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The light of a single candle flickered across Emallya’s features. Unconscious, she alternated between raging fevers and sweat soaked shivers. The Healing mages could do nothing, not for this. Bardeck sat and dipped a cloth in a basin of cool water. Gently, he wiped away the perspiration beading on her brow. For two days, since they found her broken body lying next to her dragon on the battlefield, he had watched her fight for survival.
The memory of Rylin, her beautiful silver scales blackened by shadow fire and covered in blood, brought a lump to his throat. Rylin was dead. Bardeck watched tears leak from the corners of Emallya’s closed eyes. He longed to see those violet eyes open, yet it terrified him. He dreaded the shattered look he would see in them. He knew the tearing pain the loss of her dragon would cause.
By the Fates, he had seen enough riders go through Separation during the course of this war. Most didn’t survive the pain of being unbound, and the utter desolation, when their dragon was ripped from them. Even in Emallya’s unconscious state, pain pulsed in her. He felt it in himself, through her and through his own dragon, who grieved the loss of his mate.
He tensed as she stirred restlessly. He already pulled as much of the pain from her as he could. He felt Mernoth ready to block him from pulling enough to harm himself. As much as he wanted to spare Emallya, he understood. Separation was even harder on a dragon.
Would he lose her, as so many others had been lost? Bardeck knew only too well the pain of losing a bondmate. Ilyana, and her dragon, had been dead almost a year. He and Emallya still felt the ache of her loss. Now Rylin was dead and Emallya teetered on the threshold. His heart clenched. How much more could he and Mernoth take?
She bolted upright in the bed, her eyes wide and glazed. Leaping from his seat, he grasped her hand. She sucked in a ragged breath, her voice sounded harsh and otherworldly when the words began to flow from her mouth. “The last shall be fought and both sides will lose. Blood and fire will mark the ruins. A ray of light, a stain of shadow, will endure to breathe life and death into the future. The fire will perish, yet embers shall return to answer the call.” Her eyes were filled with the horror of her vision as she stared off into another time and place. Her breath left in a rush and she collapsed in a heap.

Pain was hers. It writhed through her body and flowed in her blood. Slowly, Emallya climbed out of the dark fog shrouding her mind. The liquid fire in her veins made her thoughts confused and hazy. She knew. Knew to the depths of her being that her dragon was dead. Her Rylin. Gone. Forever. How would she live without her?
The closer she got to the surface, the more intense the pain became. She wanted to retreat back into the darkness, but the life still pulsing in her veins wouldn’t let her. She shivered violently in reaction to the first wave of Separation. She lay helpless as the pain convulsed her body.
Time passed, how much she didn’t know and didn’t care. Minutes, hours, days...the eternity it felt like? Her muscles still quivered in the aftermath. There would be more, she had seen it enough times and tried to help those who went through it. Now she knew why they eventually chose to give in to it and follow their dragons.
She opened her eyes. Darkness greeted her. Good, maybe I am dead. No, surely there is not this much pain in death. Where am I? Where is Bardeck? She started to reach for him and stopped at the sharp pain that stabbed at her head. Cool hands touched her forehead and face.
A dim light sprang to life, revealing the haggard face of a woman. Emallya struggled to remember her. Mari. The woman’s name was Mari and she was a mage from the Tower of Light. Why was a gold here? Why not a yellow or Bardeck? Slowly, her mind focused. She took in Mari’s disheveled hair, red rimmed eyes and the fresh tear streaks in the grime on her face.
Emallya pushed herself into a sitting position. “Mari,” her voice was nothing more than a whisper in her dry throat. “What happened to you? Where is Bardeck?”
Mari didn’t answer. Instead, she poured water into a cup and offered it to Emallya. She accepted it gratefully and took a long drink, the cool water sliding down her parched throat. When the cup was empty, Emallya looked at the other woman again. Beyond the dirt and mess of hair, Mari’s gold robes were torn and singed as if she had been in the path of a young Fire mage.
Emallya leaned forward. In the dim light, Mari’s eyes were haunted. “Mari, tell me what happened.”
Mari stared back without speaking. Emallya felt pain and confusion rolling off the other woman. She reached for Mari’s mind, intending to find out for herself what happened, but the magic weave shattered on a thousand shards of pain. She should have known better than to try and touch her power this close to Separation. Gritting her teeth she bore through it, her body and soul reminded of the loss by the touch of power. The second wave rolled over her.
When it was over, she climbed unsteadily to her feet. Wiping at the tears that ran unchecked, she looked down at herself, half expecting to see blood running in rivers. There was none. There wouldn’t be. The wounds Separation made ran much deeper than skin and muscle. Still shaking, she looked around her. She was in the Hatching Chamber. A small table stood against the wall under the dim glow of an orb. A book lay on the table. No, not a book. A journal. Bardeck’s journal. It was open to the pages in the back and covered in dust.
Mari spoke for the first time, her voice barely above a whisper, “He wanted you to find it. He wanted you to read it. I didn’t know…I didn’t know where to go. So I came here.”
“Why is he not here to tell me himself?” Emallya asked. Bardeck wasn’t there in her mind either and the pain stopped her from reaching for him. But why was he not there? Why did he leave this damaged mage here where he should have been? She tried to ignore the tendrils of fear growing in her stomach and tightening around her chest. She blew the light film of dust off the pages and squinted at the script in the dim light.
It detailed the plans for a major battle; told of a gathering of dragons and their riders, of the protections they had laid on a large clutch of eggs. It told how they placed her in the Hatching Chamber because it was one of the deepest in the hold, in the hopes she would survive as a guard against the future.
Turning, she peered into the semi-darkness. In the shadows in the middle of the chamber, covered in their own sheet of dust, lay a large clutch of eggs. Among them were the last her dragon had laid. Tears stung her eyes at the sight of them and she returned her attention to the pages of the journal.
Dread settled over her as her eyes moved over the writing. It told of a future, one both beautiful and terrible. It told of doom and possible salvation. A future she had foretold. The vision that spawned the forewarning exploded into her mind and swept her away. Someone was screaming. Was it her? The images rolled over her, one flowing into the next. Her mind tried to block the vision, but without her dragon as a buffer, she had no control over it. It overwhelmed her and pushed on, carrying her with it until its conclusion.
She was on the floor next to the table. She reached for Ilyana before remembering her bond-sister was dead. Desperately, she reached out for Bardeck, pushing past the pain, and found…nothing.
She scrambled to her feet with Mari’s help. She grabbed the woman’s arms in a tight grip and looked into her eyes. “Mari, where is Bardeck? Where are the other riders?”
Mari’s lower lip quivered, tears swam in her eyes and her voice wavered, “There is only…there is only you, Di’shan.”
Emallya’s heart pounded as she ran for the door of the Hatching Chamber. “Oh, no. Please, no!” Yanking the door open, she threw herself into the hall. Stumbling, she half ran through the Dragon Hold. Fear coiled in her stomach. Rubble and rock were strewn across corridors. The dead lay in twisted piles that she tripped over in the near darkness. Weeping from those still alive echoed down the halls.
Even in the Great Hall, the light was terribly dim. In one direction, the doors leading to the inner terrace were torn from their massive hinges. In the caldera beyond, the bodies of dead draclets lay strewn across the grass by the lake. She choked on a sob and turned the other way. The entrance from the city was almost completely buried in collapsed rock.
Her breath came in ragged gasps that tore at her throat as she scrambled up the sharp rocks of what had once been a mighty arch. Uncaring of the scrapes that made her hands and feet bleed, she pushed herself through the narrow hole at the top. Losing her hold, she fell down the far side. Her bruised and battered body came to rest on the broad terrace at the top of an enormous, sweeping stairway of stone.
Lying with her forehead pressed against the gritty stone of the terrace, she trembled. She didn’t want to look, didn’t want to see what she knew lay beyond. She fought for control of her emotions, her mind and her body. Everything in her screamed for release from the horror her world had become.
Slowly, she raised her head and looked out at a scene of utter devastation. The city of Galdrilene was no more. The six mage towers stood broken and burning. The ground itself was churned and blasted. Fires raged uncontrolled, feeding off the remains of what had once been a beautiful city. In desperation, she again reached for Bardeck and Mernoth with her mind and was greeted by a bleak void. The burning city echoed with her screams as fear and aching loss rode in with the next wave of Separation.
She wanted to die, wanted to follow her dragon. There was nothing left for her; except the eggs. Rylin’s eggs were there and they needed protection. Mari scrambled down the rubble of the doorway to her. There were other survivors, too. They needed her. And the future needed her. Galdrilene was in ashes, but her vision spoke of embers that would fan flames into the future. Embers. Future riders. Somehow, she had to be here for them.



 

 
 
 
Vaddoc walked alone through the dark, shrouded streets. He paid little attention to his surroundings or the dense blanket of fog, uncommon for Marden, the capital city of Shadereen. Something about the fog tickled the back of his mind, but was pushed away by the turmoil in his thoughts. Sooner or later they would realize he had been the one who used magic. Then he would die.
The penalty for the crime of magical ability remained the same as it had since the War of Fire ended some five hundred years before. The nations had worked too long and hard rebuilding after those insane magic users and their dragons turned the world to ash before destroying themselves. None would take the chance of it happening again.
Vaddoc wondered if it really mattered. Lenyi was dead. His magic hadn’t saved her, only condemned him. Maybe that was just as well. Then he could find his love in Maiadar, the realm of the dead. In his mind, he heard a growl of protest. He ignored it.
He’d been hearing a hum in his mind for several months. But he didn’t know he could use magic. Not until the moment the hum turned into a roar in his mind and all he could think was there needed to be a shield between Lenyi and the towering, horned beast bearing down on her. For a moment, a shield of light had shimmered around her, then it was gone. He would never forget the look in her dark eyes when the sword of the Kojen took her life.
The growl softened to a hum again and crooned comfortingly. He wished it would go away. What was he thinking? Magic was too dangerous and he didn’t want to go insane. The hum came close to growling again. Vaddoc tried to ignore it. The hum didn’t want him to turn himself in, he could feel it, like the mind of another being sharing his head. But it was his duty to turn himself over and accept the death sentence with honor. Just like his Watch was his duty.
His Watch. He thought of the inscription in the stone above the gate to the city. “The Three Sisters stand shoulder-to-shoulder as a barrier to the east. Their soldiers the first line of defense. They watch and wait. Always ready to defend against the shadows in the sunrise.”
The words of his Sword Master rang in his memory, reminding him of his oath, “You are one of those soldiers. You took the oath of a Border Guard, you agreed to lay down your life for Shadereen and everyone who lives to the west. You agreed to take on a Watch. You will be ever vigilant of the Kojen who come out of the east. You will never walk away from your Watch. The Watch can never be surrendered. There is no greater shame than failing your duty.”
Vaddoc shook his head and walked faster as if he could escape the memory. He turned a corner and nearly ran into a woman. Even in the dark, Vaddoc recognized his aunt. He started to apologize when she reached out, grabbed his arm and said, “I have been looking all over for you. Why didn’t you stay put as my note told you to?”
He remembered the note brought by a messenger that morning. “You sent that, Arnya? Why? What are you doing out here in the dark?”
She pulled on his arm, leading him further down the street. “I might as well not have bothered. I sent it so I wouldn’t have to wander all over looking for you. This fog isn’t going to last forever and Emallya wants to get you out of here under its cover. The Members of Peace are already suspicious. They’ve been ordered to bring in your unit. They know one of you used magic.”
He stopped. “What does that have to do with me?” Why didn’t he just admit to it?
She looked at him with narrowed eyes. “Don’t play stupid with me, young man. There isn’t time for that. I know what you can do.”
Suspicion filled him. “Why are you helping me, then? Shouldn’t you be turning me in?”
Arnya sighed. “I can hardly turn you in for something I can do, as well.”
Vaddoc’s breath left him in a rush and he stared at her in the darkened street, stunned and uncertain. “But…what…how?” If what she said was true, if she could use magic, wouldn’t she be insane by now? Everyone who used magic went insane. Every child was taught that from the time they were old enough to understand. But this was his aunt, he had known her his whole life. She wasn’t insane…was she?
She said they were bringing in his unit. They knew. Sweat broke out on his forehead, despite the cold, desert night. They would find him. He wanted to be sent on his way to Lenyi, yet at the same time the hum demanded he live. The two opposites warred with each other as he stood in the dark with a woman he should be able to trust, except…she could use magic.
The hum sang in his mind. It wanted him to trust her. Shut up. Whatever you are, shut up and get out of my head. Something shared his head and his aunt used magic. Maybe he was already going crazy.
He looked at Arnya, who stood tapping her foot, waiting for him to follow her. Suddenly, the heavy mist took on a new meaning. She’d said it wouldn’t last forever, but it shouldn’t be here at all. “You made the fog.”
She nodded and looked past him out into the mist as if making sure they were alone. “It certainly didn’t happen by itself. Even if some strange twist of the weather managed to bring in fog this time of year, it would never be this thick.”
Vaddoc felt the thick moisture against his face and he eyed her warily. Maybe the Members of Peace sent her to lure him in. He shook his head; that was ridiculous. “How did you make fog this time of year?”
She laughed softly. “Well, it was not easy. I’m a fairly strong Weather mage, but creating this on the edge of a desert truly tested my abilities.”
“Can you do other things besides make fog?”
She raised an eyebrow. “You mean, prove to you I can use magic, so you can feel assured I’m not double-crossing you?”
He hated feeling suspicious of his aunt, but he couldn’t help it. Arnya nodded. “Very well.” The air thickened and tightened around him until his arms were pinned to his sides. He struggled against the invisible bonds. His magic waited, the power flowing like a river, but when he reached for it, hoping he could use it to break free, it slipped away.
He stopped struggling and glared at her. Fear clawed at him. “Let me go.”
“Are you sufficiently convinced?”
He nodded and the bonds disappeared. He flexed his arms and touched the hilts of his swords. His heart hammered in his chest. It had been a long time since he felt true fear, but he felt it now in the face of her magic. It churned his stomach and made his mouth dry. He could stand against a charge of massive, horned Kojen, but his swords and training were useless against air.
“Where…” He swallowed hard. “Where did you learn to do it? Did somebody teach you?”
“Emallya will answer that. There is no time for me to stand around and answer every question that must be in that head of yours.”
“Who is this Emallya?”
She turned and started down the street again. “The person who will get you out of here. Come Vaddoc, it is time to stop standing around.”
He followed her down the streets and through the door of her tiny house. Inside, a large hearth warmed the small, familiar room. Vaddoc barely noticed it. His eyes were on the woman, who stood near the small table, in front of the crackling fire. She was no Shaderian. Shaderian women were tall. The top of this woman’s head barely reached his shoulder. She appeared young at first, but upon closer inspection he saw crow’s feet gathered at the corners of her violet eyes and a few strands of gray in her long, chestnut hair.

Emallya watched the man as he walked across the room and stopped in front of her. He looked every inch a young, Shaderian warrior. Like all of the people of Shadereen, he was quite tall. Straight black hair fell to his shoulders, held back at the nape of his neck with a leather thong. He stood silent. She felt confusion rolling off him and buried deep inside, a trickle of fear.
Emallya felt only elation within herself. After the long centuries, a Foundling stood before her. So many times she had felt them emerge and tried to reach them before they were destroyed, only to fail. Now, four had emerged, all within a year of each other, and all scattered like leaves in the fall.
One made her way toward Emallya from the coastal nation of Boromar, not knowing why she felt the compulsion to travel eastward. Another lay to the west in Trilene, resisting the compulsion to move. Yet another traveled toward her of his own volition from Calladar, the sister nation of Shadereen. If she could grab them all at once, she would do it. Since she couldn’t, she settled for picking them up one at a time and hoped they lived long enough for her to reach them.
She had been on her way to collect the one in Trilene when she felt the Shaderian emerge and altered her course. She arrived in Marden two days after he returned back from his station on the border. Now she had him. The longer she remained silent, the more confused and uncertain he became. Despite the mental training the Border Guards went through in order to defend against the mental attacks of the Kojen, his blocks were no match for her. His emotions were easy for to her read.
His face though, remained impassive. High cheek bones and a convex nose gave him the proud bearing of a hawk.
She smiled. “So, you are my Foundling.”
His amber eyes caught the light of the flames behind her as he shifted. “I am nothing to anyone. I can use magic and I will die for it.”
Emallya sighed. “I can see into your mind. You hoped to shock me and scare me away with an open declaration of your crime.” She leaned forward. “It will not work. I already know what you did. You are exactly whom I seek.”
The young man eyed her warily. Though unsure of her sanity, he desperately wanted to believe there was something left for him to do in this world. Emallya was glad of it.
“I am Emallya Lorant. How are you called, Foundling?”
“I am Vaddoc Eldark,” he replied. “What is this ‘Foundling’ you keep calling me?”
Emallya smiled again. “Well met, Vaddoc. A Foundling is a special kind of magic user, whose powers have recently emerged.”
“Does it have something to do with this hum, or whatever it is, I am feeling in my head?”
Emallya smiled and nodded. “It does.”
“What is the connection? Elaborate, please.”
“All things in due time. This is not that time. Right now, I can get you out of Marden. I can take you to a place where magic is not a death sentence. Will you follow me?”
Surprise flickered across his face and was gone. “I have a choice?”
She nodded. “Of course, I cannot force you. Stay and face the charges or travel with me. I would give you more time to think it over if I could, but time is not on our side. Your choice must be made soon.”
He hesitated. She sensed his inner struggle. He raised his amber eyes to hers. “My mother, my sister, what will become of them?”
“They will have to deal with the stain of your fallen honor. However, most will see them as innocent victims, forced to face the shame you were unable to bear. It will look worse on you. They will have the sympathy of friends. But you already know this.” She watched him weigh the horror of her words.
Arnya stepped closer to him. “I know this goes against all of your training, but you are being called to a different duty. You cannot allow antiquated beliefs to end your future before it begins.”
Vaddoc looked at his aunt, indecision written in his expression. “What of my Watch? How do I abandon it?”
“If you stay, you will be killed and your Watch will be at an end anyway.”
Emallya remained silent. She was grateful for Arnya’s support and hoped it eased some of the turmoil within the young warrior. He paced back and forth in the small dwelling for several moments. His hands opened and closed on the hilts of the twin scimitars hanging on his hips.
Finally, Vaddoc came to a stop in front of her. He glanced once at his aunt, who nodded in encouragement. He turned back to Emallya. “If it was up to me alone, I would gladly give my life for my honor and that of my family. But it is not just up to me. There is something in my head and it pulls at me so that I cannot help but turn away from my duties and beliefs.” He shook his head as if he couldn’t believe what he was saying or doing. “I will come with you to this safe haven and we will see what the future holds.”
Emallya smiled. “If you truly wished to die, if you truly rejected the call, you would be left in peace. You are being offered a gift. You can be encouraged, but you cannot be forced. A forced acceptance is no acceptance. This is your choice alone and you have made it. Now come, I have people at the city gates that will ensure we leave without being detained, and more will be waiting to help us across the river.”
Vaddoc glanced at Arnya again. “What about my aunt, is she not in danger here?”
Arnya answered for herself. “No more than before you emerged. Don’t worry, Vaddoc. Travel with peace in your heart.”
“But you made the fog. Will the Members of Peace know it is a product of magic?”
Arnya smiled. “Did you? The Members of Peace underestimate magic. They are convinced the little bumblings of newly emerged mages are the extent of what can be done. No, this fog will be blamed on some strange twist of the weather, no matter how unlikely.”
“Come, Foundling,” Emallya said. “There are others like you, who need my help as well. We will try to gather them all before it is too late.”
“Where are we going?”
“To a place that will appreciate your gifts. A place where you can learn to use them properly. So the next time you try to throw a shield around someone, it will work like it is supposed to and you will not have to feel the guilt and remorse you feel now.” She laid her hand on his arm. “Your young lady, Lenyi, her death was not your fault.”
He nodded but said nothing. She knew that despite her words, he would continue to carry that weight for some time. He would have to work it out for himself and come to his own conclusion.
Arnya said, “It is a good place, Vaddoc. You have an incredible future ahead of you.”
“What about my things, my horse? How do I get them? If they have called in my unit, I will not be able to revisit my quarters without being detained.”
“Your horse and what you had in your quarters is already waiting for you outside the city walls,” Emallya told him. “I wanted to be prepared in the event you chose to come with me.”
“How did you get– “
“Your aunt is not my only contact in Marden, or in Shadereen, for that matter. Let us be on our way.” She walked past him, knowing he would follow.
She stepped into the cold fog and turned to Arnya one last time. “Be careful, they will be on the lookout for anything unusual.”
“I have lived a quiet, law-abiding life here for the last twenty-five years. They will pay me no attention. The fog will make it impossible for anyone to even see he was here,” Arnya assured her.
Emallya knew the truth of the woman’s words. The mist made seeing more than a few feet all but impossible. “This fog is truly impressive. Dhovara will be pleased to hear of it.”
“Carry the peace in my heart to her.” Arnya said and shut the door.
“It is time to leave this place, Foundling.” Emallya walked away, the damp air cold against her face. Occasionally, the light from a window filtered through the fog, but they met no one on the dark street.
Vaddoc walked beside her in silence. A turmoil of warring emotions rolled off him. But even with the doubt she sensed in him, she also felt his determination to maintain his chosen course. She smiled slightly; he would make a good rider.
As they approached the city wall, Emallya sent her senses flaring out, seeking the two guards that stood at the small gate. One she expected, but the other was a different man than she planned on. He didn’t feel familiar. It didn’t matter; he wouldn’t stop her. Power flowed through her veins as she wove a net and sent it toward the unfamiliar man hidden by the fog. She felt it settle over him and sensed his mind go blank.
A few moments later, the wall loomed out of the night. Torches placed at intervals along the wall burned back some of the fog, but not enough so anyone could see them pass through the gate unless they were on top of them.
As they approached, the guard she knew stepped forward. “Glad you made it, my lady.”
“I am glad to find you still here, Talloc.”
“I told you I would be,” Talloc said and glanced at the other guard with a worried look. The other man stood, staring straight ahead. “What is wrong with him?”
Vaddoc narrowed his eyes at the man and shifted uneasily. Emallya studied the blank guard. The net gleamed around his mind, though she knew the other two men couldn’t see it. “He will be fine. I merely placed a net on his mind. It will dissipate in a few moments. He will remember nothing. Right now, he cannot see us or hear us. He sees only the empty fog.”
Vaddoc scowled. “That leaves him defenseless.”
She waved away the comment. “It will only last a short time and it was necessary.”
Talloc nodded. “Right, well, if it is only going to last a few more moments, you better get on through.” He unlatched the gate and it swung open on silent hinges.
Emallya smiled. “Thank you, Talloc.”
“Always, my lady. May peace shadow your journey.”
She slipped through the small door with Vaddoc on her heels. Outside the wall, the fog seemed even thicker. Vaddoc jerked as a man ghosted out of the night with the shadowed shapes of two horses in his wake.
Emallya sighed with relief. “Owar, thank the Fates. After finding only Talloc at the gate, I feared something went wrong with the plan.”
Owar shrugged. “Nothing we could not handle. Vaddoc really shook things up. They arrested his whole unit and to make sure no one helped him, they tried changing up the guards as well. They are afraid of another Hadar happening.”
She laughed softly. “Yes, the Fates forbid there should be another Hadar to soil their reputation.”
Vaddoc stared at Owar. Surprise overrode all of the other emotions she sensed in him. Owar only nodded at Vaddoc and handed him the reins to his horse. “You best be on your way. It took some careful work, but we managed to get Kaden and Mattoc stationed at the bridge tonight.”
Emallya nodded, took her reins and swung into the saddle on the back of the massive gray horse. “Peace be with you, Owar.”
“And follow you on your journey, my lady.”
Vaddoc moved to his tall, leggy dun and swung into the saddle. Emallya rode toward the bridge at a trot. They needed to get away from the city and across the river. It didn’t take long to reach the bridge. The fog was thinner here. In some places no more than wisps barely covering the ground. Arnya’s magic could only reach so far. It didn’t matter; it had served its purpose.
The two guards peered at them in the light cast by the torches set on either side of the bridge entrance. Kaden and Mattoc, as Owar had said. Emallya let out a sigh and sent a thank you to the Fates.
As they passed by, Kaden reached out and stopped Vaddoc’s horse. “You have made the right choice, Vaddoc. Go with peace in your heart.”
Vaddoc nodded and Kaden stepped back. Emallya nudged her horse forward and they started across the bridge, the horses’ hooves sounding hollow against the wide planks of wood. A clear, empty night opened up before them on the other side. Emallya glanced back. Marden was still completely covered in fog. She turned away from the shrouded city.
Vaddoc took a deep breath. “Where do we go from here?”
Emallya stared to the west. “We head to Trilene.”



 

 
 
 
Kellinar leaned against one wall of the alley and pressed the dirty, blood-soaked cloth against his side. Maybe the smell of refuse fermenting in the afternoon heat would deter the Keepers of Trilene. He doubted they would want to examine the narrow confines of the alley too closely.
Blood dripped from the cloth. He closed his eyes against a wave of dizziness. Someone had tried to kill him. Why? It didn’t really matter now. He remembered the roar in his head, the feel of the magic as it poured through his body and the feel of the air, every current ready to respond. Had he spoken to the air currents? No, that was impossible. In his mind, he saw the man lying with a broken neck in the market square.
“I killed a man,” he whispered to the empty alley. “I flaming used magic to kill a man. Burn it all, I can use magic. Why did this happen to me?”
The Keepers would never give up hunting him. An extension of the city guard, their main function was to capture anyone who displayed magical ability. There weren’t many who showed the ability and most turned themselves in. The Keepers weren’t gentle with those who tried to escape their grasp.
A hum crooned in his mind. Was it trying to comfort him? It felt like some other being or entity had set up living quarters in his head. He tried to ignore it. Hundreds of flies buzzed around him, landing on him with their sticky legs. He tried to ignore them, too.
“Maybe I’m already insane.” He should turn himself in, but all he could think of was getting away. “Well if you’re going to continue with this dragon-blasted lunacy, Kellinar, then you might as well flaming get on with it. You’re not going to figure a way out of anything if you stand here talking to yourself like a dragon-struck fool until you bleed to death.”
There was only one place to go…Serena’s. She was his best friend and could help. Or she might throw him to the Keepers. Magic might be where she drew the line on their friendship. Maybe that would be a good thing. The hum turned into a growl of protest.
He groaned and pushed away from the wall. Gritting his teeth against the pain, he moved slowly. He kept to the alleys and only crossed the narrow roads when forced to. The winding alleys would take him to Serena’s small apartment in a rundown boarding house on the far side of the Mallay District.
Pain made him stop several times. Hunched over, he leaned against slimy back walls and tried to take deep, slow breaths. At one point, he carefully peeled back the rag and looked at the tear in his side. His stomach convulsed; agony shot through his body. Bitter bile rose in the back of his throat. He brushed away the flies that landed on the wound and covered it back up. His head swam. He swallowed hard to keep from losing the contents of his stomach. With a shaky hand, he wiped away the cold sweat beading on his forehead and started off again.
He stood at the back door of the boarding house. He was there already? He couldn’t think clearly enough to form an answer. Shaking his head to try and clear it, he cracked the door open and looked to make sure no one was in the hall. He didn‘t want to chance being seen. Finding it empty, he slipped in and started up the first flight of stairs. Halfway to the second floor, his knees almost gave out as little black specks swirled across his vision. He hung onto the grimy rail and waited for the dizziness to pass. His eyes drooped closed and when he jerked them back open he stood in front of Serena’s door.
When did he finish climbing the stairs? He tried to remember, but couldn’t penetrate the haze in his mind. His arm felt almost too heavy to lift and he managed only a single knock. He leaned against the door and closed his eyes. He just needed to sleep for a little bit.

Serena sat at the small table near the tiny hearth in her room. She’d worked hard to make the grubby little place with its narrow bed more inviting. She still wasn’t proud of it, but it was what she could afford after being cast away from her family in the Dellar District. She’d been careful with her coin, though. A few more months of saving and she could leave the Mallay for someplace she didn’t have to chase rats from her room.
Spring had arrived early and the day felt unusually warm. With only one window in the room there was no air movement, but she refused to leave her door open to allow what little breeze there was to be pulled in from the hall. Without the door closed, she wouldn’t be able to read. Books and reading were illegal in the Mallay.
In response to the heat, she’d bound her hair into a bun and settled down with one of the few books she owned. Serena received only two free days a month from the tavern and she enjoyed the chance to relax.
A single knock at the door drew her attention from the book. Marking the page, she stood and hid it well before crossing the room to the door. She lifted the latch and stifled a scream as her friend fell into the room. “Kellinar!”
She gasped when she rolled him over. Blood covered his hands and caked on his shirt and pants. She peeled back the blood-soaked rag. A deep cut laid open his side below the rib cage.
His ice blue eyes drifted open. “Serena, I’m sorry.”
She raised her eyes to his ashen face. Pain etched lines around his mouth and eyes. “Sorry for what, Kellinar?”
“Couldn’t think…I didn’t know where else…” His eyes closed.
Serena looked at him in desperation. Why had he come to her? Why not a healer? She could heal the wound, but for a moment indecision held her. If she healed him, he could turn on her and she would end up in the Keepers’ hands again. This time she would die. This was a gaping wound, not a disease someone might be lucky enough to recover from.
She shut the door, knelt next to him, and took a deep breath. It didn’t matter. This was Kellinar and no matter what happened after, she couldn’t let him die. Serena laid her hands on the injury and closed her eyes. She reached out for her magic. In her mind’s eye, it was like a thousand threads.
Serena selected a few strands and mentally wove them together. Power flowed into her body, down her arms and through her hands. It expanded into the wound and she could see in her mind, the damage inside the injury. Working carefully, she laid the weave on the cut flesh and muscle and began to repair it. When she finally pulled her power back and let it dissipate, late afternoon light cast shadows across the room.
She sat back and looked down at him. His breathing was better. Though still too pale, his face held more color. Blood crusted in his short blond hair and his face was smeared with dirt. He smelled as if he had spent the day in the dirtiest alley he could find. His clothes were ruined and he needed to wash. She shook her head in exasperation. “What trouble have you got yourself into now? What trouble have you brought to my door?” His sleeping form offered no answers.
Though only a few inches taller than her and of a fairly slender build, he was still muscular and too heavy for her to move. After some thought, she rolled him onto the rug on the floor and placed a pillow under his head. Pulling her leather coin purse from its niche behind a loose stone in the hearth, she left him.
She needed to find Loki and learn what happened. Kellinar was a thief, but not one that would ever be brought in by the city guard; there was too much demand for his services by the High Houses of the city. If anyone would know it would be Loki, Kellinar’s bright-eyed young pupil. The youngster always seemed to know everything that went on in the Mallay before anyone else.
No one paid any attention to her as she left the building and for that she was grateful. It meant no one knew Kellinar had come to her. Until she knew what was going on, she had no intention of telling anyone where he was located.
The number of Keepers and city guards roaming the streets caught her attention. The Keepers would be involved for only one reason. She started paying more attention to the people walking past her and those gathered in groups around shop fronts and doorways. Whispers of “magic” and “escaped” reached her ears more than once. She wove through the crowds of people and past shopkeepers hawking their wares, looking for the little boy with sandy-blond hair.
The buildings of the Mallay, rising four, five, and sometimes six stories high, were laid out in no organized fashion. The warren of narrow streets wound around in a confusing maze of stone. Sometimes the buildings were so close together that a horse-drawn cart wouldn’t fit between. Other times, one building was built into the next and they bridged over the road from the third story up. It had taken her months to get used to moving through the Mallay. She had grown up in the Dellar, a district of the city where things were clean and laid out in a predictable pattern.
Everything about the Mallay spoke of the indifference to those who lived in the poorest part of the city. The Trilene, the highest level of the city, had private baths in the houses that were used for elimination, the washing of bodies, dishes, and clothing. All of the water and waste was washed down pipes with scented water. Those pipes drained into small canals in the Dellar D istrict, where they had communal bath houses for the same reasons. The waste was flushed directly into the canals, which poured off into the Mallay and ran under the city wall. What they ended up with in the Mallay was a wide, reeking, flow of sludge that ran through the district. There was no way to connect the district up with the canal, so they used the alleyways. Anyone in the Mallay caught dumping refuse into the canal was fined. The poor simply didn’t have the money to pay the taxes required to use the canal, therefore, they had no rights to it.
She passed an opening to one of the many alleys and crinkled her nose at the putrid smell that wafted from it. The alley itself was barely wide enough for two to walk abreast and filled with refuse of all kinds. She glanced at the interior, darkened by the deep shadows of the tall buildings and wondered if Kellinar really had spent the day in something like that.
She turned from the dark opening and found a sandy-haired boy standing next to her. Relief washed over her. “Loki, I’ve been looking all over for you. I need your help.”
The young boy looked up at her with bright blue eyes. “What do you want stolen?”
Serena sighed. “I don’t want anything stolen. I want information about Kellinar.”
The boy eyed her in wary silence.
“Please, Loki. I think he is in trouble and I need to know what’s going on so I can help him.”
He reached up, grabbed her arm, and pulled her into the mouth of the alley. He looked up at her, his eyes wide and serious. “I don’t think you can help him. He flaming killed a man today and he did it with magic.”
Serena felt numb. The boy only confirmed what she’d figured out for herself, but somehow hearing it only made it worse. “Are you sure?”
“I seen it myself. Some fire-brained, outland cut-throat got him bad with a knife. I never seen anyone in the Mallay try to hurt Kellinar.”
“Then what happened?” At least now she knew how he’d come by the wound.
“The man was thrown across the square and his neck broke when he hit the ground.”
“How was the man thrown?” Her voice sounded strange in her own ears, as if it came from far away.
“That’s the magic part, he was thrown by something invisible, like air or something. Kellinar turned white as a sheet when he seen what he done. Blood was everywhere and he was grabbing his head and yelling, ‘Get outta my head.’ Then someone yelled for the Keepers and Kellinar run outta there.”
The late afternoon sun pressed down in the street behind Serena. She couldn’t breathe. Fear for Kellinar, and for herself, filled her to the point of blocking everything out. Black spots swam in front of her eyes and she swayed back against the wall.
“You okay, Serena?” She heard Loki’s voice through the haze in her mind. Panic built deep in the pit of her stomach, it threatened to rise up and overwhelm her. How could this be happening and how was she going to get them out of it?
The low hum in her mind settled into a comforting croon that cut through the haze and panic, and helped her focus.
She pushed herself away from the wall and looked into Loki’s earnest face. “Yes, I’m okay for now. But if Kellinar and I are going to stay that way, I’m going to need your help. I need to find a way into Kellinar’s cave.”
“But Serena, you ain’t the right sort of lady. They’d never let you in.” Loki’s eyes were wide as if shocked that she would suggest such a thing.
Serena chewed her bottom lip for a moment while she thought. Everyone knew only whores were allowed into the Thieves’ Caves. She’d hoped that Loki would be able to show her a secret way in, but either he didn’t know or wasn’t willing to give up thieves’ secrets. She really didn’t want to involve the boy more than he already was, but she didn’t see she had much choice. “Can you do it for me?”
He puffed out his narrow chest. “’Course I can. What d’you need?”
“I need you to go to Kellinar’s cave and get some things for me.”
“What sorts of things?”
“The kind of things he will need if he won’t ever be going back,” she said gently.
Loki’s face lost the look of assured confidence and for a brief moment, tears swam in his big blue eyes before he scrubbed them away with his sleeve. “I understand.”



 

 
 
 
Kellinar’s eyes fluttered open and he looked slowly around. Why was he laying on the floor of Serena’s room? Weakness washed through his body and his muscles felt like jelly as pushed himself into a seated position. He rubbed his eyes and glanced around, trying to sort through the confusion in his mind. Late evening shadows pooled in the corners of the room. It shouldn’t be late evening. The last thing he remembered clearly was heading to the market square…
Memories from the afternoon flooded him. His heart started pounding. He had to leave, had to get away. His hand went to where the injury should have been and found smooth skin. Pulling up his shirt, he looked down. Only a thin, faded, white line remained of the deep cut.
The door opened and he looked up. Serena stood in the doorway with a bundle in one arm and a bucket in another. Her dark blue eyes held a wary look and she seemed to hesitate as if unsure of him.
She looked away and closed the door behind her. “Your clothes are ruined, so I got you some more and I brought up some water so you can wash.” Her eyes on the floor, she crossed the small room and set her burdens down on the table.
He watched her pick the bundle up once more, only to set it on the table again. Her hands trembled as she fussed with the buckles that held it closed. She avoided looking at him. Why? Had she heard what he’d done? Had she turned him in? He glanced at the door. Maybe she was waiting for the Keepers to arrive and was afraid to be in the same room with him. But his injury was healed. Completely healed. That wasn’t possible unless she… A rush of adrenaline pushed him to his feet. He stared at her in shock. “You can use magic.”
Her hands froze. She took a deep breath and let it out with a sigh. “Yes.” She turned and her eyes met his for the first time since she shut the door. “From what I heard, so can you. I’m guessing from the smell you came here by the alleys.”
His breath caught. She admitted it. Oh Fates, she’d used it on him. She’d saved his life and since he could use magic too, he didn’t see how he could complain. Still, the thought made his skin crawl. What if she was just trying to draw a confession out of him? That didn’t really make sense. The whole market saw him use magic, they didn’t need a confession. He was still wary. “I don’t flaming know what happened today.”
Serena shook her head at his denial. “Yes you do or you wouldn’t have run. You may be able to lie to the city guards and worm your way out of most anything, but you can‘t lie to me, Kellinar.” She walked to the hearth and made a small pile of kindling. “Why did you come to me? I understand now why you didn’t seek a healer, but whatever made you think I could heal something like that?”
He watched her strike a flint and set a fire for the evening. When the wood was burning well, she lit a small taper and used it to light the two lamps on the wall.
Adrenaline still pumped through his veins. He started pacing back and forth across the small space in an effort to work out the nervous tension in his muscles. “You apprenticed under a healer. I figured you would be able to do something for it.” He gestured at his side. “But not this.”
Serena moved past him to put away the taper and he stopped and looked at her. “Besides, you’re my best friend. I hoped you wouldn’t turn me in. You didn’t turn me in, did you?” he asked softly. He wasn’t sure if he was really asking or just confirming what he thought he already knew. By the Fates, he was confused. “How did you get let go if you are cursed?” He paused. She’d never said anything about her time with the Keepers. “I’m sorry. I’m sure it’s not something you want to talk about.”
“No, I didn’t turn you in. Even if it didn’t draw their attention to me again, I wouldn’t turn you in.” She sank into one of the two chairs at the table. “And no, talking about it isn’t at the top of my want list, but you deserve to know.”
Several strands of dark hair had escaped the bun atop her head and she brushed them away from her face. He waited while she idly turned one of the loose buckles of the bundle in her hands.
She looked up at him and he was struck by the sadness in the dark blue depths of her eyes. “The Keepers had no real proof, only suspicion. Given my family’s position, they had no choice but to let me go. The embarrassment was enough to make my parents toss me aside, even though they were happy not to have the stain of magic use on the family name.” She looked away as a tear leaked out the corner of her eye. She brushed it away and looked back at him. “The Keepers will find out we are friends and search here, you know. I will be under suspicion again because of my past and what you have done.”
He hadn’t realized how much he would mess up her life by coming to her apartment. Of course since she was cursed, her life would already be messed up. Eventually she would go insane. Wouldn’t she?
“I’m sorry, Serena. I didn’t know what else to do. I’m not one to care about legalities, but thieving and magic using are two very different animals. Even so, I can’t turn myself in.” He started pacing again in agitation. “I thought about it, but there is something in my head and it wouldn’t flaming let me. I know it doesn’t make any sense.”
Serena studied him for a minute. “Something in your head? Is it a vibration or a hum? Low and hardly noticeable most of the time? Other times it’s as if you can feel…something else”
His eyes met hers. “Is it because of the magic?”
She shrugged. “I have no idea. It started at about the same time as the magic. I don’t know what it means, what it is, or why it’s there. I know if I focus on it, I can make my magic work better.” She looked at him. “So what are you going to do now?”
Kellinar sighed. “I can’t stay. It’ll be bad enough for you when they search here. If the Keepers actually find me in your apartment, you’ll be in even more trouble.”
“For now, why don’t you wash up and change clothes. You smell worse than rotting meat.” She crinkled her nose. “I’m going down to the main room. Dinner will be ready and I’m hungry. You get cleaned up and I’ll bring a plate back with me.”
“They won’t notice you bringing up an extra plate will they?”
Serena rolled her eyes. “Hardly. Salindra has ‘entertained’ so many different men–and not the kind that pay–that Mistress Enita has started charging her for the extra plates of food.”
Guilt for the predicament he had put her in settled over him as the door clicked shut. She used magic. Somehow, that fact calmed him. Maybe because now he wasn’t completely alone. She had been using magic for over a year. How long did it take to go insane?
The city gates closed at sundown. Weakness replaced the adrenaline and he didn’t think he could make the climb across the rooftops that night. Escape would have to wait until morning when the gates reopened. Maybe he could think of a way to slip past them by then.
The Thieves’ Exit offered a slim chance at escape, but for that he’d have to go through the Thieves’ Cave. He was the unofficial leader of the thieves, but that wouldn’t stop them from throwing him at the feet of the Keepers. Not even thieves would harbor a magic user.
Kellinar removed the various knives he carried tucked about his person. He laid them on the table and set his coin purse next to them. He peeled off his clothing and stuffed the smelly bundle down the small shaft in the wall that slanted toward the alley.
He scrubbed away the grime. When he picked up a dipper full of water to rinse with, his thirst overwhelmed him and he raised it to his lips instead. His eyes closed as the cool liquid slid down his throat. The dipper of water did little to ease his thirst, but he resisted drinking more. There needed to be enough to rinse with.
He was careful to stand near the wall where the floor was made to funnel liquids down the shaft. All household waste went down similar shafts all over the Mallay. He tried to keep his thoughts away from what he might have walked through as he dried off with a thin towel.
Kellinar opened the bundle and pulled out the clothes, surprised to see they were his own. Even the boots were his. How did she manage it? Did Loki play a part? He thought about the child as he pulled his clothes on. Kellinar genuinely liked the boy and was going to miss him. He worried about him, but he would do Loki more harm than good now.
He tied on his money pouch, glad it remained relatively unscathed from his trip through the alleys, and replaced all of the knives in their various holders. His hands shook as weakness washed through him and he sat heavily in one of the chairs. Folding his arms on the table, he laid his head on them and closed his eyes.
Kellinar woke when Serena gently shook him. She smiled at him. “Eat. You need your strength”
She set a pitcher of water and a plate on the table in front of him. His eyes focused on the food. Salted fish, a meager pile of peas and a small roll of crusty bread–a decent meal for the Mallay where most of the time thin stews were the standard. The water drew him first. He poured a cupful and gulped great swallows. He drank half the pitcher of water before he realized it. His stomach reminded him it wanted more than water and he set to shoveling the food eagerly into his mouth.
While he ate, Serena made a pallet on the floor.
“Thank you for the clothes,” he said. “How were you able to get them?”
“I found Loki. He agreed to gather some of your things for you. I told him to get anything you would want if you weren’t coming back.”
He reached over and rummaged through the bundle, pleased to see a change of clothes and his extra knives. He also found the large purse he kept hidden in the stone floor of his dwelling. Leave it to Loki to know where that purse had been hidden.
He sighed and sat back in the chair. “I hope he doesn’t get into trouble.”
Serena gave him a wry smile as she spread a blanket out. “He’s been your apprentice for two years. Do you really believe anyone saw him?”
He laughed softly. “No, I don’t believe they did. I hope I’ve done enough for him, he’s going to be on his own now.”
“He’s resourceful. He’ll be fine.”
He watched her move around the room. She didn’t seem upset that he could use magic or that she herself could for that matter. “Aren’t you afraid the magic is going to consume you?”
She shrugged. “I don’t know. I haven’t healed a human since they took me, well except you, but I’ve healed several cats I’ve found injured. Though not much has changed since the first time I healed someone.”
He looked at her for a moment, sensing she had left something unsaid. “Not much has changed, but something has, hasn’t it?”
She sat down on her bed and tucked her feet under her. “I am not sure I can explain it,” she said. “Not long after I came here to the Mallay, I started feeling pulled to leave.”
Kellinar chuckled. “Every outcast that ends up in the Mallay wants to leave. Only those of us born and bred here in this dragon-blasted place can settle for our lot in life.”
Serena shook her head in denial. “It’s more than that. It’s a feeling so strong it pulls at me to follow it. Almost like a longing to go home except that doesn’t make any sense.” She pulled the pins out of the bun and shook her hair out, letting it fall about her shoulders. “Anyway, that’s the only difference other than I have more control now over the magic. It’s easier to make it do what I want it to.”
Kellinar thought about it. He felt no such longing although he’d only started using magic that afternoon. He wondered if what Serena felt was really just a desire to get out of Trilene in any direction. What would happen to her after he left? “What are you going to do if the Keepers hold you under suspicion again?”
“Oh they aren’t going to get the chance. I’m leaving with you,” she said.
“You can’t. Not with me.” He stood and looked at her. She wouldn’t have any chance at all with him. “There’s no way I can get you out. Not without both of us getting caught.” He started pacing again. “Burn it all, even once I’m out they will be searching for me. When I don’t turn up at one of the healers or dead, they will start searching the roads. If you’re found with me, they will flaming put you to death just for helping me.”
“I would rather take the chance of being caught than the certainty of their suspicions. There is less risk for me in leaving.”
He stopped, a feeling of defeat washing through him. She was in danger because of him; she would be in more danger if she left with him. Still, he couldn’t refute her reasoning. “I don’t like it.”
She raised an eyebrow at him. “Well, like it or not, that’s the way it is.”
He knew from her tone, no amount of argument would change her mind. He sighed and nodded. What else could he do? Either he left her to the wolves or led her to the lions.
She crossed the room and laid her hand on the side of his face, a gentle smile on her lips. “It will be better this way.”
He only nodded again. His actions had trapped her into this decision. She’d been planning on leaving when she’d saved enough coin. Now, because of him, she wouldn’t be leaving for a little cottage in some village far enough away they wouldn’t know anything about her. She would be running from certain death.
She turned away. “We’d better get some sleep; tomorrow’s going to be a long day.”
He sighed and lay down on the pallet as she blew out the lamps. Only the dim glow of coals in the hearth remained to light the room. In the near darkness, he listened to her settle into her covers, the events of the day playing through his head. “I really am sorry. I didn’t mean to mess everything up for you.”
“Just so long as you know it’s your fault,” she said, yawning.
“I’m not sure how I’ll get us both out. It’s not like they’re just going to pass us through the gate.”
Serena yawned again. “Yes they will, I’ve already got a plan for that.”
“What plan?”
“Don’t worry about it right now. Just go to sleep. I promise you, I can get us through the gate.”
“Why not tell me now?”
“Because I’m tired and so are you. What I did today when I healed you was no small feat and it drained me. You lost a lot of blood. You need to rest and regain it. Go to sleep.”
Even though he felt exhausted, sleep was slow in coming. His mind turned over and rejected one escape plan after another. And then there was Serena. What did she have planned and why wouldn’t she tell him? Whatever it was, he had the feeling he wasn’t going to like it.



 

 
 
 
You want me to do what?” Kellinar looked at Serena in horror as she held up a worn, pale red dress and a wide head scarf of the same color.
“Kellinar, you know it’s a sure way out of the city,” Serena said, exasperation in her voice. “They’re looking for a young man, not a woman. You’re just lucky the mornings are still cool enough most women are still wearing head scarves.”
He tried to push the dress away. “I am not wearing that flaming thing. They would never believe it anyway. I don’t look anything like a blasted woman. What about the Thieves’ Exit?” he asked in desperation.
She planted her hands on her hips, her face set in the same stubborn expression she wore the night before when she insisted she accompany him. “We would still have to walk through the city streets to reach the Thieves’ Cave. You spend so much of your time sneaking about; you forget that sometimes the best way to hide something is to pretend you have nothing to hide at all.” She held the dress up once again, her head cocked and her eyes narrowed as if she evaluated it. “This dress is going to work great. It should be loose enough that your shoulders won’t look so broad, but not so loose it hangs on you. The guards will see what we want them to. There are plenty of tall women It will never cross their minds that you aren’t one of them. And what would make them think otherwise? Most men would die before wearing a dress.”
Kellinar stared at the dress. Dying might be a better idea. “They will never take me for a flaming woman. I’m missing a couple of defining parts in case you hadn’t noticed.”
She waved away his objection. “Don’t worry; I can take care of that.”
“Take care of that how?” he croaked. What else could she do with her magic?
She laughed and began rummaging in the small trunk at the end of her bed. She pulled an undergarment and several rags from it. “Trust me. Besides, it’s your fault I have to escape from the city like this. If you’re truly sorry for dragging me into this, you’ll do what’s necessary to get us out of here. You can change back into your normal clothing later.”
His thoughts scrambled for any ideas that would get him out of her plan. His mind betrayed him by coming up with nothing. She had deliberately used his guilt against him. He grabbed the dress. “You don’t play fair.”
She smiled at him sweetly. “You will thank me when we’re out of the city. Now take off your shirt.” He glared at her, but obeyed. As soon as he had it off she slipped the undergarment around his torso and tied it tight. The thing was incredibly uncomfortable and binding.
Serena turned her back on him as he stripped off the rest of his clothes and struggled to get the yards of material over his head and situated. How in the name of the Fates did women get in and out of these things every day? At least they wouldn’t draw any attention when they left her room. Of course, on a normal day, a man seen leaving the boarding house wouldn’t cause comment. Not all the women who lived there made their money as serving girls at a tavern.
Once Kellinar settled the dress, Serena set about stuffing the top of the undergarment to give the appearance of the defining parts he’d talked about. He looked at her face as she worked and wondered if she was upset. Her lips were pressed together until they made a thin line in her face. It took him a minute to realize she was trying to keep from laughing.
“It’s not funny,” he growled.
That sent her into peals of laughter. “You should see your face. You look like a five year old made to stand in the corner. Honestly Kellinar, I had no idea you could pout so well.” When she finished, Serena wound the scarf around his head so that it partially covered his face. Still laughing, she slung her pack over her shoulder, opened the door and stepped into the hall.
Kellinar followed. He carried his own pack, a large bag designed to be worn over one shoulder. It was the style of bag women often carried out of the city in search of wild berries and tubers. They frequently packed food for the mid-day meal and other necessaries in them. Men who worked outside the walls carried a smaller version.
No one noticed them as they left the boarding house and he tried to ignore the fact he wore a dress. Stupid thing seemed to flap around his legs at every step. It would be his luck to get tangled in the dragon-blasted skirt and fall on his face right in front of a Keeper. Fates be damned. Bad enough to be caught by the Keepers, but to be caught in a dress as well… His face heated up at the thought.
The sun was just rising and the streets were still cloaked in shadows. The smell of baking pita bread filled the air. Several women baked pitas in small outdoor ovens. They would stuff them with eggs, cheese, cabbage and goat meat, and sell them to the men headed out to work in the vineyards or the fisheries. Kellinar normally bought several each morning. The smell reminded him that they hadn’t taken time to eat, though Serena had made several of the stuffed breads and packed them away in her bag.
Women moved around, watering tiny gardens where spinach and cabbages grew and feeding chickens housed in pens crammed up against the sides of buildings. The cries of waking babies and the strident challenges of roosters filled the air. They mixed with the impatient bleating of goats, waiting to be milked before being let out of their cramped holding pens and herded out to pasture for the day. Together it created a noisy yet familiar atmosphere in the narrow streets. Kellinar felt a pang of regret. This was all he’d ever known.
They passed the house of a healer and saw several horses with the red and yellow saddle-cloths of the Keepers tied outside. Soldiers and Keepers prowled through the district looking with narrowed eyes at all of the young men. Sweat broke out on Kellinar’s forehead. There was no way this was going to work. He glanced at Serena. She walked along next to him as if this was an everyday thing.
“I wish I had my quarterstaff,” he whispered. His throwing knives wouldn’t be much help if more than a few tried to capture them.
Serena rolled her eyes. “Why? So you can give yourself away? Do you really want them stopping you and asking why you’re in possession of a weapon? You’re supposed to be a woman. You can’t go running around with a quarterstaff. Might as well wave a sword around while you’re at it.”
She was right, of course. A woman with a quarterstaff would draw as much attention as a man of the Mallay with a sword. At least he had his knives. If the Keepers tried to arrest them, maybe he could at least make sure Serena got away.
They approached the gate where two large knots of horses and their riders stood on either side, one group bearing the red on blue of the city guard, the other bearing the red on yellow of the Keepers. Kellinar kept his head down respectfully, like all of the others passing through.
Watching from beneath the edge of the scarf, he tensed when their eyes came to rest on him, and then swept away to those behind him. It was slow moving; the guards stopped wagons to search them and knocked the hats off the young men as they passed by. Kellinar’s shoulders and neck started to ache from the tension that built with each step closer to the gate.
They passed by the guards and under the massive arch in the stone wall. They had almost cleared the arch when a voice shouted out, “You, halt!” Kellinar froze, along with everyone else. The sound of boots, pounding across the paving stones, echoed in the sudden silence. Kellinar’s chest tightened, his heart pounded. Sweat ran down the sides of his face, he turned to look. The crowd backed away as the Keepers ran toward him. Kellinar was on the verge of running, when a young man tripped and fell at his feet. His hair was pale blond and cut short like Kellinar’s.
The Keepers grabbed the man’s arms and hauled him to his feet. They dragged him away as he fought them. “It wasn’t me! I’m innocent! It wasn’t me!” Kellinar tried to shut out the man’s terrified screams.
He felt a shove and noticed the crowd had started to move again, this time at a quicker pace. Everyone wanted to get away from the gate as quickly as they could. Kellinar moved with the crowd as it passed out from under the arch and into the light of the early morning sun. Another set of guards and Keepers sat on horses outside the gates, but none seemed to notice him. Serena was right. They were looking for a young man, not a scarf-wrapped woman.
A breeze sprang up, cool and refreshing against Kellinar‘s face. Behind the city wall and at the base of a cliff, the Mallay District rarely felt the breeze like this. He sucked in a deep breath and let it out in a relieved sigh. Now that they were on the road, the crowd spread out. Many of them were headed to the smaller villages clustered around the city. Some of those on the road were headed toward the city with wagons full of goods. Some wagons carried early vegetables, others carried sacks of last year’s grain and still others, stone or lumber or wood for cook fires. The road was a hazardous place for those of the Mallay. Their clothes clearly defined them and they were pushed roughly out of the way by those from higher districts.
They moved at a steady pace all morning, their way becoming easier the farther they got from Trilene. The road became less crowded. Fewer wagons pressed close together, and best of all in Kellinar’s eyes, few Trilene residents came this far out. Most went no further than the small villages that dotted the countryside around the city, to the vast vineyards to the east, or the sizable lake dotted with small fishing vessels to the northwest.
By mid-day, they left most of the crowd behind. Hunger gnawed at Kellinar. He glanced at Serena, trudging along next to him. “We need to stop and eat.”
Serena nodded. “I’m starving.” She stepped into the thick trees that lined the west side of the road. They continued to walk for a small distance before coming to a small clearing where they were sure they wouldn’t be bothered by anyone.
Serena turned her back while Kellinar worked off the dress and undergarment. He was more than ready to be out of it. He gratefully pulled his own clothes on then looked at Serena. “Please tell me you don’t need this Fate-forsaken dress.”
The sound of her soft laughter floated to him. “No, I don’t need the dress. It would be much too big for me and this is neither the time nor the place to begin alterations.”
“Good, I don’t ever want to see it again.” He tossed the garment on the ground.
“Are you ready to eat?” she asked.
Kellinar tucked the last of his knives away in their hiding places. “I was ready to eat hours ago.”
She turned and began unpacking the pitas she’d made that morning. “We don’t have much.”
He shrugged. “It will be better than nothing.” He ate the food with relish. He loved the morning pitas and didn’t know how long it would be before he got to eat them again.
When they were finished, Serena handed him the lined leather water bag. “I have a little more pita bread and cheese, but it won’t last long. I have a small amount of coin. We might be able to buy some food from a farm or something, once we’re far enough away.”
Kellinar patted his coin purse. “I have my money pouch as well, so we won’t be beggars for quite some time. I wish I’d had time to gather all of my coin together, we would’ve lived comfortably until we found a place to settle.”
“Well since you couldn’t, we’ll just make do with what we have.”
They walked back through the trees to the road and once again headed north.

They settled down that night in a clump of tall bushes near the road. After eating another small meal, they wrapped up in the thin blankets Serena had packed and tried to fall asleep. In the deep black of the moonless night, she found the countryside rather unnerving. Even in the Mallay, the city guard lit the street lamps at dusk.
“I thought it was supposed to be quiet away from the city,” grumbled Kellinar.
The constant hum and chirps of night bugs filled Serena’s ears. “I guess insect sounds aren’t supposed to count.”
She heard him shift restlessly in the dark. “Why does it feel like we’re being watched?”
“I think it’s just the dark. I never realized how much light the lamp posts put out.”
“It’s as dark as dragon scales is what it is. I can’t see a flaming thing out here.”
She rolled over and pulled the blanket tighter around her shoulders. “Well, maybe that’s a good thing. If we can’t see anything, then no one can see us either, right?”
“Maybe.”
The sharp cries and howls of a pack of coyotes echoed somewhere in the distance. Sleep was going to be a long time coming.



 

 
 
 
After leaving the cluster of towns near the walls of Trilene, the road ran alongside open fields. In many of these, horses pulled heavy iron plows while the farmer worked to hold the handles and keep it going straight. Kellinar watched with interest when they passed them. It looked like a difficult way to make a living.
They walked into a tiny village as the sun set on their fifth day of travelling. The road ran straight through the middle and they shared it with only the local people, none of whom turned more than a curious eye on the strangers. A tiny inn sat on the far edge of the village. Only a single story building with a thatched roof, it couldn’t hold more than half a dozen rooms.
Kellinar glanced at Serena. “Do you want stay at the inn for the night?”
“It would be a lot nicer than the bushes.”
“Do you think it’s safe?”
She shrugged. “We haven’t seen a single Keeper since we left. A night in a bed and a plate of hot food would be wonderful. At some point we have to stop somewhere, it might as well be here.”
They crossed a wide porch and walked through the door. Three long tables took up one side of the small, main room. The inn couldn’t possibly house as many guests as could sit at the tables. The locals probably gathered here on a regular basis. In the warmth of the afternoon, no fire burned in the large stone hearth behind the tables, though fresh wood for the evening was already stacked in it.
A man with short gray hair and a web of fine lines on his face walked into the room. “What can I do for you?”
Kellinar smiled. “We need rooms for the night and a meal.”
The man’s eyes flicked to Serena and back again. “Rooms?”
Kellinar heard the emphasis on the plural in the innkeeper’s question and guessed the confusion. He probably thought Serena to be Kellinar’s wife or lover. “Yes, rooms. Thank you.”
The innkeeper glanced at Serena again and cleared his throat. “Of course, right this way.” They followed him through the main room and around the corner to a hallway that ran the length of the building. In one direction, six doors lined one side of the hall. The other direction looked like it led to the kitchen. The innkeeper gave him a room midway down the hall and Serena the one right next door.
Kellinar set the bag with his extra knives and change of clothes on the floor. He glanced at the narrow bed. The mattress didn’t look lumpy; hopefully it wouldn’t be hard as a board. He walked to the small table, poured a little water from the pitcher into the wash basin, and rinsed the dust of travel from his hands and face.
Once back in the main room, he stopped to pay the innkeeper for their stay. With the account settled, he joined Serena at a table where a middle aged woman served them their meal and pitcher of spiced wine. Only three other people occupied the room and the two of them had one long table to themselves.
Kellinar ate the thick vegetable stew and heavy dark brown bread with relish. It was a welcome change from the cheese and pita bread. While he ate, he listened idly to the conversation between the innkeeper and one of the patrons. As he sopped up the last of the liquid in his bowl with the bread, the word ‘Keepers’ caught his attention.
He pretended total concentration on soaking up every bit of liquid while he eavesdropped on the conversation. A brief glance at Serena showed him she had heard it too. She stiffened slightly, her hand frozen part way to her mouth. He tapped her foot with his own and gave a slight shake of his head. She finished putting the food in her mouth, her eyes on the stew in her bowl.
“He escaped is what I heard,” the innkeeper said.
“Why would anyone want to escape? If it was me, I would be running for the gallows. Gives me chills just thinking about something like that.” The other man shivered.
The innkeeper bobbed his head. “I agree. No way would I want to live with that.”
The serving woman passed by and Kellinar heard her hiss at the innkeeper, “Arivin, what are you doing discussing such things in the main room? You should know better.”
Arivin shifted uneasily under her scowl. “It’s not just me. The pigeon came in less than an hour ago. The whole village is talking about it.”
“It still doesn’t make it proper main room conversation. We have guests and I doubt they want to hear about it.” She turned before the innkeeper could answer and stalked away.
Arivin looked at Kellinar and Serena. “I apologize. She’s right. I shouldn’t be disturbing your evening with that kind of talk. You have no need to worry about escaped magic users. We wouldn’t let such as them in here.”
Kellinar resisted the urge to ask the man how he would know if he had a magic user under his roof. He finished the spiced wine in his cup slowly. Someone watched them. He set the cup down and looked carefully around the room. No one appeared to be looking in his direction.
The feeling passed only to be replaced by a familiar itch between his shoulder blades. The same instincts that had always kept him just ahead of trouble, now screamed at him to get out of the inn. The hum in his mind quieted as if it waited to see what would happen.
Serena wiped her bowl with the last of her bread and popped it into her mouth. He looked at her and whispered, “We need to leave. Now.”
Her eyes filled with alarm and she started to turn to look around. He caught her wrist. “Don’t.” He glanced toward the door of the inn. That wasn’t the way to go, they needed another way out. “Get up and walk to your room like there is nothing wrong.”
She studied his face. “Is there something wrong?”
He gave the barest nod of his head. “I think so.”
Kellinar followed her when she stood up and walked across the room. The tension in his shoulders eased a little after they rounded the corner and were in the hall. At the far end, a window stood open to let the breeze through. “Get your bag and meet me back here.”
She didn’t protest or ask questions, she just nodded and disappeared into her room. It only took a moment for Kellinar to grab his bag and step back into the hall. Outside the front of the inn, he heard the sound of horses and men. Serena stepped into the hall and without a word he led her to the window.
They slipped silently over the low sill and huddled against the wall. He was grateful for the trees and bushes that screened them from view. “Stay here.” He started toward the front of the inn.
She grabbed his shoulder. “Where are you going?”
“To see what’s going on.”
“If we’re in danger, don’t you think it would be best to get as far away as fast as we can?”
He shook his head. “We have to know what we’re up against.” He flashed her a smile. “Don’t worry so much. I’ll be right back.”
Kellinar ignored her sigh, the one that said she thought he was a fool and crazy, and if he got caught it was his own fault. It always amazed him how a woman could make such a small sound say so much.
On hands and knees, he crept through the low bushes and peered around the corner. Five horses stood at the front of the inn. The red and yellow saddle cloths of the Keepers visible even in the fading light. A bead of sweat rolled down his face despite the cool evening. He needed a way to make sure they weren’t seen. Power pulsed in his mind and body, and he felt the air currents stir around him. He saw the tiny droplets of moisture in the last rays of the sun. Without knowing how, he wove the currents and droplets together, condensing them.
The power receded and he sat leaning against the side of the inn. What had he done? He wasn’t sure, but he felt as if he had spent the last hour running. Ignoring the sudden exhaustion, he slipped back into the deepening shadows of the bushes and made his way back to Serena.
“Keepers,” he said in answer to her questioning look. Tendrils of fog rose from the ground. Little wisps at first, they began to grow as they drifted into the night air. Not a dense, heavy fog, yet when combined with the oncoming night, provided a good enough shield.
Serena looked at the fog as it threaded its way across the ground and began to fill the night. “Where did this come from?” she whispered.
“I think from me. I did it with my magic.”
“Won’t this raise their suspicions?”
He shrugged. “Fog isn’t that unusual this time of year.”
She followed close behind as he crawled to the rear of the inn. Behind it, they passed a small stable yard they could barely make out through the screen of moisture. The narrow belt of trees and bushes continued along one side of the yard. Under the cover of the fog and the gathering darkness, they crept out into the night. When they were well past the village, they abandoned the trees for the road again.
Serena glanced back several times even though there was nothing to see. “Do you think they will try to follow us tonight?”
Kellinar didn’t bother to look back. “No. I’m pretty sure they don’t even know we were there. Most likely they were there for the same reason we were.”
“I wonder how far they plan on searching.”
Kellinar shrugged. “It depends. We couldn’t stay there without them recognizing us, but at the same time, our leaving will arouse suspicion.” His eyes strained to see the road in the dark. “When we don’t come to the main room in the morning and our rooms are found empty, the innkeeper might comment on it to the Keepers. Or, he might not.”
They walked for a while longer before they finally left the road for the trees again. This time they managed to find a place that wasn’t so hard under the bushes and did their best to sleep. Kellinar lay for a long time, feeling the fog against his face. Amazement that he had made it warred with a sick feeling in his stomach. Serena had used her powers for a year unharmed. Was that really proof magic wouldn’t harm him?
He dozed off and on until the first hint of dawn stained the eastern sky. He couldn’t shake the feeling that someone followed them though he didn’t think it was connected to the Keepers. He woke Serena and they began walking again. They needed to leave the road except he didn’t know where they would end up if they took off across country.
The feeling of being followed persisted, creating a nervous twist in his stomach. Power built in him again as magic flowed through him and into the air. Not again. He had to get control of this, but he didn’t know how. The air around him came alive. He saw every air current and felt their every movement. He felt their…curiosity?
They swirled around him, their feather-light touch upon his skin. They streamed out behind him… reaching… searching. He felt them the moment they returned. He glanced at Serena out of the corner of his eye. She didn’t seem to notice the currents. Not even her hair stirred at their light passing.
This time, as they moved around him, he understood them. Something felt familiar in the information they brought. Whoever followed meant no harm. He looked at Serena again. Should he tell her? It would probably sound ridiculous. He sighed; he couldn’t keep information from her. “Someone follows us.”
“What?” She spun around so fast she stumbled. He reached out and caught her arm to keep her from falling.
“Whoever it is, they mean us no harm.”
A furrow appeared between her eyes. “How do you know? Did you see who it was?”
He took a deep breath and let go of her arm. “The air currents told me.” Yep, it sounded ridiculous.
She stared at him for a long moment. “The air currents told you? What air currents, there isn’t even a breeze.”
He swallowed. “I can feel them. I can…understand them. Do you think I’m crazy?” It sounded crazy to him.
She shook her head. “No, I think you are finding out more about your magic. Like when you made the fog. An interesting manifestation. Can you still feel them?”
He ran a hand through his hair and looked around. “No, I can’t seem to control any of it. They were here, all around me, and now they’re gone. I did something with my magic to make the air currents show themselves, but I don’t know what it was.”
Serena looked back down the road again. “Well, I don’t see anyone. I guess whoever it was will eventually reveal themselves. Even if they don’t intend to hurt us, we should continue putting space between us and those that do.”
As the sun began to set, a sense of unease once again settled over Kellinar, raising the hairs on the back of his neck. This was different than what he’d felt the night before. He glanced over his shoulder and saw nothing. The empty road stretched out behind them. In his mind, the hum turned to a rumble of warning. “Do you feel something wrong?”
Serena shivered and looked around. “It’s almost as if we are being followed or watched.”
“So it isn’t just me?” he asked.
“No, I feel it, too.”
He glanced over his shoulder again. A coal black horse walked down the road bearing a rider swathed in a cloak as dark as his mount. Kellinar’s skin tightened as every hair on his body stood on end. Malevolence radiated from the rider as if he carried evil like a banner. Early spring leaves on the trees near the road curled and died as the horse and rider passed. No sound marked the horseman’s approach, no crunch of hooves on gravel, no swish of tail or jingle of bit. The horseman passed beneath the shadow of the trees and in the dimmer light, the horse’s eyes glowed red.
Kellinar reached out and grabbed Serena’s arm in a tight grip. She started to protest, but stopped when she saw the look on his face. Turning, she followed his gaze. Her eyes widened and fear drained the color from her face. A light breeze ruffled the dark cloak of the figure, revealing a skeletal hand and gleaming eyes that matched those of the horse. She stumbled backward, dragging Kellinar with her. “What is it?” she gasped.
He only shook his head, unable to take his eyes from the horseman. He barely felt Serena tugging on him as she tried to get him to run. All the while the horseman continued to advance. He watched, in a detached kind of way, while the grasses along the edges of the road turned brown and died. A shiver ran through him.
The horse stopped a few paces from them. “I am here for you and it would be best if you come willingly. If not, you will have to die. You cannot be allowed to walk this world free. Choose.”
Kellinar’s heart thundered in his ears and the hum in his mind turned into a deep growl. His breath came in shallow gasps as his chest constricted. The evil that rolled off the horseman made Kellinar’s stomach churn. He had never felt such fear. “I’m not going anywhere with whatever you are.”
Beside him, Serena shivered. He spared her a brief glance. “Run, Serena. I’ll try to distract it.”
“Don’t start trying to be a knight in shining armor. Stick to being a thief, it’s what you’re good at,” she said hoarsely.
The dark rider’s eyes blazed. A skeletal hand extended from the sleeve of its cloak, a black sphere balanced on its open palm. Kellinar froze. The sphere filled his vision–his world–with a silence so thick it pushed away the growl in his mind, smothering the world and him with it.
With a small cry, Serena turned and bolted down the road. Her action freed him from the paralyzing effects of the sphere and he ran after her. The pounding of his heart echoed in his ears. The sphere still pulled at him, making him feel weak. He chanced a look back in time to see the horseman throw a long bladed dagger with its other hand. Serena screamed and fell as it struck between her shoulder blades.
“Serena!” Kellinar skidded to a halt and dropped to his knees next to her. Blood flowed from around the blade. He tried to stem it with his hands. Looking down the road, he watched the rider advance on them in the same unnatural silence, the sphere still balanced on its palm. Weakness washed over him.
He stood on shaky legs as the horse drew near. He pulled two of his daggers and braced himself. The sphere was killing him somehow, but the Fates be damned if he wouldn’t take a piece of the rider with him when he died. “Come on you flaming get of a dragon,” he yelled. He tried to reach for his magic, air that threw people would be useful right then, but it kept slipping away.
A woman riding a huge gray horse charged past him, nearly knocking him from his feet. The gray stopped, standing between him and the dark rider.
The dark horse came to a stop at a yank from the reins and its rider’s eyes widened in shock. “All these years…you are supposed to be dead.”
The woman laughed softly. “Is that so? Apparently you have been misinformed. But then, you and the rest of the Benduiren never were well informed were you, Alden.”
Snarling in rage the dark horseman backed away, his eyes first sweeping both sides of the road, then the sky. The horses circled each other as their riders faced off. Kellinar reached for Serena. He needed to move her before she was stepped on by the horses. Blood ran from her mouth when he rolled her onto her side. His head jerked in surprise when a dark haired man knelt to help him. The man lifted her with ease and carried her to the side of the road.
The woman spoke again, her voice like velvet covered steel, “These are not for you, Alden. You know this. You may want them; however, they would never do what you require of them. They are above that and beyond you.”
Alden hissed. “I will not leave them to you, I found them. They are mine or they are dead!”
“They belong only to themselves. This is a concept I know you have trouble understanding. You have no choice but to leave them to me.”
To Kellinar, it almost looked as if the skull-like face sneered. “Why have I no choice, Guardian?”
“Do you truly believe I face you alone, Benduiren?”
The dark rider’s eyes swept the sky again. A scream of rage and frustration tore from his throat and he dissolved into a black mist that streamed away to the east, still wailing. Kellinar glanced at the empty sky, trying to see what had made the thing leave. A thud drew his eyes back the road. The black horse had fallen to the ground. Kellinar watched in fascinated horror as its body withered until it looked as if it had lain dead for years.
The woman leaped from the saddle and ran to where Kellinar sat next to Serena, his hands pressed around the blade as he attempted to stop the blood. Throwing her cloak aside she kneeled opposite him and moved his hands away. “You should not have moved her,” the woman said grimly. “You could have killed her.”
He raised his eyes to hers. “I think she’s already dead.”



