'll
remember the picture she made when I'm on my deathbed and die happy. Oh yes, and she liked the ring.
Shewearsit dl thetime. I'm till wearing the ring K atie bought.

It'struel wasredly glad to see my dragons again. Even after Paris. So we got back to Smokehill and
then Dad released the news and everybody outside was pissed off that we hadn't let our wedding be
turned into acircus, and we went off to Dragon Centrd till the up-roar quieted down. And then we got a
cabin of our own outside the Ingtitute - a new one (and yes, our Rangers came and sang for us, and |
sang, well "sang,” alittle bit too because Whiteoak has been teach-ing me some Arkhola), beyond the
fortress, which has become office and official dragon-studying visitor space, dthough everyone cdlsit
The Fortress - which was grest, having our own house, dthough we still spent most of our time at
Dragon Centra and Nearcamp.

We pack in some human food and a change of clothing, but that's al. The dragon cavesremain
dragon. Which among other things means you have to be fit and strong enough to climb up and down the
dragon "stairs." They're mostly okay at Nearcamp, but the ones at Dragon Cen-trd, while they aren't as
bad as I'd thought when Gulp was transport-ing Lois and me, are fill pretty hairy for us midgets, and at
thefoot of afew of thecliffs| gtill had to ask for some tactfully-placed boulders for scrambling. Once
you get to the big main fireplace room there are dways plenty of shed scalesif you don't fed like Sitting -
or lying - on rock. And warm water in the sulfur pools.

And the answer to draftsin cavernsfull of dragonsisto

a dragon. Of course you have to choose one who'll remember not to roll over on you - and you say
"pleasg’ first. Bud will ualirld :c wing alittleand let you - well, Marthaand me - degp under that, which
ispretty amazing. A dragon wingtip issurprisingly light, but you ran IM the hot blood whooshing through
it. Like degping under awaterbe |. Thefirst timewe got stranded by ablizzard it was maybe alittle dark
- -1 will never learn to love windowless underground caves and purplefirelight - but we were plenty
warm enough. And there was plenty of toasted sheep to go around.

Sleeping with dragonsis useful too - you know your brain waves change when you're adeep. Y ou pick
up dragon stuff when you're adegp that you can't when you're awvake - well, | knew that, from thet first
time | spent with Lois at Dragon Central with probably every dragon there except Bud and Gulp (and
Lais) wanting me somewhere else. But the wanting-me-out-of-there, and the mortal terror, made the
subtler stuff hard to recognize. Especidly through the Headache. And then in the early days of Farcamp
when | was spending every minute | could get with the dragonsit sometimes got to be alittle too much -
well, | mentioned it five years ago, about not wanting to wake up some day and discover I'd started
growing spind plates. But with Marthawith me it was suddenly okay - it was good. | stopped losing
being human, you know? No matter how far into the dragon labyrinth | went.

And it al'so makes sense, about brain waves, in away that alot of stuff about dragons does not. But



this doesn't mean we're going to start having a human dormitory at Nearcamp, so don't bother asking.
Y ou'd never deep through the headaches anyway.

*kkk*k

Marthaand | got married two and ahaf years ago. That'sareally good time to remember. Back a
little farther, to when | finished writing this book the last time, that isn't so good. Five years ago is about
the start of the really rough year or so | had learning to let go of Lois- and her to let go of me. There's
some of that arting to happen at the end of what | wrote back then.

It was sort of easier in agruesomely traumatic sort of way than it might have been because as soon as
the world found out about L ois - as soon as the tape loop with me prancing around on Bud's head
sarted playing around the world - our lives changed so drasticdly that we didn't know which way was
up and which way was down (dthough if 1'd falen off Bud's head ninety feet up I'm sureit would have
hurt, haha). So | spent alot of that first year after the World Found Out fedling torn gpart anyway and
"logng" Loiswas ... it was, as| think about it now, not even the most shocking thing, which madeit
worsg, if you follow me, how could anything be more shocking than losing Lois? Evenif dl that was
happening was that she was growing up and that was good?

But what happened to Smokehill - al that attention and al that money, suddenly, after we'd been this
goofy fringy theme-park kind of thing - the theme being our endangered invisible but smelly dragons- -
counting every penny, and yeah, okay, paranoid from the beginning, but we had cause, didn't we?
Whatever Eric says about what growing up as the center of the Smokehill universe did to me, it did to me
what it did to me because that's how it was. And then Smokehill changed. Smokehill changed. Loisand
| were just the detonator for the Big Bang and the new universe. It was not so surprising that we lost
each other in the pro-cess ... even if we were going to have to lose each other anyway. So that Lois
could havethelife she should have. And | could have alifeat dl.

Will, you don't need to know alot about that, and if Eric'sright, then | don't really want to tell you
about what even | know isnt me at my best, but it's one of those things| fedl 1 should mention, because
it'sabig thing.

So by thetime Marthaand | got married Loiswas spending most of her time at Dragon Centra, which
meant she was spending a least amagjor minority of her time without mc, and shed had a growth about a
year after we met Gulp so theidea of touring her died the desth alot more easily than it might have if
sheld stayed little longer (although a coupletimes ayear we still get some enterprising head case who
wants to provide the specialy designed airplane to carry adragon, and take us around to al the football
fildsin America, but Dad gives 'em short shrift). And then Marthaand | did get married and after that it
was awholelot more okay that Lois had her own dragon family and her own life without me.

We dtill don't know where Lois actudly fitsin the family, by theway. Thewerd thing isthat asthe new
post-Big-Bang hierarchy settled down, Lois got kind of taken over by Gulp while Bud kind of took me
over. Oh, Loisand | saw and see alot of each other, alot by anybody's standards but ours, and when |
was with the dragons she turned up pretty fast and stuck pretty close, and sometimes at first she il
came back to the human world with mefor alittle while.

Grace - and Eleanor - who rarely got out to Farcamp, were aways really glad to see her, dthough
"glad" iseader to identify with Grace. Eleanor tended to say thingslike, "The bigger you get the more
you smell." Or, "Nobody's going to respect a pink dragon. | hope you're going to turn green or
something soon." Although | think it wasn't only that | understood what the words meant that | wasthe
onewho got pissed off when Eleanor said stuff like this. Eleanor gets better at aggravating me as she gets
older. And Laisisn't redly pink anyway. Not pink pink. Also | tell mysdlf that Eleanor isjust developing
useful skillsby practicing on meand it'll al beworth it when she hitsthe campaign trail and makes hash of
her opponents during the debates ("and further-more you smell.”).



But Lois came back to the Ingtitute less and less once she hit her growth spurt. By the end of her third
year she wouldn't fit through ordinary doorways any more and dthough she didn't have keeping-up
problems with people on foot, she couldn't squeeze into the back of ajeep any more either, while her
wingsweren't anything like big enough yet for flying. She aso began to lose interest in strange humans -
every new human wasn't immediately her new best friend, the way she had been. Shewould still turnit on
foraTV crew, but you - well, | - could begin to seethat her heart wasn't iniit. It was asif shewas being
polite. Where did she learn polite?

She waslearning to be adragon. Who are | swear genetically polite. Which was the thing I'd wanted
most of al, Lois becoming a, you know, genuine, 100 percent dragon, and that did take alot of the
edge off the whole mom trauma. What stopped me from getting too comfy about it though was that she
was a so obvioudy swesting learning "dragon language” dmost asbadly as| was. Like maybetherésa
developmenta window for learning language in dragonsthe way thereisin humans, and if you missit,
you've had it. And that made mefed redly, redly, redly bad.

But there are a couple more things| think | know now that | didn't then - three or four years ago. Now
pay attention because I'm not going to tell you twice. I'm getting out into woo-woo territory and | don't
much likeit out here. Or rather, | likeit fine, while I'm out there, with Bud, or occasiondly some of the
others, it's coming back to human ground level with what he or they have given me| find kind of bad,
looking at it as ahuman and wondering what the hell | do with it and how to explain it in any way another
human - any human but Martha: - is going to believe - or be able to make sense of. Y eah, everybody
givesme lots of dack - make that lots of dack - because of Lois, but old hab-its die hard and nobody
outs de space operaand unicorns likesthe "t" word either. Maybe especidly when the only stuff | bring
back that isn't bits and piecesis al woo-woo and nothing | can shake down into words and put in my
dictionary. So don't ask me any questions, okay? Just listen.

One of the big questions has dways been what Lois mom was doing having her dragonlets so far
away from the rest of the dragons- from anywhere dragons ever go in Smokehill - and especialy from
her mid wives. Okay, you think, maybe the dragons did it differently when they were in cages, and
maybe what Old Pete saw wasn't like what they'd be doing on their own. But that's not it.