 

 
 
 
Vaddoc backed away to allow Emallya access to the still, pale form of the young woman. She extracted the blood covered blade and laid it on the ground. Placing her hands over the wound, she sank into a trancelike state. The blond man kneeling next to the young woman looked on with anxious eyes. Moments passed. Vaddoc scanned the silent landscape, watchful for any danger.
Finally, Emallya opened her eyes and sagged as if exhausted. He shifted his gaze to the young woman. Her face, though still drawn and pale, had taken on a healthier look. He saw no sign of the injury and she appeared to rest peacefully.
Vaddoc turned his eyes on Emallya as she tossed the dagger well away from the road. “You healed her.” He suppressed a shiver of fear and swallowed. In the month they had traveled together, she hadn’t used any magic. At least none that he could see. And now this. He reminded himself that he could use magic, too. It didn’t bring him much comfort. Nothing like being reminded of a terminal disease even if Emallya did claim he wouldn’t go insane and die.
She shook her head. “I did not. I do not have the power to heal. I only served as the vessel that allowed another to channel his powers through me.”
The blond man looked stunned. “Who are you?”
Emallya offered him a tired smile. “I am Emallya Lorant. This young man that travels with me is Vaddoc Eldark. How are you called?”
“I’m Kellinar Doryne and this is Serena Cyen. Will she…live?”
Emallya nodded. “Yes. She will sleep for a while, but she is completely healed.”
Kellinar glanced at the road and the desiccated carcass of the horse. “What was that thing?”
“In due time. For now, let us move away from the road and set up camp. Your friend will be thirsty when she wakes and will likely welcome a cup of hot tea.”
Kellinar looked first at Vaddoc, then at Serena, and finally back at Emallya. “Have I lost my mind?”
She smiled and stood up. “I am quite sure your mind is right there in your head. It is hard to lose one without losing the other.” She turned to Vaddoc. “Get this young woman settled and then you two can hunt down wood for a fire.”
Vaddoc nodded and stepped forward to help Kellinar. He understood the other man’s confusion. It was one thing to know you can use magic; it was another to be confronted by a stranger who could use it.

Serena shifted restlessly. Something disturbed her sleep. Maybe it was that horrible dream, the one where the Keepers were after Kellinar. No, that wasn’t right, that hadn’t been a dream. Something else awakened her. The delicious aroma of tea filled her nose. Her tongue felt as if it was made of cotton. A drink, she needed a drink. She struggled to swallow. Her eyes fluttered open.
The night sky, glittering with stars, stretched overhead. A woman tended a tea kettle hung over a small fire. Serena glanced around, but saw no one else in the pool of light. She turned her eyes back to the stranger with rich, chestnut hair that hung to her waist. The firelight highlighted strands of gray in the woman’s hair. She had a fine featured face with full lips. Her violet eyes startled Serena. She had never seen eyes of that color before. Who was this woman? Her gaze traveled around the small campsite again. Where was Kellinar? She stirred uneasily.
The woman glanced at her. “You should be resting, not worrying. Your friend went to bring a little more wood. He returns now.”
A moment later, Kellinar walked into the firelight accompanied by a Shaderian man who looked to be no more than a year or two older than herself.
“Serena, you’re awake.” Kellinar knelt down in front of her, his worried blue eyes traveling over her face. “How do you feel?”
She sat up and rubbed her eyes. “Tired, very tired. What happened?”
“That flaming thing on the road threw a dagger at you. I thought you were dead.”
The memory of the dark rider on the road made her tremble. “How did we get away?”
He gestured to the woman who poured tea into four small cups. “She saved us. If it wasn’t for her, we would both be dead.” He shook his head. “I can’t believe she saved you.”
Serena’s brow furrowed in confusion. “I don’t feel any wounds. Where was I hit?”
Kellinar lowered his voice to a whisper. “In the back. She said the blade tip nicked your heart. She healed you, the same way you healed me.”
The approach of the woman stilled the questions flooding Serena’s mind. She took the offering of tea and a small cake of traveling food with a whispered, “Thank you.” While she ate, she watched the woman surreptitiously.
Finally, she asked, “Who are you?”
“My name is Emallya Lorant and this young man is Vaddoc Eldark. He was Border Guard in Shadereen before landing in the same fire as you and Kellinar.”
“You mean he can use magic?” Serena asked.
“He can,” Emallya said.
“And you healed me? With magic?”
The woman nodded. “Yes, in a way.”
“Kellinar said the blade nicked my heart.”
Emallya nodded again. “And pierced a lung.”
Serena looked at her in wonder. “I could never have healed something like that. Your gifts are very powerful.”
“That power was not mine, Serena. One day, you will be able to heal things like that.”
Kellinar sat next to Serena with his tea and food. “I guess we were lucky you happened to come along when that thing attacked?”
“It was not luck. Your power runs very strong in all of you. It glows in my mind like a beacon. The hum you hear led me to you. After collecting Vaddoc, I was on my way to Trilene. Six days ago,” she turned her gaze on Kellinar, “I felt you Emerge.” She looked back at Serena. “There are two others, besides these two young men, who have Emerged since you, Serena. Until five days ago you were not moving despite my efforts. I wanted to know why.”
“So the hum is supposed to be there? It doesn’t mean we’re going crazy?” Kellinar asked.
Emallya smiled. “For you, it is supposed to be there and no, you are not going crazy.”
“What do you mean, despite your efforts?” Serena asked, thinking of her inexplicable desire to travel north.
“My powers deal with what is known as Spirit magic. Most minds are like an open book to me if I wish them to be. I sent you the desire to go in the direction I needed you to.”
“You mean you can read everything we are thinking?” Kellinar asked, a wary expression on his face.
Emallya rolled her eyes. “It would get very crowded inside my head if I tried to absorb everything running through your minds. I suppose I could read your every thought, but I have neither the time nor the inclination to do so. Besides, it would be rude.” She took a sip of her tea. “However, reading your basic feelings and state of mind is something that I can only turn down the intensity of. I cannot block it or get around sensing it. On rare occasions, certain thoughts are so clearly defined within your minds, I hear them whether I want to or not. But I do not go around reading your minds.”
Kellinar rubbed his forehead and stared at the fire as if he sought answers in its flickering light. “You seemed to know that creature on the road.”
“I have met him before, a long time ago.”
Serena shivered and looked out into the night. Her skin crawled as if those red eyes looked at her again. “What was it? Why did it want us?”
“They used to be men. Now they are called the Benduiren. They reside half in this world and half in the realm of the dead. They want you for the powers you possess,” Emallya answered.
The black sphere surfaced in Serena’s memory. “What was that thing on his palm?
Kellinar looked up. “And why did I feel like it was killing me?”
Emallya stared at the fire. “It is called a soul sphere. It is the only offensive magic they have left to them.”
Serena’s insides felt cold. “What would it have done if you didn’t show up?”
Emallya looked up, her eyes a dark shade of purple in the firelight. “You would have died. A soul sphere pulls your soul away and locks it in darkness where it can never find the peace of Maiadar.”
Vaddoc asked, “What was it that made him leave?”
“I made him think I was not alone,” Emallya said shortly. Serena got the feeling the older woman left something important unsaid. Emallya looked at each of them. “I can offer you a place that is safe, both from the Keepers and the Benduiren.”
Kellinar spoke up, “Why in the name of the Fates should we follow you? I mean, I’m grateful for your help, but how do we know your intentions are good?”
“You are certainly free to run off in your own direction if you wish, Foundling. I have no hold on you. If you choose that path, you know now that the Keepers are the least of your worries. The Benduiren will not stop hunting you.”
“Why did you call me, Foundling?”
Vaddoc chuckled. “Apparently, a Foundling is a special type of magic user.”
Kellinar looked at the Shaderian who poked at the fire with a stick. “How long have you traveled with her?”
Vaddoc smiled. “Almost a full month.”
“Do you trust her?”
Vaddoc’s amber eyes glowed in the firelight when he looked up. “Yes, I trust her.”
Serena felt the weight of the woman’s violet gaze as she fixed both her and Kellinar with it. “It is fine that you ask Vaddoc’s opinion of me, however, you cannot follow me based on his answer. You have been offered a gift, one more precious than you can begin to imagine. You must accept it or reject it on your own and with the feelings in your own hearts. It must be sincere either way.”
Emallya turned and looked out into the night. “We are being watched.”
Serena’s stomach rolled as dread charged through her. What if that thing, that Benduiren, had come back? Vaddoc and Kellinar were on their feet. The Shaderian held a curved sword in each hand. Kellinar started to pull two of his daggers, paused and then let them slide back into their sheaths.
He stared into the darkness. “I can feel it. I have felt it several times since we left Trilene. Whoever it is, I don’t think any harm is meant.”
Emallya raised an eyebrow. “How do you feel this?”
Kellinar looked at the older woman. “The air currents…told me.” Emallya nodded as if air currents that told people things were nothing unusual.
Serena strained her eyes against the dark, searching the deep black of the night. She saw nothing.
Emallya raised her voice and called out, “I can feel you hiding there. If I had not been distracted, I would have noticed you sooner. Tell me, do you intend to crouch like a frightened rabbit behind that poor excuse for a bush all night?”
A small shape separated itself from the night and walked to the edge of the firelight. Serena gasped, this was not what she’d expected and she wasn’t sure she could believe her eyes. How had they been followed? Beside her, Kellinar stood as if frozen.
The young boy that came out of the night stood as tall as he could and looked straight at Emallya. “I ain’t no scared rabbit. I ain’t scared of nothing.”
Emallya smiled. “There is nothing that makes you afraid?”
The boy chewed his lower lip and his eyes shifted to look at the ground in front of his toes. “Well, maybe some things. Like that thing you chased off the road. That scared me,” he raised his eyes to hers again, “but I ain’t afraid of you.”
“And why is that?” she asked.
“’Cause Kellinar and Serena ain’t afraid of you.”
Kellinar sucked in a breath and let it out. “Loki, what are you doing here?”
“Is that how you are called, young man?” Emallya asked the boy.
Loki nodded and Kellinar asked again, “What are you doing here?”
“I had to, Kellinar! Them flaming Keepers raided the Thieves’ Caves looking for you. Everything was crazy. They tried to catch me ‘cause they knew I was your friend and they thought I knew where you was hiding, only I got away. At first I didn’t know where you were and I just was walking. Then later, I seen you ahead of me on the road. So I followed you.” Loki’s voice held some of the fear he claimed he didn’t feel.
Serena looked at him. “Why didn’t you let us know you were there?”
“ ’Cause I thought you wouldn’t let me come, that you’d send me back and I can’t go back. They’ll get me.”
Kellinar ran a hand through his hair and looked at Serena. She shrugged; she didn’t know what to do. She didn’t think they could send him back, but how could they take him with them?
Emallya walked over and crouched down in front of the boy, looking directly into his eyes. “We will not send you back, young man. Now that you are here, we can do no more than take you with us. There is danger along our path though. Kellinar and Serena must decide if they travel with me or find their own way. You will have to decide, too.”
“I’m going where Kellinar goes.”
Serena wondered how well things would go with the child along. “Are you sure Emallya? Loki can be a handful.”
Emallya kept her eyes on Loki’s and said, “You will not cause me any trouble will you, young man? You will have to agree to do as I say if you wish to come.”
“Yes ma’am,” Loki said. He looked at Emallya as if she was some great and wonderful goddess. Serena had a feeling Loki might find himself actually behaving around the older woman.
“We take a child into danger?” Vaddoc asked.
Emallya nodded. “The Fates have brought him here; his path lies with us now. It is late and we should all get some sleep. Serena, Kellinar, think about what I have said and what I have offered. I will have your answer in the morning.” She rose and began laying out her sleeping roll.
Serena shivered when she thought about the thing on the road hunting her. She knew what her answer would be in the morning. If the woman knew of a safe haven, she was going with her. She had just passed her nineteenth birthday and the woman had to be at least fifteen to twenty years her senior. Somehow, she had learned how to deal with her magic without going insane and Emallya’s powers were considerably stronger than her own.
The presence in her mind crooned. Her decision to journey with the older woman made it content. The feeling spread through her and for the first time in a year she felt relaxed and sleep came easily.

Emallya sat staring into the flames. Loki was a surprise she hadn’t expected. She couldn’t send him away though. If they all decided to come with her, she would need to begin training their minds immediately. Alden may have fled for now, but the Benduiren wouldn’t stop. These Foundlings were too important. Later, they would have all the protection they needed. They were far too vulnerable right now.
Vaddoc’s mind was already surprisingly strong and his blocks were well made. But then, control over their minds and emotions were part of Border Guard training. It was understandable considering they still fought to keep the Kojen out in the desert and away from civilized lands.
Kojen. Those twisted remnants of the War of Fire, left behind when the Shadow Riders were killed five hundred years before. The majority left to breed and run wild; they roamed the desert in packs, raiding into Shadereen and Calladar. Traders on the Blood River knew better than to put in for the night on the east bank.
She thought of all the people so afraid those who could use magic would turn evil, so willing to put to death any unfortunate enough to show signs of its touch. She marveled at how much time could change history. She had walked these lands since they rose from the ashes of the war. Only a small group of people in the downlands even knew who she was anymore. She sighed and lay down on her sleeping roll. As she drifted off to sleep, she felt a light brush across her cheek and a whisper in her mind.



 

 
 
 
Dawn found Emallya stirring the coals from the night before. The sleeping forms of the young people were no more than dark mounds in the predawn light. She moved quietly about the campsite, laying out a small leather packet of traveling cakes for each person and setting the small kettle on the fire for tea. She sat down and ate her own food, her thoughts reaching out to the other newly emerged Foundlings. The faint contact was easier and she let the connection fade, satisfied they still moved toward her.
Then she turned her mind to what she thought might be another Foundling. She tried reaching out to the source of the threads of power and found nothing. She stared at the fire, watching the flames as she considered the flickering of energy that stirred in her mind. She should be able to follow that flicker back to its source, yet somehow the path remained inaccessible. Could the Foundling be strong enough to erase the mental path?
She almost dropped her food when the face of a young woman swam before her vision, blotting out the fire. A face framed by rich chestnut hair with dark eyebrows arching over violet eyes. Before she could grab hold of the image and trace its origins, it was gone. Shaken, Emallya set her food down. The young woman must be the one she caught the faint threads of power from. Why couldn’t she follow the traces back to the girl? Could the girl really be that strong?
Emallya thought of the silver egg in Galdrilene. Could the girl be the person to hatch that egg? She obviously used Spirit magic and had enough strength in her power to be a rider. She ran her teeth over her lower lip. Galdrilene needed a silver.
She glanced at the sleeping mounds around her and shook her head. Her embers. With so many gathered already, they had to be the embers her long ago vision spoke of. She had to get these Foundlings to Galdrilene first. The girl could be anywhere. Emallya sighed in frustration. Why couldn’t she trace the girl’s power?
The others stirring awake pulled her from her thoughts. She checked the tea and finding it ready, poured it into four cups and handed them to the boy and the rest to the Foundlings. She acknowledged their mumbled thanks with a nod and poured herself a cup, savoring the hot liquid as it warmed her insides.
After they finished their meal, Emallya looked around at them. “I will have your answers now. Have you decided which direction you will go?”
Vaddoc stood. “You know I will travel with you.”
Serena hesitated only a second. “I will come.”
Kellinar nodded. “I’ll come.” He paused for a second, then gave a small chuckle and climbed to his feet. “Where else in this dragon-blasted world can I go? This is the bag I managed to steal, time to open it up and see what’s inside, I guess.”
“I’m going where Kellinar goes,” Loki said firmly, as if afraid they might change their minds and send him back to Trilene.
“Then let us get ready and go,” Emallya said. “We have a lot of ground to cover. We will ride double until we find a village where we can buy additional horses. Loki, you can ride in front of me.” She swung into her saddle and held her mount still while Vaddoc helped Serena clamber up behind her and sat Loki in front of her. Then he climbed into his own saddle and did his best to help Kellinar up behind him.
Once they were settled, Vaddoc turned to Emallya, “Which way do we go from here?”
Emallya paused, the skin on the back of her neck tightening. Someone watched them. She felt the prickle of energy again. Almost as soon as she felt it, the sensation began to fade away. She tried again to follow the path of the power, but it was gone.
“Is something wrong?” Vaddoc asked.
Emallya let the incident go and turned her attention back to the three Foundlings waiting on her. “We follow the road for now. There is a small village we should reach by this evening. After that, we ride cross country. We will still keep along the road’s course. We will be harder to find if we do not stay on it. I doubt the Benduiren will try to follow us right now. However, I would like to leave it behind as soon as possible, just in case.”

They reached the village that night. Emallya secured two rooms at a small inn nearly identical to the last one Serena and Kellinar had tried to stay at. Serena took advantage of the chance to wash some of the travel grime from her hands and face. She wished there was a place to bathe. She ached all over from the day spent riding. But the tiny inn had no such accommodations. She made do scrubbing with the soap and water in the wash basin in the room.
The dinner that evening, although rather meager, was nonetheless appreciated by them all. The traveling cakes Emallya provided were nutritious and kept hunger at bay, but they didn’t satisfy like a regular meal did.
They ate in silence. When the dishes were cleared and hot tea served, Emallya looked at Serena and said, “You and Kellinar have been very quiet today. I am sure you had a lot to think about. Riding double, especially when you are not used to riding at all, makes conversation difficult. Now we have food in our bellies, hot drink in our hands, and the opportunity to relax just a bit. So please, tell us about yourselves.”
Serena did indeed feel relaxed. Was it the food and drink? Or did the woman somehow use her powers to induce the feeling? It didn’t really matter. They couldn’t very well travel all the way to wherever they were going without getting to know each other. “I was born and raised in the Dellar District in the city of Trilene. I apprenticed under a healer until one too many of my patients got better when they shouldn’t have. I didn’t understand at first. By the time I figured it out, others had too and they turned me in. The Keepers held and questioned me for a little over two months. I was very careful in that time and never gave them any evidence to use against me.”
She didn’t like thinking about it. She would never forget the damp cell or the terror she had felt. She shrugged, trying to shake off the feelings the memories brought back. “They finally declared me to be free of magic and innocent of the charges and let me go.” She stared at the flames in the hearth. “Nothing was the same though. The healer I apprenticed under no longer wanted anything to do with me. My parents…they didn’t want anything to do with someone even suspected of being contaminated by magic.” She blinked back the tears that stung her eyes. She refused to cry anymore over people who didn’t want her. “As far as they are concerned, I am dead.”
She looked back at Emallya. “In Trilene, there is only one place for a homeless, penniless person to go–the Mallay. So that’s where I went. I found a place to work and live. I secretly worked at controlling my powers while I saved money to leave. And,” she finished, giving Kellinar a playful shove, “I met this scoundrel.”
Kellinar laughed. “I’m not a scoundrel.”
“You are, too. You’re a thief and you spend far too much time in the company of questionable women.”
He flashed a wide grin. “If that’s your definition,” he rose and bowed to Emallya, his ice blue eyes sparkling with mischief, “Kellinar the scoundrel, at your service.”
The older woman raised an eyebrow. “You were a thief?”
“He’s the best and the leader of the thieves in Trilene,” Loki said loyally.
Kellinar nodded. “My family died of fever when I was six and I grew up a street urchin. There aren’t a lot of professions a young orphan growing up in the streets and alleys of the Mallay can hope to aspire to. Assuming, of course, the orphan lives long enough to worry about it.
“When the upper Houses of Trilene warred with each other, it’s me they came to when they wanted something taken. Whether it was information, jewels, wives or daughters, there wasn’t anything I couldn’t get and nothing that could keep me out. It worked out well until I somehow picked up a man, without laying a hand on him, and tossed him a good distance.”
Vaddoc looked across the table at him, his amber eyes hard. “You sound as if you are proud of the lifestyle you chose.”
“I make no apologies for who I am, Shaderian.”
“So, you have the power to heal Serena, and you Kellinar, you have the power to control the air and water. How did you two come to meet?” Emallya asked.
Serena smiled. “Actually, he saved me from a man who tried to stab me and steal what little coin I had.”
Vaddoc snorted. “Given what you do, why would you care?”
Kellinar regarded the other man. “I’m a thief, not a flaming cut-throat. No decent thief would ever steal from someone of the Mallay, it’s not honorable.”
Vaddoc shook his head, a look of disbelief on his face. “Honor and decency among criminals?”
Loki scowled across the table at Vaddoc, but remained silent. Kellinar raised his eyebrows and leaned back in his chair. “Are you not decent and honorable, Shaderian?”
“My entire life has been based on those two things, thief.”
Kellinar shook his head. “Yet you can use magic. Since you’re still alive by the beliefs we have all been raised with, you’ve abandoned both honor and decency. You’re as much a law breaker as I am. Don’t elevate yourself so high above me Border Guard. Lofty perches have a good view, but they are painful to fall from.”
“Enough,” Emallya stood up. “It is late and we have a long way to travel, I suggest you four get some sleep.”
“What are you going to do?” Vaddoc asked.
“I am going to see a man about some horses,” she said.
“Who sells horses at this late hour?”
Emallya smiled. “For the right amount of coin any item can be bought at any time.”
Serena spoke up, “Kellinar and I are not without coin and we can purchase our own horses.”
“Do not concern yourself; coin is not an issue. I will see you all with the rising sun.”

Early the next morning, Serena looked doubtfully at the small, scruffy horse Emallya had purchased the night before. She had never ridden a horse in her life. Well, technically she’d ridden one all day the day before, but sitting behind the saddle and clinging to the person in control of the animal didn’t count. Neither Kellinar, nor Loki, had ever ridden alone either, although the latter had already scrambled up on his mount.
Serena knew the mechanics of it. She had seen plenty of people on horseback. Taking a deep breath, she cast a wary eye at the animal’s face when it looked around in curiosity. When it didn’t appear likely to bite, she reached up and grabbed hold of the saddle. She tried three times to get her foot in the stirrup without success. Sighing in irritation, she held the stirrup in one hand while she shoved her toe into the opening. She got a good hold on the saddle again and hopped several times before heaving herself up.
The horse shifted a step and she clung to the pommel with both hands. After a moment, when the horse didn’t appear inclined to move again, she tried to work her other foot into the stirrup. She felt like an idiot with the others waiting on her. Even Kellinar already sat in his saddle with a foot in each stirrup, although she did gain some comfort from the look of unease on his face. Maybe she could ride with one foot out.
Vaddoc came to her rescue and held the other stirrup so she could slide her foot in. Then he handed her the reins which she sandwiched between her hands and the front of the saddle. She sincerely hoped the horse would know what to do because if it waited on her to tell it, they would stand there forever.
Emallya nodded as if satisfied they could at least get themselves on a horse. “Let us be on our way. You three will have to learn as we go.”
The horse did indeed seem to know what was expected of it because it fell in behind the others. Either that or it didn’t want to be left behind. Serena was just happy the horse was content to follow so she didn’t have to worry about what to do with the reins. She knew pulling back would make the horse stop, however, right then she was more concerned about the way the saddle moved.
She looked at Emallya who rode ahead of her. “Are you sure this saddle is on tight enough? It feels really loose.”
The older woman nodded. “It is tight enough. It is just moving with the horse. You will become used to it in time.”
Serena wasn’t so sure about that. It felt like it was sliding around on the horse’s back. To top it off, the ground looked a long way down. Logic told her the horse wasn’t tall. In fact, when viewed from the ground, it was rather small. From the saddle though, it seemed as if the horse had grown a few feet.
They rode steadily, always with Emallya leading and Vaddoc bringing up the rear. They passed through rolling grasslands, quiet and unbroken, but for the occasional group of trees. That night, they set up a camp well hidden in a small copse of trees and brush. Serena’s muscles screamed in protest as she eased herself to the ground. After a day spent riding behind Emallya and another spent riding on her own with every muscle tense, she felt beyond exhausted and hurt so bad she wasn’t sure she would ever move right again.
They ate a quiet meal of traveling cakes and water. Just as they settled down to sleep, Emallya gave them alternating watches. “Tomorrow, you will start learning to focus on the presence in your minds to the exclusion of everything else. You already do this to some extent Serena, however, you must learn to do it better. Later it will not matter because you will be shielded, but for now it may save your life.”
Serena looked at her in apprehension. “I thought you said we wouldn’t be followed.”
“I said I didn’t think the Benduiren would follow us yet,” Emallya answered, “But things rarely go how we think they will.”



 

 
 
 
Vaddoc and the others woke early and quietly began their day with a quick morning meal of tea and traveling cakes before setting off. They stopped only for a break at mid-day to eat and then rode on until the stars began to blanket the sky. The rhythm of the days, the unchanging land and constant wind of the open prairie, seemed to dull the senses of Serena and Kellinar. They appeared to ride without seeing the land around them.
The hum in Vaddoc’s mind changed to a low growl of warning, making him feel the need to look over his shoulder. Every time he did, only empty rolling hills spread out behind them. The sight did little to ease the tension in his shoulders or the uneasy feeling in the pit of his stomach.
He looked at Emallya as she watched their surroundings. He caught her eye and she dropped back to ride beside him. “You sense something.”
He thought for a minute before answering, “My instincts say something is following us. My eyes say the land is empty except for us, yet I feel something out there.”
A grim smile touched her lips. “A small band of Kojen stalks us. They have trailed at quite a distance for two days now. I can feel the evil that taints them. It spreads out from them like a foul wind.” She held her hand up as if testing the air, then wiped it on her thigh as if the air had left something unpleasant on her palm. “Those with the right abilities can sense that taint.”
Vaddoc shook his head. “Forgive me, my lady, but it cannot be Kojen. They do not stalk their prey. They run in a wild frenzy without thought or strategy. If they hunted as you suggest, even the Border Guard would be hard pressed to keep them out of civilized lands. No, my lady, the Kojen do not hunt like wolves.”
She eyed him sideways. “Even a pack of wolves must have a leader to direct the hunt.”
Again Vaddoc shook his head. “You perceive them to be more intelligent than they are. They do not have the intelligence for social organization. They are nothing more than beasts.”
She raised an eyebrow. “Do not be so sure, Foundling. The world is a bigger place than you know.”
“What do you know of this that I do not, my lady?”
“I know much and suspect more. The band that follows us numbers no more than six. Watch closely, Border Guard. They have been closing the gap all day.” She kicked her horse into a faster gait until she once again rode at the front, leaving Vaddoc alone with the hum in his mind growing stronger.

Serena glanced back at Vaddoc then nudged her horse into a trot, bouncing painfully in the saddle until she rode even with the older woman. She pulled back on the reins a little too hard and the horse nearly stopped, pitching her forward. Letting out a disgusted sigh, she settled herself back into the saddle and looked at Emallya. “What was that about?”
“Tell me,” Emallya asked, “do you feel uneasy?”
Serena looked at her. “Yes I…feel as if something is hovering near. It feels like–”
“Like the hills are watching us,” Kellinar finished, riding up on Emallya’s other side. He eyed the surrounding hills as if he expected them to conceal an army.
Emallya nodded. “There are Kojen following, keep your eyes open and be ready.”
Serena jerked in the saddle as she tried to look in every direction at once. Fear flooded her body and churned in her stomach. “What should we do?”
“Do we run?” Kellinar asked.
Emallya shook her head. “The Kojen would overtake us. Only horses like Vaddoc’s, which have been bred to run, can outpace them. My own mount might be able to outdistance them for a short while, but your horses would be dragged down. We will choose our ground and let them come to us.”
“What will Kellinar and I fight with?” Serena asked.
In answer, Emallya produced two long daggers and handed one to each of them. Kellinar turned the dagger over in his hands. “We’re supposed to fight Kojen with these? I have knives of my own I can use. I wish I had my quarterstaff.”
Serena shook her head. “Well, you don’t and it’s not as if either of us knows how to use a sword. At least these are longer than the knives you carry.”
Emallya sighed. “Even if we had extra swords, Serena is right; you have no training with a long blade. You would be as likely to stab yourself as you would a Kojen. This at least gives you something to defend yourself with.”
“What about Loki? “ Kellinar asked.
“We will have to protect him as best we can.” She turned in her saddle. “Border Guard, ride up closer so you can better hear what I have to say.”
When Vaddoc rode abreast of them, she fixed each one in turn with a stern look. “I would encourage you to not use your magic. With the exception of Serena, you don’t have enough control yet. Vaddoc, I know you have some training at blocking your mind, but it is not enough.”
“My lady,” Vaddoc protested. “I have had extensive training and excelled as a Border Guard.”
“It is not enough, Foundling. You are not prepared for the reality of what Kojen such as these can do to your mind.”
Kellinar swallowed hard. “What exactly do you mean? You don’t learn these kinds of things in the Mallay.”
“They fight not only with their swords but also with their minds.” Emallya answered. “When they attack they will push themselves into your mind. Most people who are saved from such an attack early enough, thankfully, do not remember what they have seen. Those who are not rescued soon enough go insane or die. Kojen can crush your mind under the weight of their mental attacks.”
“So they could just start attacking our minds at any moment?” Serena asked.
“No,” the older woman shook her head. “By the time the Kojen are close enough for that, they are close enough to kill with a sword. If they could attack from a distance no one would ever have a chance against them.”

“So what do we do?” Kellinar asked. Loki’s wide, frightened eyes made him wish the boy was safe in the Thieves’ Caves. He looked at Serena, her face white with fear, and he wished with all of his heart he had never gone to her when he was injured. Of course that would have left her open to the Benduiren and the Keepers. He scrubbed a hand through his hair trying to decide when things had gotten so complicated.
Emallya interrupted his thoughts. “I want all of you to spend the rest of today’s ride concentrating on the hum in your minds. It is very important. You have all gotten better, but you need to perfect it as soon as possible.”
“What will that do?” Serena asked, a tremor in her voice.
“Once you are able to focus only on the sound you will be…connected to it. The power that lies within it will provide you with protection for a short time.” She looked around at them. “They will be on us before nightfall and you need the protection.
As the day drew to a close and the pale moon rising in the east balanced the setting sun in the west, Emallya led them atop a low hill. She peered into the gathering darkness with a distant look in her eyes.
Vaddoc stood at the edge of the group watching the moon grow brighter as the sun slipped beneath the horizon. “They come. I feel them though they are not yet in sight.”
Kellinar looked at him puzzled. “It still feels the same to me.”
Emallya moved to stand a little ways away. “In time Kellinar, you will also be able to tell where they are. Remember what I said about not using your magic, although your lack of control is a problem there, too. You may not be able to stop yourself. Do your best.”
A heavy silence settled over them as they waited for the creatures. Serena huddled against the side of her horse, breathing in shallow gasps. Loki stood next to Kellinar trying hard to look brave. Kellinar handed him one of his small throwing knives and held the handle of the dagger Emallya had given him in a tight grip. He struggled to concentrate on the hum in his mind while terror made his knees weak. Tension hung in the air like a spring stretched almost to its breaking point.

The whisper of steel against leather broke the quiet as Vaddoc drew his twin blades and waited, allowing his thoughts to wrap around the low hum. He had been surprised when he first connected with it and found it was the essence of a spirit. Now, it waited with him like a cat poised to pounce.
Time stretched out, making minutes feel like hours. Kellinar shifted nervously. Serena pressed her back to her horse’s side. She brandished her dagger before her with a two handed grip, her eyes dilated with fear. Emallya stood apart from them; arms crossed, eyes closed and face impassive.
Huge, vaguely human shapes charged the hilltop, shattering the silence with deafening roars. Head and shoulders taller than Vaddoc with broad heads that supported curling horns reminiscent of a ram’s, they bore down on the group. Leather and chain mail covered their chests in a sleeveless tunic. The bright moon gleamed off their dark purple skin as they charged out of the falling night.
Emallya’s eyes snapped open and she ran to meet them. In one impossibly fast movement, she drew her sword and cut down the first to reach the top of the hill. Leaping over the fallen Kojen, she engaged the next two.
Vaddoc snapped his swords up to deflect the attack of the fourth. His blades dipping and flashing, he fought the brute strength and quick movements of the Kojen. Physically, he was well matched against the creature. His scimitars wove a shield his opponent could find no opening in. But he fought the battle on two levels and struggled to hang on to the hum in his mind. His mental walls weakened under the onslaught of the Kojen’s mental battering.

Serena’s horse shied violently, knocking her to the ground. She scrambled to her feet in time to see the last two Kojen charge past the furious sword fights. They ran straight toward Kellinar. One of the beasts brought its sword down in a vicious cut. Kellinar threw himself to the side knocking Loki away, a move that saved his and the young boy’s life. Terror held her. The Kojen turned to follow Kellinar. She took a deep breath and gripped her dagger. Her heart hammered. The Kojen raised its sword again. Serena threw herself forward, fear beating in her chest. The beast towered above her. In two quick movements she severed its hamstrings.
The Kojen roared in pain, its legs folding beneath it. As it hit the ground, it slammed into her mind. She fell to the ground, screaming until her breath ran out. Kellinar screamed and clutched at his head.
The second Kojen’s monstrous bulk towered above her. Through the nightmare and pain in her mind, she watched the creature raise its sword. She closed her eyes and waited for steel to bite into her flesh.
A loud crack penetrated the tortured haze. She opened her eyes. A woman with a long red braid hanging down her back beat the creature back. The mental attack lessened. Serena’s mind cleared for a brief moment. Who was the woman? Loki! Where was Loki? Her world grew fuzzy again–reality and the nightmare-pain bled together in her mind until she couldn’t tell them apart.

Vaddoc held against his opponent both with his blades and his mind. As he tired, the quick heavy blows became harder to deflect. He held onto the hum in his mind by a hair, too afraid of letting his opponent’s sword through to fully focus on it. Dimly, he heard screaming. He couldn’t spare a glance to find the reason. He sent a brief prayer to the Fates for his companions.
Fatigue made his arms heavy. Why didn’t the brute take advantage of the openings he couldn’t help leaving? His strength wavered. He gave up and surrendered every thought to the low humming. For a moment, nothing happened. Then the hum turned into a growling roar that thundered into his head.
The essence of the spirit wrapped around his mind like a shield, flooding his limbs with energy. He pushed the Kojen back with a strength he had never known before. His swords danced with blurring speed as he burned with a fury that was not his. His blades dipped through a break in his enemy’s defenses, one nearly cutting the beast in half, while the other severed its head.
Vaddoc’s legs gave out and he dropped to his knees. His muscles quivered and his arms hung at his sides. The presence slowly withdrew from his body and mind, returning to nothing more than a murmur. Silence lay like a heavy blanket over the hilltop.
Looking around, he saw Emallya standing with her sword sheathed, watching him. He glanced at Loki. The boy looked frightened, but otherwise unharmed. His eyes rested briefly on Kellinar and Serena. They sat shaking with wide, blank eyes. Then he saw a young woman with rich green eyes and flame red hair hanging in a long braid down her back. She leaned casually on a strange looking weapon. It looked like quarterstaff with a foot of steel on each end.
Stepping around the large, dead forms on the ground, Emallya crouched down in front of him. Her eyes searched his. “You have done well, Guardian.”
He looked away toward Kellinar and Serena. “Will they be alright?”
Emallya twisted to follow his gaze. “They will be fine. It will take a bit for the effects to wear off. They will be back to themselves by morning. This one,” she indicated the newcomer, “dispatched the Kojen that attacked their minds, although Loki was doing his best to kill it. She also killed another one.” She stood. “We will move down off this hill and make camp for the night.”
Vaddoc climbed to his feet. His muscles were watery and his eyelids felt heavy. “I will help as best I can.”
Emallya nodded. “You are also experiencing aftereffects, of a different variety. The connection is not easy for the unbonded.”
She turned to the flame-haired woman. “And what about you?”
“What about me?”
“How are you called, Foundling?”
“Kirynn Izenar. I’m assuming since whatever is humming in my head has stopped pestering me, then I have found what, or rather who, it wanted me to.”
Emallya looked at the dead Kojen. “I am surprised you were able to kill two of them.”
“I can’t take complete credit for the one. Its hamstrings were already cut and this little wild thing,” she pointed at Loki, “was working on sawing through its throat.”
“What you accomplished is still quite a feat.”
Kirynn knelt down, inspecting the Kojen. “I grew up in Boromar and learned the use of weapons at a very young age. I spent two years on the main battlefront against Kanther. I started hearing a hum in my head the last few months on the battlefield. I found focusing on it gave me a great advantage over my opponents. It made me faster and stronger. At first allowing myself to focus on it–allowing it to flow through me–left me exhausted. After a while, I guess I got used to it because it no longer fazes me.”
“You weren’t afraid of it?”
Kirynn shrugged and stood. “I don’t find fear very useful. It’s not an emotion I’ve spent much time developing. In the beginning, the hum was a distraction. It was accidental the first time I gave in to it. After I realized how much better I could fight when fully focused on it, I welcomed it.”
Emallya raised one eyebrow slightly. “Fear has its place at times. Tell me, besides being pestered by the presence in your mind, what drove you to leave?”
“A man tried to kill me in my sleep one night. I set his head on fire. I didn‘t mean to. Killing him with my zahri,” she lifted the weapon, “would have been enough for me, but whatever’s in my mind had different ideas. I realized then that I could use magic and if I intended to keep my own head for any length of time, it was time to leave. As soon as I left, the dragon-blasted humming got worse and became unbearable if I went in any direction but east.”
Emallya nodded. “Some of that was my doing.”
“And who are you?”
“I am Emallya Lorant.”
Kirynn inclined her head in greeting and asked, “So what am I doing here? And what are these...things?” She kicked the prone figure of a Kojen.
“That is a Kojen, a remnant of the War of Fire.” Emallya waved her hand toward Vaddoc and his companions. “These young Foundlings are traveling with me to a place where magic is not a death sentence. Why don’t you help us set up camp, then I will be happy to explain everything.”
They moved slowly and carefully down the hill. Kellinar and Serena were asleep as soon as they were allowed to lay down. Vaddoc and Loki stayed awake while Emallya talked with the newcomer.
“So, Foundling, I have answered your questions, now I have one for you. Do you wish to travel with us?”
Kirynn looked across the fire at the older woman. “I see no reason not to. Blasted humming would probably just start driving me crazy again anyway if I didn’t.”
Emallya smiled. “Vaddoc here uses light, Kellinar uses air, Serena can heal and it seems you can use fire.”
The younger woman nodded. “It would appear so. I will admit it definitely has its uses, if a bit unpredictable. Sometimes nothing happens and other times I make a fireball the size of my horse.”
“That will pass with time.”
“What of this little wild one?” Kirynn asked, looking at the boy.
He crossed his arms and scowled. “My name’s Loki, not wild one.”
“You’ve got quite a bit of spunk, don’t you?”
Loki opened his mouth to reply until Emallya cut him off. “He is too young to tell if he can use magic. Still, the Fates send him with us. It is late; all of you get some sleep now. I will keep watch.”
Vaddoc settled into his sleeping roll, his mind on the tall newcomer. She’d killed two Kojen. An impressive feat even with one already injured. Emallya killed more than two, but she at least knew what Kojen were. How many people would be willing to wade into battle with unknown creatures that stood three hands taller with horns curling out of their heads and could attack mentally? He found both her skill with her chosen weapon and her bravery very attractive.



 

 
 
 
Maleena sat by the window staring out into the rain. In the glass, the translucent reflection of her violet eyes stared back. Her grandmother said she was beautiful. It didn’t matter. No amount beauty would make her acceptable to the villagers.
A short distance away, smoke coiled up from the chimneys of Lowden. It hung over the village in the moisture-laden air like another cloud. The village was a quiet place now, on the threshold of spring. Soon the mountain snows would melt. From the tiny mountain hamlets, tucked away in the high valleys, people would descend into the southern regions to trade the bounty from their mines for much needed supplies. Lowden was a pass through for them, as it was for most people. The small inn provided a soft bed and a good meal for those on their way to bigger places.
The sound of her grandmother’s labored breathing filled the room. Her whispered voice calling her drew Maleena from the window. She moved to sit the chair next to the bed and took one of the woman’s frail hands into her own.
“Must tell you something before I go, child,” she said.
Maleena gently brushed away the stray strands of gray hair that had fallen over the wrinkled face. “Shh, don’t try to talk, Nana, just rest so you can get your strength back and get better.”
The old woman’s voice grew a bit stronger, “Hush, child. My time has come and I will be leaving before too long. What I have to tell you is important. You have to know. It’s something passed from mother to daughter since the War of Fire. Your mother is no longer in this world, so I will tell you in her stead.
“At the end of the War of Fire, only days before the last battle that killed both sides, a farmer found a young woman lying almost dead in a field not far from here. She had nothing with her but a bag. The farmer and his wife tended the physical wounds. She must have had some internal injuries because for she suffered horrible attacks of pain.”
Her grandmother paused to take several shaky breaths before continuing. “The young woman took news of the last battle particularly hard, although she would not tell why. She was very withdrawn and barely coherent most of the time. She could not tell where she came from or what happened to her. In those days there were a good many people wandering in search of someplace safe. Entire cities were nothing but ash. Many saw so much devastation they lost their minds.
“This is what the farmer and his wife assumed happened to the young woman. A few weeks after her arrival it became apparent the young woman was pregnant. She lived just long enough to give birth to a baby girl. With her dying breaths she asked that the contents of her pack be given to her daughter and the story of the baby’s birth be passed onto each generation of women. She said the contents, a pendant and a scroll, must never be sold or given away, or allowed into another’s hands. And that for all of the pendant’s jewels, the scroll was what was important and it was worth dying for. The farmer’s wife vowed to do as the dying mother asked. ”
A sad sigh escaped Maleena’s lips. Her troubles hardly seemed important compared to the pain the War of Fire had wrought.
Her grandmother drew another long breath. “The farmer and his wife never had any children of their own and they raised the baby as if she was born to them. The women of this family have honored the vow these many generations and now it’s your turn.” Lifting a frail hand, the old woman pointed at the large chest at the foot of her bed. “Open it and see the objects we protect.”
Maleena opened the chest and her breath caught. A large scroll–rolled tightly closed–lay next to a silver chain necklace with a gold, five-pointed star pendant. Each point on the pendant held a different colored stone: rich blue sapphire, green emerald, fire ruby, yellow amian and a gold diamond. The center of it contained a dragon gem and it was all woven together with fine threads of silver.
She picked up the scroll. “What does it say, Nana?
“I don’t know, child. The trick of opening it died with the young woman.”
Maleena tried everything to open it, but her grandmother was right. She could find no means to unroll the scroll, though it didn’t appear sealed or bound in any way. She set it aside.
Her hand trembled slightly as she reached for the necklace. It was so beautiful. The star filled her palm. Traces of power flowed into her hand and filled her veins with sweet warmth. The deep red fire in the facets of its purple and green center stone seemed to gleam. In her mind, the hum that was always with her, crooned with happiness.
A faint smile graced the old woman’s face. “You feel it as well, don’t you? Your mother felt it when she held it. It’s a powerful object from ancient times. Keep it with you always, even when you leave here.”
Startled, Maleena looked up. “When I leave here?”
“You will not stay child. I can feel your power pulling you to leave. I know you hear the same song in your mind that your mother did. She said it created a longing in her. A longing to go home she called it. Then she met your father and never have I seen a love such as theirs. He wanted to leave, too. They planned on it then decided to stay when your mother became pregnant with you. Magic ran very strong in your mother.”
Her grandmother took a slow, rattling breath. “Dear child, I have always loved you. Promise me you will take these treasures and go where your heart calls you.”
“I promise, Nana. Now please, rest so you can get better.”

Maleena stood alone by the large hearth in the front room. The small house felt very empty without her grandmother’s presence. Nothing Maleena had tried could stop the old woman from fading away. Unlike after most deaths, no neighbors stopped by. The villagers didn’t like Maleena enough to check on her. They thought she was too strange.
Maleena didn’t mind really, it was better to avoid them. She stared into the flames as loneliness settled over her. A low sound crooned in her mind. Maleena first felt it the day she turned sixteen years of age. Almost three years later, she was strongly connected with it and knew it belonged to another being. It communicated with her on an emotional level. Now when Maleena felt lonelier than at any other time in her life, it crooned softly, comfortingly, seeking to soothe the ache her grandmother’s death created.
She cast her mind out through the morning, avoiding the village and other close habitants. For a long time there was nothing, then her mind touched another. The connection felt thin, as if stretched over a great distance. She jerked back almost as a reflex to keep from seeing the person‘s secrets. Tentatively, she touched again. It was the mind of a woman, though strangely shielded; no emotions–no thoughts–flowed from her. After a moment, Maleena drew back into herself, careful to erase the mental path.
Shaken, she picked up the small tea kettle from its place near the fire and poured a cup of the steaming liquid. She sat down at the small table near the hearth and sipped at the tea, turning the discovery over in her mind. The woman must possess some kind of magic or she wouldn’t have the ability to block her mind off in such a manner.
Maleena got up and walked over to the shelf that held all of the cooking pots and bowls. Reaching up she took down a dark bowl, its surface as smooth as glass and dark as a moonless night. She placed it on the floor in front of the hearth and poured water into it until it shimmered on the verge of flowing over the sides.
She lowered herself to the floor in front of the bowl. Tucking her legs beneath her, Maleena closed her eyes and allowed her thoughts to center themselves and a quiet to settle over her mind. When the quiet was complete, she focused her thoughts on the path to the woman. Letting her eyes drift open she stared into the bowl and whispered, “Show me.”
Colors swirled through the still water as her power flowed into it, twisting around each other in intricate patterns before settling to show the face of the woman she’d connected with. She appeared older, but Maleena couldn’t tell how much. She looked into the woman’s eyes. They were violet, like her own. She had never known anyone with eyes that color although her grandmother once told her that her mother’s eyes had been the same. Maleena was about to dismiss the image in the bowl when a vision seized her.
Everything around her spun and blurred then cleared abruptly. The woman with violet eyes rode a huge gray horse. The vision swirled. Again everything cleared. A lake lay in a perfect circle. On the sand of the beach Maleena stood next to a young man. He seemed oddly familiar, as if she should know him.
Again everything swirled. When it cleared, Maleena found herself lying on the floor next to the bowl. The vision left her breathless and weak, as they always did. She slowly pushed herself into a sitting position and looked again at the woman’s face that floated on the glass smooth surface of the water, taking in every detail before allowing the image to dissolve.
By the time the colors faded from the bowl, Maleena was already in her storeroom. She pulled the large, leather saddlebags her grandmother had used when she took produce and lace into the village. She paused in the act of placing an extra dress in a bag. What am I thinking? What am I going to do, take off and ride across country, hoping to meet up with some strange woman? Anxiety filled her and she gazed around the familiar house. She’d never been more than a mile from Lowden. Fear of the unknown nearly changed her mind. Maleena took a deep breath and pushed it aside. The vision came to her for a reason. She would keep her promise to her grandmother to follow her heart.
Maleena spent the remainder of the morning packing what she planned to take. By afternoon the packs were full with the scroll and the necklace carefully wrapped and tucked inside.
Satisfied, she placed saddlebags against the wall. She threw her heavy woolen cloak on and stepped out into the cold, damp air and headed to the barn behind the house.
A small gray mare whickered at her when she opened the barn door. Maleena pulled the horse from the stall and ran a brush over the soft coat, still thick with winter hair, before settling a saddle on the mare’s back and slipping a bridle over her head. Arella was a gift from her father shortly before he died. She felt a touch of sadness at the dim memory of gentle arms holding her while a man led a tiny filly up to her. Maleena felt a deep love for the mare, the only connection to her parents now that her grandmother was gone.
A small worry nagged at her. What if the aging horse couldn’t make the journey? Tears stung her eyes at the thought of losing the mare. For a moment, she stood undecided. Maybe I shouldn’t leave. What else could the world hold that would make it any better than living here? Maleena chewed her lower lip. I’ll go ahead and get the supplies, just in case I do decide to leave.
Checking one more time to make sure the girth was snug; she gave the mare’s slightly dished face a pat and then climbed into the saddle. She hooked her right leg over the top pommel and slid her left foot in the stirrup, settling her skirt so it fell neatly. “Are you ready, Arella?” Maleena asked, giving the horse a gentle nudge. It wouldn’t take long to ride the distance to the modest inn that offered food and lodging to the passing miners and traders during the warmer months.
Maleena had no desire to see the townsfolk and so skirted the village on a narrow woodland path, thankful the rain had stopped. A glance at the brooding clouds told her it could start again anytime. The air smelled strongly of wet pine and earth. Purple, yellow and white crocuses lined the path, their colors unusually bright against the dreary day.
She reached the break in the close growing pines where a wider path led through a large meadow to the Stone Wagon Inn. Maleena looked up at the inn as the mare crossed the clearing. Rising three stories, its roof was freshly thatched and its porch hung with airing rugs. Shuttered windows were thrown open during the brief lull in the rain to let fresh air into the rooms.
The innkeeper’s wife, Edadella Inreen, stood outside sweeping the broad, covered porch. She looked up and set the broom aside. Striding quickly, Edadella met her before she made it halfway across the open space. Maleena sensed the displeasure the woman felt at seeing her ride in.
“What brings you here, Maleena?”
Maleena took a deep breath to steady herself against the strong emotions rolling off Edadella. “I need to buy some traveling cakes.”
“Traveling cakes, eh? Are you leaving then?”
“Yes,” Maleena answered simply, offering no more information.
Edadella shook her head. “It’s truly a shame about your grandmother, she was the normal one. You stay here. I’ll bring them out to you. I have customers and the last thing I need is you in there.”
Maleena watched the older woman disappear into the inn. The few people moving about outside the inn avoided looking her way. A matronly woman and her small child circled wide around her as they passed. The woman looked straight ahead and managed to make it look as if Maleena didn’t exist.
The little girl, however, looked at Maleena with the open innocence of youth, too young to have learned the prejudices of the adults. Her look held none of the uneasiness or hostility that filled the eyes of her elders when they looked at Maleena. The child offered a small smile before her mother realized what was going on and roughly pulled the girl forward.
Only a few moments passed before the innkeeper’s wife returned, carrying a wrapped bundle. Maleena handed her payment and accepted the bundle, careful to make sure she didn’t touch Edadella. The exhaustion of holding back the emotions of others in close proximity didn’t compare to the painful overload of actually touching someone.
Edadella started toward the inn, then paused and looked back. “It’s probably best you know, if you leave. Your grandmother was a kind woman who healed many of the sick in this village. My youngest would’ve died two winters ago if it hadn’t been for your grandmother. In deference to her, I feel it’s only fair to warn you.”
She hesitated, then continued, “There has been talk these past few days since your grandmother has been gone. What you do… it seems much too close to magic. Maybe it is. I don’t know and don’t want to know. But there are others who are more sure of what they think and it would be best all the way around if you were to go. Go somewhere far away. If what you do is magic, then find some Members of the Peace and turn yourself in before you become a danger. If not, then for Fates sake, bury what you do deep and never let it out again. If you go far enough away and do that, you might have a normal life.” She turned without another word and walked away.
Maleena watched her go, a small, uneasy feeling in the pit of her stomach. Edadella’s words erased her doubts about leaving. She turned Arella and rode back the way they had come.



 

 
 
 
When Maleena reached her house, she settled her mare back in the barn with a scoop of oats before slipping into the house through the back door. She stirred up the fire, checked her packing one more time, added the traveling cakes, and then fixed a small dinner. The cold rain began again.
Normally, the sound of rain drumming on the roof soothed her. Tonight it only added to the restless feeling stirring within her stomach. She picked up her lace, hoping the delicate process of weaving the fine threads would settle her. Several mistakes later, she set it back down in irritation. The anxious tone of the hum in her mind added to the restless feeling.
She returned to the bowl still sitting on the floor and settled in front of, wanting to see the woman’s face once more. Centering her mind, she again gave the water the command and watched the colors swirl. When it settled, it wasn’t the woman she saw. Instead the face of the young man she’d seen in her vision floated on the surface. Curious, she leaned closer to the bowl and asked it to show her more.
The image drew back and she saw him taking shelter from the rain under a thicket of pine trees, no more than a mile down the road. She recognized the area, even in the dark. She studied him for some time, drawn to him. He would freeze out there. She could easily let him spend the night in the warmth of her home. The hum in her mind urged her to do it. With a sigh, Maleena let the image fade. Young women simply did not ask strange men into their homes.
As darkness fell, though she tried to return to her lace, the man out in the rain continued to distract her. After the third time Maleena caught herself staring off into space, her lace forgotten in her lap, she gave up and set it down.
She pulled her cloak around her shoulders and slipped her feet into sturdy, leather boots. Lighting a lantern, she closed the shutters just enough so the wind wouldn’t extinguish the flame, then slipped out the door into the storm. She thought briefly of riding, but dismissed the idea. There was no point in rousting the poor mare from the snug barn and dragging her out in the rain on a fool’s errand.
The wind worked icy fingers under her cloak, making her shiver. Why did a mile seem so much farther in foul weather? The dark made it difficult to judge the distance. She closed her eyes and centered her mind. She could feel him somewhere off the road to her left. Stepping to the edge of the road she held the lantern out, casting its light down at the trees that grew there.
He leaped to his feet and half drew his twin swords. The lantern light barely reached the trees and the weather made it difficult to see, yet she knew it was him. They stared at each other through the rain darkened night for several moments before Maleena broke the silence, “Hello.”
Although she could tell he was still wary, he allowed the curved blades to slide back into their sheaths though his hands remained on the hilts. “Who are you and what do you want?”
“My name is Maleena Wyndam and my farm is only a mile up the road. The fire in the hearth is much warmer than this thicket,” she answered calmly, aware of his thought paths.
His mind and his feelings were open to her, yet not uncomfortably so. It surprised her. Normally she avoided the minds of others. Their feelings, memories, and thoughts bombarded and overwhelmed her. His firm mental blocks guarded the thoughts and memories he didn’t want to share and made his presence comfortable to be in.
His few unguarded thoughts flowed freely into her and she answered them, “No, I don’t routinely go wandering around in the night offering my home to strangers.”
He jerked. “How…what do you want?”
“I want to know if you want a place out of the rain.”
“Why would you care where I take shelter?” he asked, eyeing her with suspicion.
She sighed patiently. He reminded her of a wild animal. “I honestly don’t know why. Sometimes I see things and when I do they are important. I saw you–here.” She studied him a moment. “You can use magic.”
His hands tightened around the hilts of his swords though his face showed none of the turmoil she sensed. “I know nothing about magic.”
“Yes, you do. I can feel it in your mind. I can also feel a presence in your mind, like I have in mine. There are some differences, yet they are alike all the same.”
“How do you stand there so calmly?”
She raised an eyebrow. “Should I be frightened?”
“Yes. I could be a thief or worse. Do you always take such chances?”
“I am calm,” she answered, “because although I can’t see your every thought, I can feel your mind. I would know immediately if you were the type to do me harm.”
“You can read my thoughts?”
“Only on the surface. I can’t touch your mind more than to read your basic intentions and surface thoughts. There is no overflow from you. That’s unusual. You must have incredible control.”
He shifted, his stance uneasy. “You can use magic?”
She smiled. “Yes. Why don’t we start walking while we talk or else we will both freeze to death. Then maybe you will get around to telling me your name.”
He stood in silence for a time before disappearing into the trees. He reemerged a few moments later leading a huge, heavy, black horse behind him. When he gained the road, Maleena almost gaped at him. She’d never seen anyone so tall. He held out his hand. “I’m Mckale Mandarran and this great beast of a horse is Blain. Since you have gone to such great lengths to invite me to your home, I will accept your offer.”
Maleena hesitated and looked up into his eyes. They gleamed silver in the lantern light. Despite her aversion to touching people she found herself reaching out to take his hand. Their hands touched and thousands of thin, luminescent threads flowed out from both of them and reached toward the other. The threads danced in and out, weaving themselves tight. It lasted only a second and then they were gone as if they had never been. Maleena stared at him in wonder; his physical touch brought no pain.
He pulled his hand away, a wary look in his eyes. “What was that?”
She looked at the night around them, searching for a sign of the threads. “I have no idea. I’ve never seen anything like it. Maybe it’s what happens when two people who can use magic, meet.”
“I guess it could be.” He sounded doubtful.
The rising wind snatched at her wet cloak and she held it closed with her free hand. “My home isn’t far. There is a stall in the barn for your horse, although it might be a little small for him.”
“Small or not, I’m sure he will find it more to his liking than this rain. Lead the way, my lady.”
Maleena turned into the wind-driven rain and started up the road, her thoughts a jumble of confusion. Who was this man that she could touch him without pain? She ignored the small flutter of pleasure at being called my lady by him, feeling silly that the compliment could mean so much.
The dropping temperature turned the rain to stinging ice as they slogged up the road. The horse plodded behind them, his ears pinned against the wind. They were both soaked through and Maleena was shivering violently by the time they got his horse settled into the barn and stepped through the door of the house.
Sighing with relief as the warmth of the fire wrapped around her, Maleena pulled off her dripping cloak and hung it on a peg by the door and looked over at her companion. He hardly seemed affected by the cold rain. “How is it that I am freezing and you don’t seem cold at all?”
He shrugged. “I’m from Calladar and it gets much colder there. The days during the summer are nice enough but the nights are always cold. In the winter it is bitter cold even during the day.”
She shuddered. “Why would anyone choose to live in such a place?”
“The Watch cannot be surrendered, even for a warm fire or green winters.”
He seemed like a half-tamed wolf again. “You must at least be ready to change from your wet clothing.” She handed him an oil lamp and pointed at the open door closest to where they stood, “You can use that room, there’s wood in the rack and flint on the shelf next to the fireplace. If you will excuse me, I must change before I’m frozen through.” Kicking off her mud covered boots she headed through the farthest door.