The reason it happened isbecause shehad a.... uh, I'm going to call it avision ... that told her to. That
told her to go off by herself and have her babiesalone. | can il hardly think about it, it's so awful - her
going off like that, and what happened. And it might explain why Gulp was quite so, well, beside hersdlf,
when shefirgt found Loisand me. They'd known Lois mom died, of course (I think dragonsfed it when
one of them dies), but somehow they'd missed that one of her babies had survived.

Or then again maybe they didn't missit. I'm pretty sure| got what Bud istelling me about Lois mom,
but I'm not sure about this. It wasn't till two years|ater that we started getting those dragon sightings
away from the usual dragon stomping grounds. But maybe a dragonlet hasto be two years old before it
starts showing up on dragon radar. Or maybe Lois didn't show up on dragon radar because her radar
was crippled by being raised by humans. Or maybe part of the origind vision included that the dragons
should go looking for some kind of sign two years after Lois mom died. (Okay, she did have her own
name. It's something like Hhhhhlll1l1sssssssn. So | cdl her Hacyon.) | likethat version mysdf - that
they didn't know what the sign was they were looking for. Which redlly does explain why Gulp briefly
logt her mind.

It'sobvious that all those dragon headaches | was having before there were any dragons around but
Lois, weren't Lois hersdlf, but Hal-cyon, or Halcyon's ghogt, if you like, although you probably don't like.
Why did Loissurvive? ThereisNO WAY that poor globby fetus had a prayer of surviving, stuck down
some strange species shirtfront and fed dien liquids. But she did. Shedid at least partly because ...
because Hal cyon's ghost was making me have Mom Dragon Vibes? (Was Hal-cyon's vibes coming off a
grotesque human dwarf like me what sent Gulp - briefly - mad?) | don't know. But abig piece of the
answer about Loisisthere somewhere.



Herésthe, uh, controversid bit. So far thiswas just the easy bit, okay? | mean I'vetold you alot
about Halcyon dready, but I'm guessing you've been finding it alittle hard to believe - you weren't there
having the brain verson of the hamster running up the inside of your pantleg, and | was, and | il tried
really hard to make out that it was just dreams and shock and native goofiness. So | keep trying to make
being haunted by a dragon ghost sound more convincing - or maybe I'm just hoping if | mention it often
enough you'll start accepting it just becauseit's there dl thetime like atree or ahouse or that tub of
yogurt in the back of the fridge that turned green months ago. Familiarity breeds getting to used to the
idea. My magter plan.

Okay, herewe go. Bud believes that what's happened to Lois and meis not only the thing that's going
to makeit possble for dragons and humansto learn to talk to each other - but that it pretty much
wouldn't have happened any other way. Some poor dragon mom was going to haveto diedl by hersaf
and dl but one of her babies die with her and that one remaining baby get picked up by ahuman justin
time for the dying mom to somehow kind of zap hersdlf into her surrogate. And the human had to have
been young enough and/or weird enough - like maybe dragon-as-center-of-universe weird - for the zap
to take. | don't want to even think about thinking about the odds ... or what that might mean about how
stuff gets, you know, arranged ... isit worse to be scared to death by the odds or to consider the
possihility thet it was what-I'm-calling arranged? Brrrrr . Whatever you do with thisidea, it makes me
colder than a cavern without a dragon to lean on.

But if Bud believesit | believeit. Some of the other dragons don't. But there are probably
gtick-in-the-mud dragons like there are stick--in-the-mud humans, who don't want to believe anything
too new and strange and world-detonating, and personally 1'd be happy to entertain a better (i.e., less
scary) hypothesisif you've got one but | did say better.

Onething that makes me think Bud isright, besides the fact that he's Bud, isthat while Loisis swvesating
learning dragon language dmost as hard as| am, we talk to each other better than wetalk to
any-dragon--body else, most of thetime, Loisand me. Maybe it'snot redly al that much better. But
therésakind of ease or fit toit that | don't have with any of the other dragons, even Bud. For example
we have a, uh, let'scal it aglyph, athough it's maybe more akind of spasm (maybe helpsto explain the
headaches, and the wigglyness of the dragon al phabet-or aphabets - or that moods and layers thing,
thinking of a, uh, unit or module or something of it asagpasm) for "frustration” which we made up
together out of how we felt about trying to learn to talk to (other) dragons. But when | used it on Bud he
knew ingtantly what | was"talk-ing" about, so Loisand | get gold stars and pats on the head for that
piece of initiative-taking homework.

Y ou don't have the smiling, nodding, pointing to your chest and saying your name option with dragons.
Nor can you point to another object and say "rock” and wait to see what they say. They won't say
anything. If you've been pointing a arock and saying "rock” for thelast sx months, however, if youve
been working at it redlly hard, you may have begun to wonder why after you say "rock” you very often
get akind of heavy sensation in the pams of your hands and the soles of your feet (and furthermoreit
seemsabit diagonal. Right hand, |eft foot. Left hand, right foot). Although thefirst eation (supposing
you manage to be eated through the confusion) drains away red fast as you art to wonder if they're
talking about akind of rock, asize of rock, a shape of rock, acolor of rock, weight of rock, age of
rock, even ahardness of rock, or akind/s ze/shape/col or/wei ght/age/hardness of anything, or maybeit's
about something else entirdy (Whereit came from? How it was created? Or if it'sabig rock, which way
its shadow falls as the Sun rises up over it and goes down the other side, and no | am not joking) and
maybeit'snot "rock" at dl, but "thing pointed a" or "humans sure are into rocks, | wonder what that's
about?' "Hello" in dragon isasort of short, stylized flash of ... something like my first look into Halcyon's
dying eye, and itll knock you over if you're not ready for it.

And thereé's not alot you can do about the Headache but try to wait it out. Seeif you're going to be
one of the lucky ones, and that it won't just go on swamping you (flounder flounder squelch squelch), that



you'll be ableto kind of go with the flow after awhile. And that's dready sup-posing that you're one of
the (lucky) onesthat don't just dissolve into a quaking, gibbering messthefirg time you get within halling
(so to speak) distance of adragon, and, more to the point, don't stay dissolved (and gibbering). Almost
everybody getsalittle melty around the edges on firgt introduction. But some people can't learn to cope.
And you can't blamethem - well | can't, anyway. It'sthe size of three or four Tyrannosaurus rexes, and it
breathesfire, you know? What's not to be brain-burstingly afraid of ?

But despite al the up-against-it-nesses, see above, I'd much rather be at Farcamp and Dragon Central
because when I'm at the Ingtitute | start to lose faith in my dictionary - and the dictionary hasto be what
I'm for. Maybe | can figure out away to break the idea of "dictionary” out of words on apage... but
even the Son of the Son of the Son of the (okay, Daughter of the) Best Graphics Package in the Human
Multiverse - | mean the latest update of the one | was using at the beginning - hasn't shown me away to
do it yet. Maybe because dl the graphics packages are designed by humans. | need some kind of three-
(or four-, or five-) dimensond Sens-surround thingummy. Any mgor computer whizzes out there who
want areal chalenge?

Us humans, we gtill think word = word, mostly. I'm till best with Lois partly | think because were
kind of on the sameleve - young and stupid, and, you know, disadvantaged - we didn't get raised right,
inour different ways. I'm second-best with Bud but | think the second-part is because Bud is so far
beyond me.

Heré's another thing you're not going to want to hear: Okay, so, maybe it's because they're so much
bigger, maybe their brainwaves are bigger somehow or something, and they can't fit in our tiny skulls
(that's asde from the three-or-four Tyrannosauruses eeeeck brain-melt aspect). But (you sneer: | can
hear you sneering) if dragons are so bright, why arethey living in cavesinstead of out conquering the
gaaxy and living in penthouses and eating their toasted sheep off jewd-encrusted platinum platters?

Now you just St there and think that back at yoursdlf for aminute. Why do dragonslive quietly in
caves and human beings have invented globa warming and strip mining and biologicd warfare and
geno-cide? Who's the real winner here in the superior species competition? What dragonsdo is think.
That'swhat they'reredlly good at. Likeit or lump it. And that'swhy when | get out therein the dragon
space, it'sokay ... except I'm only a stupid human and | can't go very far, and even asfar as| can goiit's
farther than | can bring back with meto dl the other humans, who even when they don't want to kill
something or pave something over, still tend to think intermsof x =y and only if x and y both take up
normal space in three dimensions and can be measured and checked off aligt.