Mckale watched her vanish before reaching to unlace his boots. He would have preferred to keep them with him, but he didn’t want to track mud through her house. His grandmother had been death on anyone who tracked mud through her house. He had a feeling every woman was and he didn‘t want to make this one angry with him after she’d offered him shelter from the storm. In stocking feet, he strode into his appointed room. Using the light from the oil lamp, he found the flint and wood rack and quickly built up a fire in the small fireplace.
He was sure it was burning well, then shut the door and peeled off his sodden clothes. Mckale opened the clasps on his bag, thankful the well-oiled leather had kept the contents dry. He pulled on dry clothing, then dumped the remainder of his belongings out, setting the bag near the fireplace to let the warmth dry the rain still clinging to the outside of the bag.
Mckale emerged from the room clothed in snug, dry breeches, a loose cotton shirt, and his swords belted across his hips. The young woman stood near the hearth on the far wall, hanging her wet clothes on pegs. A pot of steaming tea sat on the table next to a small bowl of honey and two cups. Several candles in mirrored sconces on the walls gave the room a soft glow. Together it created a cozy, peaceful feeling that eased some of the tension he had felt since his father sent him on this journey.
He stood quietly in the doorway, watching the woman move about, arranging the clothes so they would dry as soon as possible. She was slim and very short; her head barely reached his chest. Although she wore a loose night dress, it didn’t hide her well-proportioned curves. Her damp hair fell in thick, chestnut waves to her waist.
He saw no signs anyone else occupied the house with her. What was a beautiful young woman doing living alone? Surely there was a young man in the village Maleena could have chosen. She turned from the clothes and the light caught her eyes. Deep violet, a color he had never seen in eyes before. They set her apart.
She saw him and smiled. “I didn’t realize you were standing there. Would you like a cup of tea?”
He nodded. “A hot drink sounds wonderful.”
“Do you expect to be attacked?” she asked, eyeing the swords hanging on his hips.
“Always.”
“Always?” she echoed. “Has your life been so dangerous?”
“I’m a Border Guard.”
Maleena shook her head and moved to the table. After pouring tea into the cups, she sat down in one of the chairs. He sat across from her and took a long drink of the hot liquid, feeling its warmth spread through him. Across the table the young woman sipped at her tea quietly. “Do you live here alone?” he asked, although he was already sure of the answer.
A shadow of sadness crossed her delicate features and she nodded. “My grandmother passed not very long ago. She was all I had.”
“You have no other family?”
“No and the villagers avoid me. I have strange powers; they stay as far away as possible. Truthfully, I tend to avoid them, too. The last few years it became more difficult to be around large groups of people.”
“Where are your parents?” he asked.
“They died in a fire when I was three.”
Mckale looked across at her. “I am sorry you lost your grandmother.”
A sad smile touched her lips. “Don’t be. I knew it was coming. I saw it months earlier. I’ve had plenty of time to get used to it.”
“You can see the future?” His eyebrows rose in surprise, both at her powers and his own reaction to it. Her revelation didn’t bother him
She nodded. “Sometimes...I wish I could avoid it. I’m held to the vision, good or bad, until its conclusion. There is no way to stop it. It can be…uncomfortable”
“Is that how you knew where I was? You don’t seem like the type that wanders the road at night in the rain beating the bushes for well-hidden male travelers. You must have known I was there somehow.”
She smiled at him. “That’s another of my ‘gifts’ as my grandmother called them. I can use water to see things. It showed me you.”
Her abilities were considerable. What else she was capable of?
She set her cup down and looked across at him. “So tell me, Border Guard, how is it that you came to be wandering around at night in the rain?”
Mckale sat in silence for a long time before he finally spoke. “I served as Border Guard in Calladar for over a year. During my last trip to the border we encountered a band of Kojen. It was the third band we came across that acted different. Usually they come in a wild charge. These stalked us for days hunting in a pack-like manner.
“We outnumbered them three to one, but these were stronger in their mental attacks. Within minutes, half of the men in my patrol were on the ground screaming.” He stared at the cup in his hands. “I don’t know what happened. For weeks there has been a hum in my mind. A ‘presence’ as you put it. It held me through the attack. Somehow I focused on it and felt power flowing through me into the ground. The next thing I knew, the ground started to shake and turn to liquid beneath the Kojen. They sank into it and were swallowed.
“We headed straight back to Taragen. Nobody understood what happened and nobody worried too much about it. Because of it, we only lost two men instead of all. Jesten, my best friend from childhood was one of the men lost.” Mckale paused and took a long drink. He didn‘t want to think about Jesten right now. The pain was still too new. “My father seemed to understand what happened. He told me I used magic and I had to leave before anyone found out. He told me to seek out the city of Galdrilene; he said those who reside there could help me.”
Maleena looked startled. “The city of Galdrilene is dead. It no longer exists. Why would he send you on such a journey?”
“I don’t know, but I might as well go. I have nothing else to hang onto. My father’s words, they are all I have to follow.” He looked into her violet eyes. “Like you said, I can do magic.”
“What I do is magic, too. My grandmother told me years ago.”
Her casual acceptance of magic surprised him. “Was she not upset?”
Maleena shrugged. “Nana could use it, too. She is the one who taught me what control I have. She said that all of the women in our line could.”
“How have the women in your family avoided the Members of Peace?” he asked, astonished that she knew of so many who could use magic.
Maleena studied her hands, slowly turned her cup in them. “They only come to this tiny place once every couple of generations. For most of the women, no one ever knew. I’m the first that’s been this strong. The town’s people wanted my grandmother to send me away. If the Members of Peace showed up here tomorrow, I would be handed to them in a heartbeat. That’s why I am leaving this place.”
“Where will you go?” he asked.
She looked up. “I will head east. There is a woman I will meet.”
“What are you going to do once you find her?”
“I don’t know. Since I have no other direction to head in, I will start there.”

They sat in a comfortable silence, each occupied by their own thoughts. Maleena studied the man unobtrusively. He couldn’t be more than a couple of years older than she. He had a strong face, and the muscles of one used to wielding swords and wearing armor. His dark hair hung to his broad shoulders, held back by a braided leather cord around his temple. It was easy for her to forget how tall he was while sitting at the table with him. When he first climbed up onto the road, she had thought he must be a giant. The people of her region were short and she was one of the shortest.
Weariness from the day’s events settled over her and exhaustion seeped through her body. She sighed, rising from the table. “I’m going to have to go to bed. I’m getting too tired to think straight.”
He nodded. “I think I will hang my clothes by the fire and then try to get some sleep, too.”
Halfway to the door of her room, a vision exploded into her mind. Gasping, she swayed under the impact and would have fallen if Mckale hadn’t leaped from his chair and caught her. He eased her to the floor as the room faded in a swirl of colors.
Huge creatures with curling horns charged across a rolling, grassy plain, their breath coming in heavy clouds in the cold night air. They moved in a fast, unrelenting march toward rain-laden mountains in the distance. Colors swirled again. The beasts broke down the door of her home. They moved through the rooms, tearing apart beds and overturning chairs. Again the colors swirled. The beasts charged toward her. A vicious downward chop of one of the beast’s swords was stopped by the curved blades of the man she traveled with. Another swirl and the woman she had seen in the bowl ran toward her, yelling something Maleena couldn’t hear as white light flooded the vision, so bright it drowned out the last swirl of colors.
Maleena jerked and her eyes flew open. Her heart pounded and she looked around wildly, panic charging through her body.
“Are you okay, Maleena?” Mckale’s voice cut through the fear.
She looked up at him. He knelt next to her on the floor, his arm keeping her in a sitting position. Maleena nodded and placed her hand on his chest to push him away. She hated the weakness that accompanied the visions. He hesitated a moment and Maleena could tell he wasn’t sure if she could support herself. He pulled away, rocking back on one knee, his arm resting on the other. His voice full of concern, he asked, “What happened?”
“Something,” she stopped and swallowed hard. “Something is coming for us. They are coming here.”
“How do you know this? Is it your ability to see things?”
“It was a vision, a strong one.” She pushed her hair back from her face with a trembling hand.
“Do you know what it is that is coming?”
She shook her head. “I’ve never seen anything like them. They were huge with horns that curled.”
“Kojen.” His voice was flat and the silver of his eyes darkened to iron gray.
Outwardly he seemed unmoved, but a dangerous quiet radiated from him. “You fought those things?”
He nodded. “Could you tell how far away they were?”
“I’m not sure. I saw the mountains to the east of us in the distance. They were headed toward them,” she said, trying to think. The impact of the vision left her shaky and drained.
“If they are that far out, it will take them a few days to reach this house.” He looked down at her. “They will not be here tonight; why don’t you go ahead and get some sleep.” He rose and paced to the window looking out into the night.
Maleena watched him go from gentle to the half-tamed wolf she’d first met. She sensed the tension in him like a bow string pulled taut. There was a readiness in him echoed by the presence in his mind.
She climbed slowly to her feet. “I’m sorry; this must seem so strange for you.”
He turned from the window. “Everything has been strange for me since the last time I went to the Border. At least now I know I’m not alone. Go on and get some sleep. I get the feeling it’s going to be needed.”
She sighed and nodded, unsure if she could sleep after the nightmare of the vision. Her legs trembled, threatening to drop her on the floor again. If nothing else, she would lay down for a short while and get her strength back. “Fair night then, Mckale.” Turning, she forced her legs to carry her to her room. Despite her fears, fatigue pulled her into sleep as soon as she lay down.

Mckale stood for a long time staring out the window into the night, thinking about the beautiful young woman with such strange powers. He felt an inexplicable attachment to her. Deep inside, he could feel that they were bound together in some way he didn’t understand. He had felt her exhaustion and her anxiety. Even now, as he stood at the window, he could feel her in the next room. Without knowing how, he knew she had fallen into a deep, dreamless sleep.
Despite his advice to sleep, he got very little. He dozed in one of the chairs, waking often to move from window to window, ensuring they were safe on the chance she hadn’t seen the vision clear.
They left before dawn the next morning. With the eastern sky barely paling, they set off on the West Road. By the time the sun cleared the mountain tops in the east, they were miles down the road.



 

 
 
 
Vaddoc looked around the city of Yari as they rode in among the southern-most buildings. In the full flush of spring, people and wagons crowded the streets as the Traders prepared to leave for the trading season. Adults packed items and crates into large covered wagons while children dashed in and out of the brightly colored vardos that were like small box houses on wheels. A haze of dust hung in the air, stirred by the herds of horses being brought up from winter pastures to smaller corrals.
Serena and Kellinar rode ahead of him. He reflected back over the last two weeks and marveled at how much they had changed since the battle with the Kojen. Every evening, either Kirynn or himself, worked to train them in the use of a sword. A task they both fell to eagerly. Their experience with the Kojen, although a bit blurred in their memories, left them desperate to learn to defend themselves. Kellinar, extremely adept with the short knives he carried, appeared determined to become as skilled with the sword. Even Loki worked to learn.
They also focused on the presence in their minds–another lesson Emallya refused to skip and seemed intent on drilling into them. All of them improved under her arduous tutelage.
Vaddoc shivered inside at the thought of what this new type of Kojen would do to the ranks of Shaderian guards. The Kojen in his homeland were wild, undisciplined and disorganized. This new kind was opposite in every way and much stronger mentally.
Emallya said they were not new, they just had leadership again. Something dark and dangerous stirred in the Shadderack Desert. Emallya refused to say anymore on the subject, insisting she would tell them when it was time. Comments like that bothered Vaddoc. The more information one had when going into battle, the better the odds were of winning. He didn’t like being kept in the dark.
Emallya led them to a large, three storey inn. Vaddoc could see three other inns farther down the street. Sitting at the crossroads of the Tradeways, Yari was a major stop for those who traveled. Smaller merchants made their way through several times a year, purchasing their goods from the Traders and taking them to out of the way places the Traders weren’t interested in going.
They dismounted and followed Emallya into the inn after a groom appeared to take their horses. Inside, merchants crowded the main room, their voices raised in conversation and the occasional argument. Entertainers played several instruments in one corner and harried looking serving girls wove in and out of it all.
A heavy-set woman, her hair in a neat bun, appeared in front of them as they stepped through the door. “Lady Lorant, how pleasant to see you again.”
Emallya sighed. “Mistress Karsay, how many times must I tell you, I am no lady?”
“As you say, my lady.” The innkeeper smiled and looked past her. “I see you attracted a few stragglers while you were gone. You mentioned searching for something quite valuable when you passed through. Something we Traders couldn’t supply, though I can’t imagine what that would be. We can get anything.”
“This was something I had to collect myself.”
“And did you find it?”
Emallya smiled. “That I did, Mistress Karsay. That I did.”
“So, will you and these young folk be needing rooms or just a meal?”
“Both. After quite some time on the road we cannot pass up the chance to clean up, eat a good meal and sleep in a real bed for the night.”
The innkeeper nodded. “Aye, a long time on the road can wear a person. Long travel isn’t for everyone. That’s why I chose to run an inn here. I like my bed and my normal routine too much.”
“Sometimes, life gives us no choice but to travel,” Emallya answered.
“Aye, that is true, too.” Mistress Karsay patted her hair and looked around at the busy room, “Well look at me, standing here talking your ear off when you are tired and travel-worn. Come, I will show you to your rooms.”
She led them through the room and up the stairs at the back. At the second landing, they followed her down one of two long hallways. She showed each of them to a room and left them to clean up. A short while later they sat down at a table in the main room and set to work on the dishes of food the serving girls placed before them.
As they finished their meal, a woman with a face like a dog and a curvy body, swayed up to the table in a dress showing a considerable amount of her large breasts. “May I offer any of you company?” she asked sweetly.
Kellinar smiled in welcome and started to stand, but Serena jabbed her elbow into his side and hissed, “This is not the time.”
Kellinar sighed and settled back in his chair.
Vaddoc scowled at the woman. “Is it a habit in this town for women like you to approach a table in a reputable inn? Especially when there is a child present.” In Shadereen, women of her type kept to the taverns.
Loki rolled his eyes. “It’s not like I haven’t seen a working lady before. Thems the only kind of lady allowed in the Thieves’ Caves.”
The woman smiled at Loki and said to Vaddoc, “Why would any inn turn down the business my trade can bring in?”
Emallya set her drink cup down. “I have to agree with Serena, this is not the time.”
Kellinar heaved a dramatic and obviously feigned sigh as if he was being unduly put upon, and waved the woman away. Serena rolled her eyes at him. “She really isn’t your type anyway. You always go for the pretty ones.”
“Ah, but beauty is only a lamp wick away, my dear Serena.”
Kirynn laughed and Serena shook her head. “You are such a lecher sometimes, Kellinar.”
Emallya stood and handed a slip of paper to Kellinar and a small coin purse to Vaddoc, “That is a list of things we need, Kellinar. There is still plenty of time this evening for you two to round up the items.”
Vaddoc looked sideways at Kellinar. Despite the time spent traveling and training together, he still felt unsure of him. Kellinar showed no remorse for the life of thievery he had led. Vaddoc gave his life to the Watch, and swore to uphold the law and lay down his life for the people of Shadereen. Even though he broke those vows, the ingrained beliefs and training still ran strong in him.
He cleared his throat. “Perhaps, my lady, it would be best to send another with me.”
Kellinar cocked a grin. “He means someone who’s not a thief. You know, someone who is as good as he is.”
Emallya shot a hard look at both of them. “I suggest you learn to leave the past behind and look forward only. Both of you left behind lives you will never live again. You journey toward a new life that will change you in ways you do not yet understand. Go now, together, and find what we need.”
“Yes, my lady,” Vaddoc said and walked toward the door.
Kellinar shrugged and followed.
“Can I go with ‘em?” Loki asked eagerly.
“No, you may take yourself to bed,” Emallya planted her fists on her hips. “And do not think to try and sneak out. You will not get past me.”
“But…”
Kellinar paused and looked back. “Loki, you promised to do as she says and we never break our word.”
Outside the sun hovered just above the horizon and the dusty air was filled with the noise of Traders advertising their wares in a large, open market at the junction of two wide streets. Vaddoc and Kellinar moved among the stalls. They bought food, more water bags and other things on Emallya’s list. Then they went to find the final items–swords for both Kellinar and Serena, and wooden practice swords for everyone. Vaddoc looked over the blades offered. While he paid for several practice swords, he watched as Kellinar picked up several different blades, replacing each after a brief examination. After a moment, he realized the other man tested them for balance and blade quality. He took the bundled wooden swords from the vendor and walk over to Kellinar. “You know what to look for in a sword.”
Kellinar nodded. “The residents of the Mallay aren’t allowed to learn the sword, but I ‘traded’ in them extensively and learned to recognize quality over flash.” He hefted one with a flashy hilt and gleaming blade. “This one, for example, looks beautiful. It’s the kind budding young men dream of carrying on their hip and leading the charge into battle with. It would be one I could sell for a heavy purse of gold to some dragon-struck young lordling wishing to impress. But I wouldn’t be able to sell it for a handful of coppers to a trained warrior, he would know better. The blade isn’t balanced right, it’s too flimsy and the steel lacks quality. The hilt may look nice, but it wouldn’t hold up under real battle conditions.”
He laid it down and lifted another. “This one is plain, attractive if you know what truly matters in a sword, and unobtrusive. It has great balance, the hilt is sturdy and its blade is made of fine quality steel. Help me find another like it for Serena.”
Vaddoc stared at the blond man. “I’m surprised by your knowledge.”
Kellinar shrugged. “A thief needs to know the value of what he is taking.”
Vaddoc didn’t know what to say to that so he began looking over the swords. It didn’t take him long to find another finely made weapon. This one was more slender, but just as well made and as strong as the first.
Kellinar began negotiating the price for the two swords with the Trader. It took several minutes and at the end, the cost was lower than Vaddoc expected. He started to reach for the purse Emallya sent with them, but Kellinar stopped him. “Emallya has bought enough and I am no beggar.” He reached into his own purse and counted out the gold coins to the vendor, making sure to buy a belt and scabbard for both swords.
As they wove back through the crowded streets Vaddoc said, “It cost less than I expected.”
Kellinar smiled. “Traders may be good, but no one is as good at negotiating price as a thief from the Mallay.”
Vaddoc was about to answer when a man in merchant dress stopped them. “Would you like to purchase some jewels? Maybe something to take to a pretty lady?” the man offered.
Vaddoc glanced at the man. “We have no need of jewels.”
“Wait,” the man said as they started to walk away. He reached into his purse and pulled out several jewels. They glittered in the light of the setting sun and Vaddoc thought they looked beautifully cut.
Kellinar picked one up and held it up to the light for a moment before tossing it back in the man’s palm. “They’re fake.”
The man eyed him suspiciously and backed away. “Perhaps I’ll sell them to someone else,” he said and disappeared into the crowd.
Vaddoc looked at Kellinar. “Were they really fake?”
“Yes.”
“How could you tell?” They started walking again.
“The cut and prisms were wrong.”
“You could tell that easily?”
Kellinar nodded. “Yes. I made my living by knowing the difference. I dealt with many lords and ladies in Trilene. If I hadn’t learned quickly, I would have flaming starved.”
“What do lords and ladies have to do with fake jewels?”
Kellinar laughed. “Lords and ladies may be rich, but they will be the flaming first to try and cheat you if they can.”
Vaddoc could hardly believe the man spoke of honesty. “I suppose you never tried to cheat anyone?”
“Of course I did. People expect that from a thief. Lords and ladies, on the other hand, are supposed to be the pillars of society. If the general citizenry knew what I know about the dragon-blasted git that reside in the lofty houses of the cities, they would most likely revolt.” Kellinar flashed him a wry grin. “You will never see as much adultery, back stabbing, kidnapping, stealing, cheating and back alley murdering anywhere than you will among the High Houses.”
“You are serious?”
“Yes, I’m serious. I could never have made such a good living if the elite were not so flaming corrupt. Not all of them mind you. I‘ve met a few good and decent people among the High Houses of Trilene, but not many.” He gave Vaddoc a friendly slap on the shoulder. “Now come my good man, let us get back to the inn where you can be rid of me for a while.”
As they walked back, Vaddoc turned over in his mind what Kellinar had said. Was there truly so much corruption in the higher ranks? If so then the only thing that separated the criminals and wealthy was the position they were born into. Was Shadereen different than Trilene? Had he judged Kellinar too harshly?



 

 
 
 
Maleena watched Mckale in the dim light of dusk. The flickering light of the fire played across his face and caught the silver of his eyes. She stretched her arms, trying to ease her muscles. Even after three weeks on the road, her body still wasn’t fully accustomed to the long hours spent in the saddle.
The last rays of the setting sun washed the land in shades of pink and orange as the blue blanket of night rose in the east. They traveled well north of the Tradeway. Mckale wanted to stay out of sight as much as possible. Maleena’s gaze wondered over the rolling hills and grass. So empty...so different from the protective flanks of the mountains she’d always known. Here the land went on forever without a break and the great dome of the sky reached from horizon to horizon unobstructed. It made her feel vulnerable and exposed.
She sighed quietly as Mckale began to pack away the tea, knowing that soon he would put out the fire, just as he did every night. She wished they could let it burn, if only for one night, but knew why they couldn’t. An involuntary shiver ran through her at the thought of the beasts in her vision.
“Are you cold?” Mckale asked.
“No, I was just thinking about those things, those Kojen.”
“Some things are best not thought about too closely.”
“I wish I knew why they are after us,” she said, her nagging worry coming to the surface.
He shook his head. “I have no answer for that. I’ve never heard of them singling out a person and following them for so many miles. They don’t hunt their prey. They charge in, wild and erratic, slashing people down without thought or reason.
“Those I last fought on the border were different. They hunted my patrol, but not like this. It doesn’t make sense for them to follow someone. I don’t doubt what you’ve seen.” He ran a hand through his thick black hair and stared at the fire for a long moment, a troubled look in his silver eyes. “I wish I understood what’s going on. If the Kojen are changing their behavior this much, then I feel I should turn back and warn the Border Guard.”
A bitter smile crossed his face. “Of course, they would thank me for my warning by executing me for being able to use magic, like I should have been to begin with. But then I wouldn’t be here, you would have Kojen following you and no knowledge of even what they are, and I wouldn’t know of this strange new behavior and wouldn’t be able to warn them anyway.
“Everything seems to go in circles, even my father’s advice.” He shook his head. “How can I seek help from people in a city that no longer exists? Why did he, the most loyal Border Guard I know, tell me to hide what happened and run?”
Maleena felt his frustration. It rolled off him in waves and buried deep within it, a fear his journey was hopeless. She wasn’t concerned by all of the turns in life that brought them to this place and time. Maleena learned long ago life could not be how one wished it.
She looked across at him and said gently, “I can’t answer your questions Mckale. You speak of your father as an honorable man. I don’t think that he has sent you on a hopeless journey. The stories say the city of Galdrilene was razed in the last battle of the War of Fire and it lays in ashes still. That doesn’t mean it is so. There are many things that have no explanation. Sometimes, you have to wait and see where life takes you. Many times it will lead you to the answers you seek.”
Maleena could tell he didn’t like the idea of waiting for things to come at him. He would rather ride forth and take hold with both hands that which he sought. She watched him as he struggled to surrender to her words.

Mckale saw the sense of what she said and tried to calm the growing frustration he felt inside. He disliked not knowing answers to such important questions. Finally he said, “I understand what you are trying to say, but a man who stands in the pitch dark cannot see the approach of an enemy and he is vulnerable.”
Her violet eyes, luminous and soft in the light of the fire, regarded him. “If such a man were to stop struggling against the lack of sight and instead turned his ear to the dark, he would hear his enemy’s approach.”
The words washed over him and into the night, somehow taking with them some of his anxieties. A smile broke across his face, and he laughed softly. “So true, my lady.”
She smiled back and his breath caught. It lit up her whole face, turning her beautiful features radiant. How could a woman such as she still be unclaimed? She looked away from him as if uncomfortable and he asked, “Is there something wrong?”
“You have let your guard down borderman. Your question hangs in your mind, clear for me to see.”
He shrugged. “It’s an honest question, Maleena.”
Her dark lashes swept down as she lowered her eyes, a slight blush staining her cheeks. “I was very much alone in my village, accepted only because the villagers went to my grandmother when they needed healing. They felt any beauty bestowed upon me had been wasted.”
He could see why the villagers ostracized her. Her strange powers set her apart. The final insult was the beauty she possessed. Maleena shined with more than mere physical beauty, although she had that in plenty. An inner beauty shown from within her. She voiced no opinion of the villagers that indicated she held any animosity toward them. The way they had treated her left no stain on her spirit. He shook his head at what an amazing person Maleena truly was. He would have given them no quarter if he had been in her shoes.
Mckale looked away from her, his eyes on the night while he struggled to control the unfamiliar emotions flooding him. In that moment, he realized he more than cared for Maleena. He couldn’t imagine not having her in his life. How, in so short a time, had this woman wormed her way into his heart?
Maleena looked up at him as if she knew his thoughts and how he felt. Then it occurred to him that she probably did. She smiled though it had a sad quality to it. “The Kojen will catch up to us.”
He nodded. “Yes.”
“I saw it when I saw the Kojen the night we first met.”
He wished he could reassure her and tell her she had nothing to fear, but she would know a lie if he told one. “I knew they would catch us as soon as you told me of them. I don’t need a vision for that. Blaine is border-bred, he could out run them. But your little mare doesn’t have a hope of out running them. They will catch us.”
They sat in silence for a long time as the last of the light faded from the sky, each lost in their own thoughts. Maleena stifled a yawn. Mckale could feel her exhaustion. “We should sleep,” he said and threw dirt over the fire to smother it.
“Yes, I suppose we should.” Maleena sighed.
Without the light of the fire she disappeared in the shadows of the ground. He heard her rustling as she settled into her sleeping roll and fell asleep almost instantly. He couldn’t see her in the dark, but he knew it was so. He sat and kept watch on the night, only dozing occasionally, a part of him always aware of their surroundings.
He snapped awake in the gray of predawn. A heart raced with fright. He leaped to his feet, his eyes sweeping the grasslands around them. When he found nothing, he turned to Maleena. It was her fear he felt, her heart he sensed racing.
She sat still, her wide eyes dark in the first hint of dawn.
He knelt in front of her; he had only seen her serene demeanor shattered like this once before. “Maleena?”
She stared past him toward the light on the horizon. “They are closer. The warning flows through the air ahead of them and the presence that shares my mind, roars at their coming.”
“Did you have another vision? How close?”
She shook her head. “No, it’s not another vision. I feel them. It woke me from my sleep.” She turned her eyes on him. “We need to go–now. We can eat while we ride.”
Her heart had slowed, but fear still clouded her eyes. “Of course,” he said and moved to the horses.
For the next few days they broke camp before the sun rose and rode through the evening until it became too dark to see.



 

 
 
 
Kirynn glanced back at the city of Yari as they left the dusty streets behind. Several long trains of wagons pulled out on the northern Northern Tradeways that branched out from the city to the east and west. A few wagon drivers cast curious looks at Kirynn and the others in of her group as they rode north across the grasslands, leaving the roads behind.
“Emallya,” Kirynn rode up next to the other woman, “where are we headed?”
“North.”
Kirynn rolled her eyes; that wasn’t an answer. “There can’t be many towns this direction, there aren’t any roads leading this way.”
“There are no towns in the direction we are going, at least not for a very long way.”
“Is that why several of the wagon drivers looked at us as if we’ve all grown three heads?”
Emallya glanced back at the departing wagons. “Yes. They wonder if we have lost our minds.”
“Why? Because there are no towns?”
“No, because of what lies in this direction.”
“And what is that?” Kirynn was starting to seriously consider cracking the older woman over the head with her zahri if she didn’t start offering answers that made sense.
Emallya glanced at her. “Spirit Lake, or as those who live in this area call it, the Dead Lake.”
“And?” Kirynn nearly growled. Getting answers was like pulling teeth.
“The lake is not a place for the living. It does not encourage the living to stand upon its shores and will not tolerate the living within its waters.”
Kirynn scowled, it didn’t sound like any place she wanted to be. Enemies, even if they outnumbered her, could be brought down with a weapon. How did one fight a lake of death? Where was the logic in going anywhere near such a place? “Are we headed for this lake? If we are, why?”
“Given the choice I would not take any of you to it at this point.” The older woman sighed. “However, there is another young man who shares the same ship as the rest of you. I have tried to draw him farther south, but he resists. Something stronger than me pulls at him, something that hovers at the edges of my mind.”
Kirynn shook her head, sometimes the woman talked in circles. “What does he have to do with the lake?”
“He is headed straight for it. I imagine we will find him there.”
“This boat we’re in is getting flaming crowded.” Kirynn muttered and dropped back to ride beside Vaddoc. She rather enjoyed his company. He was well versed in weaponry and the art of using it, well-practiced in hand-to-hand combat, and pleasant to look at. As long as he didn’t get too attached or try to make a claim on her, she wouldn’t mind taking a turn in the bed with him someday.
They rode in silence for a while before Vaddoc asked, “What was that about?”
Kirynn crooked a smile at him. “Apparently we are going to meet another man who is on the run for magic use. And the most likely location for this meeting to take place is a lake of death.”
Vaddoc raised an eyebrow. “Sounds interesting.”
“From what she said, it will be. I would likely avoid it, given the option, but I agreed to follow her. I guess I will get to see a dead lake and found out how interesting it will be.”
He nodded. “I left my Watch to follow her. I, too, will see where this leads.”
“You’re not alone in the ranks of those who have left their appointed duties.”
Vaddoc sighed, a sober look in his amber eyes. “Not the kind of ranks I ever thought I would belong to.”
Emallya looked back at them. “Leaving one duty behind to take the greater one to which you have been called does not mean that you have abandoned the first. It only means the Fates have other plans for you.”
Vaddoc shook his head. “But we did not leave one duty for a greater one. We just left.”
Emallya smiled. “You have a duty still.”
Kirynn glanced at Vaddoc, then looked back at Emallya. “What duty?”
“You will know when it is time,” Emallya answered.
“Of course we will flaming know when it’s flaming time.” Kirynn growled under her breath.
They traveled over the open, rolling grasslands, its vast emptiness broken only occasionally by small groups of scraggly bushes and trees. They made sure to stop when they came to such a grouping. The trees marked tiny streams threading their way through the grass on their way to the mighty Galdar River. With water sparse on the grasslands, they never passed up an opportunity to fill water bags and allow the horses to drink. To Kirynn, it looked an awful like the land to the south of Yari. Her homeland, Boromar, offered craggy coastlines, a large bay, rich farmland, and lush forests. She tired of seeing nothing but grass.
As the sun began its slow descent on the evening of the third day out from Yari, they topped a tall hill. Below, a lake of crystal clear water lay in a large circle. The smooth sand of the beach ran straight into the water that remained shallow only a few yards out before dropping off sharply into deep indigo depths.
Kirynn stared at the water, an uneasy feeling in the pit of her stomach. In her mind, the hum turned to a disturbed rumble. She didn’t know why, but the idea of touching the water made the hairs on the back of her neck stand on end.
Serena let out a sigh. “That looks lovely.”
Emallya shot a stern look at her. “You will not touch the water. You will not even go near the banks.”
Serena looked down at the lake, her brow furrowed. “But why? It would be wonderful to wash some of the travel grime off.”
Emallya looked at each of them in turn, her violet eyes sharp. “Look closely, Foundlings, and tell me what is not right about this lake.”
Vaddoc was the first to answer, “The lake is perfectly round. There is no variation in the shore line.”
Kellinar frowned. “The sand of the shore stays the same. It never gets narrow, never gives way to grass or brush.”
Kirynn studied the surface of the lake a moment. “There is a breeze today, but there isn’t a ripple on the water; it’s as smooth as glass. There is no reflection of the sky in it either.”
Emallya nodded. “Nor will you find any plant or fish life in its waters. Not even waterfowl land here.” She dismounted and picked up a fist sized rock. She strode closer to the shore and tossed it out over the water. It soared in a smooth arc before landing without a sound in the glassy surface and sinking. No ripples disturbed the surface. The lake lay clear and still.
“There’s something really wrong with that water,” Loki said, eyeing the water like it might bite.
Emallya walked back up the hill and mounted her horse. “There is a small spring by those trees.” she said, pointing to a group of trees growing about a quarter of the way around the lake from where they stood. “We will camp there.”
“How did the lake come to be this way?” Vaddoc asked.
Emallya stared at the lake with a faraway look and said softly, “Long ago a group of people who lived to keep peace and protect were betrayed here with disastrous results. They were caught by surprise and the battle that ensued devastated their ranks.
“Cities have fallen and risen since then, generations come and gone. Almost all have forgotten those that fought and died here, but the lake remembers.” She looked around at them. “Your powers are not yet strong enough to handle touching the water. Even when you have gained that strength the waters are treacherous. Your spirit can be pulled in if you are not careful. The veil between the planes of life and death is thin within the waters of the lake. In the aftermath of the battle, it became a portal to Maiadar–the realm of the dead.”
Kirynn looked down at the lake, her every instinct screaming to stay away from it. “Why would we ever want to touch the water?”
The older woman glanced at her. “If you touch it at the right time, things can be seen within it.”
Kirynn shot the older woman a sharp look. “Cryptic as ever. Do you always answer questions so vaguely or is that just to drive us flaming crazy?”
Emallya sighed. “When night has passed and the sun has not yet risen if you feed your power into the lake and can resist its pull on your soul, the past, the present, and the future may be revealed. It is treacherous beyond the pull. Only the past and present are set in stone. The future it shows you may never come to pass. A single decision can completely alter what you have seen. Too many forget it is only a suggestion of what may happen.”
“I thought you said no one comes to this lake.” Kirynn said, feeling as if the woman left something important out.
“They don’t…anymore.”
Kirynn threw her hands up in disgust. “I give up trying to pry things out of you.”
“I will tell you more when–” Emallya began, but Kirynn cut her off.
“When the time is right...yes you keep telling us that. Since you aren’t going to tell us, why don’t you lead the way to this spring?”
Emallya smiled and kicked her horse into a trot. They followed her to the spring. The water bubbled up from the ground in a small pool before it flowed in a little stream away from the lake. A small rise hid the still and silent lake from view. They unpacked the horses and after letting them drink from the stream, tethered them out to graze before gathering wood for a fire.
Kirynn looked down at the small pile of wood and prepared to set the fire, feeling power building inside. She only meant to allow a trickle to build, just enough to start the evening’s fire as she had done for so many nights, but in the time it took her to gasp it built beyond control and flames burst all around her. It only took her a moment to regain control and put them out.
Everyone was staring at her. She glanced down. Although her skin and hair were untouched, her clothing hadn’t been so lucky. She stood next to the piled wood without a stitch on. Kirynn rolled her eyes. “That’s not exactly what I planned.”
A small smile turned up the edges of Emallya’s mouth. “This is what I mean about a lack of control. Sometimes it will do exactly as you wish and other times it has a mind of its own. I do have to thank you though for maintaining enough control to keep from burning the entire campsite down.”
“You’re welcome, I guess.” Kirynn began building the power again. Her nakedness didn’t bother her. She’d spent too long on the battlefield, bathing with everyone else when they got the chance, dealing with wounds and everything else under the sun. Even the appreciative looks Kellinar sent her way didn’t bother her. Her body was worth looking at. She set a small flame and released her power, watching the fire grow as it happily licked the wood. With the fire burning well, she went to her horse and pulled clothing from her packs, thankful she had extra.
While she dressed Vaddoc made tea. When it finished brewing, Kirynn drew the heat out of the fire and allowed it to dissipate. They sat next to the cold charred wood and ate a small meal of cheese, traveling cakes, dried meat and winter withered apples.

Emallya sat quietly on the rise looking out over the lake. The sun finished its descent and in the full dark of night the still waters were an obsidian circle, spreading out beneath her resting spot. A full moon hung in the sky, though its silvery light didn’t touch the surface of the water and the lake lay as a deeper black against the night.
She remained perfectly still in the shadows, listening to the quiet conversations between the Foundlings behind her as they settled down for the night. They expected her to wake them for their turn to watch, but she had every intention of keeping the night watch herself. Something wasn’t quite right. She could feel it on the air and knew they were going to need their rest come morning.
She reached out for the Foundling. He was there somewhere in the darkness. He wasn’t far. She could see almost as well at night as she could during the day. He had to be on the other side of one of the hills to her right and she caught a faint trace of…another? Was that what pulled at him? It made her uneasy and she waited for dawn, knowing it would bring more than the last Foundling.



 

 
 
 
As the sun slipped beneath the horizon, Maleena and Mckale found themselves overlooking a round lake, its waters dark and unreflective in the falling light. Maleena stared at the water. The presence in her mind stirred, a sad note to its hum.
“We shouldn’t camp here, at least not near the water,” she said, her eyes never leaving the lake.
Mckale looked at her, his brow furrowed in confusion. “Why? It would be a good place to water the horses and we need to stop, you’re exhausted.”
She shook her head. “I can’t explain it, but we shouldn’t stay near the water. Nor should we allow the horses to drink it.”
“They are thirsty. We have traveled far today and they deserve a good drink.”
Maleena felt small threads of fear winding their way through the animals. “If you can get the horses to drink from the lake, then we will camp where you wish. If not then we camp away from the water.”
“Agreed.” He signaled his horse forward.
He rode down the slope toward the lake. The closer they got, the more his mount protested. Within a few feet of the smooth, sandy shore, his horse stopped and refused to go farther. Mckale tried to urge the stallion forward several times, finally giving up when the horse half-reared in protest.
“Alright Blain, if you must agree with her, then you must.” Mckale sighed and turned the horse away from the shore and directed him around the lake a short way to a level area between two hills. The horse complied, but kept his head cocked toward the lake, nervously snorting at it every few steps. As Maleena followed behind, her mount also kept a wary eye on the lake.
Maleena slid off her mare. She slipped the bridle off, clipped the tether on the halter and staked her out. She pulled the packs and saddle from her back. The old mare was tired, Maleena could feel it. The poor, sweet thing wasn’t used to such travel and the past several weeks had been hard on her. She gave Arella an affectionate pat and left her to graze.
They settled down to a meal of more traveling cakes, washed down with water from their bags. Maleena thought wistfully of hot tea, but said nothing. Mckale insisted on not having a fire for safety.
The Kojen were closing in on them. Maleena felt it all around her as if they made the air ahead of them oily. The lake kept invading her mind, too. Something wasn’t right; the water didn’t lap at the shore. The lake lay in eerie silence, yet she sensed things within its depths and heard whispers of another time.
It made her edgy. When Maleena finally settled down in her sleeping roll, she lay staring up at the bright moon. The light didn’t shine off the lake. Perhaps it wasn’t made of real water. She rolled over and stared at the black smudge in the night. The essence in her mind rumbled as if the lake disturbed it, too. She closed her eyes, but could still hear the whispers.

Emallya sat unmoving under the trees atop the hill as the stars passed overhead. When the first hint of dawn faded the eastern horizon to a pearl gray, she rose and made her way down to the shore of the lake. The sand under her feet was as smooth as the water and she left no lasting impression in it. Kneeling at the lake’s edge, she reached out her hand and slowly lowered it. When her palm hovered just above the water, the surface rose to meet it. She felt the instant pull on her soul. She held it carefully in check as she allowed her power to flow in a trickle into the still lake. The more power she used, the harder the water would pull at her spirit.
Silver tendrils formed beneath her hand, weaving together under the still surface. They glowed and pulsed with life as they reached for the center of the lake and its unimaginable depths. What the water might show her was only a possibility. Even so, she had to try.
A warning rippled across her mind, interrupting the flow of magic before it was finished. She pulled her hand away and stood, letting the magic dissipate. The water settled back without a ripple. The silver threads faded and disappeared. Emallya turned and ran back up the slope and through the trees to the camp. She arrived to find all of the Foundlings on their feet with weapons in hand and allowed herself an inward smile of satisfaction that their training already brought them far enough to feel the warning at the same time she did.
“You stay and hold the horses, Loki,” she commanded. “Serena, Kellinar, you two will have to hang back. You do not yet have the necessary experience with a sword to wade into battle with Kojen. If Vaddoc, Kirynn, and I do not triumph, take Loki and try to get to Galdrilene.”

Maleena slept fitfully, her dreams filled with visions of fire and death all centered around the lake. Through it all she heard the low rumbling of the presence in her mind, almost as if the scenes troubled it as much as they did Maleena. As the dreams wound to an end, other images intruded. Images of Kojen creeping through the grasses near the campsite. The low rumble in her mind turned into a trumpeting warning. It reverberated through her body and she snapped awake, crying out to Mckale in warning.
He already stood braced, his swords drawn, waiting for them to come. His eyes lingered on her for a moment, sadness in their silvery depths. The quiet calm in his voice surprised her when he said, “Run, Maleena. Run as far as you can. I can feel them and there are too many. I will not be able to bring them all down.”
Her heart pounded painfully in her chest and fear coursed through her veins, but she shook her head. “I’ll not run and leave you to die.”
“I will die whether you run or stay. I fight for your life, don’t make me fight without hope. Please go while you have the chance.”
As the words left his mouth the Kojen burst into the campsite, appearing to boil up from the very grass itself. Their bodies were covered in sleeveless leather tunics and chain mail that left the blue-black skin of their arms bare.
“Run!” Mckale threw himself at the oncoming beasts and disappeared behind a wall of the towering creatures beasts. Their curled horns and massive arms made them seem even larger. One horned head snapped back, its mouth open in its broad face as a roar thundered from its throat. The fangs in its mouth made her blood run cold. The odor of rancid sweat washed over her and she gagged.
Terror weakened her knees and dried her mouth, but she stood her ground, desperate to find a way to help him. What could she do? Even if there was an extra sword she wouldn’t know what to do with it. Her cooking knife! Maleena pulled the small blade from the sheath at her waist. Her breath came in short gasps as she backed away, scanning the landscape for anything more substantial to use as a weapon. The little knife would have to do, but what could she do with it?
The frightened whinnies of her horse made her turn. Blain screamed and lunged at the end of his tether, trying to get to the Kojen. She ran toward the massive horse, grabbed the tether as close to the enraged stallion as she could and sawed through it with the knife. Freed, the battle trained horse charged the Kojen surrounding his rider. The stallion grabbed the first beast he came to by the back of the neck. The creature screamed as the animal threw it to the ground and struck at it with his hooves like an avenging shadow in the half light. Dark blood splattered across the ground as the stallion crushed the horned skull under the heavy pounding.
Blain lashed out at another beast. Maleena turned as her little mare broke her tether and ran like a whirlwind toward the lake. Maleena ran after her. The mare ran in blind fright until her hooves struck the sand. She shied violently, spun on her hindquarters and fled the other way.
Maleena stopped on the shore of the lake and turned to look back at the mass of Kojen where Mckale fought. He sustained too many wounds. She could feel it.
Several of the beasts turned toward her. The presence in her mind flared like a torch. She wrapped it around herself, feeling power grow within her. In desperation, she reached out for anything that would help her defeat the Kojen.
Directed by the memories of the presence that shared her mind, she began to weave her magic into a complicated pattern. Power poured into her body. Not all of the energy belonged to her. Some of it came from Mckale. It rippled off him in a stream and flowed into her. More streams came from two women and a man who joined the fight. Who were they? Where had they come from?
The torrent of power seethed and roiled inside her like a storm tossed ocean. Her weaving faltered to a stop. How did she finish it? She couldn’t see how to finish it. She couldn’t let something this big dissipate, it was too formed. If she released the unfinished weave, it would collapse into the Fates knew what. The energy of the magic pulsed in her and panic crept in at the edge of her thoughts. If she didn’t send it away, it would kill her.
Staggering, Maleena stumbled backward until she stood up to her knees in the water. The lake pulled at her. The power tore at her soul, pulling it away. Pain seared through body and mind. It felt as if she were about to shatter from the intensity of it. From somewhere, Mckale yelled her name and the woman she’d seen in her vision raced toward her, shouting something Maleena couldn’t hear.
She screamed out in her mind for help. The presence that shared her being echoed the cry and from somewhere in the depths of the water, it was answered.
A deep call filled the air and the surface of the lake resonated like a struck drum. As the first rays of the sun breached the horizon, the water in the center of the lake punched upwards in a tremendous fountain. The water fell back, cascading off a huge, translucent dragon. Glittering silver in the light of the rising sun, it hung above the water. Its violet eyes blazed with a fury that sent the approaching Kojen tripping over themselves in an attempt to escape.
The pull on Maleena’s soul ceased. She felt the dragon shielding her from the effects of the lake. Power thundered into her body. The small streams pouring off Mckale and the others turned into rivers. A new presence–stronger, older, wiser–entered her mind and showed her the way. Gathering the rivers of power, she bound them together and wove them into the most complicated lace she had ever worked. When she was done, the rivers of power returned to their owners. The weave hovered in the air.
Time seemed to stop for a brief moment.
A shockwave, riding on a pure white ring, exploded from her in all directions with the sound of roaring wind. It slammed into the Kojen, turning them briefly into charred statues before they shattered into millions of motes that floated on the light breeze.
Mckale and the others who fought with him staggered as the wave hit them, but stayed on their feet. It passed over Maleena’s horse and the little mare shuddered to a halt. Maleena watched the wave fade as it rolled out of sight.
Complete silence replaced the chaos of the battle. Maleena turned to look at the ghost dragon, hanging in the air above her. She swayed. Her whispered thank you was lost as she collapsed, her body in the water, her head laying at the edge of the sand. Everything faded as dark oblivion reached up to cradle her in its arms.



 

 
 
 
Emallya stood frozen, her eyes on the crystalline dragon. Tears coursed down her face. “Rylin,” she whispered, pain and sorrow breaking her voice.
The ghost dragon turned toward her. The massive wedge-shaped head lowered until her gleaming eyes were level with her own. Emallya gasped as the presence of her dragon flooded her mind.
“The Foundling is strong. Only great power and a blood connection could pull me here. For you and for the draclet she will bond, I will continue to shield her from the lake while she is still in it.”
The familiar voice filled Emallya’s head and a strangled sob broke past her lips. Years of careful control shattered in that moment. Her heart felt as if it were breaking in two. How many years had she longed to hear that voice again?
Through the haze of tears, she saw a young man pull the girl from water.
Rylin began to sink back into the water. Emallya held out her hand. How could she stop her? How could she bear losing her again? “Please stay.”
“Do not grieve. I am always here.”
Rylin’s final words seemed to hang in the air for Emallya. As if from a great distance, a faint keening cry of sorrow echoed on the air and an answering farewell shimmered off the surface of the water as the dragon disappeared back into its depths.
Silence settled over the lake, the water smooth as glass once more. Emallya stood, struggling to control the sorrow that threatened to overwhelm her. A tingle of pain washed through her body, a physical memory of the Separation. After several minutes she found the strength to push her emotions down and bury them deep where they could be dealt with later in private.
Emallya took a shaky breath and wiped the tears off her cheeks. The Foundlings needed her. They would have questions. She sighed, seeking the strength to face questions she hadn’t expected to answer yet. Some she may not be able to answer. How did that girl pull Rylin from the lake? This had to be the one she kept feeling the threads of power from. This girl was the silver she sought. Emallya gathered herself together and moved to the Foundling who had displayed such amazing powers.
The young man knelt on the beach, the girl in his arms. When Emallya approached, he looked at her with anguished eyes. “I cannot reach her. I can no longer feel her.”
Emallya froze in the act of leaning down. “Can you usually feel her?”
He looked down and brushed a strand of chestnut hair from the young woman’s face. “I don’t know how to explain it. I can feel if she is tired, or frightened, or…” He raised his eyes. “Just before…whatever happened, I felt terrible pain and I knew it was her pain. Now I am unable to feel her at all.”
“Have you always been able to feel other people?” she asked, although her senses told her that his power ran a different course.
“I’ve never felt anybody else. Just her.”
Emallya looked at him for a long moment. She should have been prepared for this possibility, but she never heard of a mating bond forming before an egg hatched. Shock, surprise and elation flashed through her. A silver without a bondmate was vulnerable. This girl would have the necessary shield once she reached Galdrilene.
She reached out and laid a hand on the girl’s forehead, delving into her mind just enough to ensure she wasn’t damaged from her folly. Emallya sighed and straightened. “Do not worry yourself unduly. What she has done requires more energy than a hundred battles. It was something she was unprepared for. Now she pays the price for her foolishness.”
A worry line creased his brow. “Do you know how long she will be like this?”
“A few hours, maybe more.”
“How do you know all of this?” he asked.
Memories made fresh by the appearance of Rylin’s spirit flashed through her mind. Desolation threatened to creep back in and she firmly shut the door on it. A sad smile touched her lips. “In due time. For now, let’s get her moved to my camp.”
She stood and turned to the others watching nearby. “Vaddoc, please go get this man’s mount for him. Kirynn, go fetch that poor frightened horse over there,” she pointed to the little mare standing on the hill.
As they moved to obey her, she turned back to the young man. “I am Emallya Lorant. How are you called?”
“I am Mckale Mandarran.” He looked past her at the others as if he had just seen them.
“And how is she called?”
“She is Maleena Wyndam.”
“Mckale, you have some serious wounds. Serena here will see to them.” Emallya beckoned the dark haired woman over before walking away to stand on the beach.

Serena knelt next to Mckale. He watched in interest as she laid a hand on Maleena’s brow. Her blue eyes intense, she sat as still as the lake for a moment before pulling her hand away and flashing him a reassuring smile.
“I’m Serena Cyen. Emallya’s right, you have several nasty wounds. This one on your arm in particular.”
Mckale held the pain throbbing in his upper arm under tight control. The muscles didn’t seem to work quite right and he sent a brief prayer to the Fates that there wouldn’t be permanent damage. The pain in his back and his legs told him more than his arm suffered significant wounds. He ignored the smaller, shallow injuries. They would heal on their own in time. The woman, Serena, looked young to be a healer. How skilled was she in her craft?
She laid her hands on him and again became very still. Heat spread through him. Warmth flowed through his veins, spread across his skin and seeped into his muscles. He felt it mending the injuries inflicted by the Kojen.
The warmth left and she pulled her hands away. He flexed the arm, working the muscles around. It appeared as though the Fates had answered him. Only a thin, white line remained as evidence of the wound and he felt no pain in his arm or anywhere else. Mckale looked at her in amazement, ignoring the trickle of fear that threaded its way through his body. It made no sense to be afraid of the woman. After all he could use magic, as could Maleena. “I guess using magic is something you can do, too.”
She shrugged. “We all can.” She pointed to each person in turn and gave their names then turned back to him. “We can do more formal introductions later, but at least for now you have our names.”
He looked around and noticed the amber eyed Shaderian, Vaddoc she’d called him, returning with his horse. The flame-haired woman, Kirynn if he remembered right, stood with Maleena’s mare.
Emallya turned away from the water and for a brief moment Mckale thought he saw tears glisten in her eyes, but she blinked and they were gone. A trick of the morning light perhaps. Her eyes rested on Maleena. “Let us get settled at the camp.”
Mckale nodded and eased himself up. Taking the reins from Vaddoc, he swung into the saddle. “Can you hand her up to me?” he asked the amber eyed man.
Vaddoc nodded and bent to lift the small woman. He carefully handed her up to Mckale who held her against him in the front of the saddle. The others began to walk back around the lake, Kirynn leading Maleena’s mare.
At the camp Mckale settled Maleena into her sleeping roll while Kirynn set a fire. They sat in silence as Kellinar made tea and Serena put together a morning meal.
Mckale watched a boy of about ten years pour the tea into small metal cups. Vaddoc offered him a cup. He accepted it with a nod of thanks and took a sip of the hot liquid. “Why does a child travel with you?”
Kellinar looked over at Loki. “He travels with us because the Keepers of Trilene tried to capture him.” He gave Loki a mock scowl. “And because he was a sneaky little scamp who followed us so far before we knew he was there, we really couldn’t send him back. Not that we would’ve anyway.”
Mckale looked around at them. “Only Serena has formally introduced herself. I am Mckale Mandarran. The woman I travel with is Maleena Wyndam.”
After introductions were made, Vaddoc glanced at Mckale’s swords. “By your weapons you are a Border Guard.”
Mckale stared at the cup in his hands. “I can no longer claim that title. I surrendered my Watch when I left my duties.”
Serena rolled her eyes. “Did you or didn’t you do battle with the Kojen today?”
Mckale looked at her in surprise. “Of course I did.”
“Then you did not surrender this Watch of yours, you only changed the location of it,” she stated flatly.
He opened his mouth to protest, but she continued before he could get a word out. “I understand you’re a Border Guard. Tell me where in your oath does it specify where you must Watch and where you must make your stand?”
Vaddoc frowned slightly. “It doesn’t.”
“Well then, there you go.” Serena gave a sharp nod as if that settled it.
Mckale stared at her, unable to find a way to refute her strange logic. Kirynn barked a short laugh. “She does have a point.”
He glanced at Emallya who sat by herself some distance from them. “Who is this woman who leads you and why do you follow her?”
Kellinar looked at the older woman and settled back, using his saddle as a back rest. “She offered to take us to a place where our magic will be welcome, although after today I begin to wonder where she takes us.” He scratched his ear and yawned. “As to who she is, who knows? Her name is Emallya. She seems to know a lot about everything, but won’t tell how she knows, and is more skilled with weapons than any of us have ever seen,” he paused and glanced at Kirynn, “and that’s saying something. Other than that, Emallya tells us little.”
Vaddoc smiled. “She could best all of us at once I would wager.”
“Are you trained in weaponry as well?” Mckale asked Serena.
“I’m still learning,” Serena said. “Emallya and Vaddoc started teaching me then Kirynn joined us and she has helped, too.”
Mckale raised an eyebrow at the Shaderian. “You are training a woman how to fight?”
“What’s wrong with a lady fighting?” Loki asked from where he sat next to Kellinar.
“Well nothing I suppose. It’s just not done along the border,” Mckale answered.
Vaddoc chuckled. “Yes, I am training a woman to fight. I admit the idea of going into battle with a woman took me a bit to get used to. Once you get the chance to spar with Kirynn, you will change how you think about women fighting.”
Kirynn looked at Vaddoc, a sparkle in her vibrant green eyes. “You never said anything about women not fighting.”
He shrugged. “By the time we met, I had already spent more than a month in the company of Emallya. I really didn’t think about it anymore.”
Mckale looked at his new companions, surprised he already felt a kinship with them. “How do you know I will get the chance to spar with any of you?”
Kirynn laughed. “I have no doubt that you will be traveling with us. After your friend’s display and your lack of reaction to it, I can tell you travel for the same reason we do.”
He looked at Maleena’s sleeping form for a moment before saying, “I didn’t see what she did. I was completely surrounded and unable to reach her. I could only feel her pain and her fear.” He looked back at the others. “What was that thing over the water? It looked like a–”
“Like a dragon,” Emallya’s voice made them all turn. “A silver dragon to be exact. It seems the time is now right.”



 

 
 
 
Emallya’s words brought a sudden, palpable tension. Mckale shifted uncomfortably. Dragons were evil and the magic that went with them was evil. Wasn’t it? If this was the kind of magic he could use, did it make him evil? Did it mean Maleena was evil? He shook his head. Maleena wasn’t evil and he didn’t believe himself to be either.
“But,” Serena said, “dragons were black like the madness and evil powers they carried with them. And they are all gone anyway.”
Emallya sat down, a weary expression on her face as if she carried a great weight inside. “Dragons are not necessarily black. Oh there are black dragons and yes, they do carry the evil that begot them in the first place. But there are also colored dragons and they are not evil in any way. Once, a very long time ago, there were no black dragons, only colored.”
Kirynn paused in the act of taking a bite of her food. “I’ve never heard of colored dragons.”
“So much has been lost since the War of Fire. So much history twisted and stories changed.” Emallya shook her head sadly.
“What do you mean?” Serena asked.
“The dragon you saw was my dragon, Rylin. She was killed just before the last battle of the War of Fire. The pain of losing her stays with me still.”
They all looked at her as if she had lost her mind. Mckale’s breath caught and his mouth felt dry. If what she said was true…
Serena shook her head. “But that would make you–”
“Six hundred and sixty two years old,” Emallya finished for her.
“How is that possible?” Serena whispered.
“Dragons live a very long time. Their riders get the same longevity, along with other things, when they bond with a dragon.” Emallya sighed, sadness in her eyes. “Even if the dragon is killed, the rider still retains the gifts of the bond and so will have a long lifespan.”
Silence hung over everyone for a long moment. Mckale thought back to his childhood when he and his friends would scare each other with tales of dragons and magic, always told on cold, dark evenings when the wind rattled the shutters and the howls of wolves rose in the air. Now, sitting here in the grass, a warm, spring breeze soft around him and the sun rising in a clear sky, he discussed real dragons and he could use magic.
Loki broke the silence, “Yer really old, Emallya.”
Quiet laughter ran around the camp, breaking some of the tension.
Mckale cleared his throat. “So, if there used to be only colored dragons how did the black dragons come to be?”
Emallya looked at him. “I will tell you both how there came to be black dragons and how this lake came to be, since one exists because of the other. They are almost two parts of the same story. It is a long story and a sad one.
“Not everyone who is capable of magic will hear the Dragon Song. Those that did not still came to Galdrilene for training. They still needed to learn control and how to apply their magic in the best ways to help those around them.
“Galdrilene was not only the home of the dragons and those bonded to them. It was also a great center of learning. For time beyond remembering, those called by the Dragon Song and those called by their magic worked to keep peace and to protect. Each dragon color is bound to an element of magic.
“One young man by the name of Galdivan was called by only his magic. He envied the Dragon Riders and wanted desperately to bond with a dragon. But the Dragon Song cannot be forced; it comes only to those who are called.”
She paused and looked around at them before continuing, “His jealousy grew in him like an evil seed although he hid it well from those around him. The dragons never liked him. I was told they were never able to give a sure answer why. Upon reflection it is easy enough to see.
“Galdivan managed to steal two eggs from a newly laid clutch. Though they searched for him, he wasn’t found. He had secretly practiced many dark, forbidden arts. With that knowledge he hid himself and the eggs from the searching dragons. The theft of the eggs was no small feat; they are quite large and well protected. It is still not known how he managed it.
“He used his dark skills on the eggs. He knew neither would ever call to him and would therefore never hatch for him. So he set about to change them and change them he did.”
Deep sadness shadowed Emallya’s eyes. “When he was done the eggs were as black as night. Yet, they still would not hatch for him. He changed them so much they no longer sang the Dragon Song to their destined riders. It took him some time, but he finally figured out how to hatch them. The dragons in the eggs were only half in this world after he finished with them. He finally hatched one by allowing the young, twisted dragon to take half of his soul.
“The dragon that hatched now carried the black color of his egg on his body. Only his underside showed the true color he had been meant to be. It ran from under his jaw to his belly and the underside of his tail in a sickly gold color. If gold could tarnish, that is how it would have looked.
“The dragon, with half of its life force given to it by Galdivan, was more like a shadow of a dragon.” Anger chased the sadness in Emallya’s face and voice. “Incapable of free thought, it had none of the deep-set instinctive knowledge or moral code a normal dragon possesses. It was more like a tool mindlessly doing what its handler directed.
“The next tragedy came when he found a woman as twisted as he, who could also use magic. She gladly gave up half her soul and hatched the second egg. It was the birth of the Shadow Riders.”
A sinking feeling settled into the pit of Mckale’s stomach. Some of the tales were true. In his mind, the hum crooned with a mixture of anger and sadness.
Emallya continued, “The dragons and riders of Galdrilene felt something wrong in the world. ‘Like a chord struck wrong in the middle of a peaceful melody’ they said. But Galdivan was smart and continued to shield what he did. Far out in the Shadderack Desert, using every power he had, he hid and built his army. The Shadow Dragons mated and laid more black eggs. Galdivan turned his evil powers on the wild beasts known as the Kojen that roamed the desert. He twisted them as he had the eggs. They became mindless, killing machines that would not stop until they killed the target he pointed them at.”
She glanced at the hill hiding the lake from view. “One day many years from the time the eggs were stolen, Galdivan brought his army against those who first trained him. A large group of riders and dragons from Galdrilene camped here next to this lake. Galdivan came upon them with his twisted Kojen and his Shadow Dragons. Outnumbered and caught by surprise, all of the dragons and riders camped here were killed. That is the battle this lake remembers. That was the beginning of the War of Fire.”
Serena, her food forgotten in her hand, asked quietly, “Did your dragon die in that battle?”
“No, the War of Fire had already raged for more than fifty years before Rylin called me. This is the history I learned from those who lived at the time and what Rylin showed me when she hatched.”
Mckale shifted uneasily, his mind in chaos. Could there really have been good dragons? “How do we know any of this is true? We’ve been told all of our lives that people who use magic go insane. No offense meant, but how do we know you aren’t crazy from your magic?”
Emallya looked him in the eye. “You have no way of knowing at this time. However, if you care to find out then continue to travel with me. The safe place I spoke of is the city of Galdrilene. Besides me, my bondmate and his dragon are the only riders to survive the last battle of the War of Fire. I invite you to see for yourself. You do not have to come of course. As I said, the Dragon Song cannot be forced. It must first be offered by the unhatched dragon and then it must be fully accepted by the one receiving it.”
“What is this Dragon Song?” Kirynn asked. “You have mentioned it several times.”
“That is the hum you hear in your mind. Of course, all of you have heard more than the hum. You are also picking up on your unhatched dragon’s feelings and they are picking up on yours. What you feel now is something I have only read about. No one from my time progressed so far before Hatching.”
Vaddoc poured another cup of tea. “Why not?”
“Every youngster knew what the Dragon Song was. They would leave their homes and go to the nearest Guardian Tower where they were offered passage to Galdrilene on dragon back. It was considered the greatest honor to be called by the Dragon Song. Among Dragon Riders it was a duty to make sure the Foundlings arrived safely. If you six had Emerged before or even during the war you would not have had to wait to be bonded with your dragon.”
“Wait a minute,” Kellinar sat forward, a scowl on his face. “Now you are telling us we have blasted dragons in our heads? Dragons we are supposed to form some sort of bond with?”
Emallya nodded. “Yes.”
“How do you know how long we’ve been hearing it?” Mckale asked. He wasn’t sure how he felt about everything, but his father had told him to go to Galdrilene and he trusted his father. In his mind the Dragon Song hummed as if the young dragon was happy to finally be recognized.
“When the young dragons begin to sing to their riders, the eggs will start to glow with the softest light and the humming can be heard if you are in close proximity to the eggs.”
“What happens,” Kirynn asked, “if the person dies before the egg hatches?”
Sadness shadowed Emallya’s face again when she answered. “The young dragon in the egg dies with its destined rider and the egg becomes dark. Five hundred years ago, when the war ended in that final tragic event, there were three clutches of eggs. One clutch laid by Rylin. Thirty two eggs in all.” She looked around the group. “The six that belong to you are all that is left. They died one by one over the centuries. The last two died almost sixteen years ago now. I tracked the Foundlings to a small mountain town called Lowden, but I arrived several months too late. They died in a fire.”
“I think you speak of my parents.” Maleena’s voice drew their attention.