Yeah. I'm prgudiced. Sue me. Or take this book back to the book-sdller and demand your money
back because you don't like my palitics. But dl right, enough of the woo-woo and the palitics. I'm il
human, no spinal platesyet, and | guess| kind of need to spend sometime at the indtitute ... and at least
that means Marthaand | get to deep in abed in ahouse sometimes and the house is ours and we can
close the door. So you can relax now. I'm going to tell you the story you want to hear, about Bud. I'm
going to tell you about something that everyone knows happened out herein the human approved
three-dimensiona world. Well, let's say something that made the news, which isn't the same thing, but it'll
dointhiscase. And I'mfinaly going to tell you why it happened.

*k*

Thiswas about twenty months ago asI'm writing now. | was back at the Indtitute, stoically showing
mysalf to hordes of tourists (we've got a new amphitheater that'll seat one thousand and when I'm
scheduled to do the Q& A it gets booked out way in advance) and grinding away at my dictionary. | do
the dragon side of the dictionary better at Farcamp, and | do the human side of the dictionary better at
the Ingtitute. Caught between two worlds and don't belong to either? Y ou bet.

I knew Marthawanted kids - athough | can't remember ever es-pecidly hearing her say she wanted
kids, it'sjust dways been there, like Paris, Since she was seven or S0, and yes, when | wastrying to ex



plain "marriage’ to Bud kids cameinto it. But she hadn't started talking about babies like maybe now till
shewas pretty sure | was mostly out of my bereft-mom phase. It hasto be alittle bit strange to have to
ded with atwenty-two-year-old husband who's aready been through the full pulverizing parenta
experience, in an dl-new Short Intense Variant of the usua scheme, and iskind of off thewall. But
Marthatook it in her stride. | guess|'d aso got over my earlier decision that nothing on Earth or in the
outer reaches of the solar system would ever make me have human children - if Loisand | lived through
our little adventure, athough that had something to do with the idea that these human chil-dren would be
Martha's babies.

Besides, there were babies in the atmosphere. Because | was pretty sure Gulp was pregnant. | don't
know how | knew it, other than I'd got it off Bud, Lois and Gulp hersdf. (Although Gulp's
thoughts/tell-ing/sending/ being were sgnificantly different from Loisand Bud's, that made it kind of more
likely to bewhat | was guessing somehow, sort of like how some languages you speak dightly differently
if youreaman or awoman or achild. Y ou spesk pregnancy differently if you're the one who's pregnant,
if youreadragon.)

| hadn't told anyone but Martha because | didn't want to answer any of the 1,000,000 questions that
would follow, or waste more time turn-ing down the 1,000,000,000,000 study proposals the news
would produce - although to be fair, poor Dad would have to do most of that part. We had alot more
help than we used to (Eric had four assstant keepers, for example, which ishow he got to spend time at
Farcamp, in spite of the renovated and expanded zoo) and Dad had as many gradu-ate students as he
wanted - in fact he had to keep turning them away - -but no matter how much he delegated, pushy
people were still dwaystrying to go over everybody else's heads and talk to the big chief boss of the
Ingtitute, which was till Dad. Some things don't change.

Anyway Marthaand | had cleared alittle time one day to have a Paris morning, which meant we dept
in, which is pretty much an aien concept at Smokehill. And we were talking about babies. Again. There's
another reason 1'd come around to the idea of human children (so long asthey were Marthas). Areyou
with me here? Okay, so you get agold star and a pat on the head: Maybe the next thing wasto try to
raise some dragon babies and some human babies together. Maybe the rea-son my headaches had been
so bad from the beginning was because | was aready fourteen and three quarters and like my fontanelles
had closed years ago. | had no idea how long dragon gestation was, and my experience with Loiswasn't
much to go on about normal dragonlet development, but if there was a human baby around about ayear
after some dragonl ets were born which was maybe when normal dragonlets start spending serioustime
outside mom's pouch....

So not like we knew what our time frame was or anything, includ-ing how long it might take for usto
provide the human side of our new equation, but it probably wouldn't hurt to gtart trying....

It should have been alovely warm romantic morning - we'd had afew Paris mornings before and
they'd been ahuge success - but it wasnt, thistime. It wasn't, because every timethisideaof children
touched meit waslike being shot or hit by lightning. It got worsetill | wasliteraly jerking with the jolt of
contact. | wastoo confused and (increasingly) upset to think about what might be causing it (asde from
brain tumor redux of course) and it was Marthawho said, " Someone's trying to get through to you. One
of the dragons. Bud. It hasto be Bud."

And suddenly shewasright - or rather asaresult of what shedd said | was dowly orienting in the right
direction like tuning your agrid, and | could start picking it up. First time, mind you, that anything of the
sort had ever happened, long distance messages between us and our dragons, and | wasfinding it
horribly uncomfortable and, you know, deranging. We both got out of bed and Martha made coffee,
but | kept spilling it, and when | tried to get dressed she had to help me. It took about another hour of
shivering and twitching before | could begin to heer it or read it or have aclue about it besides urg or
whatever you say when someone keeps poking you and the poked place is getting sore. And what it said
was. Coming for you. Be ready.



Coming for me a the Ingtitute? Have | mentioned lately that Bud iseighty feet long (plustail) and his
wingspread iseadly threetimesthat? And | may not have impressed on you enough that the Ingtitute is
pretty much buried among itstrees. The only conceivable place for even amedium-szed dragon to touch
downisjust ingdethe gate, and even at that he's going to have to be one hell of atricky flyer - and Bud
isn't medium-sized. But if anybody was going to be atricky flyer it would be Bud. Which was okay as
far asit goes. Which wasn't far enough.

| did think briefly about some of the more open spaces on the far side of the gate, but | didn't think of
them long. In the first place there aren't any wide open spaces on the other Side of the gate for at least a
couple of miles- suretherésalot of parking lot but it'sfull of street-light stanchions (yes, at our front
door - but they're redly dim and the fence blocks the light) and the row of garages runs down kind of
the middle of it, and beyond that wasthefirst (or last) of the motels and the gas stations.

And "letting the genie out of the bottle" didn't begin to cover what |etting one of our dragonsfly out
through the gate would do to our lovely user-friendly new reputation, no matter how good the excuse
turned out to be. And while | was sure | would seeit asthe perfect, ultimate, unchallengeable excuse, |
couldn't be sure it would trand ate that way to dl the people who only knew anything about Smokehill
from reading about it over their coffee in an apartment building where they haveto walk three blocks to
seeatreg, and ther ideaof "animals' isthe Pekingese next door or the goldfish across the hall. And what
had happened once could happen again, which had been the only point worth making about the poacher.
So it was going to have to be the little squeezy-by-dragon-standards space inside the front gate.

The best thing | could think of to do wastdll Dad. He was, as | keep saying, ill the big boss of the
indtitute. If he said "we have adragon flying in and we need the space indde the gates clear” people had
to listen. And hedid and they did but it was ftill amessy business - the first thing tourists do when you tell
them it'san emergency is complain. Cooperateisway far down on the tourist-response list. You'd think
the idea of seeing aflying dragon up close would appeal to them, but their first reaction was that they'd
paid their entrance fee and they were going to stay entered. Then Dad applied meto the problem likea
tourniquet to awound - or maybe more like agag - anyway having made the an-nouncement and got the
Rangers on shepherding duty (alot of tourists al moaning together doesn't sound so unlike abunch of
baaing sheep) | played the Pied Piper out through the gate and then hung around an-swering questions
while the Rangers rounded up the stragglers.

"Answering questions' isaeuphemism for saying "1 don't know" alot punctuated by trying to waffle
gracefully. ("Do you redly talk to dragons?* for example. Y ou know | am going to chicken out of turning
thisover to apublisher at the last minute.) But the new post-L ois breed of dragon fanatic calms down
immediately when | show up, like achick under aheat lamp, which isuseful. So then after | didn't
answer ques-tionsfor awhile ("Why is thereadragon flying in?' "We're just clearing space for
everyone's safety”) | signed about amillion autographs which aways makes mefed like such ajerk.

It till took an awful lot of timeto get everybody out through the gate. Aswould happen, we had a
couple of world-champion whinersthat day, aswell asan unusualy frisky assortment of demon children.
It was redlly tempting to say, "Right, on your buses, you're out of here." But we'd let them back in when
Bud had done whatever he was doing (I'd been trying not to imagine this) so meanwhile why not let them
have the chance of most peoplé€'slifetime and see ared live dragon up close and persona ? Although the
Rangers were ready to deflect any rebel fac-tion. Also, the grumpswereright, they had paid their
entrance fees.