 

 
 
 
Mckale reached Maleena’s side before she finished speaking. Relief washed through him. “How do you feel?”
Maleena pushed herself from her sleeping roll and moved to sit with the others. “I feel tired, very tired.”
He helped her to sit. “I didn’t sense you were awake.”
“I’ve been awake for some time.” She turned to Emallya. “Your story is an amazing one. I might not believe it if I wasn’t sure you were speaking of my parents at the last.”
Emallya regarded her for a moment. “Why do you think I speak of them?”
“When I first started to hear the hum, or the Dragon Song as you call it, I told my grandmother. She said my mother and father both heard it. Nana thought it was a symptom of magic although she herself never heard it. She could heal with magic though, so I suspect she would’ve been one of those called only by their magic. I lived with my grandmother from the time I was three, after my parents died in a fire. Our little farm was outside Lowden.”
Emallya looked surprised. “You are the one I searched for. When I saw what you did this morning, I thought you might be. I felt you from time to time, but you always eluded me. I have only known one other who could do that, she was very powerful. She and her dragon were killed just before the last battle, not far from where Lowden is now.”
Maleena’s eyes widened. “I think I should tell you the story my grandmother told me.”
Mckale listened with interest as she told of the young woman found by a farmer and how she had been pregnant, but only lived long enough to give birth to a daughter. She told them of the scroll and the pendant and how the young woman said to keep it and pass it down to each generation of daughters.
Emallya leaned forward, her eyes intent. “Do you have the scroll and the pendant?”
“Of course. My grandmother told me to always keep it with me no matter what,” Maleena said. She rose and walked to the packs sitting on the grass behind them. Mckale watched her rummage into the bottom of one.
She tucked her chestnut hair behind her ears and stood. The morning light deepened the violet color of her eyes as she walked back with the scroll in one hand and the silver chain with its golden star pendant in the other. The necklace sparkled in the bright sunshine as she handed it to Emallya along with the scroll. His curiosity piqued, he leaned forward to get a better look at the objects.
Emallya stared at the scroll. “Eileana took this with her when she left Sharren, a nation on the edge of the desert that no longer exists. Shadow Riders attacked her on her way back to Galdrilene. We thought it lost when she disappeared. We found her dragon’s body, but not hers. Her bondmate couldn’t reach her. We thought her dead. Her bondmate and his dragon died a few days later in the battle that killed Rylin. Did your grandmother mention a book? Was there anything about a book in her story?”
Maleena shook her head. “She didn’t say anything about a book. Why? What kind of book?”
“A very special one. We thought both the book and the scroll were in the hands of the Benduiren. Since the scroll is not then perhaps the book is not either.”
Vaddoc’s brow furrowed. “What would it matter if the Benduiren had this scroll or the book in their possession?”
“If they had the book and found someone who could read it...it could prove disastrous.” Emallya ran her finger along the edge on the scroll and rolled it open. They all crowded around her peering over her shoulder.
Mckale looked at the strange symbols in confusion. He knew the basics of reading, but this wasn’t typical script. He couldn’t make sense of the symbols drawn neatly across the scroll.
“What does it say?” Maleena whispered.
“Much of it I don’t understand. Eileana was part of the group that studied it. The book I spoke of is written in the same way. The workings of the most powerful magic weavings are in that book. This scroll was copied from it so Eileana could easily use the symbols.”
Serena leaned closer as the others sat back down in their places around the fire. Strands of her black hair fell across her face and she tucked them behind her ears, her dark blue eyes traveling over the aged skin of the scroll. “What language is this?”
“An ancient one only a few, Eileana included, could read and understand. It is written in symbols that are actually images and...I am not very good at explaining it.” Emallya sighed. “This was never my calling. Eileana and her group spent years poring over it, but the understanding of it is beyond me. You are either able to read it or you are not. It cannot be learned.
“There is a young woman named Anevay, at Galdrilene, she can read it.” She pointed at a group of symbols. “I recognize these even if I cannot tell you their meaning. I have seen them used and I know what they do. They will help us reach our destination sooner. The risk is high, though. I will have to think on it.”
As Serena resettled herself, Maleena accepted a cup of tea from Kirynn and looked at Emallya. “The women of my family have guarded the scroll since the end of the War of Fire. I’m glad it has found its way back to the proper hands. What about the chain and pendant?”
Emallya picked up the chain and traced her finger across the stones at the points of the star. “Five elements,” she touched the center stone, “woven together by the sixth. All of you together are part of the whole. Galdrilene is fortunate to have one from each element called.
“This was Eileana’s. Each rider is given one to show their status as a Dragon Rider. The stones represent the different elements of magic. The sapphire is Wind and Water, the ruby is Fire, the yellow amian is Healing, the gold diamond is Light, and the Emerald is earth. The dragon gem in the center is Spirit.”
Mckale stared at the green gem. Earth magic. Is that what he used?
Emallya ran her hand along the length of the chain. “The silver chain is given to those who bond silver dragons. It lets people know the rider uses Spirit magic so they know to avoid touching the rider. Touch makes shutting someone out almost impossible, especially if the Spirit rider is unprepared for it. I am surprised Eileana did not tell the couple that found her any of this.”
“From what my grandmother said, the young woman barely knew where she was,” Maleena said.
Emallya gave a small, sad chuckle. “Eileana was younger than me, but only by about twenty years. She was over a hundred years old when that farmer found her.”
Emallya sipped on the tea Serena handed her and addressed the group. “You have all taken this better than I hoped. I worried you would be unwilling to continue traveling with me.”
“It’s a lot to take in,” Mckale said. His mind filled with questions that died on his tongue. As much as he wanted to ask them, could he fully trust the answers? Maybe he should wait and see where this path led. It all came down to his father. “When my magic came out, my father told me to go to the city of Galdrilene and seek help there. I trust my father. I don’t think he would send me into danger.”
“Who is your father, Foundling?” Emallya asked.
“Barden Mandarran”
She nodded. “He is a good man.”
Mckale felt a flush of surprise. “You know of my father?”
“He came to Galdrilene as a young man, probably a couple of years younger than you. He trained with the Defenders as many in your line have. How do you think he knew of it?”
“I knew he traveled when he was younger.” His father trained in Galdrilene? He knew about magic users and dragons? Everything was turned on its head. “I thought he was just trying to get me away from the Members of Peace by telling me to go there. I’m glad to know he has not sent me to chase smoke and shadows.”
“Oh, but he has.” Emallya accepted the packet of food Serena offered her and took a long drink of tea before continuing. “The Benduiren have not existed this long without reason. It is believed they also have remaining eggs. They do not need to find one who is Called to hatch the eggs. They only need someone who can use magic, and is evil and depraved enough to give up half their life force for power. Someone strong enough to handle the splitting of their soul during the Hatching. They have attempted to hatch eggs several times, I could feel it, but so far they have failed. I felt the Hatching process start and fail to finish, which means the person was not strong enough to handle it. I have no doubt Shadow chasing is something you will be faced with one day.”
Mckale took a deep breath as the pieces of the puzzle started to come together for him. “You said this Eileana was on her way back from a nation on the edge of the desert named Sharren?”
Emallya nodded. “Yes, it used to stand between Calladar and Shadereen.”
Understanding bloomed in him. “There is an inscription above the gates of Taragen and the gates of Marden. It reads, ‘The Three Sisters stand shoulder to shoulder as a barrier to the east. Their soldiers the first line of defense. They watch and wait. Always ready to defend against the shadows in the sunrise.’ Sharren was the third sister, wasn’t it?”
“Yes,” Emallya took a deep breath. “The Shadow Riders and the Kojen overwhelmed Sharren. Eileana’s dragon was injured in that battle and the Guardians forced to fall back. The Shadow Dragons razed every building to the ground. The few people left fled to the west.”
Mckale barely heard her. How long had the Border Guards watched for the wrong thing? He looked first at Vaddoc then at Emallya. “We’ve been watching for the wrong thing.”
Vaddoc’s gold eyes held confusion. “What do you mean?”
“Always ready to defend against the shadows in the sunrise,” Mckale repeated. “The Watch began not as a guard against Kojen, but against the Shadow Dragons who made their home far out in the desert. To the east of both our home nations.”
Vaddoc frowned. “It’s always been taught that we defended against Kojen.”
Emallya brushed a strand of hair out of her face. “You are correct Mckale. The Watch was created as the first warning against the approach of Shadow Riders. It was also created as the first line of defense against those riders and the Kojen that came with them.”
“How did people defend against dragons?” Kirynn asked, curiosity in her green eyes.
A smile curved the corners of the older woman’s mouth. “There are ways, though they are long forgotten by the nations now.”
A nagging question finally surfaced in Mckale’s mind. “If the dragons of Galdrilene were all destroyed what happened to the black dragons? Shouldn’t there still be some around?”
Emallya sighed. “The last battle of the War of Fire happened above Galdrilene. All of the Shadow Riders, confident they would be able to take Galdrilene, took part. Rylin died three days before and I was unconscious. Galdrilene was without an experienced Silver Rider. A young silver tried to work the spell Maleena used this morning. The weave failed and collapsed on itself. It destroyed everything.” She stared at the cup in her hands. “The Kojen and Defenders fighting on the ground, the city and the mage towers, and every dragon in the sky.”
“I woke to a nightmare. My dragon dead, my bondmate and his dragon missing. My fellow riders dead. The city destroyed and in flames. Dead and dying scattered everywhere. Dead draclets strewn across the ground by the lake.” Her voice cracked. Tears glistened in her eyes and she wiped them away.
Mckale drew a deep breath and let it out slow. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to bring up painful memories.”
She shook her head. “I knew these questions would come. You have a right to know.”
“You think there will be more black dragons?” Serena asked.
Emallya nodded. “Yes, I do. This is the first time I have even come close to bringing a Foundling to Galdrilene. The Benduiren will know time is running out. After what you did this morning Maleena, they will be even more determined.”
Kirynn loosened her braid and ran a comb through her long red hair. “What is a Benduiren? Serena mentioned it once, but then we got busy with something else and I forgot to ask what she meant.” Mckale had been about to ask the same thing.
Emallya took a moment to eat a little of her food and wash it down with more tea before answering. “The Benduiren used to be Shadow Riders. When a Shadow Dragon is killed it takes half the rider’s soul with it. If the rider survives the loss of the life force they become Benduiren. They are the wasted remains of riders who live half in this world and half in the world of the dead. They are very difficult to kill for this reason. You can injure them as easily as you can injure anything else, but killing them is another matter. They are also called Shadow Seekers because they search for people willing to hatch black eggs.”
“You said after what I did this morning the Benduiren will be more determined. How will they know what I did? Are they somewhere near?” Maleena asked. Her fingers toyed idly with the ends of her chestnut hair. Mckale felt the apprehension in her and wondered if she even realized she messed with her hair when she worried.
“No, but they did not have to be. That much power being used made you burn like a forest fire in the minds of those who use magic. Even the mages at Galdrilene will have noticed it. The Benduiren will want you dead and they will do everything in their power to keep you from hatching an egg in Galdrilene.” Emallya sighed and set her cup down. “Which leaves us with a problem. We need to get to Galdrilene all the sooner now, but no matter how hard we ride, we are still weeks away. There is only one way to shorten the travel time.”
“What way is that?” Vaddoc asked.
“Through the lake,” she answered. The young dragon in Mckale’s mind rumbled uneasily.
Kirynn’s eyes turned wary and her hands paused in the act of weaving her fiery hair back into a braid. “I thought you said touching it, even if fully trained, could be deadly.”
“And I spoke the truth. The only reason Maleena survived this morning is because Rylin’s spirit acted like a shield. I would be your shield for this,” Emallya replied. “It is very dangerous and I have only done it once before. If we could avoid it, I would. The experience can be most unpleasant.”
“Unpleasant in what way?” Mckale asked. The idea of having anything to do with the lake made him uneasy.
Emallya seemed to consider a moment before answering. “Things are…different on the other side of the lake. It is difficult to explain.”
The scowl on Kellinar’s face deepened and he ran a hand through his short, pale blond hair. “So we are just supposed to blindly follow you into a dragon-blasted lake you claim can kill us, without knowing much of anything and just flaming hope it all turns out okay?”
“Kellinar,” Loki said, “You said we was going to follow her and we can’t break our word.”
Emallya shook her head. “This changes things, young Loki.” Her look took them all in. “It will be very dangerous. You do not have to follow me anywhere. All of you have a choice. You can travel someplace else and hope to make a different life and keep what you can do a secret.
“You can try to travel to Galdrilene over land if you wish and hope you can outrun the Kojen and Benduiren that are most assuredly headed this way as we speak.” She paused and looked around at them. “Or you can follow me. You must always freely choose your path. You will have a few days to make your choice. Maleena will need to rest before we attempt the lake if you decide to travel with me.”
Kirynn shrugged. “I have no fear of death. I will travel with you.”
Vaddoc nodded in agreement. “I, too, will follow where you lead.”
Serena and Maleena voiced their assent in quick succession. Kellinar hesitated before finally agreeing. Mckale looked around; that left only him. Did he really have any choice? His father said he would be safe in Galdrilene. He glanced at Maleena. She intended to travel with Emallya. He smiled slightly to himself, realizing his choice was already made and nodded. “Yes, I will go with you.”



 

 
 
 
Cold moisture pressed against Kirynn’s cheek. Her eyes fluttered open. Dim light filtered through a heavy fog. She stretched, long and slow, her eyes searching the campsite. Around her most of the others still slept. The mounds of their slumbering forms were barely visible and their soft snores muted by the blanket of fine mist. She counted the mounds. Where was Emallya?
The shadowed form of Maleena rose quietly. She stirred the coals in the fire pit and added a couple of small logs. Warmth spread out as bright flames licked up their sides. Kirynn pushed her damp sleeping roll away. Her clothes felt cold and clammy against her skin. She moved closer to the fire, feeding a trickle of power into it to increase the heat. A cup of hot tea sounded delicious.
Maleena took the tea pot to the tiny spring a few feet from the campsite. The others woke while Maleena started the tea. Mckale and Vaddoc pulled up their sleeping rolls and Serena set out a simple morning meal.
Kellinar rubbed his eyes and yawned widely before looking around. “We never got fog this thick in the Mallay. I guess the buildings are so close there’s no place for it to settle.” Serena nodded in quiet agreement.
Loki sat up as Serena handed him tea and food.
Vaddoc shifted, his eyes uneasy. “It can hide too many things.”
“At least it hides that dragon-blasted lake,” grumbled Kellinar.
“It can hide more than the lake,” Vaddoc said.
Kirynn, reclining against her saddle, shrugged and cast an indifferent glance at the thick, white blanket that reduced the morning sunlight to dim murkiness. “Of course it could hide things or the landscape could be empty for miles. No sense worrying about what you can’t change and you can’t change the fog. Might as well relax and enjoy breakfast. If something is going to jump out of the morning and kill me at least I will die with a belly full of food and hot tea.”
She gratefully accepted the tea from Maleena and sipped it before eating, amused by Kellinar’s unsuccessful attempt to yawn and chew at the same time. Mckale and Vaddoc both offered thanks to Serena for the meal though neither ate. They stood alert and ready should the heavy white clouds be concealing unwelcome visitors.
Emallya walked into the campsite and sat close to the fire. She barely flicked her eyes at the two bordermen before saying, “We are surrounded by nothing but empty grasslands. You can relax and eat.” Vaddoc immediately sat and began to eat, visibly relaxing. After a moment, Mckale followed his example.
As they finished their meal the fog began to lift. Slowly at first, then faster as the sun rose higher in the sky and burned the wraithlike tendrils away. Kellinar kept looking at Kirynn’s zarhi all through breakfast. How many times had she seen him staring at the weapon? He always watched intently when she sparred with it. “Do you have an interest in my zahri?”
He nodded. “What do you do when you meet someone you wish to injure, but not kill? If say, a servant burst from a room with a knife, how would you go about defending yourself without killing them? Unlike the quarterstaff, your weapon sports a blade at either end. I see no way to thump someone into submission.”
“You know the use of a quarterstaff?” Kirynn asked. “Why didn’t you ever mention it?”
“Those who reside in the Mallay aren’t allowed blades, whether they be swords or anything more than a small cooking knife. A quarterstaff, however, isn’t a blade. As to why I never mentioned it, what was the point?” he shrugged. “We have no quarterstaffs and it’s time I learned to use a sword now that I can.”
Kirynn smiled. Kellinar actually paid attention to a law? “But you have throwing knives.”
“Of course I do. I have little use for the laws of kings. Throwing knives are much easier to conceal than a sword. Highly sought after though I might be for my skills, possession of a sword would still place me on the guillotine,” Kellinar replied. “So, what is the answer to my question?”
She looked him in the eye. “I never engage in a fight with the intention of causing injury. If someone comes at me with a weapon then they’d better be prepared to defeat me or die.”
Kellinar nodded. Before he could say anything else Mckale asked, “You are from the Mallay District of Trilene?”
He nodded and Mckale said, “Cursing aside, you are remarkably well spoken. I traveled to Trilene once with my father. I don’t believe there are many in the Mallay who speak as you do.”
Kellinar shrugged. “I’ve read a lot of books.”
Emallya chuckled. “Books are illegal in the Mallay, as is learning to read them.”
He smiled. “Of course, why do you think I learned?”
“What of you, young Loki, can you read?” Emallya asked.
Loki finished chewing the large bite of food crammed in his mouth. He swallowed several times and took a large drink before he was able to answer. “Not yet. Kellinar says he’s gonna teach me, though.”
Emallya searched their faces. “Can anyone else among you read?”
Serena nodded. “I can. I was born into the Dellar District. My family is wealthy enough; they permitted me to learn once I became a healer’s apprentice. After I ended up in the Mallay, Kellinar often brought me books. I kept them well hidden, though.”
“I can read a small amount,” said Mckale.
Vaddoc nodded. “Most Border Guards are taught the basics of reading in training, but we are not offered books. Mastering the ability to read is not considered a vital part of our training.”
Maleena shook her head. “I never learned to read at all. As far as I know, there are no books in my village and not even the members of the village council know how to read.”
Kirynn often saw books from a distance. “I’ve never laid eyes on the pages of a book. Then again there’s never been a need for me to read or write anything.”
Emallya shook her head, disgust clear on her face. “The world without dragons is appalling. At one time everyone knew how to read and not only books, but maps and the stars. A time when writing, calculations, and basic rights under dragon law were standard teachings. I do not think the leaders of this world are going to be happy when your dragons are hatched and mature.”
Vaddoc pulled a small jar of oil from his packs. He dipped a square of cloth in the oil and began rubbing it into the leather of his saddle. “Why is that?”
Emallya’s eyebrows came together in an angry furrow. “The leaders of the nations have made it so people are ignorant and controllable. They are sheep to be herded at the bidding of their king, nothing more. The dragons will not permit it. No man can be trod on by another under Dragon Law.”
Kirynn tried to understand what Emallya meant. How would everyone knowing how to read change the way kings ruled? It didn’t make sense. Unsure of how to respond to the older woman, she shook her head and turned her attention back to Kellinar instead. “Would you like to learn the zahri?”
Kellinar drained his cup and set it aside. “Very much so.”
“Then come, I will show you,” Kirynn said as she stood.

Serena sipped her tea as she watched them walk out into the tall grass with the wooden practice swords and the zahri. She’d wondered how long it would take him to try out the tall redhead’s weapon. They moved with slow, fluid grace as Kirynn took him through the movements with the zahri. It looked just like using a quarterstaff.
Kellinar continued to work with the zahri while Kirynn took her turn learning how to use the twin scimitars the border men used. Vaddoc and Mckale helped her while they discussed the differences in training between the border nations and Boromar. Already proficient with a single sword, Kirynn worked on fighting with a blade in each hand.
Serena shook her head. She only wanted to use one sword at a time. She’d likely tangle herself up with two blades and end up killing herself or someone else. So Emallya took charge of her training as well as Maleena’s. Maleena reminded Serena of herself in the beginning. The tiny woman had never laid hands on a sword and her movements were awkward and slow.
Serena made no comment on it, however. Even after weeks of practice she was only marginally improved. The use of weapons felt so unnatural. She was made to heal not inflict injury. She tried to learn anyway. Serena didn’t want to put any of her companions in danger because she couldn’t stand and fight for herself or them.
The sun rose high overhead and washed the deep blue sky with rich golden light. Grateful to set the practice sword down, Serena worked her sore shoulder and went with Maleena to make tea and put together the mid-day meal. The others broke off into sparring with the wooden swords. After a short time, Mckale turned to the older woman who sat looking at the scroll. “Why don’t you spar with us? You have many more years of experience than we could hope to have, surely we could learn from you.”
Emallya looked up. “It is one thing for me to walk Maleena and Serena through the rudimentary moves and give basic instruction on how to properly use a weapon. However, it would be unfair of me to spar with you. There are many things that come with sharing a bond with a dragon most of which is retained even if the dragon dies. I will be happy to spar with you once we have reached Galdrilene and your dragons have hatched.”
Kirynn flipped her long red braid over her shoulder. “No matter what you have from the bond, it’s still three against one.” She looked apologetically at Kellinar. “I would’ve included you, but you aren’t used to fighting with a group yet.”
Kellinar shrugged. “No worry, I know I’m not up to taking her on. I’m not even up to taking on one of you in serious battle. You still have to move rather slowly for me. Now with a zahri, I could do some damage. But not with this sword, not yet.”
Vaddoc spoke up in support of his companions, “Join us, Emallya. Three against one, it will be fair enough.”
Emallya stared at the three of them for a long moment before carefully rolling up the scroll and setting it aside. She stood in a graceful, fluid movement and picked up a practice sword. “If you insist. However, I will not be easy on you. If you get one hit on me then you will have won. I, on the other hand, will have to hit each of you until you stop coming.”
She waited just long enough for her warning to sink in then leaped among them so fast they barely had time to bring their weapons up to defend themselves.
Emallya’s speed took Serena’s breath away. The older woman moved like a blur among her younger opponents, who could only use defensive maneuvers against her lighting quick attacks. None of the three managed to make a single hit on her. In a few short minutes only Emallya still stood. Her challengers sat on the ground groaning. Each sported a large lump and a spreading bruise on the sides of their heads.
Emallya smiled down at them. “I told you it would not be fair. If Serena is nice she might heal those bruises for you, or she might just leave them there as a reminder of your foolishness.” She walked back to her packs, settled into the grass and resumed looking at the scroll.
Despite what Emallya said about them being fools, Serena healed each of them before they sat down for their meal. Even with the aches and bruises gone, Serena didn’t think they would forget the lesson any time soon.



 

 
 
 
The sky showed only a pale hint of gray on the eastern horizon as they stood next to their horses waiting for Emallya. Maleena felt a twinge of anxiety when she looked at the lake, its shore only a few short feet from where she stood.
They’d spent three days next to the little spring while Emallya prepared her for her part in entering the lake. Though the days had passed quickly, taken up by working with Emallya, sparring, and conversation, the nights were different. The whisperings of the lake disturbed her dreams and the young dragon in her mind. She hadn’t slept well since arriving at the lake.
She wanted to rub her temples and ease the growing ache in her head. So much tension emanated from the people around her the effort to keep their emotions at bay made her head throb. Mckale moved to stand closer to her. The pressure in her head lessened, as if he somehow blocked the emotions of the others. She didn’t understand it, but she was grateful for it.
She watched as Emallya knelt on the shore of the lake, reached her hand out and touched a single fingertip to the water’s surface. Something silver pooled under her fingertip and with it, she traced the lines of several symbols on the surface of the lake. Silver spread rapidly across the water until the entire surface appeared to glitter with it, while underneath, the indigo of the water deepened.
Emallya stood. “Now we may enter. Maleena, go ahead and take control of the minds of the horses. They will not willingly walk any closer than they are now and certainly not into the water. I cannot help you with this. All my effort will be devoted to keeping us from being swept away and on course. If I fail and my spirit is taken all of you will be unshielded and unprotected from the pull of the lake and the future of this world will be left in the hands of the Benduiren.”
Maleena reached out to each of the horses, firmly taking hold of their minds. She nodded to let the other woman know she was ready. Emallya looked at the group, took a deep breath and started into the lake, her horse following her as if in a trance.
Maleena entered the water next. It wasn’t cold or hot. It didn’t feel wet, it didn’t feel like water at all. She glanced down. The hem of her dress wasn’t floating. It hung as if she stood on dry ground. Not a ripple disturbed the glass like surface. She continued farther into the lake. The water rose around her chest. She stopped next to Emallya. They stood at the edge where the shallows ended and the bottom dropped off to unknown depths.
The others came to stand in a line on either side of them. Mckale stood to her right, Emallya to the left. For a moment it was all she could do to hold the minds of the horses. They knew this was a doorway to death and their every instinct fought her. When she felt sure none could break past her mental control she looked at Emallya and asked, “What now?”
When the older woman spoke her voice sounded strained. “We step forward. You must wait, Maleena, until everyone else has gone or you will lose the horses.”
Serena looked out at the silver-blue water. “Are we supposed to swim?”
Emallya shook her head. “You cannot swim in these waters. When you step forward, you will sink.”
Vaddoc glanced at her, a wary expression on his face. “How far do we sink?”
“Until we reach the other side,” she answered.
Kellinar held the reins to his horse in a white knuckled grip, fear plain on his face. “What are we supposed to do about breathing?”
“There is nothing to do about it,” Emallya said and stepped forward. She and her horse both immediately sank without creating a single ripple on the surface of the water.
Kirynn eyed the spot where Emallya disappeared. She took several deep breaths “Might as well get it over with.” She sucked in another deep breath and holding it, stepped forward.
Kellinar cursed and surged after them with Loki on his heels. Vaddoc and Serena both moved at the same time. When they sank out of sight, Maleena took a deep breath and looked at Mckale. “You should go.”
Mckale looked down at her, his silver eyes steady on hers. “We will go together.”
“If you are even a step behind me, I will lose the hold I have on your horse.”
“Then I better stay right with you.”
She sensed the resolve in him and sighed. “Fine, but if you lose Blain, don’t blame me.” They stepped forward together and the water rushed over her head.
A void enveloped her, blinding her senses. She existed in a world with no sound, no sight, no feeling. She couldn’t feel her hand to know if she still held the reins of her horse. She tried to take a breath. Nothing moved in or out of her lungs.
Terror spread through her. Again she tried to breathe. Nothing happened. Her lungs burned with the need to expel the stale air and take in fresh. She reached for Mckale and found nothing. She cast her mind out to Emallya and found the same emptiness. Her head swam. Terror turned to blind panic. She was going to die here in this place of nothing.
She fell out of the water and landed hard. The air rushed out of her and she lay on the ground, sucking deep ragged breaths into her tortured lungs.
She pushed herself into a sitting position and looked around. Mckale, breathing heavily, climbed to his feet. Serena wiped vomit from her chin as she coughed and sputtered. Loki kneeled behind her, his small body heaving as he lost his morning meal. Kirynn, her face ashen, stood off to one side, her mouth clamped shut as if she too might vomit. Vaddoc looked unsteady on his feet.
Kellinar sat with a hand on his chest as he breathed in and out. Maleena glanced at the horses. They stood bunched together, shaking and sweating, their eyes rolling so the whites showed. Only Emallya seemed unaffected.
Maleena looked beyond her companions and her stomach lurched. A heavy mist, full of shifting shadows, blanketed the landscape. Only the area around them remained clear as if something held the fog back. She almost wished she couldn’t see what was visible in the cleared space. Everything looked strange and distorted and slid unnervingly when she tried to look around. A thread of silver as wide as her hand ran along the ground and disappeared into the mist. It was the only thing that didn’t shift or slide.
A slight shimmer caught the edge of her vision and she looked to her left. Her eyes widened as she took in the lake. It stood by itself in the grass a small distance from them, balanced on its edge like a big blue disk. She swallowed hard. “It almost looks like you could walk right around it.”
Emallya followed her gaze. “You could though it would do you no good to try to cross back through. For us it is a one way door.”
Kirynn walked over to the disk, moving slowly, carefully, as if afraid she might lose her balance, the contents of her stomach, or both. She reached out and touched it, then pulled her hand back. “It feels like glass.”
Serena studied it for a moment. “It reminds me of a plate standing on its edge.”
Emallya nodded. “An apt description. Here, it is nothing more than a pretty blue disk.”
Kellinar croaked, “But it’s on its side.”
“I told you last night, things are very different here,” Emallya said.
Kirynn walked back to them in the same careful fashion, her eyes on the ground right in front of her feet.
Mckale groaned and closed his eyes. “Why do things keep sliding around?”
Emallya took hold of her horse and ran a soothing hand down its sweaty neck. “This is Maiadar, the realm of the dead, or rather the very threshold of it. It encompasses all worlds and none. Time and distance have no meaning here.”
Mckale opened his eyes a fraction and looked at her. “Maiadar is a legend.”
Emallya nodded. “As you can see it is a true one.”
Maleena rubbed her head. Thousands of whisperings filled the mist around them. It reminded her of what she’d heard during the nights by the lake. An uneasy feeling settled in the pit of her stomach. Her skin prickled. It felt like a thousand pairs of eyes watched them. She cleared her throat. “Am I the only one who can hear voices whispering?”
“No,” Serena said. “I can hear them, too. They are all around us.”
Kirynn gave the barest nod of her head. “I can hear them.”
“We all can,” Emallya said. “It has been over five hundred years since the living have walked among the dead. They are curious.”
“Will they harm us?” Vaddoc asked, his voice cracking. His expression didn’t show the deep dread Maleena felt rolling off of him.
“No, they will not harm us. There have been a few driven mad by the whispering or by the shifting view. I am sure all of you are stronger than that.”
“I can’t hear the Dragon Song,” Maleena whispered. The place in her mind where the spirit of the young dragon usually resided, felt strangely empty.
Emallya checked the girth on her saddle. “You have left the world of the living, it cannot reach you here.”
Inexplicable desolation enveloped Maleena. “Will the eggs grow dark? Do they think we are dead?”
“Though you are not in the world of the living, you are not dead. The young dragons in their eggs will still hear an echo of you. When we leave this place, you will hear the song again.”
“This is too flaming confusing.” Kellinar scowled at the mists around them. “Can we please get on with whatever it is we are supposed to do so we can get out of here?”
Emallya nodded and swung into her saddle. “Yes, let us be done with it. It requires all of my powers to bind my spirit to me. We must be out of here before my strength wanes.”
Maleena climbed to her feet, and moved to her horse. Everything around her slid. Even the mist shifted. Black trees, wavering as if distorted by heat waves, sometimes stood covered in silver leaves, yet when she looked again, the branches were bare.
The trees and even clumps of grass a few feet away slid. Some moved farther away, others closer and still others from one side to another, all at the same time. Every time her eyes moved the world around her shifted. Her stomach heaved and she worked to keep it settled. Somewhere behind her someone retched.
At first, Maleena had her hands so full with her mare’s balking and spooking, she had little time to dwell on the discomfort of the situation. In front of her, Vaddoc’s horse half reared and snorted, white froth flying from its muzzle. Serena struggled to control her mount, the small horse breaking into a gallop and then stopping so fast Serena nearly lost her seat. Eventually exhaustion overtook the animals and they plodded along, their heads hanging in defeat.
As they rode, the clear space in the mist moved with them and once the horses settled it didn’t take long for the discomfort to creep back in. Pale, washed out light came from everywhere and nowhere. The landscape held only endless mists, black trees with their flickering silvery leaves, voices that whispered words just beyond understanding, and the disconcerting shifting.
The only constant was the silver thread they followed. In her mind, Maleena clung to the silver thread like a drowning person clings to a lifeline. Somehow, the line connected them to the real world. Terror gripped her heart at the thought of losing sight of it.
Occasionally the view was broken by another disk like the one they came through. They even saw one that floated several feet above the ground, but the thread didn’t go near them and they passed by each one. Time faded away. Maleena had no idea how long they traveled, how far they’d come, or even if it was morning or evening. No one suggested they stop to eat even when she was sure time for the mid-day meal had long passed. She doubted any of them could stomach the thought of food.
Emallya equated the movement with the feeling of being on a small boat in high seas except the ground under their feet never actually moved, just everything around them. Maleena didn’t care what it was like, she was miserable. Her stomach churned and lurched with every step, her head pounded with the emotions of those around her, and she was exhausted from both.
She tried to suppress the seed of fear growing inside her. She could feel all of her companions around her, except Emallya. To Maleena, the older woman seemed to fade in and out. One moment the woman faded the way color fades from the sky as the sun sets, becoming translucent and ghostly. Then something moved in the mist, something that felt familiar and when it came close, Emallya’s strength and form returned.
Maleena rode up close to her. “Are you alright?”
Emallya gave her a tight nod. “It is becoming increasingly difficult to hang on, but I am managing.”
“Do we have much farther to go?”
“Not much.”
Maleena sighed. “It feels like we have been riding for hours.”
Emallya nodded again. “We have.”
Maleena glanced at the surrounding mist and promptly returned her eyes to the pommel of her saddle. “There is something in the mist that follows us.”
“Yes. It is Rylin. Here, we are connected again. Here, I can feel her and she can lend me strength. She helps to maintain the thread that leads us to our destination and she helps to shield all of us from the pull of Maiadar. It is not something I thought possible. I did not think I would ever feel Rylin again until my own spirit joined hers here.” Emallya’s voice cracked at the last word with barely restrained sorrow.
Sensing Emallya’s emotional struggle and the older woman’s need to be alone with her thoughts, Maleena didn’t attempt anymore conversation. She dropped back among the others. None of them even glanced at her. Kirynn stared at her saddle while she held the reins in one hand and her zarhi in a white knuckled grip in the other. Kellinar muttered darkly to himself, she could only understand the occasional curse. The others rode behind her and she felt too tired and sick to look around at them.
Time wore on until it almost felt to Maleena that they had always rode through the ever shifting mists and landscape. What she remembered of the time before the lake was actually a dream and none of it ever happened. The mist, the whisperings, and the strange landscape were the only things that ever were or would be.
She was jolted from her apathy when her horse ran into the back of Emallya’s and stopped. The older woman looked back at them. “We have arrived.” Another disk lay ahead. This one also rested on its edge, leaned at a forty-five degree angle. It was an impossibility, but then so was everything else in this place.
Emallya climbed down from her horse and moved with an unsteady walk to the disk. This one was different. Although flat like the others and showing no depth, it looked more like water. It moved and rippled like the surface of a wind-blown lake. Emallya again traced symbols on the water.
“You will not need to hold the minds of the horses this time, Maleena. In fact, I doubt you will be able to stop them from charging through. This way leads to life and they know it,” Emallya said. “All of you have to go before me.”
Kellinar rode toward the disk. As he neared it, his horse’s head came up, its ears flicked forward and it leaped into the disk. That seemed to release the other horses from their lethargy and they bolted for the disk-lake.
Maleena held her horse back for a moment. She could read a reluctance to move toward the disk-lake in the older woman. “You think to stay here?” she asked in shock when she saw the thoughts in the other woman’s mind.
Emallya looked at her through sorrow filled eyes. “Rylin is here and I can feel her”
“Does she want you to stay?”
Emallya shook her head. “No. She pushes me to leave.”
Maleena studied the other woman’s face. “What will you do?”
In answer she reached out and slapped Maleena’s horse hard on the hip. The little mare leaped toward the impossible disk.
This time, when Maleena hit the water, there was noise. Water pressed against her ears and she felt the cold shock of it as it soaked her clothes. She held tightly to the horse, hoping desperately the mare knew in which direction the surface lay.
Just as she felt her lungs were about to burst, they broke the surface. The horse immediately swam for the shallows, churning the water with powerful strokes of her legs. The full moon riding high in the sky revealed the shore and beyond it a towering ridge. Her mare thrashed to the beach and Maleena crawled out of the water on her hands and knees. Exhausted, she collapsed on the sand, shivering in the cold night air.



 

 
 
 
Kirynn lay on her back on the shore of the lake and stared up at the star filled sky while she breathed in the cold air. Never in her life did she think it would feel good to be exposed to the cold when soaked to the skin, but right at that moment, it did.
She climbed to her feet and looked around. Emallya broke the surface of the water and swam toward shore next to her horse. Mckale was helping Maleena up. Kellinar and Vaddoc stood near their horses with Loki, and Serena was getting to her feet.
Kirynn ignored the icy water soaking her clothes and started toward her horse then stopped in her tracks. People ran out of the darkness toward them, shouting in surprise.
A dark haired man with a twisted scar down the side of his face ran past Kirynn to help a sagging Emallya from the water. All around, people offered warm blankets and took horses. As Kirynn looked around in confusion she noticed the glow of flames from various areas in the ridge around them.
Emallya argued with a heavy set woman whose gray hair was bound tightly in a short braid. “That can be taken care of later, Marda,” Kirynn heard Emallya say.
The heavy set woman, Marda, replied, “No it can’t. I have heard the stories plain as anyone else around here. Once bonded, they won’t be thinking of themselves. There was a time when a full week passed between a Foundling’s arrival and the Hatching. It can wait a couple of more hours tonight.”
“Marda,” Emallya’s voice came as a warning.
Marda planted her fists on her ample hips. “I insist. There is plenty of time for the other.”
The man with the scar down his face looked intently at Emallya for a moment and she sighed. “As you wish Bardeck.” She looked at the fuming woman in front of her, “Bardeck agrees with you, Marda, and I am too tired to argue further, so you get your way.” 
Marda’s broad face broke into a wide smile and she hugged Emallya. “I knew you would see it my way.”
She turned and fixed Kirynn and her companions with a stern look. “You Foundlings come with me now. Emallya can have you after you have dry clothes, and warm food and drink in your stomachs.”
When Kirynn looked around, none of the horses were anywhere to be seen though Marda didn’t seem to be concerned. She would have questioned Emallya, but the older woman shared an embrace with the man named Bardeck and they looked at each other in such a way that she didn’t want to interrupt. She turned her questions to Marda instead. “Where exactly are we and where do you intend us to go?”
Marda looked surprised by the question. “You don’t know where you are? Emallya, you didn’t tell them?”
Emallya stepped away from Bardeck and shook her head. “No, I was not entirely sure we would make it. I saw no sense in getting their hopes up for something that might never have come to pass.”
“Well then,” Marda turned back to Kirynn and her companions, “welcome Foundlings, to Galdrilene.”
Kirynn stared, dumfounded. She shook her head in disbelief. “You mean we’re here? Already?”
“Indeed you are, now come along. Hot baths and food await you.” She turned and walked toward the ridge that rose high into the air around them in the shape of an immense horseshoe.
Clearly she expected them to follow. For a moment they all stood as if rooted to the ground. Then Serena, practical as ever, said, “Not only does a hot bath and a full stomach sound wonderful, but I doubt this woman is going to lead us into anything even remotely like what we just followed Emallya through.” Her words loosened something inside Kirynn and she laughed in agreement. They fell into step behind Marda.
The ridge loomed high over their heads blocking out everything else in their view. As they approached the toe of the horseshoe, the ground sloped gently upward and the grass gave way to stone that leveled out and created an expansive veranda. They passed a large cave opening, its light spilling out onto the smooth stone. On one side of the cave several rows of long, simple tables were arranged, while on the other large cooking hearths burned as a multitude of women stirred heavy pots and worked dough. Marda led them beyond and through a pair of massive double doors.
They found themselves standing in an immense hall. The ceiling rose high above, well beyond the light offered by the lamps and torches set in the walls. The side walls were set over a hundred paces apart. Heavy, stone pillars lined the walls. Each so thick if all six of them stood with their arms stretched out they might reach around one. Ornately carved, twining roses and dragons climbed each pillar. They stood in sharp contrast against the plain stone walls behind them. The long hall ended in another set of massive doors.
Marda led them through a small doorway just inside the entrance and down a long curving stairway. At the bottom they followed her down another hallway. This hall, however, was of average size, its smooth stone walls unadorned by either carvings or pillars. Marda stopped in front of a door. “You ladies will find all that you need to bathe behind this door. Take as much time as you like, when you are done one of the attendants will show you to where you will dine this evening. Tomorrow you may begin taking your meals in the Dining Hall.” She looked at the group of men. “Your door is farther down and then I will take the boy to where he can get a bath and a meal.”
Loki glared up at her. “I’m staying with Kellinar.”
“Your friends have much still ahead of them this evening. Your path goes a different way from theirs now.”
Loki stuck his bottom lip out, his face set in a stubborn mask. “I ain’t going nowhere with you.”
Marda loomed over the small boy. “Oh yes you are, young man. I will take these men to their baths and then you will come with me and just see if you don’t.”
Kirynn, Maleena, and Serena stepped through the door, leaving Marda lecturing Loki in the hall. A large, low cavern spread out in front of them. Warm, moist air filled the cavern from the multitude of steaming pools in the stone floor against the far wall. Several little bridges spanned a narrow empty channel in front of the pools. A heavy piece of metal separated each pool from the channel. Chains ran from the metal pieces up through a pulley secured to the ceiling of the chamber. Next to four of the pools sat stacks of thick towels and square cakes of soap. Two women dressed in white robes approached them.
“Please, just leave your soiled clothing, we will see it’s washed and returned to you,” one of the white clad women said. “Your bags will be brought in shortly.”
Kirynn stripped out of her wet clothing, letting it fall to the floor in a soggy a pile. The warm air felt good against her clammy skin. She didn’t mind leaving the garments to be washed, but she carried her zahri with her. Laying it down within easy reach of her chosen pool, she paused to work her wet hair loose from its braid.
She stepped onto the first of three steps leading down into the water and gasped. She’d bathed in warm water before, however, the last two years of her life had been spent on the battlefields between Boromar and Kanther where the only water available came in the form of cold streams. This water wasn’t warm. It was hot.
Maleena looked up when Kirynn gasped. “Is there something wrong?”
Kirynn took another deep breath. “This water must be hot enough to cook with!”
Serena dabbled a foot in the water of the pool she’d chosen and sighed. “Oh that feels lovely.”
“Lovely?” Kirynn thought the dark haired woman might be insane. “It’s practically boiling!”
Serena laughed. “No, not boiling. We won’t cook in this, but it will sure feel good on sore muscles.”
“How do you know?”
“In the Dellar District, we had bath houses where large fires kept the water warm. It was almost as hot as this.”
Kirynn watched Serena sink into the pool with sighs of pleasure. She waited a few moments to be sure the woman wasn’t cooking before venturing farther into her own pool. She’d made it only to the second step when Maleena waded into hers.
“Oh!” Maleena said in surprise as she stepped into the steaming water. “This is hot.”
“I warned you,” Kirynn said and worked her way down to the third step. It took her several moments to make it all the way into the pool. It was wide enough she could swim two strokes across it and deep enough in the middle that she could stand up straight with the surface of the water just below her breasts. She glanced over to see how the other women fared.
Serena stood in the center of her pool with the water over her shoulders while Maleena chose to stay on the third step. Kirynn moved to the side of her pool and grabbed the cake of soap. After climbing out to sit on the top step, she set about washing away all of the travel grime not washed away by the water of the lake. After she’d soaped her entire body, one of the attendants offered her a dish filled with a thick white liquid. “What’s that for?” she asked.
“It’s for your hair,” the attendant replied.
“My hair?” Kirynn never thought much about her hair other than keeping it out of her way. The idea of using a separate soap for it never occurred to her.
“It will make it softer and easier to care for,” the attendant offered.
Kirynn knew some woman went to great lengths to have soft, shiny locks of hair. She wasn’t one of them, but she didn’t want to insult the woman by telling her that and so took the proffered dish and used its contents on her hair. When she felt suitably clean, she waded back into the water to rinse.
The attendant waited until she was done rinsing before pulling the heavy chain and lifting the pool’s slab of metal. The water rushed down the channel. In no time, Kirynn stood naked in the empty pool. She glowered at the attendant. “Why did you do that for? I wanted to soak for a while.”
The woman let down the metal sheet and Kirynn could see now that it slid down into snug grooves. “Of course you want to soak. No one wants to soak in dirty water though,” the attendant said.
“You don’t expect me to stand here while you heat more do you?”
“Oh no, we don’t have to heat the water here.” She opened what looked like an oversized ale tap set in the wall and within minutes, Kirynn found herself standing in a pool full of steaming water again. The attendant smiled. “This is an old volcano and this water comes from a mountain spring that runs in an underground stream on the other side of this wall. It comes up in the spring heated by the deep fires of the mountain. It makes bathing wonderful. There are other caverns for public bathing so all who reside in Galdrilene can partake in the mountains fiery warmth. This cavern and the one occupied by the young men are for Foundlings and Riders only.”
A rush of cool air announced the arrival of Emallya. The older woman strode into the room, pausing only long enough to strip off her clothing before wading into the waters of the vacant fourth pool. Kirynn relaxed into the water. The heat soaked into her muscles and she couldn’t help settling on the steps with a deep sigh of satisfaction. It had been a long time since she’d felt this relaxed. She wanted to enjoy every minute of it.
In turn, the attendants washed the water out of each pool and refilled them with fresh hot water. Soon the only sounds were the soft sighs of pleasure that rose with the steam as they each enjoyed a long soak.



 

 
 
 
Eventually their hunger drove them from their baths. Kirynn lost her morning meal shortly after they started riding through Maiadar. Refreshed from the bath, she now felt completely famished.
They found their bags lined up neatly along the wall by the door. Kirynn dried quickly with a thick towel before pulling on fresh clothing from the very center of her pack, thankful they were dry. The oiled bags were meant to keep rain out and a certain amount of water from a brief river crossing, but not to keep everything dry during a complete dunking. She ran her fingers through her hair to pull out the worst of the tangles, marveling at how easy they came out. Maybe there was something to that special soap. She left it loose to dry.
They followed the attendants out of the cavern. Another set of stairs and a couple of hallways later, she led them through a heavy wooden door into a large room. Like the hallways and bathing rooms, the room had been carved from the stone of the mountain. In the center stood a long, heavy, wood table surrounded by simply carved chairs. The flames in the large fireplace on the far side of the room gave the room a warm cozy feeling.
Kirynn sprawled in the chair at the end of the table near the fireplace. The position allowed her a full view of the room. The warmth on her back felt good. When seated, her hair hung nearly to the floor. She lifted it off of her neck and spread it across the back of the chair. The warmth from the fire would help dry it. The other two women settled down the table to her left.
It wasn’t long before the three men joined them. Vaddoc and Kellinar sat down across from Serena and Maleena. Mckale, however, sat near Maleena. Despite his talk of the Watch, he seemed less concerned with it than Vaddoc. His attitude toward Maleena was clearly protective and solicitous. Not that Maleena needed protection, the tiny woman possessed incredible power. It still amazed Kirynn when she thought about what the other woman had done at the lake.
Several serving girls overseen by Marda filed into the room, bearing large trays heavy with food. They set the table with soups, stews, sliced meat, cheeses; vegetables drizzled with oil and herbs, large loaves of hot, crusty bread, small mounds of butter and dishes of honey. Several pitchers were set on the table, two held water, another two held mulled wine, and three held tea.
They filled their plates and in the initial rush of eating no one spoke. Kirynn savored every bite. She couldn’t remember ever being so hungry or having her hunger assuaged in such a satisfying way. Some seasonings were familiar; others were strange on her tongue, yet still delicious.
When the eating slowed down, conversation sprung up. They talked of the bizarre trip through the lake and what to do now. Then the conversation turned to Galdrilene and the fact it even existed.
Through all the talk and occasional banter, Kirynn watched Maleena and Mckale. Often they looked at each other in a way that excluded the rest. Vaddoc had to pose a question to Mckale three times before the Calladaran heard him.
Once the meal was finished a young woman brought hot tea and a kettle of dark aromatic liquid. An older, heavy set woman placed honey and cream on the table. Kirynn peered at the dark liquid. “What is this?”
“It’s coffee,” Marda explained. “It’s unique to Galdrilene and our specialty. It can taste bitter to those who aren’t used to it, but the honey and cream will take care of that.”
Kirynn decided to try it without adding anything to it. She enjoyed the bold, full flavor. It didn’t taste bitter to her and she didn’t see a reason to add cream or honey.
They each sipped their drinks for a while before Kirynn turned to Maleena. “So, what did you do to that poor man to make him lose himself when he looks at you?” she said, indicating Mckale. Mckale raised his eyebrows as if amused by the question.
“I didn’t do anything to him,” Maleena said, clearly surprised. “Why do you ask?”
“Well, since he used to be a Border Guard, I’m pretty sure he used to be as much of a boulder face as ol’ Vaddoc here.” She flashed a smile at the Shaderian when he opened his mouth to protest. “Now, even though Vaddoc remains obsessed with the whole Watch never ending thing, your Mckale seems to have left the Watch behind so he can better follow you.”
A pink stain spread across the other woman’s cheeks. “I haven’t noticed him following me. We just seem to travel along the same thread in life.”
Mckale smiled. “I am not following her, she just always happens to be where I am.”
“It is not that he is following her or that she is following him,” Emallya said.
Kirynn looked up at Emallya who stood in the doorway. She hadn’t notice the older woman standing there. Kirynn and the bordermen were well trained, yet Emallya could still sneak up on them.
“What do you mean by that?” Kellinar asked.
Emallya moved to stand by the large hearth. “I mean one will not follow the other, but rather as time passes they will find themselves side-by-side.”
Kirynn rolled her eyes. “Well that’s about as clear as mud. Are you going to say it so it makes sense?”
Emallya seemed to hesitate a moment before speaking. “This is not something I really expected to answer so soon.”
She paused again and looked at Mckale and Maleena “What you two are experiencing, this mental and physical connection, is called bondmating. Those who are compatible and their dragons are also compatible, form very strong bonds that go above and beyond the normal feelings between a man and a woman, and between dragons.
“The dragons and riders who form this bond are aware of each other in a way others are not. Feelings and physical condition are known to all four. Some things can be kept to oneself, but the others that share the bond will know you are keeping something from them. The dragons that are a part of the bond are the only dragons that will lay eggs. Other dragons will mate and so will their riders, some even become attached to each other to some extent, but without the bond, they will not reproduce and neither will their riders. That is something all of you will have to take into consideration before you hatch your eggs. Even you men. You will not be capable of siring offspring if your dragon has no partner. If you and your dragon never find bondmates, you will never have children. Even with a bondmate, riders do not become pregnant often.”
She walked to the other end of the table and sat in a chair. “Bondmating does not happen often. Perhaps it is nature’s way of keeping the dragon population in check; they are rather large predators after all. There are rarely more than five or six pairs in any given century and one half of the bond is always silver. Also, there are times when the bond is not just between a pair, but between two females and a male. I was part of such a bond.
“I have never heard of bondmating happening before the eggs hatched. Most often the bond would form as soon as the dragons hatched. Occasionally, bondmates did not recognize each other until their dragons matured.”
Mckale frowned. “But I don’t hear Maleena’s thoughts. I can only tell if she is tired or hurt.”
Emallya smiled and poured herself a cup of coffee. “It does not come on all at once. It comes on in the same way the sun rises. First you see only a faint light in the east and slowly it gets brighter and brighter until you have the full light of day. It will take a few weeks for your bond to fully develop and even then you will not hear her exact thoughts. You will know her feelings and the status of her physical being.” She turned her eyes on Maleena. “You possess Spirit magic. You can of course read his thoughts if you purposely reach for them, but since he is your shield as well as your bondmate, his thoughts will not overflow into your mind unasked for. You will be very aware of his feelings, but not in a way that is uncomfortable.”
Kirynn took a long drink of the dark liquid and cleared her throat. “So these people who become bondmates, they have no control over it?” She wasn’t sure she liked this new development. She had no desire to take a husband or bondmate or whatever they were called. A husband, children and the whole hearth and home thing had never appealed to her at all.
Emallya seemed to read her mind and given the woman’s powers maybe she did read it because she looked at Kirynn and smiled when she said, “There are some types of dragons who almost never have bondmates. Fire dragons tend, more often than not, to be surface dwellers in the world of mating and almost never go swimming in deeper waters. I do not think you have anything to worry about, Kirynn. But, to answer your question, no. Those who connect with a bondmate have no control over it and if you asked them, they are happy. As I said, it doesn’t happen too often. I was shocked when I saw that Maleena and Mckale had already formed the bond with their dragons still unhatched.”
Kirynn looked at Mckale and laughed. “Well, it seems as if you were doomed from the beginning my friend.”
Mckale smiled, his eyes on Maleena. “I don’t mind.”
Kirynn just shook her head as Serena asked, “Is there more to this bondmate thing? Does it do anything special besides allow dragons to lay eggs?”
Emallya nodded. “Bondmates have many advantages. Their close mental connection allows one side to work their powers through the other. That is how I healed you after the Benduiren attacked you. I told you the power that healed you was not my own.” She paused and took a sip of her coffee. “My bondmate’s dual powers are unusual. He is quite strong in healing and healed you by using our bond to see what I saw and channeled his powers through me. There is also the advantage of communication. A bondmate can always share thoughts and feelings with their partner no matter how much distance lies between them. Only death or unconsciousness can prevent them from communicating with one another”
Serena frowned slightly, her tea forgotten in her hand. “It sounds like it’s a good thing all around, but there are always disadvantages to everything.”
Emallya sighed. “If a rider’s dragon dies, the rider goes through Separation. I am one of only a handful throughout history that survived Separation. Dragons fare even worse when they lose their riders. We are what anchor them to this world. Losing a bondmate is almost as painful as losing a dragon.”
Maleena asked quietly, “Is it worth it?”
Emallya smiled. “Yes, it is worth it. Both the dragon and the bondmate.”
The man that helped Emallya from the lake walked into the room. His shoulder length hair was dark as were his eyes. A long, jagged scar left a twisted path down one side of his face from temple to jaw. More scars crisscrossed his arms. He sat next to Emallya and she turned to him with a smile. He took her hand and brushed a kiss across it. Emallya turned her attention back to Kirynn and her companions. “This is my bondmate, Bardeck Darshan.”
As everyone offered greetings and introductions, Marda came through the door again, this time with plates and food for Emallya and Bardeck.
Kellinar poured another cup of coffee, adding generous amounts of cream and honey. “So how is it this place is here? All the stories say it was destroyed, along with everyone living here, five hundred years ago.”
Bardeck nodded. “Yes, that is what the stories say. Obviously, the stories and the truth have never gotten together to compare notes. In truth, by the time anyone thought to come looking, they became lost and unable to find it.”
Curious, Kirynn leaned forward. “Why would they be unable to find it?”
Emallya dished up vegetables, bread, cheese and slices of meat before she answered, “Almost a hundred years passed before anyone tried to come looking. For the most part, the knowledge of how to get here was lost during that time. For those who did still know, there are protections set around these mountains that interfered with the ability to find us. Of those who lived in the city, very few survived. Those that did were within the walls of the Dragon Hold during the last battle.
“Of the Guardians, only Bardeck, a man named Clem, and myself remained. Clem’s dragon was killed in the last battle. He did not survive Separation. What was left of Galdrilene was so fragile and vulnerable; I could not take the chance of any kind of attack. So I and the few Spirit mages left kept everyone away. When no one could find us, the world assumed Galdrilene and all who lived here had perished.”
“It must have been difficult for those of you that survived,” Maleena said, compassion in her eyes and voice.
Emallya nodded. “It was, everyone lost so much. The town’s folk lost families, homes, and livestock. Most of the city was razed to the ground. Bardeck and I, we had our home, but like the others, our city was lost, our friends were lost. It weighed heavily on us.”
Bardeck pushed his chair back from the table. “Enough about the sadness of the past, it cannot be changed. Instead let us focus on the joy of this night. We have so many gathered to Hatch. This should be a cause for celebration. I would offer all of you a good night’s sleep, but even I can feel the impatient pull of the unhatched draclets. I’m afraid once you are this close to the eggs after the song has been sung for so long, there is no waiting.”
Emallya nodded and stood. “Right now you do not feel too much discomfort, but try to ignore them for much longer and they will make their close proximity known. Come, it is time for the Hatching.”
They filed out of the room and followed her through several long halls cut from the rock of the mountain. Kirynn prided herself on her sense of direction, but they made so many turns in the relatively unvaried landscape of rock halls within the earth, she wasn’t sure she could find her way out if her life depended on it.
They came to a stop in front of two large, heavy doors. Emallya turned to them. “Beyond this door a future you cannot yet comprehend awaits you. Within is a very large chamber with a circle of eggs in the center. Though the chamber is large only those Hatching and a couple of witnesses are allowed. Hatching is a personal thing.
“Once we open the door, Bardeck and I will step aside. You must step through the doorway and into the chamber of your own free will. Once you are in the chamber the compulsion to bond with your dragon will overcome you. You must be absolutely sure this is the path you wish to take and accept the offered gift of the bond without reservation. If you feel any doubt at all, turn and walk away from this door. At the end of the hall you will find someone ready to guide you from the Dragon Hold. No shame will be on you for your refusal. Shame can only be found in a false acceptance.”



 

 
 
 
Together, Bardeck and Emallya pulled the doors open. Inside, glowing orbs of light hanging high in the air lit the chamber. Gathered in a circle in the chamber’s center sat six large eggs, their shells colored red, green, blue, yellow, silver and gold. They gleamed in the light so much they almost appeared to be lit from within. The chamber reverberated with the humming of the eggs. In here, the Dragon Song could be heard by all. The sound was so beautiful it brought tears to Kirynn’s eyes.
Without hesitation she stepped through the doorway followed by her companions. Transfixed by the red egg, Kirynn found herself drawn to it beyond anything she could resist. She walked across the chamber as if in a trance. As she neared the egg the desire to reach out and touch it overwhelmed her. She didn’t try to fight it. She wanted it more than she had ever wanted anything. Her hand trembling, she reached out. Time seemed to slow and stretch. Then her fingers touched the satiny shell.
The room rocked and fell away.
Images swirled around her. A wide stairway led to a massive, intricately carved archway. A red dragon roared and leaped into the sky. The city of Galdrilene, full and undamaged, shrank away as the dragon soared higher. Kirynn felt the sheer joy of life and flight.
Everything swirled and she felt the aching loss of comrades fallen in battle. Again everything swirled and the images came faster, flickering from one to another in quick succession. A black dragon took to the sky, evil spreading like a cloud beneath its wings. Kojen tore through the ranks of human armies; cities were aflame with fire that burned stone and wood alike. Ashes covered the ruins of villages where people wandered, weeping. A rainbow of dragons lay dead in an open field, their riders strung by their hands from poles. Another black dragon–this one flying at her with its mouth open. Sickly, green fire washed over her and everything went dark.
The images faded, but the feeling of devastating loss lingered. Unrestrained, unconditional love washed over Kirynn. The smooth stone floor pressed against her hands and knees as she sobbed under the flood of emotions. She opened her eyes. A piece of pale red shell rested on the smooth stone floor between her hands.
She raised her head. Amid the pieces of broken shell lay a young dragon. Covered in soft, gleaming red scales and surrounded by large, awkward, leathery wings, it was about the size of a large pony. Deep green eyes fixed on her. Never had Kirynn seen anything so beautiful or wonderful as the creature in front of her. She was aware of the other young dragons around the chamber, but she couldn’t tear her eyes away from her own long enough to look.
The draclet tried to take a step forward and fell in an ungraceful tangle of wings and tail. After some struggle, the draclet righted herself and managed to haphazardly fold her wings, though the tips still dragged the ground.
Hunger. The need to appease a gnawing and growing hunger shimmered clearly in Kirynn’s mind. She reached out and stroked the soft scales comfortingly, and looked around wondering what she was supposed to feed the young dragon. She noticed the others were looking around in the same manner.
Emallya beckoned to them. “Bardeck will take you out to the feeding grounds.”
The six companions and their young dragons made an awkward and ungainly parade as they followed Bardeck from the chamber through a different set of doors than they had entered. Kirynn took a moment to look around at her companions and their draclets. Ahead, Vaddoc’s eyes were glued, even as he walked, to the gold draclet at his side. Kellinar seemed equally as enthralled with the blue he had bonded with. Behind her, Mckale, Maleena and Serena walked with their draclets colored green, silver and yellow. Each young dragon was stunningly beautiful, each with eyes that matched their rider’s in color. Kirynn turned her eyes back to the red walking beside her and was almost overwhelmed at the perfect beauty of the creature.
The hall was long and devoid of any other doors or openings to other passageways. It curved gently upwards until it let out onto the field with the lake. Along the wall of the ridge several yards from the door, carcasses of deer and cattle were laid out on the ground.
Bardeck motioned them toward the grisly scene. “For the first week they have to be fed freshly killed animals. After that they will be big enough and strong enough to kill their own food. Nothing so large as a cow, they will start out on sheep and goats. They won’t be able to conquer the larger animals until they are bigger.”
When they were within several feet of the freshly killed meat the young dragons broke away from their newly bonded riders and rushed forward. Planting their taloned front feet on the carcasses, they used their powerful jaws and razor sharp teeth to rend the meat and flesh into pieces small enough to swallow.
As the eating went on, Kirynn began to worry the draclets might eat too much and bring harm to themselves. When she put the question to Bardeck, he shook his head. “The draclets will eat until they have completely gorged themselves. They will do this several times a day for several weeks. They will grow at an astounding rate during this time. Even after their growth has slowed they will eat ravenously twice a day until mature in size. Once they are mature they will only need to eat every few days.”
Kirynn nodded. “So they are not like horses and dogs that will eat themselves sick if allowed.”
Again Bardeck shook his head. “No, they are not. Even a newly hatched dragon is as intelligent as a human. A mature dragon is more so. Do not ever make the mistake of underestimating a dragon or thinking of them as nothing more than a beast of burden like a horse. They should always be treated as equals, never less.”
Kirynn couldn’t imagine ever thinking of her draclet as nothing more than a beast of burden. From the moment of the Hatching, their souls, minds, and hearts were bound tightly together. Life without her dragon bond would be at best, a half-life. She looked at the small red dragon tearing apart a deer and smiled fondly. The dragon needed a name. What would the little red think of the name Syrakynn?
“I like it very much.” The words came clearly into her mind. For a moment she was shocked the young dragon could speak to her in that manner. It should have been strange having the dragon inside her mind, dwelling in her thoughts, but it wasn’t. It felt like the most natural thing in the world.
“Syrakynn it is then,” Kirynn sent back.
After several more minutes of feeding the young dragons staggered away from their meal. There was barely enough left to call scraps. Bardeck beckoned them to follow him and spoke to the group. “Once your young dragon has eaten, make sure it spends some time in the lake cleaning its scales. For newly hatched and very young dragons the scales are soft and pliable, and blood is not an issue. Once the scales harden, blood left underneath or on them for too long a time can damage them. A few days, if there is no choice is fine, but it’s best if the habit of cleaning right after feeding is started early.
As they neared the lake a massive dragon, dark gold in the moonlight, rose from the surface of the water. The young dragons skittered back a few steps and Kirynn and her companions stood transfixed as the dragon settled back into the water and came to rest near the shore. His large, wedge-shaped head extended toward the young dragons.
“This,” Bardeck said, “is my gold dragon, Mernoth. He doesn’t have the flight power he once had and we are both aging, but together we will teach you all that you need to know to become Guardians of Galdrilene.”
He turned his eyes to the dragon for a moment before looking back at the group. “Mernoth would like me to pass along his greetings to you and his happiness at your successful Hatchings.”
“Can dragons only communicate with the person who hatched them?” Vaddoc asked.
Bardeck smiled. “Dragons can communicate with anyone if they wish. Most often they will not communicate directly with others unless it’s an emergency. If pressed, they will communicate with non-riders, but for someone not bonded to a dragon it can be an uncomfortable experience.
“Bondmates and their dragons are different. Because of the strong ties that bind the dragons and their riders together, both dragons can communicate with both riders. For Mernoth, it’s as natural to ‘talk’ with Emallya as it is to me. Those ties are why someone who is bondmated is more likely to survive Separation than one who is not.”
Mernoth huffed a puff of smoke that enveloped Bardeck and the man patted the gold snout affectionately. “Yes, Mernoth, you are right of course. It is time to stop talking and get these young dragons in the water.”
He motioned them forward and Kirynn led the little red to the lake’s edge. It didn’t take much encouragement before the draclet bounded into the water amidst the splashes of her hatchmates. They spent the next hour rolling and splashing in the lake while Mernoth lay in the shallows and watched them.
When the draclets finally pulled themselves from the water, Bardeck led them to their sleeping quarters. The entire horseshoe-shaped ridge was full of caves cut into the rock. The higher caves were fronted by broad ledges. A short walk from the lake took them to caves that were set only six feet above the level of the plateau with wide stone steps leading up to them.
“These caves, or lairs as the dragons call them,” Bardeck explained, “are reserved for draclets. Since they cannot fly yet, it’s impossible for them to reach the higher caves. In times of war they have also served as a temporary resting place for severely injured, mature dragons that are unable to fly to their own lair. There is nothing special you need to do to bed down your draclets. They do not require any kind of bedding. They prefer to sleep on the stone. The heat from the mountain, though barely discernible to us, is easily felt by them.
“At the back of your draclet’s lair you will find a door that leads to the sleeping chambers you will occupy until your dragon can fly and choose a permanent lair, at which time you will move to the quarters attached to your dragon’s chosen resting place. You will find everything you need in your chambers. Once we know which lower lair your draclet chooses we will deliver the bags you brought with you.
“It’s very difficult to be separated from your draclet at first. You will find a sleeping bench within your draclet’s cave as well. Choose a lair, settle in and get some sleep.”
Kirynn told Syrakynn to choose a cave and the young dragon wasted no time in selecting one. Despite the fact there were empty caves all along the ridge, all of the draclets chose caves in close proximity to each other.
Inside the walls were smooth and undecorated except for the six, large oil lamps backed by mirrors to reflect the light. Along one wall was a stone sleeping bench filled with blankets and cushions. In the floor near the opposite wall was a slight depression. Syrakynn immediately curled into the depression and fell asleep, her red scales gleaming softly in the light from the lamps. Kirynn smiled at the sleeping dragon.
She walked to the door at the back of the chamber and stepped into a sizable room cut into the rock. A large bed, wardrobe and desk occupied the room. A rug worked in red, blue and gold patterns covered most of the stone floor and several more lamps glowed from the walls. She gazed at the bed for a moment, its mattress looked deliciously comfortable, but she couldn’t imagine sleeping in it.
She put out all but one of the lamps in the room and stepped back into the cave. She settled down on the sleeping bench and stared at the slumbering draclet, her mind going back over the events of the day. Kirynn found it hard to believe only that morning she had stood on the shores of a dead lake and now she was far to the northwest, in a city that wasn’t supposed to exist and bonded to a dragon that wasn’t supposed to exist either.
The sound of the draclet’s breathing and her own exhaustion finally pulled her down into a deep sleep.