Or you could call it acalculated risk. It's not uncommon for abus-load of touriststo seeaflying
dragon any more, but it's nothing you can count on. But it brings 'em back, hoping to see one, or even
hoping to see one again. No matter how hard you're hoping for apuppy for your birthday you don't
know till that morning and the wobbly box with air holes and ribbons around it going "mmph mmph
000000" that it's hap-pened. Seeing Bud should be the puppy and the triple-chocol ate six-layer birthday
cake of longed-for surprises. With any luck every one of the tourists standing around in the parking lot



would rush back through the gates after and sign up to be life members of our Friends. Includ-ing the
grumps. Converts are dways welcome. We still need as many peopleto love us as we can get. Dragons
are dill fashionable right now, but fashions change.

Thisisaso agood example of how we think about our dragons. We weren't worried about how the
dragon would behave. Especialy not after | told Dad it was Bud.

When the last of the tour buses came out through the gates (they were till dow even now we had
money to keep them running properly), | went back inside again and waited on the, er, landing pad, and
tried not to chew my fingernails. I've never been afingernail chewer but it felt like amoment when a
brand new bad habit might bein order. Martha came out to wait with me - tucking her hand under my
arm and keeping me from fidgeting mysalf to pieces - and Dad, and afew of the Rangers, and Eric. The
tenson level was so high even the premium--class grumblers shut up. Maybe it was sinking in that they
were going to see a dragon.

I've told you that our fence doesweird thingsto your eyes (thisin-cludes standing outside the gates
looking in). One of thethingsit doesis make alow heavy cloud cover even lower and heavier. It was
cloudy that day. | began to feel Bud getting close - fed the urgency of him - before anybody could see
him. And then when hefindly did bresk through the clouds he seemed aready right on top of us. The
tourists gasped and one or two of them screamed. W, think about it: eighty feet isatennis court plus
some extrafeet of tail or three tourist buses end to end and now hereit isflying a you, and among other
things, however much we're beginning to learn or guess about the way dragon bones are made so that
dragons aren't as heavy asthey look, they're still vwaaay too big and heavy to fly - any sane person
looking at one could tell you that. Okay, planesfly, and they're even way - er too big, but we dl learned
about how those stiff wings are built so the air rolls over and under 'em and gives'em lift. Dragons wings
flap like birds wingsflap - like the biggest bird out of your worst nightmare's wings flap. And the dragon
smel comes at you like aspear - | don't know why a smell is scary, but it is. Sowhen adragonis
directly over you, well, even if you're me and you're kind of used to it, your medulla oblongatais il
telling you "the sky isfaling, youre about to die, run like hell.”

Bud looked blacker than ever againgt the blurry, swirly gray background, and the red eyes and threads
of red that flicker over some of hisscaes|'m afraid make him look alittle like some evil dragon out of a
fairy tale, the kind that eats princesses - and heisalot bigger even than Gulp, and while every one of
those tourists may have had a copy of that panorama postcard of Gulp and me clutched in their hot little
hands, hereit isnot only enormoudy live but EVEN BIGGER. I'm impressed there wasn't more
screaming.

And speaking of eating princesses, as he swooped the last little way toward us, he kept turning his
head back and forth like he was choos-ing which princess-substitute he was going to snatch first. For
anyone whose brain was gill working it probably looked like he was looking for me - the announcement
had been that Bud was coming for me, and there | was, maybe the tourists were expecting me to wave -
but | knew better. He knew exactly where | was. | wasn't the problem. He was trying to figure out where
and how to land. I've said thiswas the only possible place for himto land - | didn't promiseit was going
to be possible. And when | saw al of him overhead likethat ("The sky isfal-ing! Y ou're dead mest!") |
thought, "Hell never makeit. What do we do now?" - because by now | felt asurgent ashedid - I'd
sucked up enough of hisurgency that | felt all squeaky - stretched like an over - inflated bal-loon, and
whatever it was he wanted, | had to doit, evenif it meant sprouting (smaller) wings myself and flying
after him.

I've never seen anything like the way Bud landed. There was so not enough room for him. 1t looked for
aminute like hewas going to fly straight through the open gate after dl - fortunately the tourisiswere dl
parayzed for that minute - and then at the last possible ingtant, or maybe dightly after that, he reared up,



not unlike the super humongous, four-legged version of abird saling to land on abranch - and thewind
from hiswingswas terrific, and he had dl four of those legs thrown out in front of him and you could see
the dagger tips of those demolition--grappling-gear claws sparkling in the murky, oppressive light - and
as helanded, he threw himsalf backward, just to stay in place, and it waslike atornado and an
earthquake dl at once, plus the massive boom of those wings, which he whipped together with anoise
like thunder: and even so hewas all kind of piled up on himsdlf because there wasn't ROOM.

| felt Martha kiss my cheek and her hand briefly in the small of my back as| bolted away from her,
into the hurricane and the thunder and the earthquake and the claws, because Bud was saying now now
NOW NOW and he hadn't actualy finished landing, or perching, or settling on histail like an
old-fashioned rocketship, and he curled his neck down toward me as| ran asfast asmy little short
human legs could carry me toward him. He curled hislip a meand | just about got the message so that
when he opened his mouth just wide enough | dready had afoot on hislip and was groping for purchase
with one hand - I've said that dragon teeth are wide-spaced. Well, | have to say they're not quite
wide-spaced enough when you're throwing yourself between them, and it was not at al comfortable as|
belly flopped into his mouth - what do you cdl it when you don't impale yourself on the points but get
stuck between the uprights, like someonefaling into a spiked fence? That's what hap-pened to me. | had
aimed toward the front as his mouth opened, smply because that was the end nearest the ground, but
since he then promptly closed hisjaws over mel wasjust asglad that | wasn't back nearer the hinge
where held have to concentrate more not to squash me.

It must have looked pretty, uh, peculiar. | knew Dad and Marthaand our lot wouldn't beworried - a
little taken aback maybe, but not redlly worried - Marthatold me later there was alot more screaming at
that point (even if | wasn't aprincess or avirgin and furthermore had obvioudy gonewillingly, which your
average evil villain dragon type presumably wouldn't have found nearly so much fun) but that may have
been Bud'stakeoff. | couldn't seeit, obvioudly, but | could fed it. | imagine thelaws of physicswould tell
methat hedvelog al his momentum even by landing long enough to pick me up, which probably took
about aminute, but from where | waslying, he sprang back into the air again because he hadn't lost al
that momentum. He flung his head back - so it'sagood thing he had closed his mouth again - -gently -
athough some of hissdeteeth had little low crags on thein-side like vestigia premolars or something,
and | could get agrip on these with my hands.

And | felt-facedown in the dark of hishot resiny-organic-fire--smelling mouth - every musclein his
body damming down againg the earth while hiswings unfurled and unfurled and unfurled ftill |
imag-ined them stretching across dl of Smokehill to the Bonelands and then clapped forward to scoop
theair violently out of theway so we could just dive upward - you know al those stories about dl the
mega-Gs pressing the fearless astronauts into their padded flight seats on takeoff, speaking of
old-fashioned rocketsthat St upright on their tails ... well, | swear | had all those Gsand | can sure swear
| didn't have a padded flight seet. | felt like al my brains were about to be shoved out through my face,
and my heart would punch ahole through my breastbone in afew seconds. The middle of mewas pretty
well held together by large teeth, but then there were my legs, that were smply going to come off and get
left behind.

And then wewere airborne. | felt him leve off and he parted hisjaws again ever so dightly, and |,
trying not to be any more absolutely clumsy than | had to be under the rather awkward circumstances,
dragged my heavy, giff, semi-detached legsthe rest of the way into his mouth. Thiswas not ahugdy fun
process. Bud, big asheis, still had to counterbal-ance my heavings and floppings and | was way too
aware of how far down the ground was as Bud twitched his head and sidedipped. It'snot at al drooly, a
dragon's mouth. A bit damp, but it's more like what you might call humid, becauseit's so hot. A sort of
jungle experience, only without the vines and the monkeys (and the poisonous snakes and spi-ders and
whatever). | managed to lay mysdf down aong one side, be-tween t_.th and jawbone, like an extra-large
plug of chewing tobacco, and | won't say it was comfortable including for Bud (Chewing tobacco doesn't



kick and thrash), but it could have been worse.

k*kkk*x

It was along flight. He set down only once, after only about haf an hour or so, near astream where
we could both have adrink; and then | climbed up his shoulder and neck and lay down in that hollow at
the base of the skull, and the space there on Bud was alot more comfort-able for me a my runty but
inconvenient human size than the space on Gulp was, | don't know if it was from being bigger or being
male, or maybe | was just more used to riding dragons by then (althoughinfact I don't ride dragons,
barring emergency) but | haf curled up and half went to deep. | didn't even get cold, although it was
cold, and the breath from Bud's nostrils was steaming like a (very large) teakettle.

But even though | was dozing | was aware that we just kept going on and on and on - the sky cleared
intime to see the sun finish setting and then the moon rose, ablazing big full moon, and then it rose up
farther and over us, and the stars whedled dong with it, and still Bud was flying, no racing, over the
landscape. Whatever I've pretended to understand about the laws of physics, | doubt that they're all
suspended for theflight of dragons, and | imagine something Bud'ssize, to keep flying & dl, hastofly at
some speed. But it was more than that. Bud was pouring it on. The thrust - the bang - forward of each
downbeat of those enormous wings had an dmost audible THUNK about it, like feet hitting pavement;
when | peered ahead the wind clawed a my eyes. We were on our way to whatever we were on our
way toward asfast as Bud could take us. Which iswhy | imagine, it was Bud himsdf who camefor me.
Although | would have had trouble throwing myself into the mouth of dmaost any other dragon.

When | raised my head and looked forward (eyes watering in the gale) | could just see Bud's head, an
outline of acraggy red-flecked moving blacknessin the surrounding smooth moonlit gray. We were out
over the Bonelands by now - pretty well nothing asfar asyou could see in any direction except rock
and shadows. Bud's blistering urgency, which had settled to akind of intense dull roar once we'd started,
came back again, like spikes of flame surging up out of banked embers. The moon was getting low and
dawn wasn't too far off and | picked up that we had to get there, wherever there was, before the moon
s, and it was like suddenly Bud kicked into some find burst of overdrive and my scalp was getting
peded off, the seams on my clothes were going to part any minute, and | wasn't just curled up and dozing
any more, | was hanging on for deer life.

At last we dowed and banked and began to come down. | couldn't see what we were coming to, and
for amoment | didn't care, because I'd been wondering just how much thisflight had taken out of Bud,
and as hetried to organize himsdf for landing in a space that had plenty of room even for an
eighty-plus-foot dragon, | redlized just how exhausted he was. Hiswings would barely hold him - us-
and hejuddered and jerked like a plane running out of fuel, and when he landed he landed like a
wrecking bdl, and the Boneland dust whirlpooled up around us. 1'd been pretty well dug in where | was,
and | bounced, and my neck was probably going to hurt alot pretty soon, but | was till clinging on.
Bud - ? | sad,frightened.

Go, he said. Go. Therewas moretoit - | assumeit was something about "1'm okay don't - worry
about me," and hisvoice, or hissignd, or his space, still sounded like Bud, and if this urgency to get me
here was something he was willing to haf kill himsdlf to make happen, theleast | could do was whatever
he'd brought me herefor.

| climbed down, and adragon | knew dightly, Opa (Oooooaasaaad|llll), wasright there, fairly
dancing with impatience, and | looked at her, and looked at Bud, and they both pointed their nosesin the
same direction, so | went thataway. Thataway was alump of black rock sticking up out of the deserty
flatness of the Bondlands; the kind of lump of rock that makes you think "caves," where the Bonelands
are, by reputation full of, dthough us humans don't know much about them, bar the little that afew
foolhardy speleologists have mapped. | could fed that | was going toward dragons before | could see
them ... and then | could fed Gulp ... and then Lais ... and there were at least three more, dragons |



didn't know so well, like I didn't know Opal.

Lois came running out toward me, silvery-coppery in the moonlight, and | was getting off her
something I'd never had before, and if 1'd been able to make sense out of any dragon it should have been
her, but again, all | could pick out of it was URGENT URGENT URGENT NOW NOW NOW She
chased after me like a sheepdog, but | was haf walking and hdlf trotting asfast as| could, and al my
bones ached. It had been alot harder on Bud; but | was near the end of my pathetic human strength too,
giff and bruised with it, and half stunned with degplessness.

When Gulp raised her head | could finally make her out from among the weird shadows. Some of my
downesstotakeit dl in wasjust how tired | was. There was enough moonlight, now that | saw what |
was|ooking at, to see that shewas ... orange and maroon and crimson. And | at last redlized, athough
they must dl have been trying to tell me, that 1'd been brought to witness Gulp's babies being born: and |
broke into ashambling run. | didn't know anything about moonset, | didn't know anything about anything,
but I findly had aclue....

A wholelot of sad and overwhelming stuff spilled out of me from the last time 1'd seen amom dragon
and her babies, and asit went awholelot of lovely warm live dragon stuff came pouringin ... like that
what 1'd been guessing about the "midwives' wasn't quite right: Mom knows how many babies she'sgot,
and chooses an escort for each one - -dmost like agodparent sort of thing - to help each tiny little
dragon droplet from her womb to her pouch. Usudly the escorts are dl female, adthough sometimes Dad
isinvited to be the last one. Dad had been invited. That was Bud. And Bud said, | think it should be
Jake. And Gulp said, Great, | thought of that, but it seemed allittle way out there, even for us, but it'sthe
next step, isn't it? And Bud said yes - or something like that, | don't know what they said.

Loiswasthere because she was an escort.

Gulp had six dragonlets- and | could feel thesetiny soft glowing blobsin my - | have no ideamy
what - somewhere. Somehow. Faint and fragile but there. They were akind of orangy maroony
themselves. They were ... like coming from somewhere and going to somewhere, and I'm not sure | just
mean from one piece of Mom to another. But it was dmogt like someone - Gulp? - had me by the elbow
(the dragon-head-space elbow equivaent) and was saying, Here, look right here. Oth-erwiseit would
have been kind of a huge stupendous glittery fireworks display and I'd've just kind of stood there going,
Uh, wow.

Five of the dragonlets were dready in her pouch.

Themoon, | swear, paused and hovered whilefor the second timein my lifel picked up asmudgy,
wet, blobby, just-born dragonlet, and fdlt itslittle sumpy legs moving vagudly against my hand ... but |
knew the difference at once, and grieved dl over again for Loisand her mom and her dead siblings,
because this one wasn't confused or bewildered or terrified; it was just waiting for the next thing to
happen; it was borne up comfortably by what was supposed to happen, even if it was hap-pening alittle
dower than it was expecting, and | imagine my hands didn't fed awholelot like whatever adragon
dragon escort does. | don't know if | was being borne up too - like someone helping me "see" the six
dragonlets - or whether any fool, having got that far, could see what to do, but the dit in Gulp's belly that
was the opening to her pouch was perfectly obvious, and Gulp had curled hersdf around and stretched
out aforeleg so her last, pygmy dragonlet-escort could scramble up it (cradling asticky dragonlet against
his own permanently-scarred-from--previous-dragonl et-experience belly) and reach far enough.

The dragonlet - my dragonlet - was avery specific orange and ma-roon blob in my mind's
eye/somewhere/whatever even though the little thing in my hand was only abulky shadow - surprisngly
heavy for its Szetheway amogt dl baby thingsare - could | just see an edge of that bruise-purple color
that poor Lois had been? Or did dragonlets only turn that color if they were living down someone's
shirtfront and eating deer broth?



It was dready hot. So if thiswas the time when baby fire-stomachs get lit up, at least the escort isn't
expected to do it. Not this escort anyway. | put the blob at thelip of the pouch and made sureit got iniit,
and then stumbled down the foreleg and leaned against Gulp - and watched alot of shards of memory
and grief and fear toppling and tumbling over one another, some of them burgting like sparklers and
spinning like Catherine whedls. Lois came and pressed hersdlf againgt me like she was remembering too.

And - snicker if you want, | don't care- | talked to Lois mom, talked to her, to Halcyon - and she
told me that yes there had been some doubt about the keeping-the-human-up-there part of the
Lois-and-Jake high-wire act (let'stry aparasol for balance but | don't think he's ever going to be ready
for theunicycle): | hadn't been so far wrong, guessing that being only fourteen when it happened and ill
ahit squishy mysdlf was part of what made it possible, and even soit wasonly just maybe pos-shle
Halcyon had like watched my brain shimmy with the headaches - -but the, um, markers she'd | eft
(remember "shouldering aside your gray matter and putting up signposts for other travelers, eeeeek™)
had given Bud somewhere to start - and some warning about human fragility. She'd worried about the
burnstoo; even young hedlthy fourteen-year--old human skin is eventualy going to get tired of being
reburned all the time and refuse to hedl. 1t was maybe true, what 1'd said to Eleanor, that you get used to
it. But some of it was Halcyon, who was unhappy she hadn't been ableto do it better, that | till had
headaches, that the "eczema' had left scars. | could feel her worry and her care, and hey, moms are
moms, however many pairs of limbsthey have. And sheld been al done, redly done, much more done
than 1'd been.