 

 
 
 
Kellinar woke with a start. Early morning light poured into the cave. He looked around for the blue draclet but found the cave to be empty except for him. Panic surged and his heart jumped. He scrambled off the sleeping platform and headed for the mouth of the lair. The sound of someone clearing their throat spun him around. In the doorway between his sleeping chambers and the draclet’s cave stood a woman in a white dress.
“When you are ready, I will show you to the Dining Hall for the morning meal,” she said.
Kellinar looked back at the cave opening. “Where is Shryden, my draclet?”
“He has gone to eat, as you should.”
Kellinar ignored her and walked out onto the wide stone steps. Down the plateau, the young dragons tore into several carcasses under the watchful eye of Mernoth. Kellinar’s heart slowed and his panic ebbed at the sight of the young blue, blissfully eating.
“If you had reached for me with your mind, you would have known where I was,” Shryden’s voice was clear in his head.
He smiled and sent back warm feelings to the draclet, taking a moment to admire Mernoth’s impressive size and golden scales. A dark stain the color of tarnished copper ran in a twisted line down one side of the elder dragon’s neck before turning to the color of rust and covering most of his left shoulder. More of the tarnished copper color stained the underside of his left wing and covered his flank. Mernoth raised his wings briefly.
A large knuckle tipped with a talon was set almost midway down the leading edge of each wing. Two sturdy wing braces spread out from the knuckle to provide support. Each tapered down to the trailing edge of the wing and ended in a small talon. The wing tips were also adorned with talons. The thin, leathery skin between the braces was torn in places and the knuckle in the right wing didn’t bend properly. That must be why Bardeck said Mernoth couldn’t fly like he used to.
He turned back to the servant woman. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to ignore you.”
“No apology necessary, Di’shan Kellinar.”
“Why did you call me Di’shan Kellinar?”
“Di’shan means Dragon Rider in the ancient language. It’s one of the few words left. It’s the title that comes with bonding a dragon. Emallya and Bardeck are also addressed with this title.”
He stared at her for a moment. A title? He didn’t want a title of any kind. A thief yes, but he was no titled man. He shrugged. There was no sense arguing about it right now. “Where is it you wanted to lead me?”
“When you have dressed for the day, I will lead you to the Dining Hall.” She turned and left the chambers.
Kellinar glanced once more at the feeding dragons before crossing the lair and its sleeping platform piled with the blankets he’d just left. He passed through the doorway into the sleeping chamber and looked at the bed, its covers neatly made up. Maybe when Shryden was older he would actually sleep in that bed. But for now, he preferred the platform in the dragon’s lair. He opened the wardrobe and found the clothes he brought with him, washed and folded.
After he dressed, he stepped into the hall where the servant waited. Though not as large as the Great Hall in either height or width, it was lined with small columns and was still wide enough for six large men to walk abreast. Dragons and twining roses carved in elaborate detail climbed each column. Doors set well apart lined the outside wall. He assumed these led to other sleeping chambers and lairs.
“This is called the Chamber Hall,” the servant offered as he followed her. “It’s the main hall leading into the riders’ chambers and the Dragons’ Hold. It runs down both sides of the ridge.”
Chamber Hall ended at the Great Hall. Their footsteps echoed in the massive corridor. They passed a niche in the wall that held a carving of a green dragon as large as a man. The servant glanced back at him and then to the niche. “It’s made from a single emerald,” she said.
She stopped at a doorway at what he guessed must be halfway between the two sets of massive doors closing in either end of the hall. The room inside was as ornate and expansive as the corridor behind him. A hearth, so tall even Vaddoc could’ve walked into it without needing to duck, took up the far wall.
Between the doorway and the hearth lay a long, polished table. Two chairs sat at the end nearest him and two more sat at the other end. Twenty more lined each side. Several more tables occupied the cavernous room. Each padded chair had dragons and climbing rose vines carved into its polished back that matched the legs of the table.
Kirynn sprawled in one of the chairs at the far end of the middle table, one foot propped on the marble sitting ledge that ran the length of the fireplace. Ladylike was not a description he would ever apply to the flame-haired woman.
The others were arranged in the side chairs. Kellinar walked the length of the table and took the seat next to Vaddoc. “I hope you don’t mind sitting next to me, borderman.”
Vaddoc smiled and punched him lightly in the arm.. “As long as you do not try to steal my breakfast, thief.”
“You haven’t eaten then?”
The Shaderian rubbed his eyes and yawned. “No, I arrived a few minutes before you. Kirynn was the first, but even she has not been here very long.”
Kirynn’s eyes roamed around the cavernous hall. “Not that I‘m particularly thrilled to be sitting here. This room isn’t my style.”
Serena rubbed her arms. “It’s too big with too many empty seats.”
Kellinar could see what she meant. The empty chairs stared back at him as if they couldn’t believe he dared to try and take the place of the riders who used to sit at the table. “Then let’s not sit here.”
Mckale looked across the table at him. “What do you mean?”
“Let’s go sit in the smaller room where we took our meal last night.”
Kirynn laughed. “I don’t even remember which way we took to get there.”
Kellinar smiled. “I do.”
Mckale raised an eyebrow. “You are sure of this.”
Kellinar nodded. “Remembering exactly which way to turn, even in places I have only been once, is one of my many talents.”
Kirynn stood up. “Then lead the way. I’ve had enough of this blasted room. I wasn’t made for this fancy stuff.”
Kellinar led the way from the Dining Hall to the small unadorned corridor they traveled the night before. They walked past the bathing rooms before turning down several hallways that looked identical. Within minutes, he led them through the heavy wooden door and into the simple room they remembered.
Large orbs of light lit the room. Vaddoc walked over and examined an orb. “I think I see how this is done.” He glanced at Kellinar. “I don’t have any idea how you remembered the way to this room. I offer you my thanks.”
Kirynn clapped Kellinar on the shoulder. “I would say you are good man, but I wouldn’t want too many to hear. The truth would ruin your reputation.”
“Give me a little time and I will find you a shortcut between here and Chamber Hall,” he replied.
“You are sure there is one?” Mckale asked.
Kellinar nodded. “Of course, this was built by wealthy people and the wealthy always have shortcuts and secret passageways.”
A small furrow creased Maleena’s brow. “But why?”
“Ease of movement, defensive reasons, and in case the need to escape or hide arises.” Kirynn walked down the length of the table and sat in the chair furthest from the door.
Kellinar and the others each took a seat at the table. Kirynn leaned back in her chair and sighed. “This is much more suited to me.”
Everyone nodded in agreement and Serena said, “At least there are only ten empty chairs instead of a roomful.”
“This room is more comfortable to be in,” Vaddoc agreed.
Maleena nodded. “It’s more personal to us. We sat here only a few hours ago as just people who could use magic. Yes we could hear the Dragon Song, but still we were just ourselves. Now we come here and we are Dragon Riders, bonded to dragons and sharing every fiber of ourselves with them. Through our dragons, we are also bound to each other in a way that we weren’t before.
“Perhaps if we had come to Galdrilene before the War of Fire ended and were introduced to all of this the way people used to be we would be more comfortable in the formal Dining Hall. We weren’t prepared for this the way young people were in that time. When we arrived we had no grand vision of our future. We didn’t grow up seeing dragons and riders and hoping to be called. We had no predisposed idea of what our behavior should be. Unlike those that came before us, we came here unfettered by expectations and so remained more clearly ourselves.”
She smiled at them. “This room fits who we were before we became Dragon Riders and it continues to fit now. The main Dining Hall is a place to take fancy formal dinners. This room is a place you sit down with family and friends, and take a simple meal.”
Serena nodded, tucking her hair behind her ears. “I couldn’t have said it better myself.”
Mckale smiled at her. “Well and wisely put.”
They were silent for several moments each lost in their own thoughts. Then Vaddoc, his eyes still on the table said, “It was all lies.”
Maleena looked at him. “What was?”
“Everything. Everything they taught us back home. Everything they told us to believe. Dragons are not gone and people do not go crazy if they use magic.”
Serena nodded. “Yes, it was all lies and each of us would have been put to death if not for Emallya and Galdrilene. The minute I saw Miya, all doubts I ever had about magic use and dragons were gone.”
Kellinar glanced at the door. The servants wouldn’t know where to bring the food. “Perhaps I should see if I can find a servant; they don’t know where we are.”
Maleena looked across at him. “Don’t worry, Emallya is already headed this way.”
Serena looked startled. “How did she know we were here?”
Maleena smiled. “She asked Mernoth who put the question to our draclets.”
Mckale raised his eyebrows. “How did you know that?”
“My mind hasn’t left Nydara’s since we bonded. I felt it when Mernoth asked and heard her response.”
Within minutes the door swung open and Emallya entered the room with Bardeck on her heels. “Why are you here instead of the Dining Hall?” she asked.
Kirynn smiled. “Bucking the system.”
Emallya looked around at them. “Riders take their meals in the Dining Hall.”
Kellinar threw the older woman a grin. “I’ve never been one to follow laws and rules too closely.”
Vaddoc glanced around the room. “This is more comfortable.”
Mckale nodded. “We will of course take meals in the Dining Hall when formal occasions call for it. But for normal every day meal times, we prefer the simplicity and comfort of this room.”
“You will have to forgive us,” Maleena added, “but this room suits us better.”
“This is traditionally a private room for servants to eat in,” Emallya protested. “This was one of the dining areas they used when there were more riders and more servants housed within the walls of the Dragon Hold. It is not appropriate that riders should take their meals here.”
Kirynn rocked her chair back so it balanced only on its back legs. “Well, it will have to be appropriate now. If the numbers of servants increase to the point there are not enough dining areas for them, then we will have to find them a different one than this. We aren’t traditional Dragon Riders and I will not take every meal in that big hall.”
Emallya started to protest again, but Bardeck’s gentle hand on her shoulder stopped her. “Perhaps,” he said, “it is time to start new traditions for a new time. They should be allowed to be themselves. They shouldn’t be expected to follow the exact footsteps of those who are no longer here.”
Her brow furrowed. “What message will it send that the newly hatched riders are taking their meals not in their place of honor, but in a dining room meant for servants?” she asked.
Bardeck smiled. “I think it will send an excellent one. It will show they do not possess so much pride as to feel themselves above everyone. It will show they are just people and approachable by those living in the city. Like these Hatchlings, the people of Galdrilene have not been raised around riders. I am different. Mernoth rarely flies or leaves the hold. I have been here since they were born, since their grandparents were born.” He ran a hand through his dark hair. “They have been raised with only the tales and now they will have those tales presented to them in living flesh. I think it will do the people good if the news of where they take their meals circulates before their introduction ceremony. It will make them seem more human and less legend.”
Emallya’s muscles relaxed and her face smoothed into a smile. “You are right, of course. I had not thought of it in that light. I thank you, for your unusual show of wisdom this morning, bondmate.”
Bardeck’s eyebrows rose. “Unusual show of wisdom?”
Emallya laughed and moved to sit in one of the empty chairs. “Since you Hatchlings insist on eating here, then we will join you.”
Bardeck took a chair next to his bondmate, still grumbling good-naturedly about “unusual wisdom.”



 

 
 
 
Kellinar’s stomach rumbled as several serving girls carried trays of food into the room. The smell of sausages, boiled eggs, crisp bacon, fruit, buttery pastries, tea and coffee made his mouth water. So much food served for one meal. He almost didn’t know where to start. As he placed a couple of eggs and pastries on his plate, a slight longing for the pitas the women of the Mallay made in the mornings tugged at him. He missed the familiar flavor and smell of them.
He put aside the memory and turned his mind to his new home. “So what exactly is this place?”
Bardeck looked up from his plate. “What do you mean?”
“I understand it’s a volcano, but is it an active one? Are we going to wake up to lava in our sleeping chambers?”
Bardeck shook his head and laughed. “Yes, it’s a volcano. The lake plateau is actually the caldera of the volcano. The ridge is the rim. The lairs and sleeping quarters, in fact all of the rooms and halls of the hold, are in the ridge”
He paused to eat a boiled egg and wash it down with tea. “At one time long before the dragon keep and the city were even thought of the volcano exploded. It blew off the entire top and side of the mountain and the rest collapsed into itself. That is why it’s much lower in elevation than the surrounding mountains and why the rim is in the shape of a horseshoe rather than a circle.
“At the far end of the plateau the short river that runs from the lake spills over the side. It’s a seventeen hundred foot drop to the meadows below and then only a couple miles to a large bay. You can see the bay from the edge of the plateau. It’s quite beautiful. However, although the mountain’s fire is gone, her heat remains. That is why we have warm water to bathe in always at the ready.”
Kirynn cocked her head to the side. “But the waters of the lake are cold.”
Bardeck nodded. “Yes, they are. The lake is fed by a deep underground spring that is not affected by the mountain’s heat as much. The water is cold but it’s never frigid and never freezes, not even in the coldest winter. So while it doesn’t flow directly through the heat of the mountain it does derive some benefit from it.”
Serena sprinkled salt on an egg. “It’s an amazing place.”
Emallya smiled at her. “Yes, it truly is. Each of the rooms and halls were carved from the rock by riders and mages. Those that work the earth like Mckale.”
Kellinar saw in his mind the brief view he’d seen of the Dragon Hold from above. “During Shryden’s hatching, I saw images in my head of other places, other times. I think I even saw Galdrilene and the hold from the air. What was that? Why did it seem so real?”
His companions fell silent, all eyes turning to Bardeck as he answered, “What you saw were memories and history, passed on to draclets by their line of ancestors and color. Although three of the hatchlings are born of Mernoth and Emallya’s lost dragon Rylin, imprint memories will also follow the line of color that runs in them because of the shared magic.”
“Imprint memories?” Mckale asked.
“Yes. A female dragon carries the young within her until they are fully developed. Then the protective shell, although soft, is formed around them and the clutch is laid. In a process beyond our true understanding, the young dragons are imprinted before the shell is formed with ancestral memories.”
Bardeck paused to take a long drink of tea. “After she has laid the clutch the female fires the eggs, which hardens the shells. The hardening takes several days and during that time dragons of the same color as the eggs, imprint what are called color memories. They pass on things young dragons of that color should know. This is one reason why dragons are so wise. They have vast banks of knowledge to draw upon. Their histories, all the way back to the first coming to this world, are already known to the draclets. They pass on some of those memories to their riders as they hatch.”
Kellinar stared at Bardeck as he tried to understand the implications. “You mean Shryden already knows everything he needs to know?” He ran his hand through his hair. “I must look like a fire-brained fool to him.”
“It is not that simple,” Emallya answered, her eyes on the slice of bread she spread butter on. “You will be surprised what the dragons did not think was essential to put in the imprint.”
“The emotions were so overwhelming,” Maleena said. “It seems strange that memories should cause emotions to be felt so intensely.”
Emallya smiled. “The memories were not the only cause of the emotions. I forget times are so different now. Before the end of the War of Fire, Foundlings came as soon as they heard the call. This allowed them some time after arriving to be taught about the Hatching. You had no time, it took too long to get you here and your proximity to the eggs would have been too difficult to deal with.” She set the slice of bread down and looked at each of them in turn. “What you felt was the bonding between dragon and rider, the sudden sharing of heart, mind and soul. It is the most intense thing you will ever feel unless you are unfortunate enough to feel Separation, which is just as intense except in an opposite way.”
Vaddoc looked up from his plate, his amber eyes catching the light from the orbs. “What do you mean in the opposite way?”
Sadness crept into Emallya’s eyes. “The feelings and emotions of Separation are as intense as Hatching, but it is an unbinding, a tearing away of souls, minds and hearts. Where Hatching is the most joyous thing you will experience, Separation is by far the most devastating. Very few humans live through it and a dragon never does.”
Kellinar thought of his Shryden. Even now as he sat among his companions he felt pulled to see and touch the draclet. He didn’t think he could stand to be too far from the young dragon. Since physically touching the draclet wasn’t possible at the moment, he reached out with his mind and immediately felt Shryden.
“I am here and I can feel your worry. Do not fear. Nothing will separate us.”
He sensed the young dragon had been on his way to swim and wash away the blood of his meal, but paused to comfort his rider. Kellinar smiled inwardly. “Go take your swim. I will be with you in a short while. Make sure to get all of the blood off.”
“Of course I will get all of the blood off. Mernoth will accept nothing less.”
Kellinar returned his attention to the conversation. Emallya was answering a question about Separation that someone had asked.
“No,” she said. “Separation is not caused from merely being away from your dragon for periods of time. It is caused only by the death of one of the pair.”
“Will we be required to spend long intervals away from our dragons?” asked Serena, an anxious tone in her voice. Kellinar understood her anxiety. A knot formed in his stomach at the thought of being parted from Shryden.
“I sense no danger, yet you are upset again. Shall I come to you?” the draclet’s voice sounded in his head.
“No, I’m fine. I’m sorry I interrupted your swim.”
Bardeck spoke up then, “Perhaps we should leave the rest of this conversation for another time. You Hatchlings are hiding your emotions well, but Mernoth informs me that our conversation has upset all of you enough that your draclets are ready to leave their swim and come to your rescue.”
Vaddoc cleared his throat his eyes on the table. “I apologize for my lack of control. Since Namir hatched it is harder to control my emotions. I will work to correct that.”
Emallya smiled. “No, it is I who should apologize. I should have left the subject of Separation for another time. It is hardly something you need to worry about right now. Your emotions are difficult to control because your dragons are young and have not yet learned to control theirs. Your bond means you will share everything with your dragon and their emotions are more powerful than ours.
“You are also still experiencing the emotions of the Hatching and will tend to have a harder time controlling those as well. Hatching emotions will begin to fade with time and as your dragons mature they will be more in control, which will help you with your own emotions. If I had paid more attention I would have felt your anxiety with the subject sooner and we would have talked of more useful things.”
Maleena looked across the table at the older woman and said with a touch of wonder in her voice, “Even with the lack of control, the feelings of the others are easier to bear. I should be overwhelmed by their emotions, yet even though I can feel them, it’s as if they are behind a curtain. I can access them if I want to, but they aren’t flooding me.”
Emallya nodded. “Your dragon shields you from some of the unwanted intrusion of others’ emotions. It is one of the many benefits you gain from your bond. Your bondmate lessens the stress of outside emotions as well although you have to be closer to him in order for that bond to help. Your dragon bond will help shield you even from a distance, but physical contact can still be difficult except with your bondmate. That is why silvers always bondmate, it is easier on the rider.” She looked at her bondmate with a smile. “Bardeck is like a shield for me.
“The deeper the emotions or the more twisted the emotions, the more difficult physical contact is. However, being in close proximity to your bondmate helps keep the effects from overwhelming you. When the emotions are very deep or evil, only physical contact with your shield will keep them from affecting you. It will also be easier to bear physical contact with those whose minds are peaceful and whose emotions are pleasant.”
Maleena glanced at Mckale. “Are all silvers female?”
“No, and if the silver and therefore the rider is male, then the female half of the bond will act as his shield,” Emallya said.
“How were you able to go so far from here without Bardeck?” Serena asked.
“I have had over six hundred years to learn to handle it. With Rylin gone, it is more difficult than it once was and you will notice that rarely did I ever touch a person.”
Bardeck poured a cup of coffee and took a sip of the hot liquid. “There are benefits for any human bonded to a dragon. You will find that you are stronger and faster than other people with reflexes the unbonded cannot match. You will take much longer to tire, your ability to see in the dark will increase, and your life span will increase dramatically.”
“The benefits to us are great,” Mckale said. “What do the dragons get from it?”



 

 
 
 
Servants arrived to remove the plates and dishes, leaving fresh pitchers of coffee and tea on the table. Bardeck took a moment to pour another cup of coffee. Kellinar let his mind drift to Shryden. Finished with bathing, the young blue lay on the grass with his hatchmates, letting the sun and breeze to dry his soft scales.
After a long drink, Bardeck settled back in his chair with a sigh. “We serve as their anchors. Dragons come from another plane. Dragons and our histories tell us they sought other planes because their own was dying. Their arrival on our plane caused this mountain to erupt and created the caldera. This is where the magic that connects all worlds and planes comes through. It’s where they had to come through, too.
“But they were unable to survive here long. The adults faded and died. Eggs died unhatched. They needed an anchor to hold their spirits to this plane.”
He paused and rubbed a hand along his jaw. “Kumauni, a Spirit mage, saw a vision. It demanded she make her way to the ruined slopes of a once mighty volcano. She discovered a female dragon and her clutch of eggs in the ash field where the city of Galdrilene now stands. The fading female stood guard over a nest of dead eggs. Kumauni wept with grief for the female when she saw only one egg remained alive. She approached the live egg. The female sensed she meant no harm. Out of curiosity, she laid her hand on the egg.
“She was pulled into a Hatching. Kumauni found herself bonded with the young dragon. She felt the connection she provided for the draclet. The connection that would anchor its spirit to hers and allow it to live on this plane. She became the first anchor.”
Kellinar caught glimpses of images that fit with the story. Shryden listened with him and the draclet delved into the deeper recesses of his imprint memories to find the images. Kellinar saw the nest of blackened eggs, the female, her scales pale and washed out, nearly blending with the ash. He saw the one egg broken open and the silver draclet standing among the fragments. The grief in the female dragon’s eyes when she looked at the rest of the eggs brought a lump to Kellinar’s throat.
Bardeck stared into space with moist eyes as if he too saw the images. Emallya laid a hand on his arm, her face filled with compassion. He lifted her hand and kissed the palm. Then cleared his throat and continued.
“Kumauni spoke with the female dragon for some time and a bargain was struck. Kumauni would bring together other magic users here and the female would bring more females to lay their clutches. Both knew they needed to hurry. Time grew short for the dragons. Their plane was nearly gone.
“Several weeks later, the remaining females came to this plane and laid their clutches on the slopes of this mountain. They fired the eggs. They struggled to hold on, to guard their eggs, even as they faded and their bodies became weak. Kumauni came as promised with the mages. Several mages tried to bond with the females in order to save them. But the bond only forms upon hatching. As the female dragons died, the draclets hatched and bonded with the mages. Galdrilene was born.”
Emallya picked up the thread of the story, slowly turning her cup in her hands as she spoke. “At first candidates were brought to the mountain to see if they could hatch an egg. After a few generations, the eggs began to sing to the riders they were meant to have and sometimes would sit for years before they connected with a human and began to sing.”
Bardeck nodded. “That is the benefit to the dragons. That is how humans and dragons became so intertwined. All humans benefited from the bond. With the enhanced magic of the pairings, Red dragons and their riders controlled forest fires. Yellows and their riders saved many with their healing that would have otherwise perished. Blues calmed winds that would have destroyed homes and cities. They slowed rains that would have flooded and brought rain where it was needed. Silvers handled disputes and sometimes saw the outcomes of events. Golds shielded people from harm, made sure cities were well lit and stopped armies from attacking until the silvers could mediate between the nations. Greens made fertile land where there was none, calmed the land when it shook and sculpted stone into structures. For over a thousand years, humans depended on dragons as much as dragons depended on them.”
They sat in silence for a while. Kellinar’s mind reeled. How did everything about magic and dragons become so twisted? Why did the rest of the world want magic destroyed?
Maleena tucked her hair behind her ears and looked at Emallya. “What happened to the scroll after we arrived?”
Kellinar turned to Emallya. “And Loki? Where is he?”
“The scroll is safe,” Emallya answered. “I delivered it to Anevay before I came down to the baths. I told you of her when we camped near the lake. She is one who can read it and she is a keeper of such records.” She looked at Kellinar over her cup. “Loki is safe as well and in capable hands. Marda has taken quite a liking to him. She made sure he has everything he needs. Do not worry about him.”
Kellinar nodded. He doubted if they really had hands capable enough to handle Loki, but he would let them figure that out for themselves. He smiled slightly, feeling somewhat sorry for whoever they had put in charge of the boy.
The memory of Mernoth watching over the draclets in the morning sun filled his mind. “Why are some of Mernoth’s scales discolored?”
Bardeck rubbed a hand over his face. His eyes held a distant look as if he saw through them to another time and place. “Mernoth and I were both injured severely in the last battle of the War of Fire. The only reason we survived is because Mernoth jumped into a Slide at the last moment. We were both unconscious for a couple of days. Even after, it was a while before we could get back here.” His eyes cleared and he took a quick drink before continuing. “Blood left on the scales of a mature dragon too long damages the coating that protects the scale from penetration by arrows and the like. Shadow fire and Shadow magic caused damage. The discoloration is that damage.”
Serena frowned. “Why wasn’t he healed?”
Bardeck smiled. “The mages tried to heal us once we made it back. I even tried healing him. Injuries made by the flames of black dragons and by the twisted magic of their riders don’t heal quite right. Even normal wounds won’t heal right if left too long.”
Serena nodded and seemed to retreat into herself as if her mind turned over the limitations of healing with magic.
Kellinar glanced down at his empty cup. Would it be rude to leave? His dragon drew him. The need to be close was so strong it made a knot in his stomach. Just as he was about to ask, Emallya smiled at him and said, “It is never rude to leave the company of humans when you or your dragon have need. Even if the need is as simple as being close to one another.”
The sound of Kellinar’s chair scraping back was echoed by the chairs of his companions as they all stood and headed for the door. The others seemed content to let him lead the way. He had a feeling they still weren’t sure which direction to take. He would have to work on finding that short cut; it would make things much easier for all of them.
When he finally stepped out onto the green grass of the plateau, Shryden was there to greet him, shoving his long wedge-shaped head against Kellinar’s chest and crowding close. Never in his life had he felt such love and acceptance.
Even with Serena as his friend and Loki with him like a shadow, he’d kept a careful distance from everyone; it was safer that way. With Shryden he didn’t need to keep a distance. More than that, he didn’t want to. Meshed so closely together they were no longer two separate entities–they were one.
He ran his hand down the dragon’s long neck, admiring the way the sun glinted off the multitude of tiny soft scales. The draclet unfurled his wings and the sun shown off the thin leather-like skin. He’d missed the physical presence of the dragon during the meal.
“I missed you, too,” came the sending from the young dragon.
Kellinar spent several minutes reveling in the simple joy of being in the presence of such a magnificent creature.
“Bardeck wants us,” the draclet sent.
Kellinar looked up and saw the older man waving them over to join his companions and their draclets near the lake. He ran his hand over the scales one more time, then turned and walked across the grassy plateau to join the gathering group with Shryden walking at his side.
Bardeck’s gaze wandered over the group. “In two days there will be a celebration in honor of the Hatching and the successful bonding. Normally the celebration would be held a week after Hatching. But it has been long since there were any new riders, you will have to forgive the inhabitants of Galdrilene for their impatience. Under normal conditions the celebration would be attended by all family members of the newly bonded humans. However, unfortunate as it is, the times no longer allow that.
“As many riders as could come from their posts in outlaying holds would also attend, but again, times have changed. So instead of the great welcoming you should have, there will be only Emallya, myself, and the people of Galdrilene to welcome you to our ranks.”
A low rumble issued from the massive bulk of the gold dragon that rested behind him. Bardeck turned an affectionate eye on the dragon. “Yes, of course, there is also you to welcome them.”
Maleena, her violet eyes misty with emotion, looked adoringly at the silver draclet by her side. “The moment Nydara hatched I had all the welcome I could ever want.”
A smile of understanding crossed Bardeck’s face and Mernoth rumbled approvingly. “I am glad you feel that way,” the older man said. “But even if there will be a lack in some of the attendance there will still be a proper celebration. The entire city of Galdrilene plans on attending as does everyone in the mage towers.”
“Mage towers?” Kellinar remembered Emallya saying something about people coming to learn how to use magic.
Bardeck nodded. “Yes, all of those who have not been called by the Dragon Song but can use magic are housed and trained in the mage towers. You will see what I mean and meet them at the celebration.
“You have the next two days to relax and enjoy your dragon’s company. I suggest you take the time to rest as well. An introduction ceremony will begin the celebration. You will be formally introduced to the inhabitants of Galdrilene on the steps of the stairs that lead to the front entrance of the Dragon Hold.
“After that you will be introduced to the various leaders of the city and its crafts. Galdrilene is completely independent. Even in those terrible years after the war we maintained our independence. We have no need to trade with outside sources. Everything we need is produced in the city, the bay or the surrounding mountains. It makes it easier to be a neutral force in the world if we are beholden to no one for our survival. So there are many different trades and crafts to get to know about and the people involved with them.”
He smiled. “There will be more about that in training, which won’t begin until after the celebration. I will stop taking up all of your time this morning. Shortly, the head of the Crafts Guild and her assistants will be here to measure you for your celebration clothes. After she is done with you, the day is yours. We do ask that you remain within the hold until after your introduction.”



 

 
 
 
Maleena stood inside the doorway to her sleeping chamber where she could dress in private, but still be close to Nydara. The new clothes she wore fit perfect. Formal wear. She’d never owned formal wear of any kind. The yards of silky, silver material that draped her body felt strange. A low neckline left her shoulders bare and the cut of the dress accentuated her slim waist. Dragons and roses embroidered in silver climbed the snug bodice of the dress. A shade darker than the fabric of the dress, they made subtle accents rather than garish decoration.
Her long, chestnut hair had been pulled up at the sides into an intricate mass of curls while the back, left loose, fell in more curls to her waist with threads of silver worked into it. Marda had delighted in the opportunity to fashion hair for such an important ceremony.
Hearing a snort, Maleena peeked into the lair, but found Nydara still sound asleep on the smooth stone of the floor. Another snort issued from the long nose accompanied by a tiny curl of smoke. How old were dragons when they began to flame? She would have to remember to ask Emallya or Bardeck.
As she watched, the young dragon raised her head and blinked open her eyes. Maleena marveled again at the violet color and how beautiful they looked against the silver of her scales.
“I am hungry,” the young dragon sent.
Maleena smiled. When wasn’t the draclet hungry? “Well go eat then and don’t forget to wash. But don’t take too long. You slept so late that if you don’t hurry, we’ll miss the ceremony.”
“Would they start without us?” Nydara asked, sincere worry in the dragon’s sending.
“No, I don’t think they would. You and the other draclets are the main reason for this celebration,” Maleena reassured the draclet.
“You are as much a reason as I. Without you, there would be no me.”
A warm wash of love accompanied Nydara’s sending. The feeling so strong it brought tears to Maleena’s eyes. She blinked back the tears and smiled. “Go eat and bathe. I will wait for you here.”
The draclet pulled herself up and lumbered out of the cave. Maleena followed her out and settled on the top of the wide steps to watch Nydara’s feeding, shocked at the difference in the draclet’s size from two days before. The draclet seemed to take what she ate in meals and turn it immediately into growth while she slept.
Nydara joined Mckale’s green Tellnox and Vaddoc’s gold Namir. She saw no sign of either rider or her other companions. Nydara managed to stuff herself full in a very short time and immediately took to the lake, rolling and washing herself.
After she finished she waddled back toward the lair. Maleena met her at the bottom of the lair steps. “We are supposed to meet Emallya and Bardeck in the Great Hall so they can instruct us on our part in the ceremony.”
“You are nervous?”
“Yes, I am,” Maleena said, smoothing her skirts. “Aren’t you?”
“No, I find it all rather interesting.”
Maleena smiled. “I can’t believe people have been taught for so long that dragons are evil. You are such a miracle to me. I know there were black dragons and I guess that’s where the stories of evil came from, but still, how did they forget all of the good dragons?”
The silver’s head drew up and her wings unfolded as a low rumble issued from her. “Soulless Shadows,” she growled in Maleena’s mind.
Maleena ran a soothing hand down the silver’s neck. “Let us not think of that right now. I think everyone but Mckale and Vaddoc are already up at the Great Hall. We should join them as soon as possible.”
Nydara furled her wings and blew out her breath in a snort. “I am sorry. I have only seen Shadow Dragons in my memories and still the unnaturalness of them goes against my instincts. I will put the thought of them away.”
Maleena gave the draclet a final pat and began walking with the silver at her side.
A blur of activity in the Great Hall greeted them. They wove through the controlled chaos to reach the others. Although not bombarded by the emotions of others since the hatching of Nydara, Maleena could still feel the tension in the air. Whether servants hard at work getting things ready, or her companions who stood nervously around her, the coming ceremony consumed the thoughts of everyone around her.
Except Kirynn, cool and unconcerned as she leaned against her red Syrakynn, idly toying with her zarhi. Some might think her behavior a facade, but Maleena knew better. The woman truly wasn’t nervous at all about the coming event.
She eyed Kirynn’s dress. Dark red with a high collar, it clung to every curve of her body. A large oval showed the inner curves of her breasts and a slit up the side exposed one leg nearly to the hip. Pale red dragons and roses climbed the dress and shiny red thread worked through her long braid. Maleena shook her head. The dress seemed scandalous, though Kirynn said it was the style in Boromar.
Kirynn saw her looking at the dress and smiled. Maleena returned the smile. “Are you sure that dress is proper?”
The redhead rolled her green eyes and laughed. “It’s entirely proper in Boromar. There are things more scandalous in the world besides this dress. I’ve heard the stories about the women of Calladar.” She looked pointedly at Mckale as he and Vaddoc arrived.
Startled, Maleena followed her eyes. “Calladar? What do you mean?”
Kirynn laughed again. “Ask Mckale about the dance they have every spring in Calladar.”
Maleena watched Mckale come toward them. He looked magnificent in his high collared, deep green doublet and matching undershirt, pants a shade of green so dark they were almost black and boots to match. The collar of the doublet was embroidered on either side in pale green with detailed dragons and roses. The vines of the roses created elaborate scrolls on the material. Kellinar and Vaddoc were dressed in the same style as Mckale only Kellinar wore shades of dark blue while Vaddoc was resplendent in shades of gold.
Serena looked stunning in her dark yellow dress, the skirt slashed with pale yellow and the bodice subtly embroidered in the same pale yellow with dragons and roses.
Kellinar kept tugging at his clothes as if unsure of wearing such fine garments. Mckale and Vaddoc stood tall and silent next to their dragons while Serena occasionally swirled the skirt of her dress about her ankles as if she reveled in the pleasure of the fine silk.
Beyond the immense doors of the Dragon Hold, the murmuring voices of a crowd could be heard. Bardeck explained to them what they were to do when he called their names, and it was simple enough. The idea of being presented before so many people tied Maleena’s stomach into knots. She pushed down her natural inclination to blend into the background; these people wanted her.
Two large men pulled the heavy doors open and Bardeck stepped out onto the wide, outer stone terrace to stand beside the golden wonder of Mernoth. Emallya soon joined the pair. In the city below, cheers filled the air at the sight of the three. Beyond the terrace, Maleena saw a wall rising high into the air around Galdrilene. Six towers, standing twice again as high, sat evenly spaced around the wall. Beyond a large valley spread out, its rolling hills covered in crops and vineyards. Farther out, mountains ranged all around, their tall peaks marching out of sight.
Bardeck’s voice boomed out as he told of the successful Hatching and of the young draclets now residing in the hold. How had he amplified his voice so everyone below could hear?
Emallya’s voice sounded as loud and clear when she called out Maleena’s name, startling her and making her jump. Somehow, she’d thought at least one of the others would be called first. She felt her draclet’s excitement. Giving herself a little shake she strode forward with Nydara at her side. The sun bathed the stone of the outer terrace in bright light and she had to squint her eyes briefly to adjust her eyes after the relative dark of the Great Hall. She walked forward and came to stand in front of the older couple and Mernoth.
Emallya stepped forward, a silver chain with a star pendant of gold in her hands. “You are no longer Maleena Wyndam of Lowden, outcast and alone. You are relieved of your old life and the duties that went with it so you can take your place as a Dragon Rider.” Emallya put the chain over Maleena’s head. She felt the weight of the pendant resting just above her breasts.
Emallya stepped back. “You are now Di’shan Maleena Wyndam, bonded to the Silver dragon, Nydara, and a Guardian of Galdrilene where the rose blooms eternal. May peace favor you and your dragon all the days of your lives.” In a voice only Maleena could hear, she added, “This is the pendant your family guarded for so many generations. It was once Eileanna’s. As her descendant, it is only fitting you now wear it.”
Maleena smiled, feeling a connection to her grandmother and all of the women in her line. She turned and walked to the massive stone stairs cut into the side of the mountain. Each step more than deep enough from front to back to accommodate a dragon and wide enough that another could perch on the far side of the same step with plenty of room for foot traffic to pass between.
As Nydara descended with her down the first five steps, Emallya announced what the silver color did and what kind of magic they used. As the older woman finished speaking, Maleena reached the fifth step and stood to the very edge of it with Nydara next to her. Below them, the city of Galdrilene spread out from the base of the volcanic rim, its well-ordered streets packed with people. Her chest constricted and she struggled to stand there when she really wanted to run and hide. So many people staring up at her. Her breath started to come in rapid gasps. Soothing comfort flooded her from the draclet, heading off the building panic attack. She took a slow, deep breath. She could do this.
Mckale stood proudly next to Tellnox on the terrace and Emallya’s voice echoed out over the city, “You are no longer Mckale Mandarran, Watch Keeper and Border Guard of Calladar. You are relieved of your old life and the duties that went with it so you can take your place as a Dragon Rider.”
He bent so the chain and pendant could be placed around his neck as Emallya said, “You are now Di’shan Mckale Mandarran, bonded to the Green dragon, Tellnox, and a Guardian of Galdrilene where the rose blooms eternal. May peace favor you and your dragon all the days of your lives.”
Mckale and Tellnox came to stand on the far side of Maleena’s step. Mckale’s silver eyes met hers and his smile held encouragement.
Bardeck called out Vaddoc’s name. The Shaderian stepped into the sun and walked over to stand before Emallya. “You are no longer Vaddoc Eldark, Watch Keeper and Border Guard of Shadereen. You are relieved of your old life and the duties that went with it so you can take your place as a Dragon Rider.”
Emallya reached up and like Mckale before him, Vaddoc had to bend so she could slip the chain over his head. “You are now Di’shan Vaddoc Eldark, bonded to the Gold dragon, Namir, and a Guardian of Galdrilene where the rose blooms eternal. May peace favor you and your dragon all the days of your lives.”
Vaddoc and Namir made their way to stand five steps below where Maleena stood.
Emallya then addressed the red haired woman that faced her on the terrace. “You are no longer Kirynn Izenar, soldier of the Boromari army, defender of Boromar. You are relieved of your old life and the duties that went with it so you can take your place as a Dragon Rider.”
Kirynn accepted her chain and pendant as Emallya continued, “You are now Di’shan Kirynn Izenar, bonded to the Red dragon, Syrakynn, and a Guardian of Galdrilene where the rose blooms eternal. May peace favor you and your dragon all the days of your lives.” Kirynn and her dragon joined Vaddoc on his step.
Then Serena and her yellow stood in front of Emallya. “You are no longer Serena Cyen of Trilene, discarded apprentice and daughter. You are relieved of your old life and the duties that went with it so you can take your place as a Dragon Rider.”
Emallya settled the chain over Serena’s head. “You are now Di’shan Serena Cyen, bonded to the Yellow dragon, Miya, and a Guardian of Galdrilene where the rose blooms eternal. May peace favor you and your dragon all the days of your lives.” Serena and Miya went to stand five steps lower than Vaddoc and Kirynn. And finally, Kellinar and his blue stood on the terrace.
“You are no longer Kellinar Doryne, Thief Lord of Trilene, and master of the young apprentice Loki. You are relieved of your old life and the duties that went with it so you can take your place as a Dragon Rider.”
She put the chain around his neck, the pendant shining in the afternoon sunlight. “You are now Di’shan Kellinar Doryne, bonded to the Blue dragon, Shryden, and a Guardian of Galdrilene where the rose blooms eternal. May peace favor you and your dragon all the days of your lives.”
Bardeck’s voice rose above them once Kellinar and his dragon stood across from Serena, “Di’shan of Galdrilene, these pendants represent the magic of the world, how it is connected one to the other, and how magic ties you together as a group. It also signifies you as a Dragon Rider and should be worn during formal occasions or when you will be out of the Dragon Hold without the company of your dragon.”
As the crowd cheered the draclets and their riders, Bardeck and Emallya called for people of Galdrilene to join them in the hold and meet the new riders and their dragons face-to-face.
The people climbed the stairs in an orderly fashion. Maleena knew they were aware the young dragons were not to be overwhelmed. Still, the need to protect Nydara nearly pushed her to place herself between the people and the draclet. She reminded herself that Emallya said living in Galdrilene taught even the youngest to have the highest respect for dragons and their riders. The lessons had been drilled into them all their lives. Maleena was relieved they seemed to remember those lessons now as they respectfully approached each rider on the stairs. No one pushed or shoved, each patiently awaited their turn to personally welcome the newcomers and express their great hopes for the future.



 

 
 
 
Maleena smiled and nodded at the multitude of people, the faces and words of welcome so numerous, they faded together into a blur. Beside her, Nydara eagerly took in each new face. It seemed to take forever for everyone to file past. Maleena heaved a sigh of relief when the last person entered the hold.
She glanced at Mckale as she ascended the steps with Nydara. He leaned toward her and whispered, “I think you handled your first crowd of humanity quite well.”
She flashed him a smile that belied the nervous tension in her stomach. “I don’t know if I will ever get used to so many people in one place.”
“I have no doubt you will someday walk without worry through a roomful of people.”
“I wish I shared your confidence.”
He reached out and squeezed her hand gently as they climbed the stairs with their companions.
They made their way to the Dining Hall where the tables stood prepared with a huge feast. Maleena paused outside the doorway. Nydara’s violet eyes took in the crowded room and the food laden tables and she asked, “Must I stay? I didn’t eat as much as I would have liked and the meat on the tables looks too good to resist but I don’t think it is meant for me.”
Maleena smiled affectionately at her. “No, you do not have to stay.”
The silver turned and left, followed by her hatchmates who had obviously finished similar conversations with their own riders.
Bardeck and Emallya met Maleena and her fellow riders inside the Dining Hall and walked with the companions to the center table where two mornings ago none of them had wanted to sit. Bardeck and Emallya took the two end chairs nearest the doors. At the other end sat a broad shouldered man whose dark red hair and neatly trimmed beard were streaked with gray. The hard planes of his face showed the lines of age and hard work, yet a twinkle in his blue eyes and a warmth in his smile suggested humor and kindness under the stern exterior. Next to him sat a short, plump woman with deep brown eyes, her long brown hair frosted with gray. Her open and friendly face creased with lines that readily crinkled into a smile.
The riders took chairs in the middle of the table. They were introduced to everyone seated with them. The couple on the end was the city leader, Tarik Koehvain and his wife Anira, both born and raised in the city. A rock of a man named Hemmen Warrick from Shadereen was introduced as the General of the Defenders, the soldiers of Galdrilene. Davin Po, the University Headmaster, and Anevay Sundari, the Keeper of Records, were also introduced.
More names and smiling faces as the Guildmasters of agriculture, building, fishing, forestry, mining, the arts, tanning, weaving, silversmithing, the crafts, blacksmithing, masonry, glassmaking, and the members of the Council of Mages greeted them as they were all introduced.
Maleena’s head spun. She couldn’t remember all the names. She surveyed the tables, nodding and smiling at the people around her, but with so many talking in the room, she heard none of the words they spoke. Mckale sat next to her, the shield of their bond keeping the emotions in the room at bay. The bond didn’t protect her from her own emotions, though. The crowded room felt uncomfortable and without realizing it, she found herself scooting closer to Mckale. So many people, so close together, would take some getting used to.
Her stomach rumbled and she turned her attention to the food. The dishes sported several different types of meat, stews and soups. Wedges of yellow cheese, and small white balls of goat cheese coated in oil and herbs, filled small, round plates. Loaves of bread added their own delicious scent; some soft, some crusty, and others with various herbs or seeds in them.
Maleena tasted a dish of chicken coated in a thick, yellow sauce and found it to be both sweet and sour at the same time. She tried a red fleshed fish topped with bacon and a crumbly cheese. She also sampled several varieties of wine, each well-aged and flavored.
After the main meal had been consumed and removed from the table, small flaky pastries filled with fruit and topped with sweet syrup were passed out along with coffee. Maleena took a bite of the delicate pastry. Lightly sweet on her tongue, it practically melted in her mouth. She wiped away the syrup that dripped on her chin and took another bite.
The servants cleared the tables and everyone began filing through the Great Hall out onto the inner terrace of the caldera. On one side of the massive doorway a large group of musicians tuned their instruments on the recently erected stage. Mernoth and the young dragons found perches on a large pile of boulders by the lake as the humans spread out from the door.
It didn’t take long for the musicians to set up. Within a few short minutes, lively music filled the air and dancers moved onto the smooth rock of the terrace. The towering rock walls of the caldera rim made for perfect acoustics and the music traveled easily over the massive plateau. The setting sun silhouetted the dragons and washed the dancers in rosy golden light.
Kellinar roared with laughter when Marda snatched Vaddoc from where he leaned against the wall and pulled him out onto the terrace. The plump older woman pushed him into dancing over his protests. Kellinar’s laughter cut short when Serena grabbed his hand and pranced out onto the smooth stone, towing him behind her.
Maleena smiled at the look on the two men’s faces as they were dragged away. Kirynn plainly enjoyed their discomfort as well. She laughed and called out friendly jibes at the two men until Mckale stepped in front of her. He smiled. “You’re not getting off that easy, warrior woman.” He grabbed her arm and twirled her into the dancing.
“Oh, now you’re asking for it borderman. I will dance you into the ground!” She laughed at him as the musicians picked up the tempo of the music and a fast paced, intricate dance began.
Maleena clapped her hands in tune to the music and called laughing encouragement to the men as the women put them through their paces. Despite her age and weight, Marda was light on her feet and possessed plenty of stamina.
A tall, rail thin man with an age lined face stepped forward and offered his hand to Maleena. He had wispy white hair, bushy eyebrows of the same color and sharp blue eyes. She recognized him as the Headmaster of the University. His mind was quiet and with Mckale so close, coming into contact with the man wouldn’t cause discomfort. She happily took his hand, eager to join in the fun. Soon the only people not dancing were the musicians. Maleena laughed with pleasure when her partner proved to be quite spry and a very capable dancer.
When the music changed tempo again, her partner twirled her into the arms of another man. Delighted at the lack of pain, she greeted him with a smile then burst out laughing when she looked over his shoulder and saw Kellinar tripping over his feet as Emallya twirled into his arms. Kirynn now danced with a townsman; Mckale with a serving maid. Marda pressed Bardeck and Vaddoc swept Serena around.
Each time the music changed, the women twirled into the arms of a new partner. Maleena danced with Kellinar, Vaddoc and several men from the city before ending up in Mckale’s arms.
His eyes twinkled with merriment as they moved about the floor. He wasn’t even breathing hard. The same could not be said of all the participants. One man stood with his hands on his knees as he tried to catch his breath and a serving maid leaned against a wall fanning herself.
Bardeck and Serena whirled past as did Hemmen and Anira. Marda had hold of Kellinar, but Vaddoc and Kirynn paused to get a drink from the pitchers of tea set out on a long table.
When the song ended, everyone stopped to applaud the musicians and take time to crowd around the tables for a drink. Conversation and laughter filled the interval as the musicians also took a moment to take in refreshments.
When the music struck up again, it was a slower beat interwoven with haunting notes. Maleena marveled at the skill of the musicians. The most she’d ever heard was a couple of villagers who could play a fiddle and a flute. These notes and beats were made by instruments she’d never seen before.
She closed her eyes and allowed the beautiful sounds to flow through her, enjoying the feel of Mckale’s arms around her as they moved slowly to music.
“I like this,” came the sending from Nydara.
Maleena smiled. “You like the music?”
“And the dancing.”
“But you’re a dragon, you don’t dance.”
“You are dancing and we are one. I can feel what it’s like through you. It is nice. So is the man. I like him and his Tellnox.”
The dragon enjoying the experience of dancing through her, surprised Maleena. As did the dragon’s obvious fondness for Mckale and his dragon. She remembered what Emallya said about bondmates and realized she’d felt somewhat worried the older woman might be wrong. This was the first time they’d really spent any time together since the Hatching.
Mckale looked down at her. “Is something the matter? For a moment, it seemed as if your mind was somewhere else.”
She smiled up at him. “I was talking with Nydara.”
Mckale nodded in understanding. “I still find it hard to believe all of this is real. That my father really knows about this place and he actually knows Emallya and Bardeck. I wonder if he knew I would bond with a dragon, or if he just thought I would be safe and become a mage. I wonder if I will get a chance to tell him about it. I would love to introduce him to Tellnox.”
“I’m sure you’ll get the chance. Eventually the secret will get out and the dragons will be known to the world again.”
“Do you think so?”
“If there are still Benduiren out there and they are still trying to get hold of magic users, there has to be a reason. The only reason I can think of would be because there are still black eggs to be hatched,” Maleena said, a small shiver running through her body at the thought.
Mckale looked over her head out into the fading evening, his eyes troubled. “You’re most likely right. I hope it doesn’t come to another war with black dragons though.”
“I hope not either.” She sighed. “Let us not think of such things tonight. Let’s take tonight and enjoy the fact that we are surrounded by people who not only know we can use magic, but are honored to have us here.”
He smiled down at her, his silver eyes catching the sunset. “And so we shall my beautiful and wise woman.”
“Mckale, what is the dance they have in the spring in Calladar?”
His arms tightened around her as he laughed softly. The deep timbre of it warmed her heart. “Who told you about the Spring Dance?”
A smile tugged at her lips. “Kirynn mentioned it earlier, when I asked if her dress was appropriate. She said the dance they do in Calladar in the spring is more scandalous than her dress. What dance do they do?”
He shook his head, amusement in his eyes. “It’s a dance the women do in the spring when they are ready to choose a husband.”
“When they are ready to choose a husband? Do the men not decide that?”
He laughed again. “In Calladar, it’s not a man’s place to ask a woman. It’s up to her. And when they ask during the Spring Dance, the man had better not refuse or he risks the honor of both his family and the woman’s.”
“But what if he doesn’t want to marry her? Or at all?”
“If he doesn’t want to marry, or believes a woman he might not want is going to ask him, he makes sure he is nowhere to be found when it’s time for the dance.”
They danced in silence for a while. Then Maleena asked, “So how do the women dance?”
Mckale cleared his throat and hesitated. “I’m…I can’t…It’s not my place to discuss such things.”
She tipped her head back and looked at him. “Why? What harm is there?”
He sighed. “If we ever go to Calladar and my grandmother finds out I’ve been discussing the particulars of how the women dance, she’ll take my ears off. Only a woman is allowed to talk about it with another woman.”
Maleena smiled. “Alright then. I guess I will have to make sure we go to Calladar sometime. Maybe in the spring.”
Laughter rumbled in his chest again and he brushed her lips with a soft kiss. “If you wish.”
The music and dancing lasted well after dark and the moon rode high in the sky when the Dragon Hold finally cleared of its last visitor. After Nydara ate and washed one last time, Maleena fell exhausted onto the sleeping platform in the lair.




 
 
 
Mckale woke early the next morning. It was habit. Never able to sleep late as a child his training as a Border Guard only reinforced his natural tendencies. Tellnox opened one large silver eye when Mckale stood up, but soon closed it again and he settled back into a heavy sleep. It would be some time before the young dragon woke.
He placed the blankets in order on the platform and moved quietly into the sleeping chamber adjacent to the dragon’s lair. He opened the wardrobe and pulled clean clothing out. The Crafts Guild had worked over time in the days since he and his companions arrived. Each of them had several articles of comfortable, sensible clothing made from high grade material.
The everyday wear bore no embroidery, no scroll work. He liked it better. The plain clothes suited him. The soft, supple clothing fit well and didn’t restrict his movement in any way.
After he dressed, he crossed the plateau. Rather than trying to find the small private dining room, he made his way up to the inner terrace and the open faced cavern of the kitchen with its many long tables.
The head cook turned and her eyes went wide. “Di’shan Mckale, what are you doing here?”
“I thought to take my morning meal here, unless you have objections, or if I will be in your way.”
“You want to take your meal here?” She smoothed her apron. “Well, I have no objections, there are plenty of open tables. I’m surprised you’re not taking it in the Dining Hall now that you‘ve been properly introduced.”
He smiled at her. “When it’s not a formal requirement, I prefer simpler surroundings. I’m more comfortable in them.”
She bowed slightly to him. “Yes of course, I understand.” Her expression made it clear she didn’t really understand at all.
He abandoned the idea of offering to serve himself and sat down at an empty table. Within minutes a serving girl brought his morning meal along with a pitcher of tea and a heavy cup of coffee. He’d developed a taste for the strong brew and found it much to his liking.
Several other tables sat groups of servants, already enjoying their morning meal. None of them tried to join him, but they glanced at him several times as if they weren’t sure what to make of having him in their midst. He hoped he hadn’t upset them by coming to the kitchen instead of sitting in the grander place of the Dining Hall.
He looked out over the plateau. Long shadows cast by the towering rim lay across it from the rising sun. At the far end, the shadows gave way and the lake sparkled in the early sunlight. He reached out to Tellnox and found him still sound asleep. Maleena also would be sleeping for a while.
He was still astonished he could know so much about her physical and mental condition. Would their dragons really be compatible when they matured? Would he be able to sense her if they weren’t bondmates? So many questions he didn’t have the answers for. Perhaps Emallya or Bardeck could answer them.
He glanced up as Vaddoc, Kirynn and Serena wandered into the cavern. They took seats at the table with him and mumbled morning greetings. This time the cook said nothing and the serving girls delivered the food and drink as if it were perfectly normal to have Dragon Riders eating in the kitchen amongst servants.
As Mckale finished his meal, he felt Tellnox wake and leave his lair to feed. Mckale excused himself and left the kitchen. He walked down the length of the plateau to sit on the large pile of boulders next to the lake and watch the green dragon.
It didn’t take long for Tellnox to eat his fill and then splash into the cold lake. The draclet waded to the shore and Mckale couldn’t help but admire him. The green scales sparkled with the water running off in rivulets. Tellnox spread his wings wide to dry in the air. Mckale ran his hand over the small bud emerging at the tip of the wing closest to him. One day that bud would become a formidable talon. He saw a matching bud at the knuckle in the leading edge of the wing and smaller buds on the supports where they met the trailing edge.
Using his hands, he raked water off the supple scales to speed the drying. What would the scales feel like when they hardened?
“They will feel as they do now, supple and flexible. But they will be strong enough to deflect arrows and swords,” Tellnox sent, answering his rider’s unspoken thoughts.
“So they will always bend and move like this?” Mckale asked.
“Yes. Movement would be difficult if they didn’t. I cannot imagine trying to curl around and sleep with scales that would not bend.”
Mckale laughed softly. “I suppose that wouldn’t be comfortable.” He thought for a moment then asked, “So your scales couldn’t resist an arrow or sword now?”
“No, they would go right through my scales. That is why it is best for me to stay within the Dragon Hold.”
“I don’t think anyone in Galdrilene would harm you.” The idea made Mckale’s stomach turn.
“Not now perhaps, but at one time there was always that threat. Mernoth said it is not a chance worth taking,” Tellnox sent.
Mckale agreed with Mernoth. He couldn’t see any reason to endanger the draclet. “Won’t you get restless being stuck within the hold’s walls?”
The green yawned, his jaws opening wide and exposing dagger like teeth. “I do not think so. Sleep sounds better.”
Mckale shook his head, but couldn’t help smiling. “You’ve barely been awake any time at all.”
“Maybe so, but I can think of nothing I would rather do.”
He laughed softly as the dragon settled his bulk on the grass next to the lake. “Go to sleep then my friend. I have no doubt you will wake larger than you are now.”
Tellnox closed his big silver eyes and rumbled what Mckale could only think of the dragon equivalent of a chuckle.
Mckale walked down the length of the crater and through the cavernous Great Hall. His footsteps echoed slightly in the quiet. The massive pillars lining the walls drew him. He reached out, tracing the design in the cool marble beneath his fingers. The stone welcomed him, welcomed his touch. It made no sense, but he felt it regardless. He examined the dragons and roses carved into the pillar. Each scale on the dragons and each rose petal was carved in exquisite detail.
He almost expected to see the dragons turn to look at him or the veined leaves of the rose vines shift in a nonexistent wind. The longer he looked at the carvings the more real they seemed.
“Beautiful, isn’t it?”
Mckale spun around, his hands reaching for the hilts of his swords. A tall, rail thin man with fly away white hair stood behind him. The man’s bushy white eyebrows perched above sharp blue eyes.
He smiled at Mckale and moved to stand next to him, his eyes on the carvings. “Crafting such as this is quite extraordinary and has not been duplicated since the dragons fell. The Earth mages can do simple things, but their power is not great enough to make carvings that seem alive.” He glanced at Mckale’s hands for the first time. “I have no intention of attacking you. I can only hope your intentions go no further than they already have.”
Mckale forced himself to relax and removed his hands from the sword hilts. This man meant him no harm. “Please forgive me. You startled me.”
“You are young to have a reflex that has you grabbing for a sword. What life have you led that makes you react so?”
“I was a Border Guard in Calladar,” Mckale said. He recognized the man from the night before, but couldn’t remember his name.
The old man nodded. “Ah yes, I remember now. Please forgive me, sometimes my mind wanders off and forgets to leave me much needed information. I should have announced my presence and I apologize for not doing so.”
“You are not the only one who has forgotten things,” Mckale answered. “I can’t seem to bring your name to mind.”
“Understandable, you met many people and were given an awful lot of names in a very short period of time. Allow me to reintroduce myself. I am Davin Po, the University Headmaster.”
Mckale bowed slightly. “Well met, Master Po. I am Mckale Mandarran.”
The wrinkles on Po’s face folded themselves into a smile that reached his eyes. “Well met, Di’shan Mckale.”
Mckale smiled back. “You said there are Earth mages?”
“Yes, there are six mage towers, one for each of the six powers. One tower houses the Earth mages and their students.”
“What does an Earth mage do?”
“Well, the same thing as you I expect, only not on so grand a scale. Dragon Riders have powers that are amplified many times over what a mage can do. One day when you have control of your powers, you will be able to move mountains or near enough anyway. An Earth mage, no matter how much control or how many are linked, will never be able to do more than make the mountain nervous.”
“Linked?”
Po nodded. “Yes. Mages of the same magic can link together to increase the amount of power they can use. But only a Spirit mage can link or weave the different powers together. Only a Silver Rider is strong enough to link and weave the powers of other riders.”
“So mages aren’t as strong as riders?” Mckale felt a little disappointed. He’d hoped the Earth mages would be able to help him learn to use his magic and he said as much to Po.
“Oh, but they can.” The old man’s eyebrows waggled as if to confirm what he said. “They may not have as much power, but the execution is still the same. In fact, they have to teach you. There is no one else who can.”
“What about Emallya and Bardeck? Why can’t they teach me?”
“Because they don’t have your magic. They might as well try to teach a bee to collect nectar. They wouldn’t know how. From what I understand, Emallya can teach the Silver Rider. Bardeck, who possesses a dual power, can teach the other Border Guard and the healer from Trilene. Though they will learn from the mages as well. You and the other two will have to be taught by the mages only. They are the only ones who have the proper knowledge of your magic.”
Mckale nodded. It made sense, but who had taught the mages? “If the end of the War of Fire destroyed Galdrilene how did the mages learn how to use their magic?”
Po shook his head. “The city was destroyed, young man, and a good many of its people, but not all of them. Many of the older mages were within the walls of the Dragon Hold and survived. Enough to teach when new mages finally found their way here. A good thing, too. Otherwise you and the other two would have to bumble about, causing the Fates know what damage before you learned enough to get by.”
A twinge of excitement coursed through Mckale. “How do I find these Earth mages?”
“I will take you there.” Po smiled wryly. “Heleanna will be chomping at the proverbial bit to meet you anyway.”
“Who is Heleanna?”
“She is the Mage Councilor of the Tower of Earth.”
A brief memory of a woman, her silver white hair in a bun, flashed through his mind. “Didn’t I meet her last night?”
“That, my young man, was an introduction.” Po’s blue eyes fixed him with a serious look. “One can hardly equate an exchange of names at a busy dinner with a proper meeting. Heleanna won’t consider that she truly met you until she’s had the chance to sit and talk with you. Come, let me take you to her so there can be a true meeting between you two.” Mckale followed the Headmaster out of the hall across the outer terrace and down the massive stairs beyond.
The same single petal roses carved into the pillars grew in abundance on the outer slopes of the rim. Some appeared to grow out of nothing more than tiny cracks, the vines clinging to and climbing the sheer rock. They blanketed the outer rim. Their clusters of blooms ranged from white, to delicate pale pink, to rich dark pink. Each cluster contained all the variations of the colors with white petals brushed against pale pink and dark pink in the same cluster.
He turned his attention to Po. Though Po walked with the posture and step of a much younger man, Mckale watched him closely. How would the old man handle walking down so many steps?
Po glanced over at him and smiled. “There is no need to worry about me, young man.”
The statement caught Mckale by surprise. How did the man know what he’d been thinking? “Are you a mage?”
Po chuckled softly. “No, I’m not. I haven’t a speck of magic in me. It doesn’t take any of those mind tricks the Spirit mages do to read the look on your face. The Fates have graced me with good health and vitality, even now that I am old. If I’m lucky they will see their way to let me die as I see fit.”
Mckale smiled, his curiosity piqued. “And how would that be?”
“If I have my way, I’ll be at the very top of the ladder in the University library reaching for a book when I just croak over dead.”
“Why would you want to die like that?”
“It will mean not only will I be in my favorite place, but also that I am still able to climb those ladders.” Po’s eyes sparkled with humor. “Of course, the Fates can be tricky and have their own sense of humor. I may very well die that way, but by then I may be feeble and have limited control of my mental faculties. I may only be in the library because my senile mind thinks I’m still teaching and I die because my body is too frail to handle the climb to the top of the ladder without giving up.” He laughed heartily, as though the idea of the Fates playing such a trick highly amused him.
The city was unlike anything Mckale had ever seen. The wide streets fanned out in an organized manner, each paved with large flat stones and already full of people going about their business as the morning sun spilled among the buildings. The same pink and white roses of the rim climbed up many of the walls and created fragrant garlands of natural decoration.
The signs above the various shops caught his eye. Words accompanied the pictures he was accustomed to on signs. He glanced at the tall, wiry man walking beside him. “Do many people in Galdrilene read?”
Po’s eyes widened as if he’d asked if many of the people in Galdrilene breathed air. “Of course,” the old man answered emphatically. “Only the very young don’t know how to read. Education is very important here in Galdrilene.”
They passed through an open air market, full of small children playing. Some tossed a stone and skipped through a series of squares drawn on the pavement, others carried puppies around like they were babies while the mother dogs looked on anxiously and adults supervised.
A short time after passing through the market, Po stopped in front of an enormous building. “This is where the bulk of the learning goes on. This is the University, where everyone comes to be educated.”
“Educated in what?”
Po didn’t take his eyes off the building. “Reading, writing, numbers, history, reading maps and stars etc.”
Mckale raised an eyebrow. “Anyone can learn?”
“Yes, anyone can learn. Here in Galdrilene expansion of the mind is insisted upon, creativity is cultivated, and ideas are encouraged,” Po said with enthusiasm. “You too my young man, you will learn these things.”
“I will be attending this University of yours?” Mckale had to admit the idea of learning the things Po talked about appealed to him.
Po shook his head, making the thin, wispy hair atop his head fly around like it meant to take off. “Goodness no, young Di’shan. I and several of the senior academics will be teaching you within the hold itself. There are so many things for you to learn, it would be best to teach you there rather than have you running all over the city.” He smiled and clapped Mckale on the shoulder. “Come along now, Heleanna will have my hide if she thinks I’ve spent the whole of the morning keeping you to myself.”
They walked on through the streets, passing houses with well kept little front gardens, and shops with tidy storefronts of tables laden with neatly, stacked goods. Large windows of glass showed the wares inside other shops. A butcher shop had sausages, slabs of smoked bacon, hams, and other meats hanging. A seamstress shop showed bolts of material and rolls of ribbon prominently displayed along with two dresses to showed the skill of the seamstress.
The apparent abundance of prosperity in the city surprised Mckale, as did the wide use of glass. He’d never seen so many of the expensive panes in his life and certainly never in something so simple as a storefront. In his travels to Trilene and Shadereen, as well as where he lived, he had never seen glass planes in anything other than a lord’s manor.
Finally they stopped in front of one of the six towers that reached high into the sky. A road, twice as wide as any they had walked, ran along the inside of the wall. It separated the tower and the rest of the city from the wall with fifty yards of paving stones.
Mckale looked at the tower, its base ringed with fenced gardens and chickens that scratched the ground inside secure pens. Two milk goats, one black with tan stripes on its face, the other cream and white, raised their heads and looked at him with interest from their pen. Their ears were so tiny at first he thought they had no ears at all.
Po led him past the gardens, chickens, and goats, and through a heavy wooden door. Inside, Mckale blinked to adjust his eyes to the darker interior. A room as large as the circumference of the tower spread out, its walls lined with shelves of books. In the middle of the room, a staircase began a wide spiral up through the center of the tower.
He followed Po up the stairs. Each level of the tower revealed a small landing and a door. The top level was no different and when they reached it, Po knocked softly.
They waited only a moment before it opened. A woman in long, deep green robes greeted them, her youthful face at odds with her thick, silver white hair. “Good morning, Headmaster Po.” She smiled and turned her hazel eyes on Mckale. “I see you have brought the young Earth Di’shan.”
“That I have, Mage Councilor Heleanna. I will take my leave. You have much to talk about and I have other things to attend to.”
Heleanna bade him goodbye before turning to Mckale. Taking his hand in a strong grip, she pulled him toward a small group of chairs. “Come in and sit, young man. I will send for coffee and tea.”
While he sat down, she walked over and pulled a cord several times in a pattern. He glanced around. Shelves of books lined the walls and a heavy desk occupied the other side of the room. “Do you live here in the tower?”
“No, neither I nor any of the mages live in the tower.” She stood and walked to one of the windows, beckoning him to follow. When he joined her at the window she pointed at a large collection of modest houses, with neatly thatched roofs spreading out around the tower in a fan shape that started at the edge of the road on one side and reached around to the road on the other.
“That is where I and my fellow Earth mages live. Students live in the houses nearest the tower and all take part in caring for the animals and gardens. We supply as much for ourselves as we can. Each of the mage towers is set up in the same way. The tower itself is a place for learning and for the offices of the mages who oversee various things.”
A knock at the door announced the arrival of the tea and coffee, and they returned to their seats. A young man in pale green robes set a tray with cups, a teapot, and small pitcher on a low table and left.
Heleanna smiled and sat in a chair on the other side of the table. “Tea or coffee Di’shan?”
“Coffee, but I can serve myself.”
She waved away the suggestion. “Nonsense. It is courtesy for me to pour it and you will not mess with my courtesies.”
He watched her pour coffee into his cup and tea into her own. Though her face held the appearance of youth, now that he was closer, he saw the fine web of lines gathered at the corner of her eyes.
She handed him his cup and smiled. “Now, we may talk and have a proper meeting.”