All this so that there would be some future for dragons after all, and there was some future because
Lois and | - and Halcyon - and Gulp and Bud and Dad and Marthaand the rest of us on both sides -
weremaking it.

Halcyon wastaking to Loistoo - | could fed that - but | don't know what she said. Some of what she
said was the same as what she'd said to me, | guess, but sheld've been saying it differently. What | could
fed was Lois shivering like afrightened puppy - Lois had never shiveredin her lifethat | knew of - and |
put my arms around her neck (although I couldn't reach the whole way around any more), thinking,
Halcyon had achoice. It was a horrible choice - she's the one who died, who knew she was going to die
- but she did make it. She was agrown-up, and she decided. | was only fourteen, but I'd had the life I'd
had, including that if there was alive baby orphan anything | had to try to keep it dlive (and that | was
nutsin this case enough to try) - but | was still old enough to make achoice, and | made that choice -
that impossible choice - and while I've aready moaned and whimpered about how the loss of my own
mom had kind of removed the "choice" part of my choice- | was till, you know, responsible, and | till
medeit.

But poor Lois had never had any choice at dl. Or not much of one. She'd chosen to stay dive. Shed
fought like anything to stay aive - and her mom and me may have been helping her as much aswe could
- but shewas surein there hersdlf, struggling like gosh-damn-and-how to keep breathing. And then again
... if you're going to believe me about Hal cyon, then maybe it's not such an enormous legp of credibility
or imagination or hope or what you like, to think that maybe Lois did have a choice. When the souls
wereal lined up that day in the recy-cling center, the head angdl camein and rapped on the desk to
make everybody pay attention and said, Okay, gang, we need a volunteer, and explained what the
volunteer was going to have to do. Thered have been dead silence for a minute, maybe, and then the
Lois-soul put its hand-equivalent up and said, Y eah, okay, me, I'll doit....

| hopeLoais shlingsdl ,tagood go nexttimearound. A red life. An adventureor two. Truelove.
Whatever.

*kkk*%k

Whatever else adragonlet escort is maybe supposed to do, | hope some of it got sucked out of my
srangely shaped wrong species (and as Y OU might say nontraditional gender) salf because after the



sixth blob went to join its brothers and sstersin Gulp's pouch and Loisand | had our "conversation” with
Hacyon | literdly fell downwherel stood and dept. (And felt ninety years old and arthritic when | woke
up.) But Bud and Gulp must've been braced for Jake getting most things wrong when they decided to
have methere.

I'vetold you that you pick up dragon stuff when you're deeping that you can't when you're awake. |
probably soaked up more in that one short deep than | had in dl the years before, and while | damned
forgot most of it again when | woke up, like you forget most of your dreams, ill, something changed. |
don't pick up "words' any better than | ever did - nothing | can revolutionize my dictionary with,
unfortunately - -but my brain has learned how to handle dragon space!!! It'slike theres awhole new
lobe grown on my brain: the dragon lobe. It CAN be done! Even the headaches are better!!! Wow. |
mean, wow. | hadn't even redlized how gruesomely awful the headaches - the Headaches - have been
the last seven years - seven years - dmost EIGHT - till they lightened up. They're ill there. But they're
easer. Martha says she doesn't fed like she needs to use a hammer when she triesto rub the tension out
of my neck and shoulders any more.

| think Gulp's babies were early. Even as unborn pre-blobs they're d-ready countable individuasto
their mom but neither mom nor blobs, | think, have ardiable sense of when they're going to be born, any
more than human moms do. And so | think that's why they didn't have me on tap, so to speak, at Dragon
Central, where it would have been a compar-atively short hop for aflying dragon to take meto the birth
placein the Bondands. Mind you, | have no ideahow they would have convinced meto stick around - |
guarantee | would not have understood "Hey, .Jake, wanna be escort to one of Gulp's babies?" - but
they'd've thought of something. They could dways have just got in the way. What would | have done?
Forced past them? Playing tag with adragon just doesn't appeal much.

I'd wanted to walk back, that morning in the Bonelands after | woke up, but | was staggering and kind
of crazy, and dill full of the dreams| was haf forgetting and that were half turning into anew part of me,
which is maybe why | was staggering and kind of crazy. (Kind of crazy includesthat | wastwo or three
hours of abig dragon flying full pet into the Bonelands and the nearest good water supply was back out
of them again, and | wanted to walk.) Anyway the dragonswouldn't let me walk anywhere. They'd
brought Bud like six sheep to help him recuperate, and he'd specidly char-grilled a piece for me, and we
lay around like we were on holiday for acouple of days - dl eight of us (fourteen if you count the
tucked-away blobs) - and then he flew me back to Dragon Central. We al went together in little hops,
because Lois couldnt fly very far yet. Let metdl you flying in atroop of dragons (a squadron, just like
the game) is even more amazing than anything. Life. The uni-verse. Everything. And Gulp looked ... |
don't know how to describeit. Transcendent.

But | had had alook at the front part of the caves - where we al went as soon as the sun got high -
and with my new dragon-sense | got apromise (whichislike putting your hand into your empty pocket
and finding that someone has dipped you something, money or chocolate or amagic ring) that I'd be
brought back to the birth place in the Bone-lands from Dragon Centra sometime. Because | think that
isthe Birth Place - and you remember what | said about the Dragon Centra caves, how it'slike the rock
itself had become dragony - it'slike that only way more so at the birth place. At the birth place you know
the stones can talk to you. Now if only | could learn the language.

I'm aso no longer sure about mom and dad indragon terms. I'm not sure but what it's some kind
of marsupia kibbutz, in those pouches, and that while maybe Gulp and Bud contributed some of the eggs
and sperm - assuming it's even an egg-and-sperm dedl, which | don't know either - they may not have
contributed al of them. Put it on the list of Stuff to try and find out. Including whether the kibbutz thing
might have something to do with getting'em started on how dragon commu-nication works. Maybethe
birth placewill tell me.



Onemorething that | did learn isthat having your dragonlets born during afull moon is maybe the best
good luck omen thereis. Dragon moms start doing whatever the dragon equivdent isof "star light star
bright first star 1've seen tonight” as moons get full toward the ends of their pregnancies. Are dragons
superdtitious? Beats me. Do dragons ac-tudly have an oar in the ethereal what-have-you o that wishing
on gtars (or whatever) actudly has an influence? Beats me too. But it won't sur-priseyouif | tell you |
think dragons are capable of aimost anything. And if you want to think that | say "good luck omen”
because I'm superdti-tious and that's not what the dragonsweretelling me at al, that's your privilege. But
my versionisthat it would have been avery bad omen if Gulp'slast baby had missed - had got into the
pouch after moonset, when the only thing touching its gummy little hide was darkness and clueless human
hands.

S0 at least Lois had had something going for her.

*kkk*k

Ohyes, and what did we say when everyone wanted to know why the big black dragon had come
booming in for Jake? What wasthat al about? We waffled. Oh, my, how we waffled. Now that we've
been kind of winning for awhile (and there€'s even money in the bank, weve NEVER had money in the
bank before) Dad's developed quite aflair for waffling. (I'm still alousy waffler, so | just dissppeared.)
Katiesreally good at it too - she's dways been a gift to the business admin side, and she's done more
and more of the interface with Outsiders stuff snce Mom died, and she got him started on Waffling asa
live art (as opposed to his natural style of thumping and roaring). Katie's weaknessis being too nice,
which has never been one of Dad's problems.

So yourereading it herefor thefirst time, about Gulp's babies. The publisher who thinks they're going
to get this- athough they haven't actualy read it yet, so who knows - have aready been sworn to
ninety--six jillion kinds of secrecy, with sub clauses about underlings being chained to their deskswith no
internet accesstill pub date, etc. And even if it does get out, it doesn't really matter. | hope. Our security
nowadays makes your average bank vault look like awet paper bag, and alot of the Dragon Squadron
money has gone on the fence - which at this point probably would hold up against albbomb or two. | wish
| knew whether | should be glad about that or not.

It was about two months after this, after Gulp's babies were born, that Martha told me she was
pregnan.

There should be avery large white space here on the page ... be-cause | don't care how much else has
happened to you in your life and how many unique things you've been apart of and- how many
endan-gered species you've rescued and how many laws of science and biol-ogy you've personaly
exploded ... there's nothing like the progpect of your own first child for making your life turn over and
gart becoming something else.

... And it got worsefast. First Martha said that she was going to spend as much time at Nearcamp and
Dragon Centrd as she could - -which isto say as much of the headaches as she could stand - which |
understood but didn't want her torturing herself and who knew if thiswould mean the baby was busy
adapting and wouldn't have to have dragon headaches or whether it would just start having the headache
before it was born, which seemed pretty rough. Martha said no, sheld be ableto tell if the baby was
unhappy. I'dve (nervoudy) said okay to that one ... till she said she wanted to have it at Dragon Central,
| mean, born there. She said that if she had atotaly free hand shéld haveit at the birthplacein the
Bondands, if the dragonswould dlow it and whew | started bouncing up to the ceiling and making holes
init with my head she said, Jake, calm down, Dragon Centra was good enough.

And | said something like GOOD ENOUGH??? And the conversa-tion went on like that for awhile.
Her point wasthat birth was abigded (... duh ... ), and that Gulp's dragonlets birth that 1'd been able
to be apart of had changed me profoundly and made my connection to the/ my dragons so much
stronger and the least we could do wastry to return the favor. And | was damned out of my own mouth



because I'd told her about this. And | could see her point but | couldn't stop gob-bling about "safety” and
"if something went wrong" and so on.

Wewere still arguing and in fact we had so not come to any conclu-sons or even any working
hypotheses that we hadn't told anybody, not even Dad and Katie, yet, when Dad and Katie cameto us
and said that, uh, well, they'd decided to get married.

"Oh, that's great! That'swonderful!™ Marthasaid, and grabbed her mother and swung her around
in an impromptu tango. And | hugged my dad, and he hugged me back, which is absolutely the dragons
fault, al that sticking my hand (or more) in dragons mouths and learning to see/hear/read the atmosphere
and dl that group-bond stuff with dragons and so on, I've got so touchy-feely with my human friendsit's
probably pretty repulsive, but they put up with it, probably partly be-cause to the extent that they hang
out with dragonsit's happening to them too, which certainly includes my dad. So we actualy hugged each
other pretty well.

It's been this hilarioudy open secret that Dad and Katie have been together for, | don't know, years
now. Eleanor, before she went off to boarding school last year (she's got accepted on some kind of
Eleanor--invented fast track and is going to be alawyer by the time she's seventeen or something: it may
not taketill she'sfifty to become president), asked them why they didn't just get married and get it over
with? Or at least move in together. Poor Eleanor - if "poor” and "Eleanor” can ever be combined - had
theworst of it. She'd got Martha and me out of her hair but here was her mom still hopelesdy soppy and
slly with my dad - and pretending it didn't show.

"They just told methat it was their business and not mine," she said disgustedly to Marthaand me.
"Y ou seeif you can do anything with them while I'm gone. | don't get it - al those secrets when Loiswas
ababy, you'd think they'd be glad not to have a secret that they don't, you know, have to have.” (I'm
hoping Eleanor will keep thisatitude. Think of it: a president whose default position is not "whatever we
do don't tell the voters.” Can the country stand it? Stay tuned.)

So thiswas terrific news. We were still celebrating, and Martha had got out the cranberry juice to put
in the champagne glasses because she wasn't drinking because of the baby, but since it was the middle of
the afternoon we thought maybe no one would think about it being cran-berry juice, and it'snot like we
had a bottle of champagnein the refrig-erator waiting for amajor announcement either. But wed just
made thefirst toast when Marthasaid, " So, okay, is there areason you'vefinadly decided to get married
now and not two or three years ago?"

And the two of them |looked at each other as guiltily and sheepishly as, well, teenagers, and then Dad
sad, "Well - Ketie- "

And Katiesad, "I'm pregnant,” at exactly the same moment as Mar-thasaid, "You're pregnant,” and
then Marthaand | started laughing and couldn't stop, and Dad and Katie were obvioudy relieved, but
they were dso abit puzzled till Marthafinaly gasped out, "Soam "

So then the fun redlly began because Martha told Katie about her idea about the birth at Dragon
Central and Katie thought it was a great idea and wanted to do the same, and then Dad started behaving
in away that made the way 1'd been behaving look restrained, whichisn't entirdy surprising because
while Katie was completely hedlthy and had popped out her two previous daughters with no particular
effort, from what she said less dramathan most women have to put in, she was now forty-six and so
automaticaly on dl the high-risk lists, and Dad wasn't having any. She'd have that baby in ahospita
likeanorma twenty-first century firs-world woman, and there was no argument.

Oh yesthere was an argument. Marthaand | were so fascinated we almost forgot to keep arguing
oursalves. So pretty much within aday or two al of Smokehill knew that (@) Dad and Katie were getting
mar-ried, (b) Katie was pregnant, (¢) Martha was pregnant, (d) Katie and Martha wanted to have their
babies at Dragon Centra, (€) and the dads concerned were AGAINST this. Soap operawith dragons?



Y ou never saw anything likeit.

| don't know how Dad redlly felt - we didn't dare talk about it, we might implode and thered be a
black sucking holeinto aparalel uni-verse where two generations of Mendoza men used to be - but he
never said Thisisall YOUR fault athough he must have thought it. | thought it. | could amost have done
the black holething alone. Of course our baby should be born with dragons around. It was the obvious
right thing to happen. And it was mean and horrible and two-faced and disoya and treacherous of me
to be trying to make something else happen instead.

But how could we risk it? (What had Gulp been risking? Was the sixth blob - was my dragonlet
dangeroudy tainted or weakened by its contact with me?) And Katie was part of my family no matter
whose sbling her new kid was going to be. But the dragons were apart of my family too, and theties
were ... they weren't even unbreskable. They weren't even ties. They were apart of ME like my ear or
my pancreas was a part of me. Like Marthawas a part of me. The way the question kept presenting
itsdlf to mewas, Who was | going to betray?

It was nearly getting to the point that the newlyweds and the almost--newlyweds weren't on speaking
terms which would have been funny if it hadn't been us. And then Grace said softly into one of those
din-ner conversationsthat were only not getting loud and nasty through violent sdf-control of parties
concerned, "Jamie married amidwife, you know"

Dead sllence.
"Sadigsamidwife?' | sadfindly.
"Y ou could see what she says - ask her advice."

What she sad, of course, was"You'real nuts." But she till agreed to fly out and talk to usin person.
Which was amazingly nice of her. Although | had the impression she hadn't decided whether to laugh or
to bring a cattle prod to keep us at a safe distance. Maybe both. She'd only ever met any of usonce,
four years ago, on their way from Bos-ton where they got married to their honeymoon in Hawaii - and
they'd stayed here in Jamie's old bedroom, which was still abit redolent of Lois despite afresh paint job
in the bride's honor. So she had a little idea of what she was getting into, and she came anyway.

It was my ideato take her straight out to Farcamp and Dragon Centra and let her meet, uh, some
dragons. Everyone else was il saying "hello.” | waslike at the end of my tether and tarting to get rope
burns.

Shelooked from face to face and said hesitantly, "Farcamp?”’

| said, "Farcamp is where the humans stay when we want to spend time with the dragons. Dragon - er
- Centrd is- er - next door."

She blinked maybe twice and said, "Okay."

But | knew that as soon aswe al went to Dragon Central and | ac-tudly tried to tell my dragons what
was going on, or at least findly let them pick up what 1'd been trying to hide, they'd have to know how
much | both did and didn't want. . . . My stomach hurt. The old scars throbbed, and theinsidefelt like
someone had tried to light me up, mis-taking me for adragonlet with an igniventator.

Sadiedidn't disintegrate nearly as much as most people and she pulled herself together redly fast.
Maybe it'sthe midwife trip. Which isn't to say she didn't have arough time. Everyone does. She shook
likealeaf and Marthahad to hold her up when she saw her first dragon - lying just outside the cave
mouth of Dragon Central. She - Vaerie (V haasaaahhhhreeeeee) - recognized Sadie as anew human and
raised her head only avery little and very dowly, and didn't movetherest of hersdf at dl, at firgt, till
Sadie stopped clinging to Marthaand at least half stood on her own feet again. And then Vaerie
unwound that long neck, which is one of the things dragons do, you're even used to how big they are,
and thenit'slike that day Bud came to fetch me when hiswings seemed to unfurl hundreds of miles: when



they stretch their necks out toward you the neck goes on and on and on like the yellow brick road and
however many timesyou've seen it you're briefly not sureif there's maybe awicked witch involved this
timeafter dl.