 

 
 
 
Kellinar walked through the city streets with the five-point pendant tucked beneath his shirt. Hopefully people wouldn’t remember his face clearly from the brief encounters during the crowded celebration of the night before. People had a way of covering things up when they wanted to impress.
He’d left the hold as soon as Shryden fell back asleep and wandered the streets for most of the morning. A thorough search of the city revealed nothing that reminded him of the Mallay. Surely this place had a poor district and the best way to gage a city, was to get a good look at the underside of it.
Small children ran and played under the watchful eyes of their elders. The children bore little resemblance to the dirty, often unsupervised, scrawny things that ran amok in the Mallay.
Prosperity filled the city. People, hard at work, smiled and talked as they went about their tasks and everything spoke of each individual’s pride in a job well done. He saw no one shirking or cutting corners to get done with something faster. Each seemed intent on doing whatever task to the best of their ability.
A cloud of discontent always hung over the Mallay, the vineyards, out on the tiny fishing boats in the lake and in the fisheries. Workers did just as much as needed to get paid their meager wage and not a speck more. Even the supervisors, who hailed from the Dellar District, and the owners from the Trilene District, worked hard at doing as little as possible.
Here, Kellinar walked past smithies, granaries, seamstresses, outdoor markets, wood workers and more. Everyone worked harder than any in the Mallay and yet they appeared to be happy.
No one paid him any mind, not even when he went outside the wall, leaving the city behind. For some time he walked down well maintained roads past fields with workers. The smell of spring growth and rich, freshly turned earth mingled with the scent of horse sweat and manure.
They used a different sort of plow here. Pulled by teams of draft horses, they plowed as many as six furrows at a time. The plow itself was attached to wheels and the man driving the animals sat on a seat above the plow. A clever design. It looked much more comfortable than the way the farmers back home had to loop the reigns around their necks in order to grapple with the handles of plows that only made a single furrow at a time.
He lingered out of sight to listen to a group of field workers, sitting for their mid-day meal in the shade of a three-sided building. Here is where he would hear the complaints about their work. Here, away from the field and whoever oversaw the work, he would hear the discontent.
He hung around until they left to go back to their work. The only complaints he heard were about how certain new seeds weren’t working out as well as they thought they would. Soon after the workers left he caught a ride on a cart headed for the docks. The bay was a good ways away from the city, maybe things were different farther away.
The middle aged man, who let him ride on his cart and introduced himself as Harlin Devon of the Agricultural Guild, talked a lot about the agriculture of the place. It seemed the man’s life and love revolved around the growing of things. Kellinar didn’t think the man recognized him, at least he never let on that he had one of the new Dragon Riders sitting next to him. But yesterday had been a busy day and not everyone attended the celebration afterward.
Kellinar mentioned the plows and how much nicer it must be than the kind he was used to seeing. Harlin bobbed his head in agreement. “I’ve heard of those plows the downlanders use. I can’t imagine trying to make one of them do the plowing for me. Only one furrow at a time and made of heavy iron, too, I hear. Must be difficult to work with.”
“Aren’t the plows here made of iron?”
Harlin shook his head. “Oh no, too heavy. We’ve been using plows made of sharpened steel for over a hundred years. A young lad, named Baines Nearten, invented them.”
Harlin smiled then. “Isn’t it wonderful the eggs finally hatched after so many years?” Kellinar nodded, but said nothing of his own dragon. If Harlin knew, he might act different and hide things in an effort to impress him.
Harlin scratched his head and clucked unnecessarily at the horse. “Wish I could have stayed for the celebration. Not everyone can leave their work for dinner and dancing at the hold though.”
Ah, here is a rankle. Obviously only those rich enough could leave their work and go play for an afternoon and evening. “You weren’t allowed to leave your work and join in the fun?”
Harlin gave him a strange look. “Of course I was allowed. But everyone can’t leave work at the same time. We don’t just raise crops–we raise animals, too. There were two goats, four cows and a horse ready to drop their young ones. We couldn’t leave them unattended while we all left for the hold.
“A few others and myself volunteered to stay. In exchange, others volunteered to watch the animals while we went to the ceremony. Then we came back and those that missed the ceremony got to go to the celebration. Everyone has an equal right to go to any of the celebrations at the hold, or just to go up and enjoy a bath or speak with anyone there.”
He clucked at the horse again. The animal flicked an ear at him but moved no faster. “We all know our responsibilities and we wouldn’t feel right shirking them. Not a one of us would have been happy if we’d all left and then one of the animals died during birthing, or died of bloat or colic while we were away. It’s not in us to walk away from our duties.” He paused and looked at Kellinar. “I’m surprised you didn’t know these things already. Are you a new arrival?”
Kellinar nodded. “I’m still not used to all of this.”
Harlin shook his head and turned his attention back to the road. “Well, when you come from downland, it’s no surprise. I’ve met enough downlanders and heard enough stories. Nothing but hungry people down there. Hungry for money, hungry for freedom, hungry for food, hungry for everything they lack. There’s none of that here in Galdrilene. You aren’t the first to go looking for it. It seems as if everyone who comes from the downlands has to prove to themselves that what they see on the surface of Galdrilene also flows underneath.”
They rode in silence until they reached a fork in the road. One side of the fork ran level and looked like it curved off to the north. The other sloped down sharply to the enormous bay glittering in the sun. A small fleet of boats moved across the water, sails up and full of wind. Closer to shore more boats were tied up to numerous docks. A cool breeze carried the scent of the salt water and the marine life that lived in it.
“Here’s where we part ways, young man. I have to get on around this road. As you can see, that road there,” he indicated the one that sloped away, “will take you down to the harbor. Enjoy your day and try to relax.”
Kellinar smiled and climbed down from the cart. “Thanks for the ride, Harlin, it was nice meeting you.”
“Anytime, young man, it was nice meeting you, too.”
Kellinar walked down the road to the docks feeling more relaxed. There was a great deal of activity on the broad, floating walkways between the boats. Larger than he expected, streamlined and beautiful, the boats were a far cry from the raggedy little fleet that fished the great lake outside Trilene.
The same type of flowers that blanketed the outer rim of the hold also covered the slope down to the bay. The way became steeper the closer he got to the water until he found himself walking on wide steps cut into the side of the drop. He sat down on the steps to watch the organized bustle below. The smell of the roses mixed with the scent of drying fish, wet wood, and the harsh tang of fresh tar.
He thought of what Harlin said and found himself watching out of curiosity rather than suspicion. Below a tall, lithe woman seemed to be in charge. Her skin was the dark, rich brown color of the beans they made coffee from. Her black hair hung to her waist in a multitude of tiny braids with white and blue beads on the ends of each. Her eyes, crinkled at the corners with tiny crow’s feet, were an even darker and richer brown than her skin.
How was he able to see such detail at a distance of at least a hundred paces?
“You see in such detail because of our bond,” Shryden sent.
Kellinar smiled. “You’re awake again.”
“I was hungry.”
A soft laugh escaped his lips. “When aren’t you?”
“When I’m sleeping.”
Kellinar shook his head and turned his attention back to the woman on the dock.
She wore a sleeveless, fitted, turquoise top and loose pants gathered at the ankle of the same color. Between her shirt and her pants, where her waist narrowed giving her an hourglass figure, he saw a hand width of rich coffee skin. Her arms and feet were bare and she moved with grace along the ever moving, floating dock. When she smiled, her brilliant white teeth made a startling contrast to the dark skin of her face. Who was she?
A woman carrying a bundle down the steps stopped and asked him, “Do you need help?”
He looked up at the plump woman with blonde hair standing next to him. “Who is that woman?”
The blonde’s eyes widened. “You must be newly come to Galdrilene. That’s Mage Councilor Dhovara Verkash of the Weather mages.”
He had a vague memory of seeing her at the far end of the table the evening before. Her title sounded important and in his experience, important titled people never lifted a finger to do anything. “Why is she down here?”
“Because it’s her turn,” the woman said as if it should be obvious.
“Her turn for what? I have only been here for a few days and I’m afraid I don’t understand.”
“Oh, welcome to Galdrilene then. I’m Nia.” She smiled and sat down next to him. “I’ll be happy to explain. Each fleet of boats that goes out, either into the bay or beyond to the ocean, must be accompanied by a senior Weather mage. They can calm a storm enough to get the boats back to harbor safely or bring enough wind when there is none to get them home. They can also tell if the weather is going to get bad or the seas too high for safe sailing. The senior mage has command of the fleet. Every ship captain will defer to the Weather mage.” She pointed at the boats out in the bay. “My oldest brother is the senior mage on the fleet you see out on the water. They all take their turns; it’s considered one of their most honorable duties.”
She indicated the activity on the docks. “Today is Mage Councilor Dhovara’s turn. She is more than a senior mage. She sits on the Council of Mages and represents the Tower of Wind and Water.”
“The Tower of Wind and Water?” Emallya and Bardeck had mentioned mage towers.
Nia nodded. “Yes, there are six towers, one for each of the powers. There is the Tower of Earth, the Tower of Fire, the Tower of Light, the Tower of Healing, the Tower of Spirit, and the Tower of Wind and Water.”
“So this Dhovara runs the tower then?” Would she teach him how to use his magic? A rush of excitement flooded him as he suppressed the conditioned fear that threatened to rise.
“As Tarik, the mayor of Galdrilene is to the city, so is Dhovara to the Tower of Wind and Water.”
He studied the woman on the dock. “Why does she wear her hair in that fashion?”
“It’s the way all Weather mages wear their hair.”
Kellinar looked at Nia. “Even the men?” He tried to picture a man with hair like that.
“Oh yes, men and women both wear it in the braids with the beads. The white beads symbolize air and the blue symbolize water. The men wear theirs a bit different. Where the women’s swing freely, the men’s braids run against the head until they reach the back of the neck, then the braids hang down their backs.”
“Do they have to wear those braids?”
Nia smiled and shook her head. “No, some choose to wear their hair loose with only one or two braids to hold the beads. But most prefer the braids. It’s a symbol of the Tower of Wind and Water, like the three silver earrings in each ear is to the silversmiths.”
At that moment, Dhovara looked up at the two of them sitting there and called out, “Nia, I see you have brought me the young Weather Di’shan. Come down here so I can meet him properly.”
Nia looked at Kellinar with wide eyes before jumping up and calling back, “Actually, I found him sitting here. I will be happy to bring him down.” She looked back at Kellinar. “You should have said who you were, Di’shan. Dhovara has been hoping to meet you, but knew she had to complete her duties to the fleet first. You will have made her very happy by coming here.”
Kellinar followed Nia down onto the floating docks, doing his best to maintain his balance as the dock moved up and down in the water within the limits of its pilings.
“Di’shan Kellinar, welcome to Rose Harbor and to Galdrilene,” the dark woman said when they reached her. “I am Mage Councilor Dhovara Verkash, of the Tower of Wind and Water. I wanted to meet with you today, but my duties cannot be put aside for my wants. It is wonderful that you have found your way down to the harbor.”
“Why did you want to meet with me?” he asked.
“I, and the senior mages of the tower, will be the ones to teach you how to use your magic. There is no one else who can. Although your powers will far exceed ours, you can still learn the how from us.”
Kellinar felt his excitement grow. Since arriving at Galdrilene, the desire to learn how to properly use his magic had blossomed. “You can teach me?”
“Oh yes and there is much to learn,” she said.
“When? How soon can I begin learning?”
Dhovara’s eyes sparkled as she smiled. “How are you on a boat?”
Kellinar hesitated. “I don’t know, I’ve never been on one. Even if I had, it would’ve been on one of the small boats that fish Trilene’s great lake. Those boats are nothing like these giant beauties.”
“No time like the present to find out. Why don’t you join me today and I will begin teaching you how to watch the weather, read the waves and move the air.”
Again he hesitated, feeling torn. He wanted desperately to go with this woman and begin learning, but what about Shryden? How would he feel being so far away from him? How would Shryden feel?
“I will be fine,” came Shryden’s sending. “Mernoth has things he wishes to teach me and the other draclets. We get to try killing our own food today. Only a rabbit, but it is a beginning. Mernoth says there are human things you need to learn just as there are dragon things I must learn, so it is necessary that we be apart some during the days.”
Kellinar smiled. “Learn your dragon things then while I learn my human things and we will see each other this evening.”
He nodded to Dhovara. “I would love to accompany you and begin learning.”
She smiled her brilliant white smile at him. “Leave your boots with Nia then, she will make sure they are here for you when you come back. You will be able to grip the deck of the ship better with bare feet.”
He did as she said and took off his boots handing them over to Nia. Before long, he found himself walking up the gangplank to the largest ship, its triple masts rising high above his head.




 
 
 
Serena explored the city as the sun rose high overhead. She strolled down a wide stone road that followed the inside curve of the city wall. She passed lots of houses, each with a neatly thatched roof, a carefully fenced area with a neat garden of vegetables, a fruit tree or two, and often a small flock of chickens. Each house seemed to proclaim that its yard went far to support those who lived there.
Two small children played in one of the yards. An old woman sat watching them while she knitted. Serena felt a small pang. She might not ever have children. Never feel the weight of her own baby in her arms. Love and comfort from Miya washed over her, taking away the disappointment brought on by the possibly of no children. Miya was worth the sacrifice.
After some time she reached a tower. Gardens, fruit trees, chickens and goats ringed the base. The vast array of herbs growing around it drew her attention. Every herb she learned as an apprentice, and plenty she’d never seen before, grew in raised beds. Intrigued, she walked closer to the tower. Several yellow robed men and women, moved among the beds, tending the plants.
A tall, slim man with black hair, a neatly trimmed goatee and eyes that slanted sharply in his angular face stopped what he was doing and approached her. “Di’shan Serena, I am greatly pleased that you have found your way to the Tower of Healing. I am Mage Councilor Gideon Imaran of the Tower of Healing.”
Serena looked up at the tower and then at the yellow robed figures moving through the gardens. “There is a whole tower devoted to healing?”
Gideon smiled. “Each of the towers is devoted to a branch of magic. Here, we devote our time and training to healing. Would you like me to show you? I will be happy to answer any questions you have.”
Serena looked at the plethora of herbs. “Why herbs? You are mages, why do you need herbs?”
“That is the first question each new student asks. Yes, we can heal. Maybe not the complicated and great healing Bardeck is capable of,” he inclined his head toward her, “the kind you will one day be capable of as well, but we can heal a great many things. However, magic is not always necessary. For something as simple as a cold or a cut, or even an uncomplicated childbirth, herbs will do fine. There are also limitations to what magic can do. Sometimes, it needs some help.”
He beckoned to her as he started to walk away. “Walk with me. I will show you our tower and you can ask questions.”

Kirynn wandered through an open air market, looking at the wares and watching the people. Galdrilene reminded her of Arden, the capital city of Boromar, where she was raised. At one time she would have said Arden was her home, but it didn’t feel truthful anymore. In a few short days, Galdrilene already felt more like home than Arden ever had.
Arden wasn’t laid out as nicely as Galdrilene and its streets weren’t as wide nor were so many paved. But like Arden, there was no poor district in Galdrilene, at least not one that she could find and she had walked most of the city.
Wandering out of the market, she turned and followed the wider street that ran next to the wall. She paid little mind to where she went, only absently noticing a tower around which flowers that looked something like herbs were tended to by several yellow robed figures in a myriad of organized beds.
Her thoughts lingered on Syrakynn. The young dragon stayed busy learning things from Mernoth when she wasn’t eating or sleeping. And growing, Kirynn thought fondly. The stunning red draclet’s increase in size over the last three days astounded her. Bardeck said most of their growth would be in the first few months.
A flurry of activity caught her attention as she approached another tower and she stopped to watch.
Flames engulfed the tower door and smoke billowed from within. Next to the path leading to the door, a young woman in scorched, pale red robes sobbed on the shoulder of an older woman wearing robes of bright red.
“I’m so sorry. I only meant to light a candle,” the young woman said over and over between sobs.
Within seconds the flames were out and only faint wisps of smoke showed there had actually been a fire. A large man, both in height and in girth stepped from the ruined doorway. He would exceed even Vaddoc and Mckale in height. Soot smudged his robes, their bright red color darkened by smoke. His red-brown hair was in disarray. A large smudge of ash smeared across his forehead, but the face behind the full, gray streaked, bushy beard looked kind.
He walked over to the young woman and she immediately turned her apologies on him. A wasted effort. The big man didn’t want any apologies. In fact, Kirynn didn’t think he was upset at all. He proved her right a moment later when he threw his head back and let loose a hearty laugh.
His blue eyes twinkled as he patted the young woman on the shoulder and said with a strong Kantherian accent, “Tis alright lass, we expect this sort o’ thing. If ye didn’t set the tower afire at least once ‘fore ye reached the level o’ Junior mage, why we woulda thought somethin’ was a wrong with ye. Everyone sets it afire. Tis almost a right o’ passage. It’s all fixable and thanks to the students o’ the Tower o’ Fire we keep many a tradesman busy.”
The young woman sniffed a few times and looked up at the bear of a man with gratitude in her eyes. “Thank you, Mage Councilor Draven.”
“Nothin’ to thank me for lass. Fire magic is one o’ the hardest to control because fire itself is so temperamental. Every student sets somethin’ afire, usually the tower. Look, even the livestock isn’t upset by it. They’re so used to it that even with the tower door in flames and smoke waftin’ at them, they don’t get scared.”
Kirynn looked. Chickens scratched in their pen as if the affairs of humans were no matter to them and the goats looked on with curiosity while they lay chewing their cud. How often would things have to get set on fire to make the animals so accustomed to it?
The bear of a man turned to her as she walked up the path. “Ah, if it isn’t the young Fire Di’shan. Welcome lass! Mage Councilor Draven Darnek at yer service.” He made an elaborate bow.
Kirynn smiled. “Thank you for your welcome.” She looked at the doorway. Tendrils of smoke still trailed out. “So this setting the tower on fire really happens a lot?”
He laughed again, the deep richness of it inviting others to laugh as well. “Aye lass, it does.”
“So I guess this tower is where people come to learn how to handle Fire magic.”
“Aye.” He nodded. “Tis where ye will be learnin’ too or some o’ it at any rate. For the most part I, or one of the senior mages, will come to the hold to teach ye. It’ll be easier to teach the bulk o’ it there.”
Kirynn couldn’t help smiling. “You seem like a very relaxed teacher.”
“Well, fire is serious business lass. Usin’ Fire magic is serious business, and learnin’ to use Fire magic is serious business. With all o’ that seriousness, we can’t take ourselves too seriously or we’d be a very boring lot.” His blue eyes sparkled with humor. “With Fire magic comes humor and humility. If ye don’t have any humor or humility, Fire magic will teach it to ye quickly.”
“When do I get to try setting the tower on fire?”
Draven threw back his head and roared with laughter. “The sooner the better lass. I like yer spirit.” He paused and looked down at his singed and smoke stained robes and chuckled. “Let me wash up and set myself to rights lass, then we will talk o’ learning.”
Kirynn hesitated. “It doesn’t bother you that I am Boromari?”
“No lass, should it?” he gave her a puzzled look.
“Well, the Kantherians and the Boromari have been warring for over two years now.”
“Well tha’s between them isn’t it?” he said and smiled down at her. “I’m no longer a Kantherian. I’m a citizen of Galdrilene and my loyalties lie here. Ye wear the long braid o’ a Boromari soldier; does it bother ye that I came from Kanther?”
Kirynn smiled back at him. “No, it doesn’t. I fought them for two years on the battlefields. But now, I no longer have any loyalties to Boromar. They would have killed me because of magic use. Galdrilene gave me a future. Galdrilene gave me Syrakynn,” her voice softened as she said the last and Draven’s smile broadened.
“Yes, Galdrilene brings somethin’ special to everyone, but ye got the greatest gift o’ all lass. Now come, let us leave off this talk o’ war and speak o’ Fire instead.”



 

 
 
 
Maleena stood on the inner terrace soaking in the warm sunshine. The bright scales of Nydara and the other draclets shimmered like a moving rainbow when Mernoth called them to him. Nydara said he had dragon things to teach them. Maleena glanced back at the Great Hall. Through the doors at the far end lay the city. She smoothed the skirt of her new dress, the material soft beneath her damp palms. Mckale and the others were already out there exploring. She looked back at the gathered dragons. When Mernoth finished, the draclets would eat again and then sleep. Nydara didn’t need her right now. Maleena had no reason to stay.
She took a deep breath, walked through the Great Hall and out onto the outer terrace and gazed at the streets full of people going about their day. Roses blanketed the outer slope of the rim and filled the spring air with their heady perfume. Bees flew amongst the blooms, moving from one to the next. A soft breeze carried the sounds of the city below.
The people here were not like the villagers of Lowden. They welcomed her magic and honored it. But there were so many of them. Anxiety knotted her stomach. Her life in Lowden and her magic made staying away from crowds second nature. She took a deep breath. These people wanted her.
Maleena stared at the rooftops. So many buildings. She didn’t know where to go or what to do. What if she got lost? Maleena shook her head and berated herself, the Dragon Hold would be visible from anywhere in the city.
This is what she left Lowden for. To explore...to see new places and the cities she’d only heard about from merchants when they passed through her little village. Excitement and fear warred with each other.
She still stood there, hesitating, when the old man she’d danced with the night before came to stand next to her. She couldn’t remember his name, but she did remember he’d been a lively dancer.
“His name is Davin Po,” Nydara sent.
Maleena felt a flush of surprise. “You are remembering the names of other humans now?”
“Mernoth says he is important to the humans here in Galdrilene.”
Nydara broke contact and returned her attention to Mernoth.
Maleena glanced at the man standing next to her. His mind and emotions felt peaceful.
“It’s really a pleasant city to look upon, isn’t it? I find it the most beautiful of cities,” Po said, still looking out over the streets and buildings.
Maleena considered a moment. “I guess it is, however, I fear I’m not the best to judge it compared to other cities.”
“Why is that Di’shan?”
“I’ve seen no other cities to compare it to. Until I left to travel here, I never traveled more than a mile beyond my village.”
“Didn’t you come across any cities on your journey here?”
She shook her head. “No. We traveled across open, empty land until we passed through the lake and arrived here.”
Po smiled and offered his arm to her. “Well then, my dear, do give me the pleasure of showing you around.”
Maleena smiled back. “Thank you, I would love that.” She glanced at his offered arm and hesitated, unsure of how to refuse it without offending. One day when the bond grew stronger, Mckale would shield her from the discomfort of physical touch if he was in her general proximity. But for now, he needed to be within a few feet. As peaceful as Po’s mind felt, it would still cause discomfort to accept his kind gesture.
Po gave her a puzzled look. “Are you alright? I assure you, I don’t bite and neither does Galdrilene.”
Maleena chewed her lower lip. If she told him the truth, would he shy away?
She drew herself up and faced him, lifting her chin slightly; let him think what he would. If he didn’t like it and walked away, she would explore the city on her own. And if they didn’t like her either, it didn’t matter. She had Nydara.
“I’m alright and I’m sorry. I would love for you to show me the city, but I can’t take your arm. Physical touch is uncomfortable for me.”
Po’s eyes widened. “You are the Silver.” He offered her a short bow. “I beg your forgiveness Di’shan. Please don’t take offense. I should have recognized which rider you are, but sometimes this old mind of mine forgets things.”
Confusion swirled through her mind. “Why do you ask my forgiveness?”
“No one touches a Silver Di’shan. I should have noticed the chain holding your pendant is silver. Again, I ask your forgiveness.”
Maleena reached up and touched the chain of her necklace. “You’ve done nothing that requires forgiveness, Master Po. Why should you notice the color of my chain?”
The breeze whipped Po’s wispy hair around as he said, “Didn’t you notice the chains your companions received are gold. The riders of silver dragons receive the silver chain to identify them, so people know not to touch them. Emallya also wears the silver chain. Everyone in Galdrilene knows what it means. At one time, everyone everywhere knew what it meant. I should have paid more attention.”
Maleena vaguely remembered Emallya saying something about the silver chain that first morning together by the lake. So much had happened since then. “So you aren’t upset I didn’t accept your arm?”
He smiled and his sharp, blue eyes sparkled. “Goodness no, I have no reason to be upset. Do you still wish to tour the city with me?”
Relief washed through her and she returned his smile. “Oh yes, very much so. I’m a little nervous about going down into such a big city; it will be nice to have someone with me.”
“I shall enjoy showing you around. Now, before we go any further,” he ran a hand over his fringe of hair in an attempt to smooth it, “you know my name, but I’m afraid your name is not something my mind retained last night.”
She smiled at him. “Maleena Wyndam.”
He inclined his head briefly. “Well met Di’shan Maleena. Come now and see the great city of Galdrilene. If you like, I can take you to the Tower of Spirit where the Spirit mages are. I know Mage Councilor Amariel would like to meet you.”
“I would love to,” she said and followed him down the steps.




 
 
 
Vaddoc took in the shops, homes and people of Galdrilene as he walked the wide streets. A Guardian of Galdrilene. That was what Emallya had called him. He wanted to know what he guarded.
He was no longer a Border Guard; his Watch ended the night he left his home. What could he do for the people of Shadereen, with Namir at his side as a grown dragon? How many Kojen could they stop? With a touch of sadness, Vaddoc knew their help wouldn’t likely be welcomed. No matter how many lives he and Namir might save.
Vaddoc wished he could dismiss his old duties as easily as Mckale. But then, it seemed his ties to the Watch were cut the minute he met Maleena. Things more powerful than duty pulled at the other borderman.
A hollow ache filled his chest. The people of Shadereen, his people, had sentenced him to death. They would turn their backs on him. He owed them nothing. Why couldn’t he severe the lingering loyalty he felt toward them? His old life was over. Like Mckale, he needed to move forward. Vaddoc took a deep breath and let it out in a long sigh.
A sense of betrayal burned in his breast. Magic didn’t drive people insane. Those who used it weren’t a danger to anyone. The leaders of Shadereen had arrested his entire unit, ready to find and kill him for antiquated beliefs born out of the ashes of a war that ended five hundred years before.
Vaddoc glanced up at the shops as he passed them. Printed words adorned every sign. The people here were educated. Emallya had said they were, but until now he didn’t quite believe it.
Why did other nations smother learning? Emallya must be right. They kept their populations ignorant to better control them. Emallya had said something about the rights of the people under Dragon Law. What was Dragon Law? Did that have something to do with the stories and laws against magic use? Resentment welled up in him. So many people unjustly put to death for no reason.
If magic could be used openly, then maybe the Kojen that attacked that day in Basc wouldn’t have made it as far into the town as they had. Maybe Lenyi would still be alive. How many had died along the border because those that could’ve protected them had been put to death?
Anger at the lies and injustice ran hot in his veins. He walked blindly, his eyes no longer seeing the peaceful and industrious city around him.
Namir’s voice, soothing and concerned, filled his mind, “Are you alright Vaddoc? I can feel your distress. Do you need me? I will come.”
“No!” Vaddoc’s stomach lurched at the thought of the young draclet with his soft scales leaving the protection of the hold. “It is not safe for you to leave the hold until your scales have hardened.”
“Do you really think that anyone in the city would harm me?”
“No, I do not. But I am still unwilling to take the chance. Besides, there is nothing for you to protect me from unless you can protect me from my own thoughts,” he sent back.
“Your thoughts are valid. You have a right to be angry at the injustices in your old home,” the young dragon replied.
“You are awful wise for such a young dragon.”
“I have the benefit of imprint memories and they say you are right to feel the way you do. Once Dragon Law rules the land once more, one man will not be able to squash another.”
“How do you know about the laws and circumstances that exist now? How can those be in your memories?” Vaddoc asked.
“They are not in my memories, they are in yours. Our minds are one. We are one. I know what you know, and if you wish to search, you can know what I know. We are one.”
He smiled, grateful Namir chose him. “I can tell you are worried because Mernoth is waiting for your mind to come back to him. Go learn what you need to learn. I will be fine.”
“Yes Mernoth waits for me, but I will not leave while you need me.”
“I am fine now, Namir. You have helped me immensely and I thank you.”
“If you are sure…”
“I am sure. Go learn to be a dragon.”
Namir broke contact. Vaddoc realized he hadn’t paid attention to where he was going while talking to Namir. Surprised at how far he’d walked during the short conversation, he stopped to look around. He stood directly in front of one of the soaring towers on the extra wide road along the inside of the city wall. On the path leading to the large wooden door at its base stood a Shaderian, in white robes trimmed with gold fabric.
Vaddoc recognized him. Sketches of this man were in every barrack hall in Shadereen. Hadar Talor. He’d walked away from his post one night twenty years ago. Like every Border Guard, Vaddoc learned about Hadar and the others on the Wall of Traitors the first day he entered training in Marden.
“Welcome, Di’shan Vaddoc. I knew you would eventually find your way to the Tower of Light. I am Mage Councilor–”
“I know who you are.” Vaddoc ran his eyes over Hadar’s face, seeing the lines gathered at the corners of his golden eyes. “You are older now, but I know your face. You are Hadar Talor, the traitor who abandoned his Watch.”
“As you will now be labeled in Shadereen, young Vaddoc. Like you, I was unwilling to die for the crime of using magic.”
Vaddoc flinched. Hearing another Shaderian call him a traitor felt like a knife in his gut. He was a traitor. Just like Hadar. He could use magic, just like…he frowned at the older man. “But you were never accused of magic use. It was never mentioned when they told of your crime.”
Hadar smiled. “I left before there were any witnesses to it. At the time, I thought myself a coward and for leaving and hated myself for it. Then in Markene, I crossed the path of the Mage Councilor of the Tower of Earth. She knew me for what I was. A senior mage can always sense another mage, even a budding one. It was not my destiny to hatch a dragon egg.” He spread his hands. “I never heard the song. But within a few days of arriving here, I knew the laws and tales against magic were lies and my destiny was not to die for those lies.”
He folded his hands together and took a step toward Vaddoc. “I no longer feel shame and no longer hate myself. I only hate that so many continue to be in danger and so many continue to die because of the lies. Senior mages take turns quietly and unobtrusively traveling among the nations downland, searching for budding mages. Those already experiencing the first flows of power and those balanced on the threshold. Even with that, we save so few.” He shook his head, sadness shadowing his face. “So many turn themselves in or are caught and executed before we can reach them.”
Vaddoc frowned. “How are there so many? I knew of only one person to be convicted of magic use. Other than myself, of course.”
Hadar nodded slightly. “Quite understandable. Some years there are none. Other years there are as many as ten, scattered across the nations. Of those ten, we save only one or two. We cannot send out too many mages for fear of drawing attention. Many times we hear a rumor of magic use, but we are unable to move fast enough.”
Vaddoc still couldn’t quite believe it. “Why does no one hear of them?”
Hadar sighed. “Many take their own lives without telling anyone of what they can do. They do not want their own family to bear the stain. The mage finds the family mourning and feels the echo of magic use in the dwelling.”
Vaddoc stood silent for a moment, allowing himself time to take in what the Mage Councilor said. The very presence of the man who stood before him only confirmed what he’d been thinking. If the lies had not been made law, this man wouldn’t be branded a traitor. He wouldn’t have had to abandon his Watch. His family wouldn’t be shamed. He would be able to see them, not be isolated from everyone and everything that mattered to him at one time in his life.
Namir’s voice whispered in his mind, a feather light touch that faded as soon as the words were said. “Together we will change it.”
Hadar turned toward the tower. “You want to change it; I can see it in your eyes. But first you must learn to use and control your magic. Even if you were fully trained you could not run out and take on the world, Namir has to grow and train. You have time; use it to learn so you are ready when the time comes.”
Vaddoc stepped beside the man, his eyes on the tower. “You are no traitor. Those that would have you killed are the traitors. Take me to your tower and teach me what I need to know.”
Hadar looked at him, his golden eyes sharp. “Your first lesson, do not be so quick to judge. The first people to create the laws–the blood is on their hands. The people now–they do what they sincerely think is right. It is a difficult mindset to overcome.”



 

 
 
 
Kellinar’s bare feet gripped the wet planks of the deck as he stood on the heaving ship. The wind plastered his soaked clothes and hair to his skin.
“Take care,” Dhovara said from where she stood next to him, raising her voice to be heard over the storm. “The energy you hold back in the storm now will release later. You don’t want to bind it up so much it releases uncontrolled fury on some unfortunate town somewhere to the southeast.”
Kellinar eyed the storm, the air alive with visible air currents and moisture that went beyond the cold rain pelting him in the face. “I’m trying, but it fights me.”
Dhovara chuckled. “Of course it fights you. You try to force the air currents to do your bidding and they don’t like that. Pull your magic back a bit, take a deep breath, and relax.”
He did as she said and pulled it back. He let the storm have its way for a minute as he took deep breaths, forcing his tense muscles to relax. Dhovara nodded, approval in her eyes. “Are you ready?”
Kellinar nodded, shifting his weight to maintain his balance as the ship plunged down the far side of a wave. After spending all day on the ship for the past two weeks, his body was used to such adjustments.
“This time, when you feed your magic into the air, allow the currents to become curious about you. Then, ask them if you can move them. They will be more likely to do as you wish if you ask.”
Kellinar took another deep breath and allowed the magic to flow through him into the storm. He didn’t do anything with it, just let it hang there. After a few moments, the currents moved toward him. Kellinar felt them all around. Different than the push and pull of the wind, the currents moved over his wet skin with a feather light touch.
How he and the currents understood each other, he couldn’t have explained if he tried. Kellinar fed his request to them along the threads of magic. Yes, they would do as he asked. Why didn’t he ask sooner?
He smiled at the wonder of it and begged their forgiveness. Dhovara clasped him on the shoulder. “Well done. You have a way with the currents. Now, reel back the power of the storm just enough to ease the boats passage back to port.”
Kellinar nodded and wove the currents and water droplets together in a net around the storm to contain some of its power, while Dhovara fed her power into the waves to calm them.
The wind and rain died back and the sea smoothed. A good breeze still kept the sails filled and the rain still fell, but the savage bite of the storm was held in check. It didn’t take long to make it back to the docks. The ship he and Dhovara rode on was the last to be snugged up to its moorings.
As Kellinar stepped onto the dock, he released the weave holding back the storm. The wind instantly whipped a drenching downpour into his face. Lightning arched overhead followed by a sharp crack of thunder. Kellinar smiled at the fury of the storm and followed Dhovara and the rest of the crew into the shelter built into the side of the slope leading down to the bay.
Inside, a young Fire mage set a fire in a large hearth on the back wall and several servants served cups of hot coffee and tea. Another offered warm rolls stuffed with goat meat, cabbage, onions, cheese and spices.
The Fire mage smiled at Kellinar’s questioning look. “Your dragon informed Marda a few hours ago that you would come back wet and cold. As you well know, cold, hungry people don’t set well with Marda. She rousted me out of my studies to accompany the servants so she could be sure a proper fire was set.”
Kellinar picked up a roll. Much like the pitas the women made for the morning meal in the Mallay, these rolls were made for mid-day meals. The familiar smell brought a strange sense of peace and comfort. “Where did Marda learn to make these?”
The woman in charge of the servants smiled at him. “Di’shan Serena suggested them. She said you would like them.”
Dhovara bit into one and chewed slowly. “These are delicious,” she said after swallowing. Kellinar took a bite. The flavor filled his mouth. Though life could be meager and hard in the Mallay, it was what he grew up with. The food, considered simple and not consumed by the people in the more prestigious districts, was one of the few things he missed.
He looked over at Dhovara. “Why did you tell me to ask the currents and how it is they understand me?”
She took another bite and moved to sit on one of the benches in front of the fire. He sat next to her and savored the warmth that spread across his skin. She swallowed and looked at him. “You are a butterfly.”
He raised an eyebrow. “A butterfly?”
She nodded. “Think of a butterfly. You don’t normally notice them much unless they land on you. Then you become curious and give it a closer inspection. You take in its color, wing shape and pattern.” She paused and took a drink of her coffee. “Now imagine if this butterfly tried to force you to put it on a flower. You would naturally resist. No one likes to be forced. But if the butterfly asked you to please put it on a certain flower, you would likely set it gently on the indicated spot.”
Kellinar snorted. “If a butterfly suddenly started talking to me, I think I would take myself to Maleena and have my head examined.”
Dhovara chuckled. “You know what I mean. You, Kellinar, are the butterfly. The air currents are sentient. They are neither good, nor evil, merely indifferent. They belong to the sky and heavens and rarely take notice of earthbound things, whether human or rock.”
She took another drink and sighed, closing her eyes. “The heat of the coffee going down sure feels good.” She opened her eyes and turned her attention back on him. “When you feed your magic into the air, you are the butterfly landing. You draw attention to yourself. When you ask the air currents to allow themselves to be wove, you are the butterfly asking to be set on the flower. Just as you would always remember the butterfly so the currents will remember you. When next you land on the currents, they will feel a kinship with you.”
Kellinar nodded and lapsed into silence, his mind turning over what Dhovara said. He ate slowly, enjoying the familiar food. Warmth and the soft mummers of conversation filled the shelter while the storm raged outside. In his mind he felt Shryden. The blue slept in his lair, content to let the storm pass without his acknowledgement.

Kellinar walked through the massive arch and into the hold. He stifled a yawn as one hand worked the small of his back. The ache in his muscles didn’t suppress the satisfaction he felt. He’d learned much from Dhovara that day. She’d told him to come again the next morning only this time to the Tower of Wind and Water. Her turn on the boats was over.
As he passed through the Great Hall, he noted the six niches in the walls. Three along each side, they held dragon sculptures. One of each color, each as big as he and made from the same stones represented in the pendant he wore. He spotted the stone that represented the blue dragons. Artfully made and incredibly detailed, it was made from a single stone of the purest sapphire he’d ever seen. Where had they found a gem large enough to make a statue that size? His mind automatically tried to estimate the coin value of the dragon. It would be worth an entire city, maybe more.
He walked out of the other side of the Great Hall and looked across the plateau, still wet from the now spent storm. At the far end of the caldera, Shryden and the other draclets devoured their evening meal–a combination of deer and cow. The hunters would likely be very relieved once the draclets could hunt for themselves. Shryden’s pleasure both in the meal and in what he’d learned that day, threaded through Kellinar’s mind.
Beyond the plateau and the land below, the sun sank into the waters of the bay, casting rich pink and gold over the tattered remains of the clouds. Mernoth stood where the water from the lake left its little stream and poured over the edge of the caldera floor. His deep golden scales reflected the glory of the sunset.
A woman topped the edge of the small rise where the thin layer of dirt and grass gave way to the terrace of rock that butted up against the back of the hold. Her long hair fell in ebony ringlets to her waist. Her skin was the color of creamed coffee.
She stopped as recognition flickered across her face. “You are Kellinar, right?”
He stared for a long moment unable to say anything, entranced by the sparkle in her rich brown eyes. He must look like a fool standing there staring at her. His mind scrambled to remember what she said and form a proper answer.
Shryden, amusement shadowing his thoughts, came to his aid. “She asked if you are Kellinar. The proper response would be to acknowledge she is right. Of course you can continue to stand there and stare at her like a fire-struck fool if you wish; it is rather amusing to watch.”
“I wasn’t staring. I was thinking.”
“Umhm, yes, because her question is such a hard one that you must think for long moments before you can answer,” the draclet said with laughter in his thoughts.
“You hush and go back to eating. And don’t forget to wash afterwards.”
Shryden broke contact and Kellinar turned his attention to the woman in front of him. Her dark eyes studied him with one slim eyebrow raised. He had now stood here in silence way too long.
He cleared his throat. “Yes, I’m Kellinar.”
Her other eyebrow joined the first in its lofty perch on her forehead. “Oh! So you do speak after all. I was beginning to wonder.”
Kellinar felt heat rise in his face. Why in blazes was he blushing? He never blushed. It wasn’t as if he’d never spoken with beautiful women. He’d bedded beautiful women. On the way to Galdrilene he’d traveled with beautiful women. What was it about this particular beauty that could make him blush of all things?
She smiled and it almost took Kellinar’s breath away. Beautiful before, now she was stunning and for the life of him, he didn’t know what to say. He desperately wanted to say something, anything that would engage her in conversation so she would stay there and talk with him. But nothing came to mind.
“I’m Anevay, a Keeper of the Book,” she said.
“The keeper of what book?”
She smiled again. “The Ka’ti. It means dragon sight. It holds all of the spells of the Guardians. The scroll Emallya brought back had one of the spells from the book on it. The one that made traveling through the Lake of Spirits possible. A spell copied from the book was typically burned as soon as it was used for its intended purpose if it was not immediately returned to Galdrilene. The scroll your friend’s family kept for so many years is truly a treasure.” Excitement lit up her eyes and flushed her creamed coffee cheeks.
Intrigued, Kellinar asked, “Can you read it?”
Anevay nodded.
“Do you use magic?” he asked, captivated by her smile.
“Yes, I’m training to be a Healing mage.”
“Are the scrolls and books kept in a mage tower?”
“No, the scrolls are kept in the hold. Although I’m a Keeper of the Book, there is no book. It was lost just before the end of the war.” She flashed him another smile. “Would you like to see the Chamber of Records?”
“I would love to,” he said, following her across the inner terrace.
She glanced out the corner of her eye at him. “It’s said that you were a thief before coming here. Is that true?”
Kellinar nodded and she continued, “Your young tag-along, Loki, says you were the best. You seem rather young to have gained such notoriety.”
He smiled. “I began to build a reputation when I was about Loki’s age.”
Her eyes widened slightly. “What did you do?”
A half smile tugged at the corner of his mouth as memories of that day surfaced in his mind. “I stole what I should not have been able to steal.”
“And what was that?”
He glanced at her. Would she understand why he did what he did on that day? Waves of comfort washed over him from Shryden. “She will understand.”
“What makes you say that?” Kellinar sent back.
He felt a slight hesitation in the draclet before the sending came through. “She is…different. Special...in a way I do not understand.”
Kellinar turned that over in his mind. What did the draclet mean? He looked at the woman walking next to him, waiting for him to respond. He hoped the draclet was right. He wanted her to understand money hadn’t been the motivation behind taking the job.
He sighed. “Two of the High Houses were warring. The lord of the house that started the disagreement came to me with a job. He offered a handsome amount of money. I had already generated a name for myself as someone who could steal nearly anything I went after. Much like Loki was doing before this all happened.”
She looked him, her dark chocolate eyes curious. “What was the job?”
He took a deep breath. “He wanted the eleven year old daughter of his opponent kidnapped.” Anevay gasped, but Kellinar continued without pause. “Normally, a daughter or wife or even mother is taken and held for ransom. This weakens the House she is taken from and is double profit for the thief. He gets the money for the kidnapping and then ransoms her back to the House she is taken from.”
Anevay stopped and turned to face him, her eyes searching his. “Normally? How was this different?”
He ran a hand through his hair and glanced out over the caldera floor, finding comfort in the sight of the blue who gazed at him from his resting spot. “Lord Dobrane didn’t want her ransomed back. He wanted to hurt his opponent more than that. This girl, she was the favored child of her father. Dobrane wanted the daughter sold in Turindar as a slave on the boats.”
“You didn’t take the job did you?” Anevay asked, a pleading look in her eyes.
Kellinar searched her face. He hoped she would hear him out. “Yes, I took the job.”
She took a step back. “You took it?”
He nodded. “I had to. If I hadn’t, someone else would have.”
“Did you succeed in taking her?”
“I did. Which is how I managed to move through the ranks of thieves so quickly.”
She stared at him for a long moment, then shook her head. “Wait a minute.” She held up her hand and her eyes narrowed. “You were Loki’s age and he is what? Around ten? How did you a get a girl the same age as you out of her house without anyone knowing? A house most likely heavily guarded.”
He smiled slightly. “She followed me out willingly and actually showed me a secret exit.”
Anevay’s eyes widened. “But, why?”
“When I reached her room, she was understandably scared and very resistant. I admit to restraining her, but only long enough to explain that if she didn’t come with me, someone else would come after her. Someone who wouldn’t care and would actually sell her.”
“So,” a hint of a smile crossed Anevay’s face and she cocked her head to the side, “You didn’t sell her?”
Kellinar shook his head. “Of course not. I’m a thief, not a trafficker. I kept her hidden in the Thieves’ Caves, completely against the rules by the way, until a suitable family could be located for her. She ended up becoming the daughter of a lord and lady in Las Fane. They had always wanted a daughter but never had one of their own. The last I saw of her, she was leaving Trilene in the back of a Trader’s wagon on her way to her new family.”
Anevay started walking again and he fell in beside her. “Do you know what happened to her after she arrived? Is she happy with her new family?”
He smiled. “Yes. I received five letters from her over the years. She misses her father, but her new family loves her dearly and she is happy.”
As they walked into the Great Hall, something crashed into him and knocked him backward a step.
“Kellinar!” Loki cried, standing with his arms tight around Kellinar’s waist.
Kellinar looked apologetically at Anevay and she smiled back in understanding. “Another time then.”
“Loki!” He pried the boy’s arms away and stood back to look him over. Clean, in nice clothing and with his short cropped hair neatly combed, Kellinar thought him almost unrecognizable. “It’s good to see you. Where have you been?”
He looked over the boy’s head at a tall, lanky old man with white fly away hair and bushy eyebrows of the same color. The man smiled and Kellinar smiled back before returning his attention to Loki.
“I’ve been staying at the Universarary,” Loki said.
The old man spoke, “You mean University. And you are not just staying there; you should be learning as well.”
Loki scowled at the man and Kellinar asked, “You aren’t learning?”
“He has refused to do anything until he was allowed to come see you,” the old man said.
“They wasn’t letting me come and see you. So I told them I wasn’t learning nothing until they did. And I meant it Headmaster Po. You see now that I did, don’t you?”
Po looked at the boy and nodded. “How could I not see it? Especially when you took to trying to sneak away to see him?” He raised his eyes to Kellinar’s. “Even a junior Spirit mage had difficulties keeping track of him. He’s quite adept at disappearing.”
“I was learning from Kellinar before we left Trilene. He’s the best. Ain’t nobody ever been able to catch Kellinar when he don’t want caught.”
Kellinar laid his hand on Loki’s shoulder. “You should take advantage of the chance to learn.”
“Oh I learned a couple of things. That Spirit mage, she taught me to write my name.”
Po took a step closer. “I tried to tell him that you couldn’t be bothered for a while, but he would have none of it.”
Kellinar looked up and met the old man’s eyes, feeling the weight and responsibility of his new position. “Loki is never a bother to me and may come to see me if he wishes.” Loki’s chest puffed out and he turned to give the Headmaster a triumphant look, but Kellinar spoke again, taking the growing wind out of his sails, “But, only if you are applying yourself to your studies. If you wish to see me, send Headmaster Po to me to discuss your studies. If they are going well and you are working hard at them, you will be allowed to visit me.”
Loki looked down at the ground and mumbled, “Yes, Kellinar.”
At one time, Kellinar wouldn’t have cared whether Loki learned book studies or not. Kellinar had chosen to learn them on his own and would only have taught Loki if the boy asked. But Galdrilene was a very different place than Trilene and his own place within it just as different. It would not do for a Dragon Rider to discourage learning in a society where it was considered above important.
Loki looked up at him, his eyes bright in his face again. “Is it true you hatched a dragon? What did you name him?”
Kellinar dropped his hand from Loki’s shoulder and smiled. “Yes, it’s true. His name is Shryden. Would you like to meet him?”
“Oh, can I? It’s okay, ain’t it Headmaster? Can I, please?”
Po nodded. “Of course you may, young man.”
Kellinar led them across the wide stone terrace and down to the floor of the crater, sending a call to Shryden as they walked. The large blue draclet lumbered across the crater floor. Light from the setting sun rippled across his scales like blue fire.
The draclet came to halt in front of them and Po offered a graceful bow. “I am honored to meet you, Shryden.”
Shryden lowered his head to the boy, peering at him with ice blue eyes. Loki backed up a little. “He’s got some big teeth.”
Shryden asked Kellinar, “This is the boy from your memories. The one you took under your wing and brought with you here, is he not?”
“Yes, this is Loki. Although I would have to say he brought himself here.”
“Then he is friend to me and I will help you watch over him.”
Loki gasped, grabbing both sides of his head with his hands as he sank to his knees. Kellinar and Po were both reaching for him when he looked up at the dragon. “It’s nice to meet you too, but your voice is really loud. You shook my whole head on the inside.”
Po’s eyebrows rose. Kellinar looked at Shryden in surprise, “You spoke directly to him?”
“He means a great deal to you and so he means the same to me. I did not realize it would be so loud in his mind. Please apologize for me.”
Kellinar looked back at Loki, who climbed to his feet with the help of Po. “Shryden wants me to pass along an apology to you. He says he didn’t know it would be so loud to you.”
Po patted the boy on the shoulder. “It is a great honor to be spoken to directly by a dragon, although not a comfortable one. For those not called by the Dragon Song, the voice of a dragon is overwhelming so they usually talk through their riders.”
Loki approached Shryden. “I’ll do just like Kellinar says and work really hard at the Uninversinty so I can come back and see you. Do you mind if I come to see you?”
Kellinar smiled down at the boy. “He says he would very much like to see you again.”
Po laid a hand on Loki’s shoulder and firmly steered him toward the Great Hall. “It’s time to go back to the University now Loki, so tomorrow you can rise early and put your words into action.”
Kellinar stood with his arm looped over Shryden’s neck and watched them walk away.



 

 
 
 
Sadira stood next to the large, four poster bed and glared at the dress the servant laid out for her. A deep green silk with skirts that fell in smooth layers, a beaded bodice and sleeves suitably full at the shoulders and narrowing down to the wrists. It was beautiful.
She hated it. Made for one of her half-sisters, like all of her dresses, it was another reminder she wasn’t worth spending coin on.
She grabbed the dress, stepped into it, pulled it up and stood still so the maid servant could button the dual rows of tiny seed buttons that ran up the back. When the maid left, she turned and looked at herself in the full-length stand mirror. Her hair, so deep a brown it was almost black, glistened in the light of the setting sun that poured through the tall windows of her chambers. Her equally dark eyes were framed by thick lashes. She smiled, admiring her features in the mirror.
Her beauty far surpassed that of her half-sisters. All but one bore too much resemblance to their sow-like mother.
Her smiled disappeared and she glared at her reflection. She should’ve been the one with suitors falling all over themselves. Not hoping some glorified squire would come save her from spinsterhood. She should’ve been the one planning a massive wedding to a powerful man with an equally large holding and a grand estate within the city of Markene itself. But her weak mother had died giving birth to her, leaving Sadira relegated to something less than royalty. Only the children of the king’s current wife could be heirs.
Her stepmother, upon marrying her father, became immediately pregnant and birthed a baby every year for nine years like a brood mare. The first one, a girl, was born a mere ten months after Sadira. A wretched thing, so convinced of her own beauty and her own superiority until last year…when Sadira put an end to the taunts of her oldest half-sister.
Oh, the panic that ran through Markene. Where was the oldest of the king’s daughters? They meant of course, the oldest daughter that counted. Her stepmother wept while her father tore apart Markene in his search for her. They never found her. Sadira smiled at her reflection in the mirror, relishing the memory.
In the five centuries since the castle of Markene was built, it had been added on to many times with hidden passages built beneath the skirts of its stone walls. Even Sadira found a few ways out. Long, dark tunnels that led beyond the walls of the city itself, their crumbling exits to the world hidden by overgrown weeds and bushes. At one time, they were probably built as escape routes. Now they lay forgotten and discovered by none, save the young Sadira, who stumbled upon them in her lonely wanderings.
Sadira had lacked enough status to play with her half-sisters, yet possessed too much to play with the servant children, so she’d spent her childhood alone. She didn’t regret this. For if not alone, had Sadira been off with playmates, she would never have found those tunnels. They’d served her so well the night she killed her eldest half-sister. No one heard the muffled pleading and screams. None would find her rotting corpse.
Sadira remembered it clearly.
Deep in the tunnels beneath the palace her sister, Neria, lay in a crumpled heap, her sobs muffled by the gag in her mouth. Sadira watched dispassionately as tears coursed down Neria’s cheeks and the sobs turned to garbled pleading. Sadira ignored her and held the knife up, trying to decide the best way to begin. She’d never killed anyone before and she wanted the experience to last as long as possible.
She stepped closer and Neria kicked out, striking her hard in the ankle and knocked her down. Anger surged through Sadira’s veins. As she picked herself up, Neria desperately tried to break loose from her bonds.
Sadira seized her sister’s ankle and felt power surging through her body. Her sister’s eyes bulged. Neria thrashed, a high-pitched scream escaping past the gag. Sadira watched, mesmerized as dark, oily shadows flowed from her hands. They burrowed into Neria. Her skin boiled where they touched.
After some thought, Sadira figured out how to draw the shadows back. She studied their effect on her sister. The skin was blackened and blistered. Neria trembled, her body racked by sobs. Ignoring her sister, Sadira spent some time working with the shadows. She was particularly pleased to find she could set them and tie them off. If she moved too far away, they dissolved. But as long as she stayed close…
Reaching out again with the shadows, she carefully circled each of her sister’s wrists and each of her ankles. She cut the rope bonds with the knife. Sadira looked down at the weeping woman and smiled. “Now, dear Neria, you have a choice. You can hold really still while I practice on you with these shadows, or you can struggle. The bonds that now circle your wrists and ankles, will only sink into your skin if you struggle. When you stop struggling, they will retreat. Let us see how still you can be, shall we?”
Under the torture of the shadows, Neria hadn’t been able to stay still. Sadira drew it out for as long as she could, but just before dawn, her sister had died. Even now, a year later, Sadira entertained herself with the memory of her sister’s screams.
She’d spent the year practicing what happened by accident the night she murdered her sister. Now, she commanded the shadows as if they were an extension of her body.
Sadira allowed the shadows to flow from her hands and they coiled about her head and neck like oily black snakes. Soon, she would use them, her pets, against her father. She would bend him to her will and take her place as the rightful heir. Not just a woman to marry off with a large dowry, oh no, Sadira was beyond that now. She wanted right of succession. Markene would have a queen and the old king would die by her hand. The remaining half-siblings and their cow of a mother would grovel at her feet, begging for mercy that wouldn’t come.
Her heart raced as a thrill shot through her at the thought. They would pay. All of them would pay for relegating her to nothing more than an obscure baroness when she should have been princess. She called the shadows back and watched them disappear. Soon.
The door to her chambers swung open as Drisa walked into the room. Her long, narrow face was dominated by her broad nose. Her thin eyebrows were drawn down in a severe scowl over muddy brown eyes set too close together.
“Sadira, aren’t you ready yet?” Her shrill voice grated in Sadira’s ears. “Honestly, I don’t know why you even bother dressing up, it’s not like anyone is going to notice you. This is Kalila’s coming out ball. Goodness, even the servants at least have a reason for being there. You are just a useless waste of space at an engagement such as this.”
She brushed past Sadira and looked at herself in the mirror, preening and smoothing her dingy blond hair. “Why father didn’t make arrangements for you a long time ago, I’ll never understand. You are pretty enough, even if you haven’t any worth. Surely there is an up and coming squire somewhere in the nation that would have you, but then perhaps not. Even they dream of wealth and power...and well, you aren’t going to help anyone gain that.”
“What do you want, Drisa?”
She turned and looked at Sadira, the scowl returning to her face. “Mother says you had better hurry. She is not about to delay Kalila’s coming out on the account of you.”
Kalila poked her head into the room. “Drisa, stop. Sadira is our sister and should be treated as such. Leave her alone and come with me, mother needs you.”
Sadira glanced at Kalila. Rich golden hair framed a heart shaped face. Kalila smiled at her and she saw sincerity in her sister’s deep blue eyes. She glared back. How dare this girl-woman be nice to her. Jealousy stung like a wasp. Her beauty matched Sadira’s and she had the station to go with it. She could have any man she wanted.
Drisa snorted and rolled her eyes. “There is nothing wrong with the truth, Kalila.”
Sadira watched as her sister flounced from the room. Soon, very soon.
As she started to turn back to the mirror, another figure came through the doorway. This was no sister, or anyone else she knew. Cloaked in black, the figure flowed into the room like a shadow and came to a stop in front of her.
She regarded it carefully. “Who are you and what do you want?”
“I am Alden and I am here for you, magic user.”
Sadira drew herself up, how could anyone know about her abilities? She’d kept the secret close to her heart. A small thread of fear wormed its way through her body. If she was found out, unless she could get away, she would die. Even if she got away, becoming queen of Markene was out of the question. Whoever this Alden was, she would have to kill him.
Oily shadows rolled off her hands and coiled about the cloaked figure, seeking beneath the material for the skin below. But instead of sinking into skin and making it boil and rot from the inside out, instead of flowing into a mouth to muffle the screams that should have issued forth, the shadows simply melted away.
Who was this that her magic could not affect? A sheen of cold sweat broke out on her brow.
“You are not the only one, dear Sadira, who can use magic. You are nothing more than a fumbling infant to me, child. But you could be more,” Alden said.
“I will be more, I will be queen of Markene,” she said firmly, hoping the shock and fear of her shadows melting away didn’t show on her face.
“Queen of Markene?” Alden’s tone turned mocking as he flowed farther into the room. “Is that as high as you can reach, child? Can you think no further than the boundaries of your pathetic little nation? Come now, surely you can dream beyond the horizon you can see.”
Sadira hesitated, uncertain of this Alden’s intent. “What do you mean?”
The shadowed face seemed to smile. “If truly you want nothing more than to become queen of this place, then I will leave you to your wishes. But I can offer you much more than that. I can offer you the world and power such as you have never imagined.”
“What do I have to do?” she asked, wary of the offer and yet pulled by the temptation of it.
“Come with me, of your own free will, sister killer.”
She gasped. “How do you know about that?”
He moved closer to her “I know a great many things child, and I hold the key to longevity of life and ultimate power.”
“What power do you speak of?”
“Dragons! Black as the deepest night.”
Sadira shook her head in disgust. For a moment, she’d thought the offer was real. “There are no dragons anymore.”
“On the contrary, there is a black egg just waiting for the right person to lay a hand on it. Waiting for someone willing, and strong enough, to make the sacrifice to hatch it. Are you her? Can you imagine what you could do with a dragon at your command? Do you still wish to be ruler of this one silly nation or do you wish to have the world bowing at your feet and praying for your mercy?”
She eyed him sideways. “All I have to do is come with you?”
“Of your own free will, yes.” He extended a hand that was nothing more than bones with skin like gray parchment stretched over them. “Take my hand and I will show you power. I will lead the way to a greater destiny, one that dwarfs the powers of a mere queen.”
Had her magic driven her insane already? Was she imagining all of this? All at once, she didn’t care. She reached out and grasped the hand.



 

 
 
 
The world around Sadira stretched, pulling farther and farther until, like a spring pulled too far, it snapped. Darkness enveloped her. Only the crushing grip of the cold, bony hand on hers let her know she was still connected to the world in some way.
Then the darkness was gone and she stood in the middle of a vast desert. The rim of a wide, deep canyon lay at her feet. In the west, storm clouds boiled while a sullen sun sat heavy on the horizon. Molten red, it glared from beneath the black clouds like a baleful eye. In the east a full moon rose into a darkening sky, its face cast in pale red as it reflected the light of the sun.
Around the edge of the canyon, a sparse forest of towering black rocks rose up, their jagged tops like broken teeth against the fading red light. Shadows shrouded the canyon below. In the distance to the south, the canyon floor rose to meet the desert. To the north, it ended in a vertical wall and the open maw of an immense cavern. Above the cavern’s mouth, a mountain reared up out of the desert floor.
A hot wind blew the layered skirts of her dress around her legs. Sweat beaded on her forehead and dried immediately. She had been taken far from her home by a skeletal man who could use magic, yet she felt no fear. Perhaps she was already insane.
If she was, she didn’t care. She looked at the cloaked figure next to her. “Where have you brought me?”
“The Shadderack Desert. This is Kormai, home of the black dragons.”
“I thought they were all gone.”
“All but the eggs,” he said.
“How many eggs?” she asked.
Alden looked at her. “Eight.”
“So there are going to be others coming to hatch the other eggs.” She wasn’t sure she liked that.
“Yes, they are coming. Two are on their way now. The others will come when we find them.”
Sadira looked down into the canyon. “I’ll not be placed beneath anyone. I will have my rightful place.”
“Of course,” Alden said soothingly. “I expected nothing less. You will be first among the Shadow Riders, but do not expect any who come to be loyal subjects. They will be much like yourself, ready to feel power within their hands.”
Thunder rolled among the approaching clouds and the wind picked up speed, peppering them with sand. Sadira ignored it. “What are you?”
“I am a Benduiren. I am what is left of a Shadow Rider after their dragon is killed.”
“Is that the sacrifice you spoke of? The one I will have to be willing to make in order to hatch an egg? Will I end up looking like you?”
Alden shook his head. “No. The sacrifice is half your soul. The draclet in the egg has no soul. You must give it half of yours so it can hatch–so it can live. Not everyone is strong enough to survive hatching a black egg. If you are not, you will die. Only if you successfully hatch an egg and your dragon later dies will you endure my fate.”
The wind whipped her hair into her face. She pushed it back out of the way. “And why is that?”
“If your dragon dies, it takes half your soul with it to the world of the dead. You will remain half in this world while the other half of your soul goes to the world of the dead.” He held out a skeletal hand, his black cloak flapping in the wind. “This is what is left.”
“But only if the dragon dies?” She wanted to make sure she understood what might happen to her. She didn’t care what would happen to the dragon if she died.
Alden nodded. “Are you ready to descend? Are you ready to make the sacrifice? Are you ready to see if you are strong enough?”
She glanced at him. “You cannot force me?”
“A few things remain the same for Guardian Dragons and Shadow Dragons. That the hatcher of the egg does so of their own free will is one of them.”
“Guardian Dragons? There are other dragons beyond these eggs? Beyond this place?” She liked that even less than the idea of other black dragons.
“Yes, in Galdrilene, the place where magic flows into this world, there are newly hatched dragons. They will seek to destroy the Shadow Dragons. They will seek to destroy the world as we know it.” He shifted and his voice took on a persuasive tone. “You, Sadira, could lead the Shadow Riders against them. You could be the one to preserve the way of life the nations enjoy today. If you have the courage to hatch an egg, you could lead the Shadow Dragons to Galdrilene and take control of the power that flows into this world.”
“Where are the eggs? Lead me to them.”
A smile slid across the shadowy face of the Benduiren and he led the way down into the canyon. At the bottom she followed him through the jagged mouth of the cave. The ceiling soared above them, disappearing into darkness. The cave was massive with golden, glowing balls of light set in the rock. The pale marble walls jutted out all around the cavern, creating shelves large enough for two good sized houses. They stepped up the walls, continuing until they disappeared into the darkness above.
She brought her gaze back down. The polished, onyx floor contrasted with the pale walls. Benches filled with luxurious cushions lined the walls and beautiful arched doorways led off from the main chamber into lit passageways. An especially large arch led into what looked like an alcove. Golden scroll work and dark dragons climbed each side of the arch in a beautiful display.
Then her eyes were drawn by another sight. Eight large eggs nestled in a depression in the middle of the cavern. Seven of them were inky black, the shells seeming to absorb the light rather than reflect it. The eighth was pale gray and carried a faint silver sheen to it.
“Why isn’t that one black?” she asked, pointing at the gray egg.
Alden shifted and appeared to shrug. “Occasionally, one is laid that is not completely black.”
“What does it mean?”
“We do not know. It happened rarely and we always destroyed them when it did.”
“Why did you not destroy that one?” She didn’t like the gray egg. She didn’t know why, but something about it repelled her.
“All of the Shadow Dragons were gone, we could not afford to destroy it. There are not enough even now,” Alden said.
“How many of those Guardian Dragons you spoke of are there? How many hatched?”
“I do not know. I know only that they hatched.”
“Will they know when I hatch mine?” she asked.
“Yes, they will know. But there is nothing that can be done.”
She frowned. “Will they know how many?”
“Yes.”
Sadira thought of the power at hand and of the sacrifice of half her soul, desire and fear warred inside her. She stared at the eggs, unable to look away from them. A part of her trembled, a tiny part that was terrified. She crushed it ruthlessly and made up her mind. She would hatch an egg and she would not allow herself to think about it anymore. Thinking about it allowed the fear to grow. “How do I hatch one?”
The Benduiren turned his red gaze on her. “Walk amongst them, look at them and decide which is to be yours. When you have decided, reach out your hand and touch it and the Hatching will begin. Be sure of your choice, not only in which egg, but in your choice to hatch it as well. Once the Hatching begins, it cannot be stopped.”
Sadira nodded in understanding. “I am sure,” she said and walked forward toward the eggs. She didn’t need to walk among them; she knew which one she was headed for. Sadira didn’t know why, nothing about it looked different from the six other black eggs. She never even considered the gray egg. Something about one of the black eggs told her it was for her alone. Her egg, her dragon, her power.
She approached slowly and reached out to lay her hand on the shell. Her fingers touched it. Searing pain shot through her. She screamed as it intensified. Her legs gave out and she collapsed next to the egg, unable to draw her hand away, unable to find a release from the agony that grew with each passing second. Deep inside, Sadira felt as if she were being torn in half, as if some integral part of her ripped away. Agonized screams tore from her lips as the pain consumed her.
A web of cracks tore across the surface of the egg. With a last bolt of pain, her hand came free and the shell shattered.
She lay curled on her side, her whole body trembling beyond her ability to stop it. Beside her a young dragon the size of a pony staggered away from its broken shell. Its ebony scales as dark as the bits of shell. Like the shell, the scales seemed to absorb the light filling the lower level of the cave rather than reflect it. The belly of the draclet was tarnished gold. She raised her eyes to the wedge-shaped head. The draclet regarded her with empty eyes the color of blood.
Sadira struggled to her feet. She managed to hold herself upright though her legs trembled. “What is wrong with her?” Sadira whispered, her throat raw.
Alden walked closer. “There is nothing wrong with her. You have done well.”
“Why is she not black all over?”
“The underside of a Shadow Dragon retains the color of what it would have been, had it hatched in Galdrilene.”
Sadira, her voice still unable to rise above a whisper asked, “What do I do now?”
The Benduiren pointed at a pile of rotting carcasses against the wall of the canyon just beyond the arch of the cavern. “Tell her to feed.”
Sadira looked into the red eyes of the draclet. “Go Ranit, and eat.” Obediently, the draclet turned and waddled ungracefully across the floor and began feeding.

Maleena screamed. Shadowed shapes clawed and tore at her. Mckale tried to fight his way to her, tried to block the shadows from reaching her, but every time he moved to shield her from them, they slipped past.
Mckale snapped awake, confusion and chaos filled his mind as he tried to sort reality from the tatters of his dream. Nydara roared, shattering the silence of the night. Tellnox joined her and the sound of it reverberated off the walls of the lair. Mckale leaped from his sleeping platform and raced toward Nydara’s lair.
Again Nydara roared, a savage note in her young voice. The night came alive with the growls of the other draclets and then the deep bass of Mernoth’s thunderous roar. Mckale’s heart pounded painfully in his chest. Maleena’s terror filled him. He raced up the steps to her draclet’s chosen sleeping place and crossed the lair in long strides.
Maleena lay crumpled next to her sleeping platform, her arms around her middle and her forehead pressed against the stone of the floor.
Mckale knelt next to her. “Maleena, what happened?” he asked when Nydara quieted long enough for his voice to be heard.
She turned her face, streaked with tears, toward him. “It hurts, Mckale. Oh Fates, it hurts.”
“What hurts? Where?”
“The vision. The Hatching. It’s terrible.” Her voice broke in a sob. Fear and pain beat at her, coursing through her body.
He gathered her into his arms. “What Hatching?
Even her vision of Kojen the first night they met hadn’t affected her like this. Whatever it was, Nydara saw it too and passed it on to the other draclets and Mernoth. Mckale reached out to Tellnox, who connected with him at once. The vision flooded his mind.
He felt Maleena’s pain slowly fade away. She raised her head and looked at him with tear filled eyes. “The Hatching of a black egg. I saw it. I felt it.”
Mckale looked up as Emallya and Bardeck joined them in Nydara’s lair. “Is it true?” he asked the older woman, although he already knew the answer.
She nodded. “Yes, it is true. Shadows ride the dawn once more.”
Mckale looked down into Maleena’s pale face then back up at Emallya “I thought I was her shield. Why can’t I protect her from this?”
Bardeck answered, “You are her shield, but nothing can protect her from the visions. They are a part of her magic. Only time and Nydara maturing will enable her to handle them.”
Helpless fury enveloped him. “So I just have to sit by and watch her go through this, I cannot help her?”
“No more than I can help Emallya.”
Mckale took in the ashen cast to Emallya’s face and the worry and strain creasing Bardeck’s. Bardeck had been watching Emallya go through similar things for hundreds of years. The look in his eyes told Mckale the older man understood exactly how he felt.
Vaddoc, Serena, Kellinar and Kirynn joined them. Beyond the lair, the other draclets and Mernoth still rumbled and growled. Maleena looked up at the older couple for the first time since they entered. “You saw what I saw?”
Emallya nodded. “I did, although perhaps not as strongly. You and Nydara are the strongest Spirit pair I have ever seen and my own visions have grown paler since the death of Rylin. You are feeling the effects more than I am.”
“Will I feel this every time black eggs hatch?” Maleena asked and Nydara rumbled low in her chest.
Emallya nodded again. “Yes, but to a lesser extent. The first time you feel black eggs hatch is always the hardest for some reason. As Nydara matures, she will shield you from most of the side effects of your visions.”
Tellnox rumbled anxiously from the mouth of the lair and Mckale reached out to him, “Maleena and Nydara are well, calm yourself.”
“They are not well. There is great distress in both of them. Nydara saw what her rider saw, she radiates alarm and fury to us all. Shadows lay across the future and there will be no peace as long as the soulless shadows fly,” came the sending.
Maleena had stopped trembling and pulled away from him. Mckale watched as she crossed the chamber to comfort Nydara. It frustrated him that he could shield her from the emotions of others yet could do nothing to lessen the impact of the visions brought by her magic.
Vaguely, he heard Emallya and Bardeck discussing what happened to his companions, though he paid little attention, his mind was elsewhere. There were black dragons again. In his mind, he saw the imprint memories from Tellnox’s hatching. He saw the evil of a grown Shadow Dragon in flight and felt a deep sadness and fear for the future.



 

 
 
 
Vaddoc woke with adrenaline surging through his body. Something threatened his draclet. Namir’s distress and alarm filled his mind. The alarm sent out by Maleena’s draclet during the Hatching of a black dragon earlier in the night had his senses on edge. He rolled from the sleeping platform, pulling his scimitars from where they lay. His grip on the familiar hilts slowed the racing of his heart as he braced, ready to defend the young dragon.
Namir was backed against the far wall, his leathery wings spread and his head drawn up high. In the gray, predawn light the source of the draclet’s distress was clearly visible. A young kitten stood in the middle of the lair, back arched and spitting. Golden colored and covered in dark orange stripes, it showed no sign of backing down and in fact seemed ready to take on the young dragon that could easily make a snack out of the small animal.
Namir tried to move toward Vaddoc. The movement elicited a high pitched growl from the kitten and the young dragon froze.
Vaddoc laughed and laid his swords on the platform, the tension in his body dissipating. “Are you truly afraid of that little kitten?”
“It is ferocious! It may be small, but it is terrifying! What is it? Can you kill it?”
“It is indeed ferocious and courageous beyond its abilities,” Vaddoc said. He rather admired the kitten’s bravery. “It’s called a kitten. The young of the small cats that inhabit human towns, cities and dwellings.”
He walked over to the kitten, lifted it up by the scruff of the neck and settled it in the crook of his arm. It kept its wide orange eyes fixed on the draclet even while it purred. “I am surprised you have no knowledge of them. What about all of the memories you hatched with?”
Namir eyed the kitten warily. “There is nothing in my memories of such an animal.”
“It cannot hurt you Namir. Even with your soft scales, it cannot hurt you.”
“It acts as though it can.”
“And if pressed, it might try. Or, more likely, it would run.”
The gold extended his long neck, reaching out toward the tiny kitten with his snout. The kitten’s ears went back and it growled. Vaddoc placed the kitten on the ground. With a parting hiss, it darted from the lair.
Namir flinched when the kitten passed him on its way out, drawing another laugh from Vaddoc. He walked over and gave the young dragon a pat. “Come on you. It is extremely early, but we are wide awake now. You might as well go and get something to eat and take a swim. I am going to see if I can find anything to eat at this time of morning.”
Together they walked out of the lair. In the still, crisp air of late spring, the undisturbed surface of the lake reflected the pearl gray of the sky. Bright flowers bloomed in contrast against the dark wall of the crater. Namir turned and headed for the far edge of the crater floor to feed.
Vaddoc turned the opposite way toward the large open cavern that housed the kitchens. He walked up the rise to the inner plateau. The fires already burned and the kitchen cavern teamed with undercooks as they made preparations for the day’s meals.
He bypassed the kitchen cavern and slipped through a small door a few paces beyond. The events of the night before weighed on him and he didn’t want to eat in the middle of busy food preparation. He wanted to be alone with his thoughts.
In less than a minute he was in the passage outside the door of the little private dining room where they took their meal that first night. Kellinar had ferreted out the secret passage and it was much easier to find now.
The servants saw him pass by the kitchen, they would know to bring his food here. He would happily dish up a plate and carry it to the private room himself, but none of the cooks or servants would allow it. Marda almost had a fit the one time he suggested it.
Kellinar and Kirynn already sat at the table, eating. Vaddoc nodded to Kellinar as he walked into the room. Kirynn mumbled, “Morning,” around a mouthful of food.
Vaddoc sat in the nearest chair. “You two are up early.”
Kellinar yawned. “After what happened last night, I think it’s amazing any of us got anymore sleep. It took me forever to get Shryden calmed down. Even when he did calm down and sleep, he was restless and his thoughts disturbed. It didn’t make for easy sleeping the rest of the night. We finally gave up trying to sleep not long before your Namir raised his alarm.”
“You know about that?”
Kirynn nodded. “He projected his alarm to all of the draclets and their riders.”
Vaddoc groaned. “I am sorry. I was unaware he broadcast it out like that.”
“Well silly as it may seem to us, the kitten was a complete unknown.” Kellinar chuckled then sobered. “After the Hatching of a black egg last night, I think it’s pretty reasonable Namir over reacted.”
The door to the dining room swung open as Serena, Mckale and Maleena shuffled in. They appeared as tired as Vaddoc felt with the exception of Maleena. She looked beyond exhausted. The pale cast to her face accentuated the dark smudges under her eyes.
Mckale hovered near her, worry in his eyes. She laid a hand on his arm and said quietly, “Sit and eat. There is nothing here to threaten and no amount of you not eating is going to cure how tired I am. Only sleep can do that. Perhaps later today, Nydara and I can find that sleep.” Mckale relaxed slightly and sat down with Maleena next to him.
Several servants entered bearing trays of food and drink. Vaddoc helped himself to the thin strips of crispy bacon, several boiled eggs and a cup of coffee. He drizzled some honey into the cup and stirred it around.
He noticed an undercurrent among the servants as he watched them bustle around the room. A tightness around their eyes and smiles that didn’t quite hide the worry in their expressions. It appeared word of a black egg hatching had spread quickly through the Dragon Hold. He glanced at Maleena. Her expression was calm, almost serene. Yet he saw the same tightness around her tired eyes.
One young servant, her face creased with worry, almost dropped the plate of hotcakes she was setting on the table when Mckale’s eyes settled on her. The silver of Mckale’s eyes had turned iron gray. Something dangerous and threatening lurked in them.
Vaddoc cleared his throat. “Mckale, my friend, I do not believe any of these young servants wish any harm to Maleena. Scaring them is not going to do any good.”
Iron eyes locked on his for a moment and then his friend let out a long sigh. The tension in him seemed to flow away with his breath. “I know. Logically, I know. This connection, these feelings and emotions, are almost as powerful as those I share with Tellnox. It is difficult to sort it all out and control it.”
“That will come in time,” Bardeck said as he walked into the room, weariness etched in the lines on his face. “You can’t expect to have complete control over all the emotions that go with bondmating in such a short time.”
“It has been a month since our dragons hatched,” Mckale said.
“One month is nothing in the life span of a Dragon Rider,” Bardeck replied. “Give it more time and you will have better control.”
“Mckale worries needlessly about me,” Maleena said, her voice barely above a whisper.
“It’s natural. You would feel the same if your roles were reversed. You are almost as much a part of each other as you are a part of your dragons.”
Bardeck had the same tense wariness in his eyes as Mckale. Vaddoc glanced at the door and back to Bardeck. “Where is Emallya?”
Maleena’s head snapped up as she looked quickly around the room. “Is she alright?”
Bardeck sat and began placing eggs and hotcakes on a plate. “She is fine, just tired. She elected to stay in our lair and sleep. I had the kitchen send up a tray of food and made sure she ate before I left her to rest.”
Maleena looked relieved and went back to picking at the food on her plate. Bardeck glanced at her plate. “You should eat, too. There is every chance there will be more black Hatchings. Although they won’t affect you as badly, you will still need your strength for them.”
Maleena nodded but continued to push the food around. “Please eat,” Mckale said, his tone held a hint of pleading.
She raised her eyes and sighed. “I think I have eaten as much as I can stand. I’m going to follow Emallya’s example and try to find some sleep. Nydara has finished feeding and is ready to sleep as well. It will be best for both of us if I go and sleep in the lair with her.”
Mckale started to rise from his seat. “I will come with you.”
Maleena pushed him back down. “No, you stay. You haven’t eaten yet. Besides, Nydara says Tellnox isn’t ready to sleep yet and he will need you.”
Vaddoc smiled slightly to himself. She had made it so Mckale couldn’t protest. No matter how strong his bond with Maleena, the bond with Tellnox was stronger. Mckale couldn’t ignore the possibility of his dragon needing him. Only the draclet could relieve Mckale of that worry. Since Maleena could talk to Tellnox as easily as Nydara, Vaddoc wouldn’t be surprised if she had arranged for Tellnox to “need” Mckale.
It didn’t take Maleena’s magical abilities to see Mckale had to be distracted from his worries. Vaddoc admired Maleena for not clinging to Mckale, for having the strength to handle what her magic dealt out. And for making sure, even in the midst of her own problems, Mckale got what he needed.
Kellinar watched the exchange in silence and after Maleena left, he continued to study Mckale. Vaddoc knew Kellinar was very perceptive to the moods of the people around him. Most likely a skill developed out of self-preservation in order to gage if the person in front of him intended to place a knife in him at the first opportunity.
Kellinar took a long drink and set his cup down. “Mckale, I know it’s been a long night, but since your Tellnox doesn’t seem in any rush to sleep, perhaps you could continue to show me how to use a sword.”
Vaddoc said nothing as he waited for Mckale’s answer. He could do it, but that wasn’t the point. Kellinar in his ability to read people and the close attention he paid to detail knew Mckale could easily get caught up in teaching the sword.
Mckale sighed. “Since she made it impossible for me to watch over her, I will gladly help you with your sword. Although I must admit, I have never seen anyone learn faster than you.”
Kellinar smiled. “In the Mallay, if you don’t learn fast you die.”
Vaddoc nodded in approval. Just turning the conversation to sword play had changed Mckale. The tension in his friend’s shoulders and face relaxed.
Vaddoc glanced at Kirynn and she smiled across the table at him. She had as little sleep as the rest of them, but nothing in her face showed it. Nor did it show any of the worry or fear that hung like a cloud over the hold. He found her physical endurance very attractive. Maleena was strong and fragile at the same time. Kirynn reminded him of a good sword. Strong, beautiful and deadly.
She cocked a grin at him. “Since it appears this is going to be a practice morning, would you like to try and best me again? I haven’t had the chance to thump you around the practice field in over a week.”
Vaddoc laughed in spite of everything. By the Fates, the woman was as cocky and confident as she was fearless. “I bested you once.”
She snorted. “Only because Syrakynn distracted me. It won’t happen again.”
He chuckled. Burn it, she was attractive when she had that challenging light in her eyes. “Bring it on woman.”
Serena cleared her throat. “I think I will come, too. I’m still nowhere near as good as I should be and Kellinar has truly put me to shame since we both started learning at the same time. Besides,” she glanced between Kirynn and himself, “one of you might need healing before the day is out.”
Vaddoc laughed again and this time everyone joined in, even Mckale. The dark mood of the morning dispelled, they left the table and headed for the practice field, ribbing each other good-naturedly.



 

 
 
 
Kirynn walked through the Great Hall on the way to her chambers. The breeze blowing through it held the sharpness of early winter. She rubbed her hands up and down her arms. Outside, on the inner terrace where the sunlight still held a hint of its warmth, she hadn’t felt the chill as much. But here in the Great Hall, without the sun, it felt much colder.
Spring flowers were blooming when they first arrived in Galdrilene. Now the trees were bare. How had time passed so quickly? The days and nights spent learning, so rhythmic and busy, blended one into the other.
She turned at the sound of hurried footsteps to see a young Spirit mage coming toward her from the front terrace. The mage stopped in front of Kirynn, slightly out of breath and with exasperation written on her face. “Have you by chance seen Loki?”
Kirynn chuckled. “Did he sneak away again?”
The mage sighed. “Yes, he has. I swear that boy could sneak unnoticed across a room full of Spirit mages. Just last week we found him at a silversmith, the week before that he was found down on the docks exploring the boats. The week before that, Headmaster Po found him down at the grain mills. Loki managed to get the miller to stop what he was doing and explain, in detail, the workings of the waterwheel.”
Kirynn understood Loki’s fascination with the waterwheel. The device intrigued her and she thought the idea of using the flow of water to turn grinding wheels to be a clever one. She didn’t say this to the frustrated mage, though. Instead she reached out for Syrakynn and found that Loki was among the dragons again. “I think if I take you down to the dragons you will find your truant.”
The mage sighed again and started toward the open doors leading to the inner terrace. “Why do the dragons allow him to hide among them?”
Kirynn shrugged. “They are amused by him and they enjoy his company. Emallya said she has never heard of a non-rider developing such a rapport with dragons.”
They walked down the length of the crater to where the dragons lay sunning themselves by the lake. Fully three-quarters the size of Mernoth now, they’d already taken their first flights. In the evenings, the six young dragons could usually be seen perched on the lip of the rim. Mernoth, though his wings were damaged, often made the short flight to the top of the rim with them. But in the afternoons they chose to sun themselves by the lake. Namir lay in golden slumber in the sunlight with the orange striped cat that had scared him as a draclet. It slept curled where his wing met his body. Syrakynn, her red scales brilliant in the light, lay near him.
When they reached the dragons Kirynn said, “Shryden, would you do us the favor of lifting your wing?”
The blue lifted his wing and revealed Loki. Shryden looked from the boy to the mage with a look of wide-eyed innocence as if completely surprised to find the boy there. Amused, Kirynn watched the mage pull Loki away from the dragons.
“Why’d ya have to go and tell her?” Loki asked.
Kirynn smiled. “Because you shouldn’t run away from the mages at the University.”
“But I get bored.”
The mage frowned at him. “You can’t go running off just because you get bored, young man.”
When Loki turned pleading eyes on Kirynn, she only shook her head. “I can’t get you out of your studies, Loki.”
He heaved a big sigh and started walking toward the Great Hall. The mage thanked her and hurried after the boy. Kirynn watched them go. She and her companion riders were like a group of older brothers and sisters to the boy. Marda had taken Loki under her ample wing. She made sure he was well supplied with sweet treats at the University and when he was at the hold, she made sure he didn’t revert to speaking like an alley rat the minute he was out of Po’s earshot. Even Emallya and Bardeck weren’t immune to Loki’s charms and they often treated him as if they were an indulgent aunt and uncle.
“You shouldn’t allow him to hide among you when he isn’t supposed to be here,” Kirynn said to the dragons.
“We like him,” came the simple sending from Syrakynn. Kirynn regarded the steady gaze of the red. It was obvious Syrakynn wasn’t going to offer any more explanation or an apology. She watched as the red curled her long neck around and tucked her head beneath her wing.
Leaving them to sleep, she returned back into the hold and climbed the stairs to the upper hall and her quarters. As soon as the young dragons took their first flights they’d chosen new sleeping lairs. Syrakynn chose one of the uppermost lairs and Kirynn rather missed being able to walk into her chambers from the crater floor. But Syrakynn seemed far more content with her elevated lair.
Namir and Vaddoc had taken a lair on the same level. Her mind wandered to Vaddoc’s broad shoulders and his form as he trained with his swords. Having him so close was a temptation she found harder to resist the older her dragon got. She couldn’t help imagining what it would be like laying with him. The only thing that held her back was a fear of pregnancy. She would have to talk to Serena or Emallya about it. Surely there was an herb she could drink that would prevent such a thing from happening. In Boromar there had always been a supply of such herbs available.
In her quarters, she poured water from the pitcher into the large bowl on the table and washed the sweat from her practice session from her face. She’d spent the morning at the Tower of Fire where the mages put her through an exhausting test of her abilities. After the past few months of daily practice and work, her control over her magic was almost as good as the mages. Mage Councilor Draven said he’d never trained anyone who advanced so quickly. It was a phenomenon that affected her companions as well.
Emallya and Bardeck both commented on how fast both riders and dragons advanced. The dragons were bigger and more mature at eight months than any the couple had ever seen. Not even the records held a reference to dragons and riders progressing in the way Kirynn and her companions were.
Emallya thought the lack of dragon and rider population, coupled with the impending danger of Shadow Dragons, fueled an unusual amount of physical growth and maturity among the dragons, and the quick grasp and control of the magic abilities among the riders. Their abilities paced with the growth of their dragons and they accomplished in the last few months what took riders before them two to three years.
Kirynn dried her face with a small, square towel and tried not to think too closely about what drove the dragons’ race to maturity. Shadow Dragons. Syrakynn rumbled in her head and Kirynn sent soothing thoughts to the red.
Maleena felt seven more black Hatchings within weeks of the first. Although none affected her like the first, Kirynn still found it disturbing to watch. The vision of the Hatching took Maleena over until she no longer saw the hold or her friends around her. Instead, she saw the black dragon hatch and to some extent, felt the pain of the soul tearing as the twisted draclet freed itself from its shell. Not even Mckale could reach her during them.
Kirynn admired the bondmated pair. Maleena, although extremely strong and resilient, didn’t try to stand apart and take it alone; instead she took the support offered by Mckale. And though he often shadowed her like a bodyguard, Mckale never treated her like a lesser person. They were very much equals, accepting of the power and strength of the other while stepping in to shore up any weakness.
Kirynn had no desire to join them, though. She cared for Vaddoc and wouldn’t mind sharing a bed with him, but Syrakynn was the only other being she wanted to be bonded to. Lucky for her, Vaddoc seemed to have no interest in finding a bondmate or a wife. Like her, he appeared content to be bonded to his dragon and no one else.
Emallya poked her head around the half closed door. “There you are. The saddle makers are here with the finished saddles. It is time to try them on.”
Kirynn sighed; another long walk back to the crater floor. She followed the older woman out into the hall. As they walked down the stairs she turned to Emallya and asked, “Are there herbs here that prevent pregnancy?”
Emallya nodded. “Yes, there are several, but you will have no need of them. I told you of this before you hatched Syrakynn. A dragon will only cycle if she has a bondmate and you will only cycle if your dragon does. Even then, riders are not a particularly fruitful lot. You are bonded to a Fire dragon though and Fire dragons almost never bondmate so you will likely never cycle. Once your dragon is fully mature, you will not even have a moon-cycle again.”
“Thank you. I’ve been so busy with everything, I forgot about that.” Kirynn smiled as relief and elation rushed through her body. She would never have to worry about the possibility of children again. She wouldn’t even have to worry about bothersome moon-cycles again. “How long before the dragons are mature?”
“They will be fully mature around three years of age. Some may mature a little before, some a little after. Well, normally that is when dragons mature. This group of dragons would not surprise me if they reached maturity within the next few months. I would say at the rate they are going, they could very well be fully mature by a year old or soon after.”
“If I will continue to have moon-cycles until Syrakynn is mature, how is it I don’t have to worry about pregnancy?”
“Your body still prepares for pregnancy in the way it always has, although the moon-cycles will become shorter and you may miss some altogether between now and the time Syrakynn matures. Despite your body’s preparations, you are no longer able to become pregnant. Your moon-cycles are sterile. You and Syrakynn are one, because she cannot bear young, you cannot either.”
They walked in silence for a time before Emallya asked, “Is it Vaddoc you are interested in?”
Kirynn nodded. “The physical attraction becomes harder to resist the older Syrakynn gets.”
Emallya nodded. “Syrakynn matures. Although she will not feel the urge to mate until she is at least a year, possibly longer.”



 

 
 
 
They reached the crater floor and Kirynn saw the group of saddle makers not far from the lake, surrounded by large piles of leather. The dragons had been measured several times over the last month. Now all that remained was this final fitting to see if any adjustments needed to be made.
The dragons had yet to carry a rider. According to Bardeck, although one could ride a dragon without a saddle, the scales were slick, and the dorsal ridge sharp and uncomfortable. He didn’t advise going bareback for the first ride. The dragons agreed and so she and her fellow riders sat waiting while their dragons took to the skies solo.
If this fitting went well, they would finally get to ride their dragons. The thought sent a thrill of excitement fluttering through Kirynn’s stomach. Syrakynn took her along mentally a couple of times when she flew, but she couldn’t wait to experience it personally, to see the ground fall away with her own eyes.
One by one the dragons woke and uncurled themselves. Kirynn admired them as they stretched their wings out wide. The sunlight rippled along their supple, glossy scales like multi-colored fire. The saddle makers stopped to stare at them, too. Although they saw the dragons several times during the process of making the saddles, they never seemed to tire of watching them.
Kirynn tore her gaze away from the spectacle of the stretching dragons and greeted the saddle makers. She may not have Maleena’s gift, but even she could read their reluctance to turn away from them. Neda, the gray-haired Guildmaster of Crafts, redirected the group back to their task and apologized to Kirynn and Emallya for becoming so distracted. Kirynn only laughed and said, “I was just as distracted as you for a moment. They do tend to command attention.”
“Yes well, at my age I should be past such things,” Neda replied. Kirynn shook her head, the woman worried too much. She had never seen someone one as dedicated and single minded as Neda. It sounded like a simple guild to be master of, but in reality the Craft Guild was responsible for making just about all of life’s comforts and necessities at Galdrilene. They made everything from clothing, to saddles, to leather gauntlets, to curtains for windows. Broken up into their own little specialties within the umbrella of the guild, it was Neda who oversaw it all.
Emallya smiled. “At your age? I am several hundred years older than you and the sight of that young group of dragons still takes my breath away.”
Neda brushed away Emallya’s comment as if such a weakness in herself was unacceptable at any age. Instead of answering, she turned and began helping the others of her group roll back the large covers that protected the saddles on their journey to the hold from the Craft’s workshops.
By the time they were all uncovered and displayed, Kirynn’s fellow riders had gathered on the inner terrace. Each saddle sat on a stand with coils of strap laid neatly around them. The leather, although unadorned by any scrollwork or special workings, had a healthy sheen to it.
Bardeck and Emallya examined the saddles carefully while Neda and the saddle makers watched. None looked worried about whether or not the two would find any flaws in their work. Kirynn could understand why. She rarely saw such beautiful or thorough saddle work done. Even the newest recruits among the cavalry at Galdrilene had exquisitely made saddles.
After the inspection, Bardeck stepped back and faced Neda and the craftsmen gathered around her. “You have done exceptionally well despite the faded instructions you had to work with.”
Neda inclined her head. “Thank you, Di’shan Bardeck. Mernoth’s saddle as a model helped, too. These of course are but training saddles for the young dragons. They will adjust some with them as they grow and are sturdy enough to take rigors of training. Although I doubt they will have to take the kind of abuse the saddles used for starting horses do. Dragons are smarter than horses.” There were several snorts of agreement among the dragons.
Kirynn found herself remembering the first time Syrakynn met a horse. Her dragon looked at the equine and asked, “These animals are important to you and the other humans?”
“They are,” Kirynn had replied.
“They look tasty. You are certain I am not permitted to eat them?”
Kirynn laughed and reiterated the rule about not eating the horses. That didn’t stop Syrakynn from eyeballing the animals anyway. Horses generally shied away from the red dragon as if they sensed her restrained desire to make a meal of them. Syrakynn’s amusement threaded through her mind as the red relived the memory with her.
Bardeck’s voice drew the pair back to the present as he bid farewell to Neda and the craftsmen. When they disappeared into the Great Hall, he turned toward Kirynn and her companions. “It is time for you to fly.”
Kirynn’s pulse quickened, a surge of excitement flushed through her body. Syrakynn rumbled with pleasure at the thought of taking her rider flying.
“These saddles,” Bardeck continued, “are a lot like the saddles you put on a horse and at the same time, very different. One major difference is with a horse saddle, you want to make sure you can fly free of the saddle. With these there are special straps to help ensure you don’t come out of the saddle and an additional catcher strap in case there is a failure in the initial safety straps. These saddles also have no tree. They are made to bend and flex with a dragon in flight.”
He picked up one of the large saddles and strode over to Miya. “If you will please lift your wings up and back for me Miya.” The yellow obligingly moved her wings as directed and Bardeck addressed the fledgling riders again. “You will place the saddle just in front of the wings where the dorsal ridge is smallest.” He settled the saddle on the yellow as he said it. He then showed them how to fasten the straps. One went around the body like the girth on a horse saddle, another went across the chest like a breast collar with another strap running from the center of the breast collar down between the front legs and attaching to the girth. Two additional straps, one on each side, went down around the foreleg in the same way the straps on a backpack went over a person’s shoulders.
Stirrups rested up on the side of the saddle. Bardeck showed Miya how to position her foreleg so Serena could climb up on it to reach the saddle. Before he let her up, he showed her how to fasten the long catcher strap around her ankle. He then let her reach up and take hold of the saddle and put her foot in the stirrup. Once she settled in the seat, Bardeck began showing them how to fasten the remaining safety straps.
“These straps are not for show. They are not for weak people. When you are in the saddle you will be flying through the air. If you end up in combat, your dragon will be rolling, flipping and diving. Without these straps you will not be able to stay in the saddle.” When he finished walking Serena and the rest of them through the proper way to fasten the straps, he had her remove them and dismount. He then undid everything and removed the saddle, placing it back on the stand.
“All of you will have to saddle your dragons yourselves and place the safety straps properly on your own.” He said in answer to the questioning looks Kirynn and the others gave him. “Begin.”
Kirynn walked over and hefted the saddle meant for Syrakynn into her arms, the smell of the new leather filled her nose. Though a little larger than any saddle she had ever handled, she found it surprisingly light. The seat was a proper size for her, but the underside was made to fit over the dragon’s shoulder peak. She climbed onto the red’s leg and stretched to settle it onto the dragon. Syrakynn twisted her head around on her long neck so one big green eye could watch Kirynn as she began fastening the straps that held the saddle in place.
“Is it comfortable enough?” Kirynn asked.
“I can barely feel it. The straps seem a bit strange and restrictive, but I will get used to them if it means you can fly with me.”
Once everyone had their saddles in place and straps fastened properly, Bardeck walked among them inspecting the fit of each saddle and the placement of the straps. After he finished, making corrections here and there, he turned to them and said, “Dragon Riders, mount up.”
Kirynn stood on one foot with the other propped on the red’s leg while she fastened the wide cuff of the catcher strap around her left ankle. She gave it a tug and felt it slide a finger width lower on her ankle. She readjusted it and tightened it a little more. She tugged the cuff again; this time it stayed in place. That should do. She fastened the buckle, double checking to make sure she had it right.
She climbed up to stand on Syrakynn’s leg. From that height Kirynn could reach up to the saddle, though she had to stretch. She hooked her left her foot into the stirrup and pulled herself up.
The seat seemed to mold itself to her while the pommel and the cantle snugged her in further. Unlike a horse saddle, the pommel of this saddle curved in toward the cantle and she found herself sitting in somewhat of a shallow U-shape. The cantle and pommel curved around her perfectly. Two polished wooden handles on the pommel were just big enough for her hands to grasp.
Once she settled her right foot in its stirrup, she began on the two wide safety straps. They ran snug across her upper thighs and snapped to heavy D-rings in front of her legs. The straps, as well as the shape of the seat, were designed to keep her in the saddle through all of the maneuvers her dragon might perform.
The catcher strap on her ankle served as a backup in case the other two failed. She glanced down at the wide cuff around her ankle. Falling from the dragon, only to be stopped by slamming to the end of the catcher strap, would be a painful proposition.
“Not as painful as it would be if the catcher strap gave way too and I was unable to catch you.” Syrakynn’s sending sounded light hearted, but there was a strain to it as if the dragon found even the thought of Kirynn’s death, painful. Kirynn sent waves of comfort to her greatest friend.
“Have no worries Syrakynn. The saddle is well made and the straps are supple and strong,” she sent back, seeking to reassure the red.
Bardeck made rounds among them again, checking the safety straps for fit and proper fastening. Satisfied, he moved to stand by Mernoth. He looked around at all of them and said, “Emallya and I instructed you to the best of our abilities. These past months we taught you the history of dragons and Galdrilene. We taught you to read and write. We instructed you in flying techniques. We encouraged and guided you. This first flight is a significant moment for you all.”
He smiled. “No longer will you be Fledglings. You still have plenty to learn about your magic and your powers although even there you have made great strides. But the minute you leave the ground on the back of your dragon, you are officially full-fledged Dragon Riders with all of the responsibilities that go with that. You may fly when you wish, where you wish. Your days are yours to do with as you please. If you seek more learning in one area or another it will be provided. The expectation is that you behave as a rider should and you set aside time to continue the study of your magic. You may offer help wherever it is needed.
“Like everything when it comes to dragons, this step must be taken willingly and with no hesitation. If any one of you feels you are not ready for this yet, you may dismount now and wait until you feel you are. There is no shame in it and you will face no recriminations from Emallya, nor myself, nor your fellows, not even your dragon. This is a decision only you can make.”
He waited, but like the night they hatched the dragons, no one made a move to leave. Bardeck searched each face with his sharp eyes, as if looking for uncertainty. Kirynn knew he would find none in her face. She supposed he failed to find it in the faces of any of her friends as well because he nodded sharply, his face flushed with pride and said, “Then fly my young Fledglings and come back as Dragon Riders.”
The dragons lifted their wings and brought them down with a rush that blew clouds of dust up around them. Kirynn grabbed the two handles on the pommel of the saddle as Syrakynn turned and lumbered head long down the crater. Within seconds, the lake rushed by and the drop off approached. Her stomach fluttered in excitement, her breath caught, the red leaped into the air and brought her wings down in a powerful rush. The edge of the crater flashed beneath them and they were in the air.
The wind blew her long braid out behind her. Syrakynn banked to the left. Kirynn glanced over her shoulder. The others climbed into the sky behind her. As one, the dragons tilted and plunged toward the ground like diving hawks. Kirynn’s stomach jumped into her throat, the straps across her thighs strained to keep her in the saddle. She gasped in excitement and squinted through tears brought on by the rush of cold wind in her face.
Just before the treetops, the red broke from the dive and reversed direction back up into the sky. One minute only the straps held her in the saddle, the next she was pushed into it. Her stomach dropped from her throat to settle somewhere in the vicinity of her knees. Her heart raced with exhilaration.
High in the sky, she was again thrown against the straps as Syrakynn maneuvered through a series of tight rolls and short dives. Kirynn laughed in pure pleasure as the red made one last large loop before settling straight, her wings spread wide to either side, riding the updrafts.
Kirynn looked around. The other dragons flew level with Syrakynn. Her eyes, sharper thanks to her dragon bond, could see each of her companions flushed with the same excitement she felt. They soared over the massive bay, the water glistening in the sun. Boats heaved among the waves, their white sails bright against the dark water.
The dragons banked to the right, presenting their riders with a view of the crater, the sharp cliff with the waterfall pouring over its side and the range of mountains marching away. They circled the crater and flew low over the city. Below them, people stopped mid-task to look up and point. Another pass around the crater, over the edge of the drop off, and they were landing along the crater floor. The dragons came to a halt in front of Bardeck and Emallya.
Syrakynn held her wings back so Kirynn could dismount. Her legs shook when she hit the ground and she leaned against the red for a moment to steady herself. She wasn’t alone. All of her companions did the same. Bardeck barked a short laugh and said, “It will take a bit to get used to flying. Don’t worry, eventually you will be able to jump off and move around like nothing out of the ordinary has taken place. When you have regained your legs, remove the saddles from your dragons so they can swim in the lake and relax for the rest of the day. While you were gone, we moved saddle stands to the equipment cave where they will be stored when you are not using them.”
Kirynn undid all of the straps and placed the saddle on its stand in the large cave right off the crater floor. Her face felt numb from the cold air, but her heart still raced from the excitement of flight.
That evening as they took their meal, Emallya looked around at them and said, “Now that you have flown, it is time you learn about Sliding.”
Maleena paused, a bite midway to her mouth. “Sliding?”
Bardeck nodded. “When dragons are flying, they are able to fold the fabric of the world and Slide from one place to another. For instance, you could Slide to Marden, in Shadereen. What would take months over land, takes only a moment when Sliding.”
There was silence around the table as everyone took in the implications. “So,” Kellinar said, “we could just go anywhere in a moment when we fly tomorrow?”
Bardeck shook his head. “No. Not tomorrow. Dragons begin to Slide about the same time they can flame. Usually around maturity which is two to three years. Your dragons I wager should be able to flame and Slide by the time they are a year or so old. Once they are old enough, you then have to practice. It’s possible to become lost in the fold if you don’t have a clear picture of where you are going.”
Vaddoc leaned forward. “Not so simple as it sounds at first, like most things. I take it that you can only Slide to places you have already been to.”
Emallya nodded in assent. “Or places that your dragon has seen. If say, Mckale and Tellnox have been someplace you have not, Tellnox can project the image to your dragon who can then share it with you.”
“Why can’t we go wherever we want to? Why does it have to be someplace we, or another rider, has been to?” Kellinar asked.
Emallya regarded him. “How can you Slide to a place you have never been? If no other rider has been there so their dragon can project a detailed picture, what will you base the Slide on? You cannot simply tell the fold where you wish to go. Your dragon must know exactly where it is headed. However, once you know where you are headed and your dragon is able, it is quite simple. It is something your dragon is hatched being able to do and as natural to them as flying or flaming.”
Serena asked, “You said they can do this while flying. Is that the only time?
Bardeck nodded, rubbing his eyes and stifling a yawn. “Yes, they have to be airborne. It can be done when they are only a few paces off the ground, but it’s best if they do it from a good altitude. Opening a Slide near the ground can be dangerous for anyone around you. The edges will cut through nearly anything.”
They lapsed into silence while everyone finished their meal. When the table was set with coffee and tea, the conversation sprang back up. Kirynn paid little attention. While her companions talked about the thrill of flying and the possibilities of Sliding, she turned her mind to her next thrill.
After they finished their drinks and bathed, each retired to their respective lairs. Kirynn pulled off her clothes, wrapped her naked body in a thick, floor length robe and strode down the corridor to Vaddoc’s door. She paused before knocking. “Syrakynn, can I have some privacy for a while tonight?”
“Certainly. I will be up on the ridge, contact me when you need me.”
“Can you pass the word to Namir?”
“I already have. He will join me on the ridge,” Kirynn felt Syrakynn withdraw from her thoughts and her mind. The sudden absence would have been worrisome if Kirynn couldn’t still feel the dragon’s presence.
She knocked on the door and heard Vaddoc’s voice on the other side permitting entrance. He wasn’t in the room when she entered. She walked past the large bed and wardrobe to the doorway that led to Namir’s lair. The orange cat, always near Namir, blinked at her from the stone sleeping bench. Vaddoc stood on the ledge outside the lair looking up at the rim.
“Is something wrong?” Kirynn asked him.
He didn’t glance at her but continued staring up at the ridge. “For some reason, Namir just left my thoughts and flew up to the ridge. He has completely walled me off.”
“I know. Syrakynn has done the same with me.”
“Why?”
“I asked her to and she asked Namir to do the same with you, for me.”
Vaddoc turned his full attention to her. “Why?” he asked softly, confusion in his expression.
“I wanted a bit of privacy tonight.” She let the robe fall to the floor. The frigid night air made her skin pebble. She knew full well, even in the darkness, his bond sharpened eyes could see every naked curve of her body.
Vaddoc stood as if frozen, his eyes on her. “You are sure?”
“I wouldn’t be here if I wasn’t.”
He didn’t hesitate. He crossed the lair quickly; his arms went around her, lifting her feet from the floor. His mouth came down upon hers and she wrapped her legs around him as he carried her to the bed.



 

 
 
 
Taela paced around the court garden in short, quick steps, unable to find pleasure in the first blooms of spring. Her mind raced as she tried to think of a way out of the marriage to take place in two days. She pushed away the strands of black hair brushing against her face. The cool breeze blew them back.
Only eighteen years of age, she didn’t want to be the seventh wife of Sehlas, first prince of Turindar. He showed no regard for even his first wife, never mind the others. In his house, she would be nothing more than the lowest ranked broodmare.
For a brief moment, she heard a soft crooning in her mind. It felt as if some other being tried to soothe her. The croon and the feelings had come before, always faint and always fleeting. Like the other times, she tried to reach out and connect with it, but it sputtered and died like a spent candle before she could hold on to it.
She could feel the emotions of others, sometimes even hear their thoughts. It seemed she had always felt others to a small degree, but the ability had become stronger and more pronounced since she first heard the crooning two months before. Her ability to feel others had something to do with magic, but what she did seemed so inconsequential, how could it harm anyone?
Taela stopped in her tracks as Sehlas rounded the far corner of the garden in the company of his man-servant. Three of his wives trailed behind him, all silent, eyes on the ground in front of them.
Everything in her being rebelled against such restraint. She didn’t care how well her marriage to the man would cement the relations of their nations; she would die if subjected to such a life. There must be a way out. Perhaps she could get him to change his mind, make him decide he didn’t want another wife right now.
Taela had never tried to manipulate the mind of another. The idea didn’t appeal to her that much, it didn’t feel right. But she couldn’t see any other way. If this didn’t work, she would either have to try running away or condemn herself to a life of misery.
Before Sehlas or those with him could see her, Taela stepped off the path and hid among a collection of carefully pruned and shaped greenery. She peered through the leaves at him and gingerly reached out for his mind and made the connection.
She wasn’t foolish enough to believe he might love her, or even have feelings for her. That was the stuff of books and tales told amongst women, not reality. But was it too much to ask that he thought of her at all? His thoughts were filled with the land rights and possessions he would acquire when they wed. She found nothing about her as a person. He saw her as a means to a gain, nothing more.
What she found, or rather didn’t find in his thoughts, firmed her decision. Taela reached further into his mind, taking firmer control, only vaguely aware of Sehlas stopping on the path to rub his temples. He resisted her urging. She gripped his mind tighter, felt a barrier, and pushed harder. It flexed but held. She needed him to change his mind. Maybe she needed to get the barrier out of the way. She focused all of her attention on it. It stretched, growing thinner. On the path, Sehlas clutched at his head and fell to his knees.
“If you put any more pressure on his mind, you will crush it. This is not the way.”
Taela nearly dropped her connection to Sehlas when she heard the softly spoken words in her mind. Shaken, Taela reached for the voice, tried to follow it to its source, but found nothing. The voice said she would break his mind if she put any more pressure on it, but how did she know it was true? People who could use magic were supposed to go crazy. Hearing disembodied voices in your head was definitely crazy.
She turned her attention back to Sehlas, still on his knees, holding his head while his man-servant fluttered around him anxiously. Would she crush his mind? Was the voice real? Taela took a deep breath to steady herself. She didn’t have a choice; she had to change his mind. She put more pressure on the barrier. It held for a moment then gave. She felt it snap.
In that moment, she regretted her decision to make him change his mind. She wasn’t sure what the barrier had been, but snapping it damaged his mind rather than allowing her to change it. The voice had been right.
She pulled away immediately. Sehlas lay on the ground, his limbs twitching. Her heart started to pound. She hadn’t wanted to ruin him. The man-servant yelled for help. It would arrive in moments. Already, a palace servant ran from the direction Sehlas had come. No one must find her here, skulking in the shrubbery. She moved onto the path intending to run toward Sehlas like everyone else. Not everyone had their full attention on the man on the ground.
The youngest of Sehlas’ attending wives, stared right at her as she stepped from behind the bushes. Their eyes met and a chill ran down Taela’s spine as sweat broke out on her forehead. The woman didn’t even glance at her husband, who lay twitching just a few feet from her. Instead she looked across the garden at Taela with a curious expression on her face. Taela reached out to the woman and felt in her mind a certainty that Taela was somehow the cause of her husband’s condition. The woman wasn’t sure how she felt about it yet.
Taela lifted her skirts and ran. Not toward Sehlas and the group gathering around him, but away from him and his youngest wife. Away from the knowledge in the woman’s mind. Away from the knowledge in her own mind that if she had listened to the voice, a man would not be lying on the ground in ruins.
She reached her chambers, slammed the heavy door shut in the face of a stunned maid-servant, and drew the locking latch down. Her legs started shaking and she had to sit on the short stool next to the door. She was going to die. There was no way she could sneak out of the palace and run away, though her mind raced through several scenarios anyway, each one less feasible than the last.
She put her face in her hands and gave into her terror, letting the hopeless tears come. A brush of cold stale air pulled at her, making her looked up. The sight of the figures standing in the center of her chamber drew a scream from her before she clamped her hands over her mouth. Tall and draped in black robes, their hoods hid their faces but not the glowing red of their eyes. Their sleeves didn’t quite cover hands that looked like bones covered in wrinkled, gray paper.
She stood, drawing a ragged breath. “Who…who are you? What are you?”
“We are Benduiren,” one said in a raspy voice.
“Benduiren,” the other echoed.
The first one spoke again, “I am Dreth, this is Bern, and you...you are in trouble.”
“In trouble,” the other echoed.
“We can help you if you want,” Dreth said. “We can take you away from here. We can give you the means to make sure no one can ever force you into a marriage you don’t desire. We can offer you a safe place to hone your magic so you don’t make mistakes like the one you just made. We offer you…sanctuary.”
“Sanctuary,” Bern echoed.
Fear, hope, confusion and indecision all pulled at Taela. What were these beings? What did they mean? The dark aura surrounding them made her uneasy and stole the moisture from her mouth. But they offered a way out. Maybe…
“No! Do not!” The voice in her head was back. It conflicted with the crooning hum in her mind. The hum encouraged her to accept the offer made by the two shadowy figures.
She didn’t listen to the voice last time and she should have. She opened her mouth to tell them no and was interrupted by sudden pounding on the door.
“Taela.” Her father shouted. “Taela!” he shouted again, louder this time.
Taela stood silent, afraid to answer the Benduiren or her father. Something heavy slammed into the door, making her jump. Terrified Sehlas’ wife had said something, Taela turned toward the Benduiren. Fear beat in her chest and clogged her throat. She swallowed hard. “Yes, I accept your offer.”
“Take our hands and we will go,” one said.
“We will go,” the other echoed.
The door shuddered under another crash. She grabbed their hands.
Everything around her stretched and snapped. Darkness rolled over her. She floated in a black void where nothing was and nothing had ever been except the tortured whispers filling her mind. Then that too snapped and desert heat enveloped her. Black dots swarmed in front of her vision. She wavered a minute before her body adjusted to the heat and her vision cleared.



 

 
 
 
Taela stood on the rim of a canyon. Above, the sun burned in a bleached-blue sky. Below, the massive arched mouth of a cave reared up from the canyon floor. On the other side of the canyon, a few paces from the cave, a small waterfall cascaded over the edge of the sheer wall. It formed a narrow stream that ran along its base. Small trees and flowering bushes grew along the edges of the water.
“Where am I?” Terror charged through her veins. She did her best to hold it in check while her mind grappled with how any of it could be possible.
“This is Kormai,” Dreth answered.
“Kormai,” the other echoed.
“This is where you will find all that you need. All it takes is for you to willingly walk toward your sanctuary,” Dreth whispered persuasively.
“Sanctuary.” Bern’s echo seemed to come from a great distance.
Taela peered down into the canyon. “Willingly?” The oasis of it looked inviting. Her fear ebbed, but she remained wary.
“We cannot help you if you do not accept it of your own free will.”
“Your own free will,” Bern again echoed his companion.
“What am I supposed to do?” she asked.
Dreth stepped next to her at the rim’s edge. “Give up half your soul, hatch the last egg, take your place as a black Dragon Rider. A position that will ensure no one ever forces you into anything again.”
“Dragons! Give up half my soul? Are you crazy?” They weren’t crazy, she was. This wasn’t right. Something felt very wrong. And yet, the hum crooned soothingly in her mind. It seemed like it asked her to trust it and that was even crazier.
“No one would dare to try and force a marriage on you if you had a dragon on your side,” he said.
She tried to reason. “But, they are all gone.” This couldn’t be happening.
“No, they are not. Seven have already hatched. The eighth egg awaits you. The draclet inside has no soul, it cannot hatch unless you give it half of yours. It needs you.” Dreth’s voice held a strange hypnotic cadence. She threw up a mental block to filter it so she could think clearly.
“And I have to go of my own free will?” Somewhere deep inside, her sanity screamed at her, telling her she didn’t belong here. She ignored it. She was here now and it couldn’t be changed.
“Yes, your own free will.”
“Your own,” Bern echoed.
“And if I don’t?” Did she really want to know?
“We, of course, will not force you,” Dreth’s voice took on a matter-of-fact tone.
Taela heard the lie that wasn’t a lie in his words. He said it had to be her choice, however, there really wasn’t any choice at all. If she refused they wouldn’t force her, but she wouldn’t leave here alive. She either chose to hatch the egg and join the dragon insanity or they would kill her.
Taela tried to swallow, but the heat and renewed terror dried her mouth and throat too much. “Where do I go?” she croaked. Taela tried to bury the fear as the croon urged her forward.
“Follow us.” The cloaked figures led the way down a narrow, twisting path that brought her to the entrance of the cave.
A woman walked toward them. Her dark beauty didn’t hide the terrible evil in her eyes or the darkness in her mind. Two other women, who looked identical to each other, and four men followed her. All of them had minds gripped by darkness and all of them kept a wary eye on the dark beauty. Taela touched each of their minds lightly seeking as much information as she could before the pain stabbing at her head made her stop.
Taela took a deep breath and returned her eyes to the woman in the lead. The hair on the back of her neck tried to stand up. She flinched away from the dark thoughts in the woman’s mind.
The woman looked past her. “Dreth, Bern, it is good to see you back and bringing someone with you.”
“We bring a rider for the last egg, Sadira.” Dreth replied. “This is Taela Shamirrin, first daughter of the King of Haraban.
“A rider,” Bern echoed.
Sadira turned and smiled. The smile never touched her eyes. “I am Sadira Arrivin, once of the ruling House of Markene, now rider of the black dragon, Ranit. Come into the cave. Alden will arrive shortly and then you can hatch your egg.”
She followed Sadira past the others and into the cave. The pale walls jutted out in shelves. Fear pooled in her stomach at the sight of seven perching black dragons. They stared down at her with eyes that ranged from the color of blood to a sickly green. She suppressed a shiver and looked away.
Then she saw it. A pale egg lay in a large, sunken circle in the middle of the polished onyx floor. One moment it appeared gray, the next it shimmered silver. It drew her.
Sadira called three women to her, distracting Taela from the egg. The women walked toward Sadira the way a beaten dog approaches its master, terrified to come close, but more terrified of the consequences of disobeying.
Sadira ran her hand down the cheek of one of the women and smiled. “These are three of my younger half-sisters. Because my father married their mother they were supposed to inherit the wealth and power of the ruling family, while I was relegated to nothing. They had all the future and potential of princesses of Markene. Now they are my pets.”
Taela touched their minds and suppressed a shiver. If Sadira knew she was royalty and still expected certain treatment, two of the three surely did not. Their minds were wrapped in almost constant terror and they lived to please their mistress.
Sadira spoke to them, “Larna, Drisa, go fetch some water for Taela here, she will need it after the Hatching.” The two sisters hurried from the massive cave, disappearing down one of the many halls that opened into the cavern. They pulsed with relief at being away from their half-sister even for a few moments.
The third woman, barely more than a girl, watched them leave. Ropy scars ran down the side of her face from temple to jaw line and down onto her neck.
Sadira smiled coldly at the remaining sister. Dark oily shadows flowed from Sadira’s hands and coiled about her head and neck like snakes. “My shadows ensure the obedience of my pets though Kalila still resists me. She can be very…disobedient.”
Waves of hurt and terror rolled off Kalila. Taela’s stomach turned from the onslaught. She saw in the girl’s mind what Sadira could do with her power. Even so, Taela felt a spark of spirit, determination, and defiance in Kalila, and…something else.
Sadira turned and laid her hand on Taela’s arm. Her mind splintered into a thousand shards of pain. She gasped and pulled her arm away. Sadira looked back in surprise. “Is there something wrong?”
Taela shook her head. “No, I’m fine. My head hurts sometimes, it’s nothing.”
Sadira watched her with cold, calculating eyes. Maybe she thought her too soft and didn’t have what it took to be a Shadow Rider. Taela didn’t dare touch the woman’s mind to find out.
Another black cloaked figure entered the cavern. Sadira glided forward. “Alden,” she greeted the figure as he approached. “I have news. An eighth rider has finally been found. She is Taela, first daughter of Haraban.”
“Such good news,” Alden said.
Sadira looked back at her. “We shall see.”
“We almost gave up finding an eighth rider,” Dreth said.
“Almost gave up,” Bern echoed, his voice a raspy whisper.
“Come then Taela,” Alden continued as if the others hadn’t spoken. “Hatch your egg. Share your soul. Or not. As you choose.”
He added that last on, but it wasn’t much of a choice. If she refused she would die. Or worse, become one of Sadira’s handmaidens. Taela walked across the cavern, her eyes on the pale gray egg with the silvery sheen. It was tugging at her again. It seemed to thrum and if she strained, she could hear the faint crooning in her head.
As she came near the gray sheen rippled and in the second she reached out her hand, the egg appeared more silver than gray. Her fingers touched the surface of the shell and the cavern swirled into a confusing kaleidoscope of images. One moment dragons that glittered like jewels flew at her with orange flames spewing forth, the next, dragons the color of black despair spit acid green fire at her.
Pain shot through her, drawing an involuntary scream. Her very essence was being torn apart. Instantly, Taela regretted her decision. She didn’t want to be a Shadow Rider and lose half her soul. Darkness and hatred didn’t cling to her heart and soul like an evil blight.
And in that moment of acknowledgement, everything shifted. The pain faded and in its place, emotions rose up so strong they overwhelmed her. No longer did jeweled dragons fly at her, instead she flew with them. Below her lay a beautiful city centered around a massive crater with a lake in the middle. The images swirled and in despair she saw a battlefield where jeweled dragons laid among the dead and dying in the field.
The images flickered in a disorienting array. On her hands and knees, she sobbed as tears rolled down her face. In front of her, a silver draclet, its scales dulled as if a shadow lay across them, gazed at her. In her mind, she felt its hunger and confusion.
They were in danger. She and the draclet both. Shadow Dragons didn’t have a mind of their own because they had no soul of their own. They were an extension of their riders, like an arm or a leg. She had been in the minds of the other riders and knew they felt nothing from their dragons. But she hadn’t given half her soul to the draclet. This draclet had a mind and a soul of her own. It blended with hers until they were one. She was not a Shadow Rider, her draclet was not a Shadow Dragon.
She reached out to the draclet with her mind and felt an instant connection. “Paki,” she sent urgently. “We are in great danger. Do not act as if you can hear me or act as if you care about me or we will both die.”
Paki gazed back with her dark blue eyes. “I understand.”
The breath she didn’t realize she’d been holding rushed out of her chest in relief. The draclet understood her. Paki was careful to not look around or look too interested while Taela climbed to her feet. She scrubbed her hands across her cheeks and straightened her dress while her mind scrambled with what to do.
Paki would have to do her best to act like the other dragons and she would have to work to mislead Sadira and the rest. Her magic would make that a little easier. She reached out to Paki again, “There is nothing we can do for now. We are going to have to do our best to behave like the others. Until you can fly, we are trapped here. I’m sorry Paki.”
“I am not,” came the return sending. “I am different than I should be. I can feel it. There is some sort of magic on me, but it didn’t work right. I have always felt it was weak in me although I don’t know why. I have struggled against it for as long as I have been. I can feel it running strong and sure in the other dragons here. If there was evil in your heart, if you had been willing to give up half your soul for power, the magic would have won. My soul would have died. Half of your soul would have been torn from you to replace it and I would be a Shadow.”
Taela felt love washing over her from the draclet and she returned the feelings with all of her being. Nothing had ever felt so right as the bond she now shared with this beautiful creature.
Sadira stepped beside her and looked critically at the draclet. “She is not quite a proper Shadow Dragon, is she?”
“What do you mean?” Taela asked, careful to keep her voice neutral and show none of the fear coiling in her stomach.
“Her scales are more silver than gray. They reflect the light rather than absorb it like the other dragons. And her eyes, they are not the same as the other dragons.” Sadira gestured to the seven black dragons.
A sandy-haired man walked over to stand beside Sadira. “She hardly looks like a Shadow Dragon. She has none of the darkness about her that she should. Not like my Quillan, or Ranit, and the others do.” He glanced up at his Quillan. The black looked back with dull disinterest in his eyes.
“You are right, Kovan,” Sadira said, her pretty mouth twisted into a grimace as if she hated agreeing with him. Taela felt the tension between them. They didn’t like each other. The emotions rolling off each of them didn’t bother her like they would have a few minutes before. She could feel them, but they weren’t so much a part of her. Perhaps Paki had something to do with it.
“It was never right as an egg,” Kovan said. “It probably would have been better had it been destroyed.”
Dreth drifted toward them. “We did what we thought best.”
“What we thought best,” echoed Bern.
“Indeed,” Alden crossed the chamber to stand next to them. “At the time, we thought it best to preserve all of the eggs, despite the obvious flaw in this one. However, upon seeing the product of the egg, I am not sure we made the right decision. This dragon is indeed flawed. A reflection of her rider, perhaps.”
He turned his cold, red gaze on Taela. Terror pooled in her limbs and her legs trembled. If they decided she or Paki were too flawed they would kill them both. She pushed the terror down and looked Alden in the eye with a boldness that didn’t go beyond the surface. “Are you saying I’m not good enough to be one of you? After promising me power, you now say I am too flawed? I want what you promised me.”
Taela purposely said nothing about Paki. She wasn’t supposed to feel any more for her dragon than she did her own arm. The draclet wasn’t supposed to have her own mind and thoughts. Beyond acting on basic instincts for eating, sleeping, and breeding, a Shadow Dragon did what they were told and nothing more.
Alden regarded her for a long moment. “What is done is done. We could dispose of you both, I suppose, but waste not want not. So we shall see. Welcome, Shadow Rider.”
The three Benduiren turned as one and walked away. Kovan shook his head and shot Paki a disgusted look before leaving. Sadira leaned in close and whispered, “One day, the Benduiren will no longer make such decisions. One day, I will be the one who decides. Then those who are so obviously flawed, such as yourself, will not be allowed to weaken our ranks.”
Taela maintained her bold front. “Your threats mean little to me, Sadira. Go torture your pets and leave me be.”
Sadira’s lip lifted in a sneer and she stalked from the cavern, her sisters at her heels with their burdens of water that was never offered to Taela.
The two other female riders stopped in front of her. They had the same golden hair and green eyes. The same features. One of them glared after Sadira. The other smiled at Taela. “Ignore Sadira. We do. She is under some deluded notion that she makes the decisions around here.”
The other woman looked at Taela. “I’m Oksana. This is my twin, Paylana.” She waved her hand absently at two of the dragons perched above them. “Our dragons, Ona and Dusa.”
Paylana glanced at Paki. “It’s a shame she isn’t black, but don’t let Sadira get under your skin.” The two women left without another word.
“May I eat now?” came Paki’s plaintive sending.
She turned her attention to the beautiful draclet. “Of course you may, love.”
Paki lumbered awkwardly across the cavern and out into the evening shadows in front of the cave mouth. She plunged her head into the pile of meat and then abruptly withdrew it. “Most of it is rotten!”
“I know, love, but it’s all there is. If I demand fresh meat, they will know something is very wrong. Can you eat it at all?”
“I can, there are pieces that are fresher.”
Taela could feel Paki’s revulsion as she tore into the meat. She sent soothing feelings to the draclet and began to wander around the massive cavern, hoping the movement would settle her nerves. High above on their rock perches, the black dragons peered idly down at her. She could feel the hollow emptiness in them.
Near the back of the massive room an archway, carved with dark dragons and gold scrollwork, led to a deep alcove. She peered inside. Three steps led up to a wide dais at the back. On the dais stood two pedestals. She glanced around the cavern. Everyone had dispersed. Sadira and her pets were gone. So was the man, Kovan. Three of the others and either Dreth or Bern, she wasn’t sure which, were on the far side of the cavern. It looked like they were working on mastering their magic.
She slipped into the alcove, climbed the steps, and crossed the dais to the pedestals. One held a book as black as the dragons on their perches. On its cover, a leafless tree grew upside down. The other pedestal held a book with a golden, five-pointed star on its rich, warm wooden cover. A different jewel was set into each of the star’s points and another rested in the center of the star. A fine lacework of impossibly thin silver threaded through the star, giving the impression that the different jewels were woven together.
The second book drew her. The gold of the star beckoned her. She wanted to reach for it, but she could feel eyes on her. Instinct told her if she reached for the beautiful book with the star first, she would further convince them they made a mistake in allowing Paki to hatch.
She reached for the black book instead. The branches of the dead tree seemed to move when her fingers touched the cover. Darkness and evil rolled off the book. A dull pain began to build in her head. It sharpened when she opened the book and her eyes traveled over the pages.
She saw no words, only symbols. Without knowing how, she understood what the symbols meant. It was a book of spells. As her eyes traced each symbol, its meaning became clear. She could understand them and see how they fit together.
“Can you read it?” the Benduiren named Alden asked, joining her on the dais.
She shut the book and shook her head. “No.” She didn’t know why, but her instincts screamed at her to keep it secret. “Can you?”
“No. I cannot. It is a shame you are unable to read it. The others all found their way up here after their dragons hatched, however, none of them could read it.” His red eyes slid over her. “You are certain you feel nothing when you touch the books, certain none of it made sense?”
She backed away from the books and from him. “I’m certain. It just looks like jumble of lines and I could make no meaning from them. It’s been a strange and exhausting day. I think I will find my quarters and lay down for a bit.”
“Of course.” The Benduiren nodded and made a small motion with his hand. A servant came scurrying out of the shadows at his signal. “Show our newest rider her quarters and the bathing and dining rooms.”
The servant nodded, her eyes barely flickering to Taela’s face before returning to the floor. Taela felt Alden’s eyes boring into her back as she followed the servant from the main cavern. She tried to ignore it, just as she tried to ignore the fear rolling off the servant, the ache in her head from the black book, the evil around her, and her own worry that she and Paki were trapped forever.