Vaerie brought her head about ten feet from us and Sadie gdlantly held her ground. | went up to
human-arm'slength of her - it's no won-der I'm aways surprised how big | am with other humans
because I'm so0 used to being bug-sized next to adragon - and she lifted her lip in what was now
standard-dragon invitation to known-human-friend for achat, and | put my hand there and she said
something like, Hmmmm? which meant, more or less, A new one, huh? and | said yes, and Vaeriesad
something like, And ther€'s a purpose to this one, a different purpose, a new purpose? and | rubbed
my hand over my facein the basic human "arrrgh” gesture and said something like
z1k09& dflj;kgo* & “vx+iueaiiiimmbjdcudpf! ! because this was so way beyond my powers of
commu-nication, and Vaerie"laughed" and said, You'd better talk to Bud. (I don't know how the
dragons managed to pick up what | cal him, but | knew the dragon "word" - the tiny mind-spasm they
used to name him to me wasn't hisdragon name, and it felt like Bud ... but that's more stuff | can't
explain. They cal Gulp Gulp to metoo, and Lais| think isLois, evenin Dragonese.)

The two of us other humans each had a hand under one of poor Sadie's arms and we were both
saying, Look, are you sure you're okay, you don't have to do this, you don't have to stay. It's hard on us
old timerstoo, watching anewbie go through the initiation hazing and of coursein this case we felt guilty
because it wasn't her idea, we'd asked her to come. But she was saying, No, thisisfascinating, thisis
amazing, don't you dare take me away, wow, | never imagined....

We got her down the long first tunnel and into the hearth-room, and she met Bud and Gulp and Lois.
She had to sit down - there are a couple of decent human-chair-sized rocks near the hearth, with hollows
where your bottom goes, full of shed scales: | had afurniture-moving party with a couple of dragonsa
while back - but even though she was alittle floppy her eyes were obvioudy focusing as shelooked
around, and she didn't throw up or pass out or anything, which, trust me, is very good for afirgt timer.
Martha did the out-loud version of why we were there with the hand gestures, which was as much for
Sadi€'s benefit (yeswe do talk to them, the rumors are true) and then | put my hand insde Bud'slip and
tried not to shriek a him, and he did the dragon equivaent of murmuring "there, there”" and the funny
thingis| actudly did fed alittle comforted.

It sort of seeped in, the "there, there” - like the answer-feding, like trying to find out the dragon word
for "rock." It was like the misery was a specific quantity, like forty bales of hay, and someone had coolly
backed in with alarge truck and smuggled thirty of them away. When | looked at Martha she was
wearing the same fragile haven't-smiled-in--a-long-time smile that | could fed on my face.

Sadie went really quiet when we got back to Farcamp though and | made coffee and offered the
agpirin and thought about fedling better, and Martha held Sadie's hands like you might alost little girl's
(while the person at the info booth puts out an al-points for Mom and Dad over the loudspeaker). Y ou
could see Sadie kind of coming back to hersdlf and the first thing she said was, "Light. were going to
havetodo something about having enough light." And the second thing she said was, "Y ou're going to
have to give me ajob, you know, if this gets out, they'll have my license off me so fast it'll leave tread
marks."

Marthamanaged not to look at me triumphantly, but | said, or rather squeaked, "What if something
goeswrong?' Sadie bardly glanced at me - she was deep in thoughts of practica planning - and said,
"Have ahelicopter standing by, of course. Y ou don't haveto tdl it what it's stand-ing by for, do you?"
Which in the new Smokehill wastrue, we didn't have to. We hadn't told the pilot why we were taking
Sadie out here, for example. Mostly we still make everybody go the old dow route, includ-ing ourselves.
But as soon as Martha got too big to make the hike sheld need the helicopter to get out here anyway.
Anyone not on the Smoke-hill grapevine would assume it would whisk her away if she went into labor.
Avoiding the question of why sheld want to be joggling around in a chopper going to Farcamp at al.



"It's4till along flight to the Wilsonville hospita - longer to Chey-enne,” | said, failing to be reassured.

Sadie came back from wherever she was, and paid attention when shelooked a me. "Yes. But | can
minimize the risks as much as anyone outside a big hospita and dl its equipment can. And after thet,
Jake, I'm sorry, but you have to make the choice.”

| looked at Martha, but | dready knew I'd logt. | didn't likeit but in theend | believed Martha's vote
counted more than mine.

So that wasthat. But do | think Bud. . . yeah, yeah, | would think Bud did something. But ... once
you're kind of used to answer-feglings, to getting your answer asakind of dow leak ... once the
headaches have softened you up and made you spongy, so you can soak up al kinds of stuff, like
pancakesin maple syrup (whichisthe nicest image | can think of, snce spongy doesn't sound too greet),
| don't know ... but | don't know how 1 let it go, evenif | did think Marthas vote counted more. |
ustice and fairness don't mean shit when you're in love and scared to death. And | knew Marthawasn't
dumb enough not to be worried. But I've told you why | named Bud Bud in thefirst place. He does kind
of havethat effect. Maybe Marthaand | should have gone out therefirst thing and told him al about it at

the beginning.
And once Martha had won there was no stopping Katie. Bud has to have done something to Dad.
Dad never gives up, once he's made up hismind.

And then, about five weeks before Martha was due and nine weeks before Katie was, Gulp's babies
made their first public appearances. I'd walked past Zenobia on door duty at Dragon Central and even
my stu-pid thick human radar could pick up the excitement, but | didn't know what it was about till |
rounded the corner into the big hearth-space and there were six small greenish and blackish blobs making
dow lurching forays over the more-or-less level floor to one side of thefire - they're so (comparatively)
smal till at that agethat it takesalot of dragons saring at them to make you redlize they're not just odd
fire shadows, which isyour first thought, but in that case why are dl the dragonsstaring - ? Oh. . . . Gulp
had made hersdlf into a half-crescent and the open side was toward me. Lois was arusty-pink gleam
beside her, and | redlized one of the blobs was sitting between her forefeet. Which iswhen | figured out
what they were.

| stopped dead when | first caught sight of the whole scene, and then really couldn't move a second
later when | realized what it was | was seeing. At about the timethat | was going to Sit down on the
ground and make dopey chirping noises at them the way you might alitter of puppies, one of them pedled
off and came straight up to me. I'm em-barrassed to say that | no longer knew which blob it was|'d
picked up at the end of that long bumpy weary terrifyingly thrilling windblown night, but he sure knew
who it was had done the picking up of him. | did know he was a he, the way 1'd known Loiswas a she,
and | knew why he'd come up to me once he had ... well, because | knew.

As| started to knedl down to him it waslike | could see the setting moon in hislittle red eyes, and for a
moment | wasn't sanding in the hearth space of Dragon Centrd, but outdoors in the
Bonelands, and therewasacold gritty wind blowing, and then | wasn't there either but standing by a
dying dragon near PineTor. . .. If | learn aword for the knowing, I'll put it in the dictionary. And with
what he's going to grow up to add to the conversation between dragons and humans, that dic-tionary
may eventually be redly worth having after al. Then | sat down and he hoicked into my Iap, so likethe
way Loisused to, and | could fed the new little blob in my head that was this dragon, this dragonlet.
And he said Rrrrrrrreeep. | mean, he said it, out loud, the way Lois used to. Dictionary here we come.

WEe're going to do this, you know? This cross-gpecies communication thing. Weredly are.

Will, you've had the baby dragons, and now I'll give you the baby humans, and then I'm out of here.
But like | said at the beginning - the real beginning, not just this epilogue - there's some stuff I'm just not
going to tell you. No way. Watching Marthas and my baby get born is one of those things. No, there



weren't any complications, and Marthawas in labor only about six hours, which everybody keepstelling
meisshort, but it didn't fed short at the time. Sadie was brilliant. The drag-onswere brilliant. Martha
was the mogt brilliant of al. And it happened al over again for Katie, and the look on Dad'sface. . . .
And weredl really happy, okay? Thisisthe happy-ending part - | just hopeit con-tinues, like through
the next book, since | think I'm going to have to write another one, and maybe anext one after that. . . .
But lifeisjust so amazing, and when you think it can't get any more amazing it does, like when you hold
your own baby for thefirst time, the world just stops, and you hang there in the very absolute center of
the universe, and never mind Galileo and Newton and dl those spoil sport scientists, you and your baby
are the center of the universe for just that moment. And everything changes. And that'sthe way it's
supposed to be, or it wouldn't be that way.

Us humans have sure messed up alot of stuff but we haven't quite finished the job so maybe we can
gill unmessit alittle. Maybe with some help from dragons. And Eleanor as president. Maybe in time for
our babiesto grow up into adightly less comprehensively messed-up world. And, forgivemy Latin, |
can't help mysdlf, but | hope I've got the subjunctiveright:

Maddline SophiaMendoza
born 11 April, 4:25 A.M.
a Dragon Centrd

Seven pounds Six ounces

Donato Francis Mendoza
born 6 May, 5:10 P.M.
a Dragon Centra
eght pounds nine ounces

Arcadiae vias peregrinentur