 

 
 
 
Maleena stood on the edge of the inner terrace looking down the length of the crater. The lake at the far end reflected the iron gray of the overcast sky. A hint of green washed through the grass growing on the crater floor. Despite the cold temperatures that lingered, the first signs of early spring were showing.
A sharp, north breeze whipped her chestnut hair around her face. In the months after her first flight with Nydara, she had taken to wearing it in a braid like Kirynn did. Serena had cropped her hair so that it fell in a spiky way about her ears, but Maleena liked her long hair. Kirynn’s style of braid that began at the crown of her head seemed the best way to keep it out of her face when she flew. Today, she wore it loose due to the cold.
She watched the dragons bathing in the icy waters after a morning spent hunting. They hunted far into the uninhabited northern mountains, testing the strength of their wings against distant marching, peaks.
The view of the crater faded and she saw a man on his knees in a garden, clutching his head as if it hurt. It took a moment to realize she was in the mind of another woman who was supposed to marry him. A woman desperate to make the man change his mind about the marriage.
Maleena reached out to the woman, “If you put any more pressure on his mind, you will crush it. This is not the way.”
Shocked surprise flowed through the connection as the woman’s concentration wavered. Maleena lost the connection and her vision cleared. Down the crater, Nydara stopped bathing and stared at her.
“What just happened?” came the sending from the silver.
“I don’t know. I’ve never had anything like that happen before. Whoever she is, she can use Spirit magic,” Maleena returned.
“Will Emallya know?” The dragon asked.
“I don’t know. I will see her shortly at mid-day. I’ll ask her then.” Maleena ran her teeth along her lower lip. Who was the woman? Maleena hadn’t sensed any evil intentions in the woman’s mind, only desperation.
Footsteps on the flat rock of the terrace pulled her from her thoughts. She didn’t have to look around to know it was Kellinar. Nor did she have to read his thoughts. Her powers, and the ability to handle them, had grown so much she was stronger than even Emallya now. Her time at the Tower of Spirit taught her each person had their own mental aura and she could pick up on it when they came near. The more familiar a person, the easier she felt their aura and the further away she could feel it. The inner terrace was quite large, but she felt him the minute he stepped onto the far side of it.
“Hello, Kellinar.”
He stopped next to her and looked down the crater. “How can they swim in water that flaming cold?”
Maleena smiled. Kellinar would never change. He was more careful around others, doing his best to uphold the dignity of his position. But in private, with the other riders who were like family to him, he was just Kellinar. His white-blond hair had grown out in the past year and he now wore it in close spaced, orderly rows of braids that ran tight up against his head until they reached the nape of his neck. Adorned with blue and white beads at the ends, the braids swung freely down the back of his neck to the tops of his shoulder blades. He looked every inch a member of the Tower of Wind and Water.
“I don’t know, but I am going to head inside,” she said in answer to his question. “This wind is too cold to stand any longer. Besides, the smell of the cooking is making me ravenous.”
“I’ll walk with you,” Kellinar offered. “Shryden is obviously enjoying himself and won’t have any use for me for a while.” He glanced down at her. “Where is Mckale?”
“He spent the morning at the training fields with Vaddoc again. With all of the new recruits signing up, Hemmen and Yaakov can use all the help they can get training the new soldiers. Mckale and Vaddoc are both on their way here for mid-day. Where have you been all morning?”
“Anevay and I were organizing some of the scrolls.”
Maleena smiled up at him. “You two spend a lot of time together.”
He nodded. “She’s a good friend and I enjoy her company.”
For a moment, Maleena saw through Kellinar. He still stood there, but more like a ghost of himself. Through him, she saw two dark cloaked Benduiren. She was in the mind of the woman again. This time only partially. She heard the Benduiren offer the woman sanctuary.
“No!” she said out loud as well as in her mind. “Do not!”
Again she lost the connection and saw only Kellinar, looking solid and concerned. “Don’t what?”
Maleena rubbed her temples. “I’m not sure.”
His brow furrowed. “Maleena, you aren’t making any sense. Are you feeling alright? Do you want me to call Serena for you? Or Mckale?”
She let her hands drop and gave him a reassuring smile. “I’m fine and Mckale is already on his way, remember. Come, let’s get a move on. I’m cold.”
They crossed the terrace together. Kellinar glanced at her several times, a worried frown on his face.
Kellinar held the door for her and she started to step through, then stopped and looked at the glowing orb on the wall in the hall beyond. It shimmered between clear white and a golden color. She watched in fascination as it flickered against the pale marble walls. She shook her head as if that would help clear it. Orbs didn’t shimmer and the walls weren’t marble.
The hall faded, through it she saw a massive cave with a pale egg in the middle. Her breath caught and her mouth went dry. Above, black dragons stared down at her from broad shelves formed in the marble walls. Shadow Dragons. She was seeing through the woman’s eyes again. Taela...the name floated to her.
It was disorienting to see Kellinar and the hall through her own eyes, and another place completely through the eyes of another at the same time. She staggered, aware of him as he reached out a hand to steady her. Concern filled Kellinar’s blue eyes. “Maleena, what’s wrong?”
Maleena held her hand up, told him not to worry and to hush so she could hear. Or at least she thought she did. Maleena saw various people as Taela rummaged through the heads of those around her.
She could hear Kellinar explaining to Mckale what happened. Then she heard Mckale’s voice, “I know; I could feel it. Something or someone has made a strong connection with her.” His silver eyes, so steady and sure, replaced Kellinar’s.
Kellinar asked something that she didn’t catch, but she heard Mckale’s response. “No, Nydara doesn’t seem unduly alarmed. What or whoever it is, it’s not going to harm her.”
Maleena wished they would hush so she could hear what was being said to the woman. She saw another woman whose beauty veiled the evil in her mind. She laid her hand on Taela’s arm and Maleena could tell the touch caused Taela severe pain. Taela, being so new, had no shield. Could a Shadow Rider even gain a shield? Surely bondmating was impossible amongst such people.
Then Taela focused on the egg. Maleena saw her reaching out to touch it as if it were her own hand. Mckale’s face faded away and she was fully in the Hatching.
At first she thought another black egg hatched, but something wasn’t right. The pain and evil that usually accompanied these visions, while present at first, quickly faded. Images–first of Guardian Dragons attacking then of black dragons attacking–warred with each other. Then something shifted. She didn’t know what happened, except the Guardian Dragons no longer flew at her. She was taken on a similar, although dimmer and more distant trip through time, like the one Nydara took her on when she hatched.
The images faded. Danger. Intense danger threatened. The feeling came from another. It came from Taela. In front of her a silver-gray draclet glittered dimly in the light. Maleena sensed no aura of evil or despair emanating from it.
The vision faded, replaced by Mckale’s face. Maleena sat on the floor, the cold stone of the wall pressing into her back. Mckale knelt on one knee next to her. Kellinar and Vaddoc stood nearby. Mckale brushed a strand of hair away from her face. “You are back.”
Maleena glanced around at the familiar hall. “Yes, it’s over.”
Kellinar kneeled on her other side. “Was it another one of those flaming black dragons hatching? How many of those burning things are going to crop up?”
Maleena looked at him, her brow creasing in confusion. “I thought so at first, but now…I don’t know. I’m not sure if it knew what it was in the beginning. One second it was a black dragon hatching, the next it wasn’t. The whole thing was so confusing. ”
Vaddoc leaned over Mckale’s shoulder. “What do you think it means?”
Maleena sighed. “I don’t know. I wish I did. I need to talk to Emallya.”
Mckale stood, pulling her with him. Once on her feet, Maleena stepped away from him and straightened her skirt. “Emallya is on her way to our dining room, we can talk to her there. It’s best if everyone else hears it as well anyway. I have a feeling this is going to affect us all as much as another Shadow Dragon Hatching would have.”
Vaddoc’s amber eyes narrowed slightly. “You don’t think it was another Shadow Dragon Hatching?’
“No, I don’t.”
“But something hatched,” Vaddoc persisted.
Maleena struggled to understand the confusion in her own mind. It just wouldn’t straighten out and make sense. She looked up at Vaddoc. “Something hatched, yes.” Without any more explanation, she started down the hallway.
In the dining room, she barely noticed the food being served, too focused on what she had seen to pay attention. Mckale leaned close and said quietly, “You should eat.”
Maleena glanced up, startled to realize the serving maids were gone. “Thank you, I was so distracted, I forgot how hungry I am.”
He smiled. “I know. I can feel both your hunger and your distraction.”
“It just doesn’t make any sense,” she said, frustrated with her inability to understand. “How can there be a Hatching among the Shadow Dragons that didn’t result in the creation of another Shadow Dragon and rider?”
Sitting across from them, Emallya and Bardeck looked up from their food. “You felt another Hatching?” Emallya asked, a stunned expression on her face. The quiet conversation between the others stopped as they turned toward Maleena.
“Yes, but it wasn’t a normal black dragon Hatching.”
“I felt nothing. Are you sure?” the older woman asked.
“I’m very sure. It wasn’t a vision though. It was a…connection of some sort.”
Emallya’s eyes turned wary. “What do you mean a connection?”
“I connected with the thought paths of another person. She has Spirit magic. I first connected with her when she tried to make a man change his mind. From what I saw, I get the feeling she crushed his mind in the process, not on purpose though. I tried to warn her, but my thoughts in her head shocked her so much, she lost her concentration and I lost the connection. I think she must have got caught though because the next time I felt her, she was terrified someone was after her and there were two Benduiren offering her sanctuary.”
Emallya let her breath out in a hiss. “She went with them?”
“I sent that she should not. She was on the verge of refusing when something happened and she took their offer. Again, I lost the connection. When it picked up again... Here, it will be easier to show you,” Maleena offered.
Like the first night a black egg hatched, Nydara took the entire encounter and projected it to the other dragons, who in turn relayed it to their riders. There was silence at the table while everyone in the room watched through the eyes of Taela, everything that had happened from her first connection to Maleena, to her arrival at the Kormai, and through the Hatching of the pale egg.
When it came to its conclusion, Emallya drew in a sharp breath. Maleena leaned forward. “Do you know what it means?”
Emallya nodded. “Somehow, a Guardian Dragon hatched in the Kormai.”
A collective gasp went up. Maleena felt all of the pieces of the puzzle click into place. “How is that possible?”
“Are you sure?” Vaddoc asked at the same time.
Kellinar stabbed at the food on his plate. “Well that’s just flaming fabulous.”
Emallya ignored Kellinar and addressed Vaddoc, “Look back through everything. It only comes in small snatches, but there are clearly times when you can feel the crooning of the Dragon Song in her head. And when she first sees it in the Kormai, the egg pulls at her. I wish we could see beyond the Hatching and the feeling of danger.”
Vaddoc shook his head. “Is she a true Guardian though? Can she and her dragon communicate with each other? Or is she some sort of weird in-between thing? Is she truly good or is there evil in her soul we cannot see through this?”
“What are we going to do?” Serena asked. “We can’t leave her there.”
Bardeck scrubbed a hand through his hair. “Under normal circumstances, we would try and rescue her. But there are just so many unanswered questions with this.”
Maleena looked at him. “What if there was a way to get the answers? I could connect with her again. After so many accidental connections, I can now easily follow the path back to her mind.”
Emallya shook her head. “No, do not. We have no idea how powerful she is. If she followed you back, and she is not a pure Guardian, she might discern things from your mind that would compromise us.”
“She won’t be able to follow my mental path back. Not even you can follow me when I erase the path. She will find nothing.”
“It is too dangerous,” Emallya said.
Serena’s brow furrowed. “I thought the Dragon Song only came to Guardians. I thought the black dragons couldn’t sing for a rider because they have no soul until the hatcher gives the dragon half of theirs. How is it possible for a Shadow Dragon to sing the Dragon Song? And if not a Shadow Dragon then it must be a Guardian.”
Kellinar scowled. “I say if the burning thing hatched in that evil place then most likely it and its rider are both evil. This could be some kind of ploy. Erase all the mental paths and be done with it.”
“I don’t think we can Kellinar,” Serena said gently. “This woman and her draclet could be in serious danger.”
Kirynn leaned forward. “Has there ever been a successful rescue of someone from the Kormai?”
Bardeck shook his head. “No. There have been several attempts, but none successful. After the last effort, in which only a single Guardian pair from the rescue party returned, we deemed it too dangerous to try anymore. The Kormai is not an easy place to get through. The entrance, at the end of a canyon, is the only way in or out. There are many ledges in the main cave and that is where the black dragons roost. Several hallways lead from the main cave. They wind away underground in a maze of tunnels, chambers and levels.”
“So it can’t be done?” Kirynn persisted.
Bardeck leaned back in his chair, his dark eyes troubled. “We can try. But can we afford to lose any of you to save one rider we know nothing about?”
Maleena understood the hesitation to try and rescue the new pair, but it made her feel sick to her stomach to leave them there. It sentenced the pair to certain death.
Emallya leaned back with a sigh. “This is something we are going to have to think about and plan. Do not try to connect with her, Maleena. If she reaches out for you, allow her to connect and do your best to discern just what kind of pair we are dealing with. I do not like it, but I do not see we have much choice.”
They ate in silence for a time, each lost in their own thoughts. Kellinar scowled darkly at his food and stabbed at it with more vigor than necessary. He broadcast his thoughts so loudly, Maleena couldn’t help hearing them. He didn’t like this new development, he didn’t like that they considered rescuing the strange pair, and most of all, he didn’t like the idea of putting Shryden in danger on the off chance the whole thing wasn’t a trap of some kind.
She reached for her cup of milk and stopped. The people around her faded and she again saw through Taela’s eyes.
“Maleena?” Mckale’s voice sounded distant. She held up her hand to silence him as she concentrated on what she saw. Two books lay before Taela. A book with a gold Di’shan star on its cover that gave off feelings of hope. The other, a black book with an upside down tree on it, gave off feelings of despair and evil.
Taela wanted to reach for the golden book, but didn’t. Instead, she reached for the black and even Maleena could feel the pain in her own head from the book. She could see all of the symbols in the book, but she didn’t understand any of it. Taela understood what she saw, though. Maleena could see the symbols translated in the other woman’s mind.
She watched, through Taela, as a Benduiren interrupted the reading. Taela denied being able to read it and walked away, fading from Maleena’s mind with each step.
Maleena’s eyes focused on her cup again and she looked up. Everyone stared at her. Mckale had a worried furrow between his eyes that matched the inner emotions she sensed in him.
Emallya cleared her throat. “What did you see?”
Maleena looked across the table at the older woman. “I saw two books. One, black as a Shadow Dragon with an upside down tree and one with a Di’shan star on its wooden cover.”
Emallya gasped. “The Ka’ti! The book with the Di’shan star is the Ka’ti. After all these years, we finally know where it is.”
Bardeck let out a heavy sigh. “Yes, the last place we would ever want it to be.”
“What else did you see?” Emallya asked.
“Taela wanted to open the book with the star, but she was afraid it would make the others more suspicious than they already are. So she opened the black book. There were symbols in it. I didn’t know what they meant, but she did.”
Bardeck and Emallya looked at her in stunned silence for a long moment. “She can read it? You are sure she understands what the symbols mean?”
Maleena nodded. “Yes, I’m very sure. I didn’t understand them, but I could see the translations in her mind. The black book is a spell book…an evil one.”
“If this woman turns out to be a Shadow Rider, they will have far too much power in their hands,” Bardeck said. “Does anyone else know she can read it?”
Maleena shook her head. “No. When the Benduiren asked, she denied the ability. I’m not sure he believed her.”
Vaddoc leaned forward, resting his arms on the table. “What is this Ka’ti you mentioned Emallya?”
“Ka’ti means dragon sight in the dragon tongue,” Emallya answered. “The Ka’ti contains the history of Galdrilene and the history of dragons in this world. It also contains all of the spells of the Guardians. Not the smaller individual spells in the towers, but the big spells. The spells that do things like take people through a lake of the dead or that use all of the powers of the Dragon Riders together. The magic in the Ka’ti is neutral, just like the magic of Galdrilene. If the Shadow Riders find someone who can read it for them, they will be able to use those spells against us.”
“What is the black book?” Maleena asked. “It made Taela’s head hurt to read it. Why? It made my head hurt even though I wasn’t directly reading it, although not as much.”
Emallya rubbed a hand across her forehead. “That is the Kor’ti, it means black sight. It is the spell book of the Shadow Riders. It is full of evil and that is why you felt pain in association with it. Much like coming into contact with someone who is evil. It did not hurt you as much because you were not the one in direct contact with it and you have a shield, Taela does not.”
Mckale shifted uneasily in his chair. “What does this mean for Taela and for us? Does it change things?”
Bardeck nodded. “It changes everything. Where before we really couldn’t risk it, now we must. Whether we can help this young woman and her dragon–if they are truly Guardians–remains to be seen. But we have to retrieve the book. We cannot leave it in their hands. If we can retrieve the Kor’ti, or destroy it in the process, then so much the better.”
“When do we do this?” Mckale asked.
Bardeck shook his head. “We don’t. If we are able to figure a way to do this, you and Maleena will not be participating. You two will remain here.”
Mckale’s face was impassive, but Maleena knew he wasn’t happy with the older man’s statement. “Why must we remain?” His voice showed none of the emotion inside him. Maleena marveled again at his control.
Bardeck smiled slightly, a look of understanding in his eyes. “You and Maleena are the key to the survival of the Guardians. You’re the only viable bondmate pair. Nydara is the only dragon that can lay eggs and when she is ready to mate, she’ll only permit Tellnox to fly with her. Galdrilene and the Guardians cannot afford to lose either one of you. Galdrilene is beyond fortunate to end up with a bondmate pair out of this Hatching. Without you two the days of Galdrilene would be numbered.”
Maleena felt Mckale’s disappointment and understanding. It never occurred to her that she and Mckale were the keys to the Guardian’s future. From what she felt from him, Mckale never thought of it either. He nodded. “I can see the reasoning. I may not like staying behind, but one does not have to like their duty.”
“Try to keep contact to a minimum at this point, Maleena,” Emallya said. “Since we do not truly know where she stands, we do not want her to know too much.”



 

 
 
 
Maleena climbed to her lair, an empty feeling in her stomach. She probably should have ate more, but the events at mid-day took her appetite away. Her previous plan to spend the afternoon at the Tower of Spirit no longer appealed. Maleena wanted to be in the air with Nydara. The freedom of flight, the feel of the wind in her face, and the closeness of her dragon…that is what she needed–time to sort out the tangle of emotions she felt.
She started to reach for the doors to the wardrobe and stopped. Before she did anything else, Maleena wanted to know what Taela looked like. She had looked through the woman’s eyes and shared her mind. Now Maleena wanted to see her face. She pulled her viewing bowl with its inky black interior from a shelf and set it on the floor. The same bowl she viewed Emallya and Mckale in that day at her grandmother’s house. Had it really been a year already?
She took the pitcher off the table and poured water into the bowl until it shimmered on the verge of flowing over the edge. Settling herself in front of it, she closed her eyes and centered her thoughts, allowing her mind to quiet. When the quiet was completed she focused on Taela. Her eyes drifted open. She stared into the bowl and whispered, “Show me.”
Colors began to swirl through the still water as her power flowed into it, twisting around in intricate patterns before settling. The image of the Kormai formed in the water. The mouth of the cave at the floor of a canyon. The mountain peak rose into a cloudless sky. The water swirled and blurred into random colors and settled again.
A woman with long, straight black hair replaced the Kormai. Her dark blue eyes were tilted in her slightly round face. Maleena searched the face. She didn’t think Taela was evil. She had shared thoughts with the woman, would she really have missed that? Maleena sighed and pulled her power back from the bowl. Rising to her feet, she dumped the water and placed the bowl back on the shelf before opening the wardrobe.
She changed into clothes that resembled Kirynn’s style of dress. She had tried divided riding skirts, but found the excess material flapped in the wind in an annoying fashion. Kirynn’s style of loose pants gathered at the ankle worked so much better. Emallya said it was a favorite style among female riders before the fall of Galdrilene.
Boromar and Galdrilene had once been close, friendly neighbors. Immediately after word of Galdrilene’s demise, the warriors of Boromar started wearing the style in honor and remembrance of their fallen Dragon Rider friends. The style stuck and became tradition, though the reason behind it faded.
Mckale stepped into the room as she wove her thick hair into a braid. He crossed his arms and leaned against the wall, watching her quietly. Maleena felt his concern. She finished her braid and turned to him. “She didn’t pull me along unwilling. Up until the actual hatching of her dragon, I could have broken contact at any time. I might have been able to during the Hatching if I had concentrated on it.”
“I don’t like that she was able to access you without your permission,” he said.
“I was surprised, but it wasn’t without my permission. I allowed the contact. You have no reason to worry.”
He regarded her for a long moment. “I do have reason. Whether you allowed it or not, it still took you by surprise. And although Emallya has warned you against it, you still want to maintain mental contact with her. I can feel it through our bond.”
Maleena shook her head. “I may want to, but I won’t have any more contact than necessary with Taela.”
He ran a hand through his dark, shoulder-length hair. “Kellinar doesn’t look happy with all of this,” he said.
She nodded. “Kellinar has some very valid worries.”
Mckale’s eyebrows rose slightly. “And what worries are those?”
“He doesn’t see any reason to put any of us in danger–particularly Shryden–so we can rescue someone we really don’t know enough about. Someone who hatched a dragon in the Kormai. To him, the only reason that justifies what is going to be done is the retrieval of the Ka’ti.”
He crossed the room and put his arms around her, his voice gentle, “He is right, you know. I would hate to rescue this girl only to lose one of our friends in the process. With the hatchings of the black dragons, eventually we are all going to be facing grave danger whether we wish it or not. I’m not sure we should go looking for swords to throw ourselves on.”
“I know,” she sighed and leaned her forehead against his chest. “I’ve already thought of all the reasoning and rationale. Besides, we won’t be throwing ourselves on any swords. We will have to stay behind while our friends do it.” She pulled away from him reached for her heavy cloak and gloves. “I’m going flying with Nydara. I think the cold wind and being close to her will ease my mind.”
“Would you like Tellnox and I to fly with you?”
“No, I think I just need to be with Nydara for now.”
“Fly safe then, my heart.” He brushed her lips with a light kiss. “I’ll return to the training fields with Vaddoc and see if the newest batch of recruits will remember anything we taught them this morning.”
Maleena smiled. “It’s very nice of you two to help Yaakov with the training of the soldiers.”
He shrugged. “It gives us something to do. Since the hatching of the black dragons, they are getting more trainees than they have trainers.”
They walked together until they reached the Great Hall where they split ways. Mckale turned toward the front entrance on his way back to the practice fields. Maleena turned the opposite direction and walked out onto the inner terrace where Nydara already waited, her massive body stretched out on the sun-warmed stone.
“You are troubled,” Nydara sent as Maleena settled the saddle on her.
Maleena nodded and began securing the saddle straps. “I want to rescue Taela. I know she isn’t evil, but it’s not fair to ask others to risk their lives for her. I understand the need to get the Ka’ti back. I wish I could justify the risk of getting Taela and her Paki out as well.”
Maleena felt frustration in Nydara as she secured the final saddle strap and fastened the catcher strap on her left ankle. Using Nydara’s leg, she boosted herself into the saddle and set the leg straps over her thighs. She had flown enough that it only took her a few minutes from the moment she placed the saddle until she was ready to fly.
There was no need to give Nydara any signals, they were connected, they were one. As soon as Maleena was ready, Nydara leaped into the air and brought her powerful wings down in a rush. In seconds they were in the air and rising fast. When they reached a comfortable altitude, the silver spread her wings out and coasted on an updraft.
“Your attention seems divided. Why?” she asked the dragon.
“I can feel Paki’s struggle to behave as a filthy shadow. Paki is not a shadow. As you shared Taela’s mind during the Hatching and after, so did I share Paki’s. They are both in such danger.”
They soared out over the bay, the water glittering like a field of jewels below them. Maleena closed her eyes and let the wind rush past her face as she took in what Nydara had said. “You are sharing the draclet’s mind?”
“Yes. I have not completely let go since the Hatching. My presence helps keep the young one focused. She and Taela are struggling. The one called Sadira is very suspicious and dislikes them intensely. Taela feels a great deal of fear toward the woman. I am afraid to leave Paki and her completely alone.”
“Does Taela know you are there?”
“Yes, it brings her much comfort.”
Maleena reached out along the path she remembered to Taela’s mind. It was early evening there and she paced in her quarters. Maleena felt for her. For the first several months she had slept no farther than the distance across the hatchling lair from Nydara. Even now, she and Mckale slept just on the other side of an open doorway from their two massive dragons. Maleena couldn’t imagine being forced to sleep away from Nydara. She didn’t make full contact with the other woman, but she did send comforting waves down the path to help ease her mind.
Nydara banked to the right and they left the waters behind, gliding out over the mountains and the forests. From the memory of what Maleena saw in the bowl, both she and Nydara could see in their minds the rock of the Kormai entrance and the canyon leading to it. A thin forest of tall black rocks rose straight up like sharp deadly fingers a short distance away.
A sudden pulling sensation drew a startled cry from Maleena. The world around them swirled and blurred into a confusion of colors then snapped back. Hot desert wind struck Maleena full in the face and took her breath away. Her skin tightened as sweat beaded from every pore.
Below them in the dimming light of evening, the black rocks of the Kormai reared up from the desert floor. Nydara roared in shock at the sight and was answered by the thunderous roars of those in the Kormai.
“Nydara,” Maleena tried to suppress rising panic as she battled through the red haze enveloping the dragon’s mind, “how are we here?”
Below, something large and dark lifted off from the canyon floor. “Shadows! Evil, tainted shadows! They must be burned back!” Nydara raged and dove toward the rising darkness.
“Nydara, no!” Maleena’s heart pounded in her chest. The hot wind stole her breath as the dragon dove. She focused her entire mind and strength on Nydara. “We must get away! How did we get here?” She pushed a picture of the bay, like they had seen it just moments before, into the dragon’s mind.
The sound of another set of wings beating the air drew her attention. A black dragon, its eyes gleaming green and despair beneath its wings, flew at them. Nydara coughed smoke and a small spout of fire before turning to flee. None of the dragons had flamed yet, but Nydara tried.
The Shadow Dragon spit a small amount of dark green flames. Agony seared through Maleena’s left side, thigh, and arm. Nydara screamed with shared pain and twisted away. Maleena beat at the flames, tears welling in her eyes from the sting of burning skin.
The picture of the bay solidified in Nydara’s mind. The air ahead of them rippled and swirled, then collapsed on itself. Again the dragon tried to form a fold to Slide through, but it too collapsed before it opened.
The silver jerked as the black dragon slammed into her. Its claws tore through her back leg. Nydara roared in pain as crimson blood splashed across her silver scales. She whipped around in the air. Her jaws closed over the black neck just behind the head. The Shadow Dragon roared and ripped free. It banked away. Black scales, torn loose by Nydara’s teeth, flew through the air.
Maleena clung to the saddle, the skin of her leg blistered from hip to ankle. Her heart pounded in her ears. Her stomach churned with fear, but still she held the picture of the bay clear in her mind. As the Shadow Dragon broke off, Nydara tried another Slide. It swirled, almost opened, and collapsed.
Two more shadows lifted off from the canyon floor.
The first Shadow Dragon came back around. Its mouth opened and more dark green flame spewed forth. Black flame flew from the rider’s hand, too. Nydara flipped to the side to shield Maleena. Black and green fire scored along her underside.
Unprepared for Nydara’s defensive move, Maleena’s weight was thrown against the straps burned by the flames. She fell from the saddle and felt the brief tug of the catcher strap on her leg before the burned leather gave way. Hot air rushed past her. Above, the shadow spit more unnatural flames, blackening Nydara’s wing.
She wove a quick net of magic and threw it at the rider of the Shadow Dragon. The black peeled away from Nydara, its rider screaming and clutching her head. The net wouldn’t last long. Nydara dove for Maleena. Ignoring the wind rushing in her ears as she fell through the sky, Maleena pushed the picture of the bay into Nydara’s mind. “Slide!”
“Not without you.”
She read determination in the dragon’s mind. “Slide. There are too many, they will kill you. Slide now!”
The two new black dragons sent small streams of green flame toward the silver. The air rippled like swirling heat waves in front of Nydara as the fold opened. The green fire arced across empty space as the silver disappeared into the Slide.
The wind roared in Maleena’s ears as pain and darkness enfolded her.



 

 
 
 
The cold breeze off the bay chilled Kellinar’s skin. The damp boards of the dock under his feet creaked with the push and pull of the water. With one hand shading his eyes against the afternoon sun, he watched the intertwining dance of every air current, alive and visible to his eyes. The natural winds and those created by the Weather mages wove together in the clear air. The careful balance of magic and nature was beautiful.
An anxious sending from Shryden disrupted his thoughts. “Something is wrong! Maleena and Nydara are gone from here!”
Kellinar’s pulse quickened as adrenaline poured into his veins. “What do you mean gone from here? Taken?”
“I do not know. Somehow they are not here. They are far to the east and under attack…shadows!” The last was accompanied by a roar. Even down on the docks, so far from the hold, the thunder of the combined dragon voices roaring in rage and fear, echoed across the water. Kellinar felt Shryden lifting off to fly to him. As he turned to look for his dragon, a ripple in the sky caught his attention. It looked like a large whirlpool of heat waves in the sky above the water.
It lasted only a moment before Nydara burst through it. Screaming in pain and loss, the silver fell through the air and crashed into the water several yards from the dock.
“Oh, no. No. No. No.” Blackened scales marred her neck and shoulder. Where was Maleena? In the distance, Tellnox bellowed. Through Shryden, Kellinar knew all of the dragons and riders were winging their way to the bay as fast as they could.
He didn’t bother to wait. He flung himself into the water and swam to the silver, who splashed blindly toward the shore. He reached her as she gained shallow water. Up close he saw the torn and blistered wing, the empty saddle with its burned safety straps. He laid a steadying hand on her neck.
“Shryden, hurry, help me. Nydara’s hurt pretty bad.”
“I see it and have passed the picture to Miya. She passed it on to Serena. She is prepared to heal Nydara. Do you see Maleena anywhere? Is she in the water?”
“No, the straps are burned. She wasn’t in the saddle when Nydara came back.”
Kellinar looked toward the hold. Shryden and the rest were almost to the bay. Kellinar stared beyond them, a sinking feeling in his stomach. A larger dragon rose from the hold. Mernoth’s damaged wings made it painful for him to do much more than lift himself to the crater rim. Despite that, he now flew toward them. How bad could the situation be? What would prompt the venerable dragon to put himself through the discomfort?
Nydara staggered partway onto shore and fell to the ground, her head on the sand. Her left wing lay limp in the water. One back leg was ripped open near the hip. Blood ran freely over the silver scales and into the water.
The other dragons’ wings whipped the air around him and the silver as they landed. Shryden settled himself in the water behind Kellinar. Mckale leaped out of the saddle as Tellnox landed next to Nydara. Kellinar shook his head. The man hadn’t fastened any of his safety straps for the brief flight.
Mckale, his face expressionless, strode to Nydara. He knelt next her head and looked her in the eye. “What are they doing?” Kellinar sent to Shryden.
“She is replaying what happened for him.”
Within minutes Tellnox took what they had shared and passed it around. The sick feeling in Kellinar’s stomach grew. How had they ended up in the Kormai? Maleena fell so far, could she still be alive?
“I can’t feel her,” Mckale’s voice was strained. “Where she has always been, there is nothing.” The desolation in his friend’s silver eyes made Kellinar’s chest tighten. If Maleena was dead… He barely noticed the shaking beneath his feet at first. It started quietly and built until the groaning of the ground became a backdrop to the roar that tore from Mckale’s throat and was answered by the dragons.
Kellinar staggered to Mckale’s side and grabbed his shoulder. “You have to stop this,” he shouted over the noise. “Shaking Galdrilene apart is not going to deliver her to you, my friend.” Seeing Mckale lose control of his emotions was almost as frightening as seeing Nydara burst out of the sky, injured and minus her rider.
Serena marched across the shaking ground as if it shook every day and she was used to walking on such. She stopped in front of Mckale and smacked him across the face with a full armed swing. The shaking stopped. Mckale looked at her with the same stunned expression on his face that Kellinar knew must be on his own.
She planted her fists on her hips and studied him for a moment through narrowed eyes before giving a sharp nod. “That should do. Sometimes you just have to smack the shock out of people, it’s the only healing that will work.” She stabbed a finger into Mckale’s chest. “That will be enough of that from now on. Is that understood? I know you’re worried about Maleena, but shaking Galdrilene and terrifying those who live here, not to mention possibly causing injuries, is not the way to show it. It sure doesn’t help me heal Nydara.”
“I can’t feel her. She is gone,” Mckale’s said in a ragged whisper.
“Then she must be unconscious.”
“Nydara can’t feel her either. What if she is…?”
Serena shook her head, exasperation written on her face. “Be practical and think with your mind, not your heart, Mckale. Nydara is alive and strong. She’s not fading. We are our dragon’s anchors in this world. As long as Nydara lives, so does Maleena.”
Mckale nodded and seemed to accept Serena’s reasoning. Kellinar let go of Mckale’s shoulder as Serena pushed past them. “Now out of my way; Nydara needs healing.”
Kellinar watched Serena lay her hands on the silver’s wing. He couldn’t see the magic that flowed from Serena, he didn’t have Healing magic, but he could see the results. The blisters disappeared. The ragged tear in her wing and along her hip slowly closed. The blackened scales faded back to silver. Or almost silver.
He narrowed his eyes. No, it wasn’t a trick of the light. The burned scales looked dull and gray. Why? He would have to ask Serena when they had time to discuss it.
Nydara turned her head when it was done, her large, violet eyes tragic, and looked at her wing. She folded it and unfolded it several times as if to make sure it was right again.
Mernoth made a slow descent, landing a little away from where Kellinar and the others were gathered. Emallya rode in front of Bardeck for the flight down. She normally avoided flying as much as possible. She said it reminded her too much of what she lost. The return of a riderless Nydara must be enough for her to fly.
As soon as all four of Mernoth’s clawed feet were on the ground, and Bardeck let loose the tight grip around her waist, Emallya leaped down. She ran across the beach and knelt next to Nydara.
“What, in the name of the Fates happened Emallya? How did they end up over the Kormai?” Kellinar asked her.
“They Slid.”
“They what?”
Emallya sighed. “They had to have a clear picture of where they were going and I am guessing they got it from Taela’s mind.”
Vaddoc frowned. “I thought our dragons were too young,”
“We have never heard of a dragon under the age of two Sliding. But then we have never known a dragon under two to flame either and Nydara has done both today. You have all–both riders and dragons–matured, grown, and progressed at a much faster rate than we have ever seen before. We expected this would also happen sooner, but not quite this soon.”
“How–” Kellinar started to ask but Emallya cut him off.
“Now is not the time for how, that will have to be discussed later before we move to rescue her.” She turned her attention to the silver. “Lend me your strength and perhaps together we can find what has become of your rider.” She laid her hands on the silver’s massive head.
To Kellinar, time seemed to stop. As if everything around them paused and waited to hear Emallya’s verdict. Beside him, Mckale stood still as stone, his face devoid of expression. Kellinar turned away from the deadly calm and the promise of violence he saw in the steely eyes of his friend. Vaddoc stood in an almost identical stance. The two were like coiled springs. Kellinar was very glad they were on his side. Serena stood close to Nydara, worry written on her face.
Kirynn lounged next to Syrakynn. To the crowd of Galdrilene inhabitants who gathered along the docks and farther up the shore, Kellinar supposed Kirynn appeared completely at ease. But after a year spent in close company with the woman, Kellinar knew she was just as ready and more deadly than either of the bordermen.
Emallya let out her breath and pulled away from Nydara. Bardeck, his eyes full of concern, stepped to her side and put an arm around her waist. “Did you find her?”
Emallya leaned into him and nodded. “It was difficult, even with my and Nydara’s combined strength and magic. She is unconscious–which is why it was so difficult–and in pain even so.” A cry went up from several of the people crowded around.
Kellinar glanced at Mckale. Only the flexing of muscles as his jaw clenched and unclenched showed the reaction in his friend. Kellinar thought maybe he preferred the man who shouted and shook the earth. He looked back at Emallya. “Anything else?”
Emallya shook her head and sighed. “No. I wish there was. We cannot even mount a rescue until we know more.”
“Why not?” Mckale asked, his voice quiet.
Vaddoc moved to stand next to Mckale. “We do not know where to rescue her from, my friend.”
“We know she was above the Kormai,” Mckale said.
Bardeck nodded. “Yes, but we know nothing after that. Is she outside the Kormai, which would be preferable or captured and taken within?”
Mckale turned toward Nydara, who raised her head up and stared at him. There was a long silence before he spoke again. “She was captured and taken within. She is bleeding from a wound on her head and in a cell.”
Emallya stepped away from Bardeck, her eyes intense. “How do you know this? Is Maleena awake?”
“No, but Taela is.”
“The woman who connected with her?”
“Yes. Nydara said up until they Slid, she kept a link with the newly hatched dragon. She was so shocked at first she lost the link and then forgot about it in the midst of all that happened. She completed the link again and asked Taela, through her draclet Paki, what became of Maleena.”
Emallya pulled in a deep breath and let it out slowly. “We know where she is, now we must get back to the Dragon Hold. You must all learn to Slide before we can help her.” She turned toward the riderless dragon. “Even you Nydara. You have Slid twice by accident, now you must learn to do it at will.” She walked toward Mernoth. “Come, we do not have much time.”
Kirynn stepped forward and caught Emallya by the arm. “But there has never been a successful rescue of someone taken inside the Kormai.”
Emallya sighed. “I know, but we have to try. It is no longer just the book. It is the very future of Galdrilene we must try to rescue.”
Kellinar stared at Nydara’s empty saddle. “How are the safety straps supposed to help us in battle if they can be burned like that?”
Emallya followed his gaze. “These are training saddles. They were never meant to go into battle. Your permanent saddles will have spells laid on them to keep them from burning so easily.”
“I will accompany you when you fly for the Kormai,” Mckale said, the tone of his voice leaving no room for argument.
Emallya nodded. “Of course.”
Bardeck climbed up on Mernoth and helped Emallya up in front of him after securing his safety straps. He glanced at Mckale. “Don’t forget your straps this time borderman; you will do Maleena no good if you fall from your saddle. Kellinar, since Shryden took off before we could get his saddle on, you will need to fly carefully or preferably, with another.”
Kellinar boosted himself up on the blue. “I will fly careful.”
As a group they lifted into the air. Nydara flew close to Mckale and Tellnox. The burned catcher strap swung in the air below her, emphasizing the empty saddle on her back.



 

 
 
 
Maleena struggled through the heavy fog in her mind. With great effort, she pushed through the dark confusion. A rough surface pressed against her back. Cold, clammy air clung to her skin. Her head throbbed and sharp pain stabbed at her ribs. Her eyes opened. She lay on her back on the floor in a dim room. Iron bars crisscrossed the only opening. A cell. How long had she been there? Nydara. Where was Nydara?
Deep shadows pooled in the back of the cell. Somewhere beyond the bars a fitful torch flickered. The light danced across the rough-hewn ceiling and walls. She turned her head to look around and pain pierced her skull. With a moan she reached up to grab her head. More pain stabbed into her ribs. She cried out and rolled to her side, curling her legs up.
Maleena tried to reach out for Nydara, but her thoughts shattered. Her breath came in shallow gasps around the agony in her side. She must have broken a rib, maybe two. Thirst made her tongue feel swollen and she licked at her lips, wincing when her tongue ran across the split in her lower lip. The skin on her left side felt like it was on fire from ankle to waist.
Carefully, Maleena lifted her other hand to her head. Her fingers found a deep gash running from the middle of her hairline across her forehead to her right temple. Something sticky and wet matted her hair. She pulled her hand away. Blood. She felt dried and drying blood all down the right side of her face. More exploration found the left leg of her pants mostly burned away. She gingerly touched the angry blistered skin and higher up on her side and found more burns.
Somewhere in the darkness at the back her prison, water dribbled in a small tinkle. It made her thirst seem worse, like her mouth was stuffed with cotton. The sound of the water pulled at her. She tried to push herself to her hands and knees and cried out again at the wave of agony that tore through her body. The room spun. She gagged.
Maleena gritted her teeth and suppressed a sob; it would only make her ribs hurt worse. Then, like a balm on her wounds, Nydara was there in her mind, crooning and comforting. Her eyes stung as tears of relief welled and coursed down her face. Nydara was safe in Galdrilene.
Then Mckale was there with Tellnox in the background. For a moment, she felt Mckale’s fingers on her face as if he was there. The pain in her head and ribs eased. He was pulling some of the pain away from her and into himself. As much as Tellnox would allow. Her head still pounded and her breath still came in gasps, but she was able to crawl toward the trickle in the dark.
She sat down and reached for the wall. Her fingers touched something soft and spongy, like the moss that grew on the rocks along the bay at Galdrilene. Then she found it. A tiny stream of water, no wider than a finger, running down the wall. It made a puddle about the size of her fist at the floor before disappearing under the wall.
Maleena scooped a handful of water out of the little pool and drank it. Cold and fresh, it slid down her parched throat. She waited while the pool filled back up then drank again. Too tired to do more, she leaned her head against the soft, wet moss. The cold water trickled onto her forehead and down the blood caked side of her face. She dozed slightly, leaning up against the mossy wall in the darkness at the back of the cell.
She woke, drank and slept several times. How much time had passed? Hours? Days? There were no windows, no way to know the passing of the sun. No one came to bring her food. Occasionally, she crawled to the far corner to relieve herself in the rancid smelling bucket she assumed had been left for that purpose. Nydara tried to keep her abreast of how long she slept, but dragons perceived time differently than humans and in her weakened state, Maleena was unable to work it out in her head.
The sound of someone in the passageway outside pulled her from a fitful sleep. Her stomach twisted in hunger. She tried to ignore it. More light reached into the cell and she blinked, trying to adjust her eyes. The dark beauty she had seen in Taela’s mind stood outside the cell staring at her with calculating, black eyes. A woman with golden blonde hair stood next to her.
“I see you found the water we left you. It’s not much, but we could have placed you in a dry cell. I may still do that if I decide it suits my fancy. I am Sadira. This is Oksana. You are?”
Maleena didn’t answer. She didn’t dare reach out and touch Sadira’s mind to find out her plans. With her head already aching and Mckale too far away to shield her, she was afraid to try.
Sadira smiled. “You will tell me what I wish to know.” Thin, oily shadows flowed through the bars from Sadira’s hands. Maleena shrank away from them.
“Tell me your name,” Sadira demanded.
“M…Maleena.”
“Tell me Maleena, are you and your dragon bound together like the Benduiren say you are?”
Oksana shifted. “This is stupid. Why are we trying to provoke them into coming here in force?”
Sadira barely flicked her eyes at the blonde woman. “Alden says it won’t. He says her dragon will react and come on its own.” Her dark eyes fixed on Maleena again. “So, is the binding true?”
Maleena understood now. Her pain would be Nydara’s pain. Sadira knew it. It didn’t matter how she answered. The shadows that coiled and twisted around each other inches from her skin were going to hurt her. Maleena steeled herself against the coming pain. No matter what they did, they would get no information from her. She tried to wall Nydara and Mckale off, but she wasn’t strong enough right then to manage it. “We are one. I will be with you no matter the pain,” came the sending from Nydara.
“I take that as a yes, you are bound to each other.”
Oksana glared at Sadira. “We should question her, kill her, and be done with it. Why do we need her stupid dragon here? Let it die with her. One less Guardian to deal with.”
“She won’t answer us, no matter what we do.” Sadira’s face twisted into a malignant smile. “But apply the same treatment to her dragon and she will tell us anything we want to know.” The shadows leaped forward and buried themselves in the flesh of Maleena’s arm. Agony tore a scream from her throat. Her skin bubbled and blistered where the shadows touched. They writhed their way up her arm from wrist to shoulder and across her back. In her head, Nydara roared with rage and shared pain.
Sadira pulled the shadows back. Maleena sobbed, unable to control her shaking. Her breath came in ragged gasps. Sadira gazed down at her with an evil glint in her eyes. “Your dragon will come for you now. And when she arrives, she will find you bound by shadows and I will control her through you. You will be my new pet and so will your dragon. I look forward to meeting her. To ensure her swift arrival, I will be back tomorrow and every day until she arrives. And when I come, we shall make time to talk about Galdrilene, and what goes on there.”
Through the haze of terror and pain, Maleena barely noticed when the women left. Sadira took the torch and left her in absolute darkness. She wished she could stop the tears. She wished Nydara would wall herself away.
Through it all, Maleena felt Mckale’s rage. He would come, too. He and Nydara and Tellnox. All of them would walk into the trap. She needed to make them stay away. Although if the roles were reversed, nothing would stop her from coming.
Maleena curled up on the floor next to the tiny pool and wept until sleep took her.




 

 
 
 
Mckale paced back and forth unable to remain still, while the others gathered at the long, oval table to discuss plans for a rescue. His fellow riders, Emallya and Bardeck, talked with the Mage Councilors over a sketchy map stretched out on the table. Tarik, the city leader, Hemmen and Yaakov, the first and second of the Defenders, and Anevay, listened quietly.
He had suffered for three days, unable to feel Maleena. In the four days since she woke, he lived with the knowledge of her hunger, her exhaustion, and her injuries. He shouldered as much of her pain as Tellnox would allow. It wasn’t that the dragon was afraid of the pain, but he knew there was only so much Mckale could take without placing himself in danger.
Nydara’s misery tore at him. Despair and frustration filled the silver, though she did her best to keep her emotions from flowing over to Mckale and Tellnox.
In the past few days each of the dragons mastered the basics of Sliding. It was rushed and Emallya and Bardeck both admitted it wasn’t ideal, but there wasn’t much choice.
Mckale tensed as he felt Maleena scream in pain. Outside, Nydara roared. His jaw clenched and he grasped the edge of the table to steady himself as the pain he assumed spiked before Tellnox intervened. Vaddoc and Kirynn stood on either side of him, asking if he was alright. He couldn’t answer. Maleena suffered. Nydara suffered. The distress Tellnox felt for his mate pressed on Mckale and he couldn’t do anything about any of it. He was not alright.
Nydara’s roar quieted to a soft keening and she passed to him what she had heard through Maleena.
Emallya’s voice reached him, “Mckale? What happened?”
“They know she is bonded to Nydara and what she feels, Nydara feels. They are torturing her to force Nydara to react and to get information about Galdrilene.”
Serena leaned forward and frowned. “Our bodies and minds may be stronger due to the dragon bond, but there is still a limit to how much we can stand. Without the dragon bond the injuries Maleena has already sustained would probably have killed her. I imagine she’s near her limit. She’s not going to be able to survive any kind of torture for long. If we don’t hurry, we may end up losing Maleena, and Nydara with her.”
Emallya shook her head. “It does not help to hurry if we fly straight into a trap. If they are doing this to force Nydara to act then they will be expecting at the very least, Maleena’s dragon. We would be fools to think they do not expect some of the rest of us.”
Mckale looked around at them. “I’m done planning. It’s time to move.”
Bardeck shook his head. “Unfortunately, these things take time. We just don‘t have a viable plan for getting either Maleena or the book out of the Kormai.”
Kellinar leaned his fists on the table top, his pale blue eyes steady. “I’ll go.”
The room fell silent as everyone looked at him. “What do you mean, you will go?” Emallya asked.
He straightened. “You need a person and an object stolen from a place that is difficult to get in and out of. Who better for such a job than the former Thief Lord?”
“How would you do it?” Bardeck asked. “The only way in is through the canyon and main cavern.”
“There is always a back way, always a secret entrance.”
“How do you know for sure?”
“It’s there, trust me. Shryden could Slide me there, drop me off and Slide back. Then he and the rest of you can be ready and waiting to Slide the minute I need you. I’ll take Loki with me.”
Emallya shook her head. “Your plan might actually work, but I draw the line at Loki. He is just a child.”
Kellinar smiled slightly. “I’ll take him with me. For two years he was my shadow. He’ll know what he needs to do and how to do it. His small size can be an invaluable asset. Besides, once I let him know what I intend you’ll never be able to stop him. No one can keep track of him when he doesn’t want them to.”
The older woman sighed and shoved a hand through her chestnut hair. “I still do not like it.”
Mckale felt the first glimmer of hope since Nydara came back without Maleena. “You are certain you can do this?”
Kellinar nodded. “She’s my friend, as are you. If it’s even remotely possible to get her out, I can do it.” He looked at Emallya. “I want to be clear, though. I’m doing this to get Maleena back and get the book. I’m not risking myself, Maleena, Loki, or any dragon to try and get some strange woman and her half-shadow dragon out of there.” He turned to Yaakov, the first officer of the Defenders. “Would you please fetch Loki for me?”
Yaakov nodded and left. The room remained quiet while they waited. After a long while Yaakov returned with the sandy-haired boy. A year older than when he first arrived, he was still small for his age. Although the child barely glanced around the room, Mckale was sure he missed nothing. He was so much like Kellinar they could have been brothers.
Loki looked at Kellinar. “What’s going on?”
Kellinar leaned on the table. “We have a job.”
Loki’s eyebrows rose in surprise. “You mean a ‘job’ job. Who or what are we stealing from where?”
Kellinar smiled, but his eyes were serious. “You know Nydara accidentally Slid to the Kormai and returned without Maleena?”
The boy nodded, his face sober. “The mages and professors have tried to keep it quiet, but nobody can keep things from me.”
“That is the job we have, Loki. We need to ‘steal’ Maleena from the Kormai. And if at all possible, we need to get our hands on a book that has an emblem on its cover that looks just like my Di’shan pendant.”
Emallya leaned toward the boy. “It will be more dangerous than anything you have ever done. Death is not the worst thing that can happen to you in the Kormai.”
Loki drew himself up and looked her in the eye. “I’ll go with Kellinar. I’m not afraid.”
A small smile tugged at the corners of Emallya’s mouth. “I think I remember hearing that once before.”
Bardeck nodded sharply. “It seems we have a plan. Kellinar, Loki, make ready to go.” He turned to the Mage Councilors. “Pick who you want among the mages to go. They will help defend the rider’s backs. Whomever you pick needs to be as skilled with a weapon as they are with their magic. I know it will be difficult to pick just one, but without more extensive preparation and training with the dragons, we can’t safely transport more.”
He looked at Amariel Molloren, the Spirit Mage Councilor. “The mage you choose will have to ride alone on Nydara. The saddle is repaired, but the mage will have to not only be unafraid to ride a dragon, but also be able to blindly trust that dragon.”
Amariel raised her chin slightly. “They have captured and tortured one of our Spirit sisters, there will be no shortage of those willing to fly and trust the dragon.”
“The Spirit mage will not fly alone.” Emallya said, drawing startled looks from those in the room. Bardeck stepped toward her, but she held up her hand to stop him, her expression hard. “I will fly with Nydara as well.”
“Emallya.” Worry creased Bardeck’s brow.
Her look softened and she laid her hand on his cheek. “I must, my heart. Besides yourself, I am the only one who has personal experience with Shadow Dragons and their riders. I am the only one who has fought Benduiren. You and Mernoth cannot go.”
Bardeck’s eyes searched her face for a long moment. He nodded and sighed. “Very well.” He turned and his look took in all of the gathered Mage Councilors. “Choose your mages and have them hurry. We are out of time. I want Kellinar on his way first thing in the morning. Kellinar, we will be awaiting your call.”
Hemmen, the leader of the Defenders, scowled. “Are you sure there is no way for them to take any Defenders with them? Mernoth can still get off the ground, would he be able to open the Slide?”
Emallya shook her head. “We should not ask it of him if we can avoid it. It pains him greatly to fly. The flight down to the docks the other day was agony for him and he would have to travel through the Slide with the Defenders, which would place him in the middle of battle. And he would have to be able to fly again in order to open a Slide to bring himself and any remaining Defenders, back. It might be more than he can do. There is guaranteed to be Kojen there. I am sure we will be out numbered, but unless there is no other hope we cannot ask Mernoth to do it.”
Mckale really looked at Emallya for the first time since Maleena’s capture. Dark circles made smudges under her eyes and her face looked pale and strained. Sympathy washed through him. She worked for over five hundred years to keep the eggs safe and bring those who were called to them. And now when it looked like there was hope for Galdrilene and the world all could be lost because of a simple miscalculation. He had no comfort for her. He hoped they all returned. He hated to think of any of his friends dead, but he would not abandon his bondmate there.
As the meeting broke apart, Kellinar paused to clasp him on the shoulder. “I will get her back, my friend.”

Maleena’s eyes fluttered open. Light flickered in the passageway outside the cell. A tremble ran through her body. Had it been a day already? The cell felt strangely warm and cold at the same time. She shivered. Nydara remained fully merged with her, refusing to leave, willing to bear the burden of pain with her.
Maleena blinked back the tears stinging her eyes. Never had any creature loved her so fully. Even Mckale, as much as he loved her, would put Tellnox first, as he should. Maleena knew from Nydara there were preparations underway for her rescue. She wished they wouldn’t come, that they wouldn’t put themselves and their dragons in danger for her. If any of them were killed the weight of their loss would be on her shoulders.
The one thing she was unwilling to do was allow Nydara to suffer in any way. Sadira thought she could control Nydara through her, thought she could use Nydara to make her talk, but she was sorely mistaken. Maleena would never allow such suffering to be placed upon her dragon. She would take herself to Maiadar, the realm of the dead. Without an anchor, Nydara would quickly follow her there and Sadira would be left empty handed. She cared deeply for her companions. Her bond with Mckale ran almost as deep as the bond she had with her dragon. But in the end, it was Nydara who Maleena would die for.
The light stopped outside her cell. She squinted as her eyes worked to adjust to the flicker of the torch. The smell of food wafted toward her, making her stomach clench and twist. Slowly, painfully, she pushed herself up into a seated position. A young woman stood outside the cell with a tray in her hands. She was taller than Maleena by several inches, with black hair that hung down her back and tilted, dark blue eyes full of sorrow. She looked familiar, but Maleena couldn’t place why.
“I brought you some food,” the woman whispered.
“Paki says it is Taela,” Nydara sent.
Maleena let out the breath she hadn’t realized she held. “Taela?” Yes, this was the woman she had seen in the bowl.
Taela stepped closer to the bars “I am so sorry. It’s because of me you are here. Paki said you wanted to help us. When I saw them carry you in…at first I thought you were dead. Then I heard what they planned. I wish I could control my magic better. Then I wouldn’t have accidentally connected with you and this would never have happened.”
Maleena pushed herself to her feet. She couldn’t help hunching over her ribs or the way she flinched from the pain inflicted by Sadira’s shadows. She wished she could. Taela didn’t need to feel any worse than she already did. “I could have shut you out if I wanted. I didn’t want to then and I still don’t regret it now. The reason I am here is my own fault. I shouldn’t have flown alone and I should have paid more attention. I’m sure the list of ‘should haves’, could go on for a long time. Done is done, you owe me no apology.”
Taela hung her head. “Paki says they are coming for you. You are here because of me. They are coming because of you. It may have been accidental, but it still remains that not for me, none of you would be in danger.”
Maleena moved to the front of the cell and eased herself down to sit on the floor. “All of this self-accusation helps no one. We can’t change what is, we can only deal with it.” She sent the other woman a small smile of reassurance, careful not to open the scab that had formed over her split lip. “So did you bring the food just for me to smell, or do I get to eat it, too?”
Taela raised her eyes to Maleena’s. “You are unlike anyone I have ever met. Alone, injured, locked in a cell and used as bait, yet you still find humor.”
“I may be locked in this cell, but I’m never alone. My dragon, Nydara, she is always with me.” Maleena held back saying anything about Mckale and Tellnox in case someone listened to the conversation somehow. No need to give them any more leverage. “The food smells delicious.”
“Forgive me for talking and not giving it to you. And for not bringing it sooner.” She slid the tray through the space at the base of the bars. “If I could have brought it days ago, I would have. But I’m not fully trusted here. Paki struggles to maintain the insipid personality of a Shadow Dragon. If it were not for your Nydara maintaining a connection with her throughout most of this, I think we would’ve been caught already. I’m not sure how we are going to make it until the time she can fly or how we will get away if we do.”
Maleena took the tray. She pulled away the bit of cloth covering it and found a piece of bread and a small bowl filled with a thick stew of unrecognizable meat and vegetables. She didn’t care what the stew was made of. Using the bread, she eagerly scooped it into her mouth. The scab on her lip broke open a little and the stew stung, but she didn’t care. There was a cup of tea on the tray and she gulped it down.
When she had scraped the last of the stew into her mouth and eaten the last crumb, she slid the tray back to Taela who remained quiet while she ate. It hadn’t been much and she still felt desperately hungry, but she was grateful for it.
“Do you think there is a future for Paki and me?” Taela asked.
“If there is a way to get you out, yes. But there are no guarantees. Once Sadira and the others know for sure you and Paki are not one of them, you will both be in as much danger as the rest of us.”
Taela nodded her head. “I know, but there will be no way we can pretend to be one of them once your friends arrive. I will not raise my hand against any of you.” She bent and picked up the tray. “I have to go. If I linger much longer, someone will come looking for me. I wish I could leave my torch, but Sadira has said you are to remain in the dark for now. No one really argues much with her. Most of them, as evil as they are, are afraid of her.”
Maleena’s eyelids felt heavy. Her stomach, shrunken from the days without food, finally decided it was happy with what she’d given it. Now her body wanted sleep. She waved away the other woman’s concern. “Do not worry yourself. My light will come soon enough. Go in peace, Taela.”
Maleena watched Taela go, the light diminishing until she sat in total darkness once more. A shiver ran through her as she crawled toward the sound of the trickling water. She shivered again, despite feeling too warm. More tired than she could ever remember, she curled up on the floor next to the little pool and fell asleep.



 

 
 
 
Kellinar sat in his saddle on Shryden’s back with Loki strapped in front of him. The other riders, their dragons, and the mages of the six towers ranged around the crater floor. A thin layer of cold fog clung to everything. He looked down at Bardeck and Mckale. “Shryden will Slide me there, land, let Loki and I off, then Slide back. If the chosen Weather mage is intrepid enough, she can ride Shryden alone through the Slide when I call.”
Mckale reached up and clasped arms with him. “Fly safe, my friend, and return.”
The pain in the man’s eyes weighed on Kellinar. “Be ready when I call. Something tells me they are going to be rather burnt when they realize we’ve lifted not only the Ka’ti, but their prisoner as well.”
Mckale nodded and backed away. “We will be ready.”
Nydara reached her wedge-shaped head out. Kellinar laid his hand on her snout. “I will bring her back to you.” The silver pulled her head back and the trust he saw in her violet eyes brought a lump to his throat.
Serena handed up a small bag. “You aren’t a healer and I don’t know what you are going to find when you get there, but this might help. You can always contact me through our dragons if you need to.”
Kellinar slipped the strap over one shoulder so the bag hung on the opposite hip. “Thank you.” She nodded, worry clear in her dark blue eyes as she backed away.
Kellinar glanced at Anevay. She stood several paces away, her hands clasped tight together. A mixture of fear and concern filled her large, dark eyes. He flashed her a reassuring smile as Shryden launched himself into the air. The dragon climbed only far enough to ensure the opening ripple didn’t harm anyone before Kellinar saw the detailed picture form in the blue’s mind. It was the image supplied by Mernoth, who had seen the Kormai from a distance. The ripple spun open in the air in front of them and he felt the now familiar tug as they were pulled in.
The world around them swirled into a blur of indistinct colors. One moment the cold air above Galdrilene was turning his face slightly numb and the next suffocating heat slapped him. Sweat beaded on his skin and dried immediately. Dark clouds boiled overhead, shutting out the rising sun.
Ahead in the distance, the Kormai reared out of the desert floor. Narrow, jagged rocks punched up through the sand like broken fingers reaching for the sky. Shryden lowered himself to the ground on the opposite side of the mountain from the canyon. Kellinar undid the straps on Loki and himself and they slid to the ground.
“Go back quickly. I will call as soon as we need you,” he sent.
The dragon paused. “I do not like leaving you here alone.”
“I will be fine. Now go before they realize you are here.”
He and Loki backed out of the way and Shryden lifted himself into the air once more. As soon as he was a few paces off the ground the ripple formed and the dragon Slid.
The wind whipped over the desert, peppering them with sand. Kellinar led Loki past the tall, black, rock formations. The ground rose and fell in small plateaus and canyons. It provided good cover for them as they slipped like shadows toward the Kormai.
By mid-day, they were high on the side of the mountain. Piles of large, sharp rocks littered the sides and they stayed as close to them as possible to avoid the stinging wind that clawed at them. Lightning continued to flicker around the edges of the sky although Kellinar sensed no hint of rain in the wind.
He stopped near a pile of rocks and took a long drink from the leather water bag. He handed it to Loki and stared across the barren landscape. In the murky light, his bond enhanced eyes picked out what he’d been looking for.
A faint trail wound its way past where they rested. It ran up the side of the mountain, ending abruptly several paces away at another pile of rocks. If it wasn’t for his improved vision he would never have seen the path.
Loki handed the water bag back. “What do you see?” he asked in a quiet voice.
“I see what we’ve been searching for.”
He started along the trail with Loki close behind. When he reached the rocks, he found a dark, narrow opening between them and the side of the mountain. He sensed no wards set around it. It was just as he thought. So convinced the back way in was secret, the inhabitants of the Kormai didn’t bother guarding it. He remembered a lord in Trilene, who had done this very thing. Kellinar and two of his associates walked off with his wife and daughter. The lord had paid handsomely to get them back and then paid more to buy a revenge kidnapping.
The narrow opening led into a small, rough-walled space with a heavy door on one wall. Kellinar put his hand on the handle and looked at Loki. “Let’s see if the hinges creak, shall we?”
The latch lifted and the door swung open without a sound. Beyond, a long corridor led into the mountain. It was unlit save for a dim orb glowing far down its length. Even for Kellinar’s eyes it was dim, but he could still see well enough. Loki pulled the door shut behind them and they moved on silent feet down the long, dark hall. Kellinar kept a careful watch for any recesses in the wall or rooms that would provide a hiding place if they should need one. There were none.
The hall ended at the light where it intersected with another running crossway to the first. This hall was better lit in both directions although the orbs were spaced far apart. Kellinar held very still and allowed his mind to quiet.
At one time the air would have felt completely still to him, but now it was alive with currents. He felt them moving through each hall in the Kormai. The currents were curious about him. They approached and touched his face ever so lightly. When they were done he could feel them waiting to see what he would do.
He reached out to them, requesting their help. The currents were surprised to be asked. Used to being pushed and forced, they were happy to help one who thought to ask. They shifted around him and he felt them pulling at him.
“Kellinar, what are you doing?” Loki whispered.
“Feeling the air currents.”
“What air currents? The air is as still as death.”
Kellinar fed a little magic into the air, sending a request to the currents.
“Kellinar? What is going on?” Loki asked, worry in his voice.
“Do you feel them now?” he asked, his mind still focused on the air.
“Yes, and it feels strange.”
“You can feel them because I asked them to make themselves felt. Listen when they pull at you and follow them. They will lead you to the book. I’m going to find Maleena.”
Loki looked up at him. “We aren’t going together?”
“It will be faster if we split up. Don’t worry, the currents won’t abandon you and they will warn you of the approach of any of the inhabitants if you listen. From what Maleena said the book is in an alcove in the main chamber. It’s going to take someone small to slip in and get it. The currents will remain behind when you cross into the cavern so no magic surrounds you to alert anyone. They will be waiting for you when you exit the cavern and they will lead you back here. If I’m not back when you arrive, I want you to go ahead and leave. Wait for me by that last pile of rocks where we stopped for a drink.”
The boy nodded. “Be careful, Kellinar.”
“You be careful too, Loki. Listen to the currents.
Kellinar watched the boy disappear down the hall. When he could no longer see him, he turned and followed the currents in the opposite direction. They led him through several twists and turns, each taking him deeper into the Kormai. He passed several halls, well lit with marble floors and opulent decorations. Kellinar avoided those.
He walked another dimly lit corridor when the currents around him hummed with warning. Who would be in this hall? The rough walls and dirt floor combined with an air of disuse. He slipped into a dark doorway, waiting for the danger to pass.
A woman walked down the hall toward the doorway where he hid. He backed further into the room and hid behind a pillar. Her dark hair hung straight down her back and her blue eyes sat slanted in her round face. She was almost past the doorway when she stopped and turned toward it.
She crept into the room, searching the darkness as if she knew he hid there. In a voice barely more than a whisper she said, “I know there is someone in here. I can feel you. Who are you?”
Kellinar let out a careful breath; he was going to have to kill her. In one swift movement, he pulled one of his many knives and leaped at her, planning to clamp a hand over her mouth and slice her throat.
She moved in the same instant he did and danced beyond his reach, producing a knife of her own. “Who are you?”
Why didn’t she raise an alarm? He made another move and she dodged it again. How did she do that?
She smiled at him. “You are broadcasting your next move so loudly, I can’t help but see it.”
He eyed her warily and tried to think of his next move without actually thinking about. It wasn’t working too well. “You can read my mind?”
She kept her eyes on the hand he held the knife in. “No, you are well blocked. I can only read what is on the surface. You don’t belong here, who are you?”
Although she had a knife in her own hand, she hadn’t tried to harm him. Her moves were purely defensive. Who was she? The woman Maleena had connected with used Spirit magic. “Are you Taela?”
Her eyes turned guarded and she shifted toward the doorway. “Yes, I’m Taela. Why do you ask? Who are you?”
He felt a mixture of relief and irritation. “So you are the one who caused all of this. I’m Kellinar and I’m here for Maleena.” No sense saying anything about the book. At least if she decided to alert the others to his presence, she wouldn’t know anything about Loki. The currents would lead the boy back out. Loki would be safe.
Pain and sorrow chased each other across her face. “I didn’t mean for any of this to happen. Maleena tried to warn me. She tried to help me. She doesn’t deserve what Sadira has done to her.”
“Do you intend to let anyone know I am here?”
She shook her head, making the knife disappear up her sleeve. “I won’t tell anyone. I doubt it will do you much good, though. The only way out is through the main cavern. You will never make it past them with her. I can’t believe you even made it in.”
Taela seemed sincere enough, but he didn’t put his knife away. “Every place has more than one way in and out. I’m surprised you didn’t know that.”
She shrugged. “They don’t trust me. My dragon, Paki, isn’t black and Sadira doesn’t think I have what it takes to be a Shadow Rider.”
“What do you think?”
She looked at him sadly. “I think she is right.”
His eyes narrowed. “And this makes you sad?”
Tears swam in her eyes and her expression held utter devastation. “I’m not sad I can’t be a Shadow Rider. I’m sad because I can’t save Paki. She can only fool them for so long. When they find out she has her own soul, her own thoughts, they will kill her. I will do everything I can to protect her and in the end I will die, too.” The open pain in her eyes stunned him. “If there was a way I could give my life to make her safe without it killing her, I would do it.”
Kellinar stared at her. Taela wasn’t a Shadow Rider. A Shadow Rider would never sacrifice themselves for another. Everything they did had some sort of personal gain behind it. Maleena wanted to rescue Taela and her dragon. Perhaps that could still happen. It complicated things, but he had to try.
He slipped his knife back into its hiding place. “Is there a way you can get Paki out of the main cavern?”
Taela’s brow furrowed, confusion in her expression. “Yes, she leaves the cave to eat. She’s already foraging beyond the canyon for food.”
“Tell her to circle around to the small canyons behind the Kormai. Tell her to wait there.” He allowed his wishes to communicate to the air currents. The look of surprise and wonder on her face told him she now felt the feather light touch of the air.
“What is that?” she asked.
He smiled. “Those are the air currents that flow through the Kormai. They have agreed to help me. Follow the currents. They will guide you out.”
He moved to the door and she asked, “Will you be able to find Maleena okay?”
Kellinar nodded. “The currents will lead me to her.”
“Watch out for Sadira. All of them are bad, but she is the worst.”
He nodded and started to step into the hall. Her voice stopped him. “Kellinar.” He looked back. “Thank you. Even if you aren’t able to get Paki and me out, thank you for trying.”
Kellinar cocked a grin at her. “I have to try. Maleena would kill me if I came all the way to the Kormai, met you while I was here, and then failed to try to get you and your Paki out.”
He slipped out into the hall and began following the air currents again. After meeting Taela, he sincerely hoped he could help her. She didn’t belong here anymore than Maleena did.

Kalila sat in the main chamber. Out the corner of her eye, she watched Sadira leave through one of the small doors. With Sadira gone, she was alone with her sisters. She looked out through the ornate mouth of the cave.
The canyon beyond beckoned her. The striped walls provided a backdrop to the oasis created by the narrow waterfall and stream. Flowers and small trees grew in abundance along the edge of the water. On the other side of the canyon from the stream, potted plants hung from the walls and stone benches sat on the broad paving stones.
Ironic that such beauty led to so much evil.
Kalila kept her fear under tight control. If she let it overwhelm her, she would end up like Larna and Drisa. Kalila glanced at her sisters. They huddled together, their eyes vacant. Kalila looked away. No matter how much Sadira threw at her, she would not be broken and would escape from here somehow.
She allowed her eyes to travel upward to where that ugly, black creature rested. Ranit stared at her with dull, red eyes. There would be no escape right now though. Not with that thing watching. Sadira had given the dragon permission to eat them if they tried to escape. Kalila, would use that as a choice of last resort. One way or another, she would be free of this place. But for now, she held on to her patience. A day would come when Sadira and Ranit wouldn’t be here to stop her.
Her thoughts traveled to the woman Oksana had captured. Maleena...that was her name. Kalila felt sympathy for the woman. Perhaps a distraction would arise from that and she would have her chance at escape. Maybe she could even find a way to take the woman with her.
A prickle ran through her as a strange sensation flooded her body. Something touched her all over. She looked around, but saw nothing. A light breeze caressed her. Was that it? No, it reminded her of the breeze, yet it was different. It felt like air currents, separate from the breeze, flowed all around her.
Kalila glanced at her sisters again. They hadn’t moved, their eyes still fastened to the floor in front of them. Someone was here that shouldn’t be. She scanned the massive chamber. How did she know someone was here? Kalila analyzed the feeling for a moment. It came from the air currents. They…told her? Maybe Sadira’s treatment was driving her crazy. She turned toward the alcove that held the two books.
Someone was there, right in front of the alcove’s arched entrance. She couldn’t see him, but he was there. He was going to steal the books or maybe only one. The connection or whatever it was she felt with the air was fading. The loss of either book would certainly put a twist in the Shadow Rider’s chain. She smiled and turned away to look out into the canyon again. She reached out to the currents, hoping her message of good luck would find the invisible person.
Kalila gazed out at the striped rock and the flowers. She hadn’t seen anything and knew nothing. She was going to have to work on getting her smile under control. Sadira would be back soon. She never left them alone long.

The currents led Kellinar through a warren of passages that grew smaller the farther they went until he reached a narrow set of stairs carved into the rock. He could just make out a doorway in the darkness at the bottom of the stairs.
He started down the steps, but a tortured scream stopped him. A dim light flickered somewhere beyond the doorway. The scream stopped only to start again. Maleena. He moved to leap down the stairs, intent on cutting whoever caused the scream, from navel to nose.
The air coalesced around him and he couldn’t move. He reached out for the currents. Why wouldn’t they let him help? He felt their reply. Too dangerous. He sagged. They wouldn’t let him go until Maleena was alone.
Her screams tore at him and he fought the urge to force the currents away. Severing ties with the currents would leave Loki alone and lost in the maze of tunnels. It would leave Taela with no idea of how to get out. And in the end, if the currents thought there was so much danger that they restrained him, then he would likely get himself killed. Everything would fall apart.
The cries finally ended. After several long minutes, the currents released him and tugged him forward. He wasted no time following them. The doorway led to a narrow passageway lined on one side by cells. Midway down the passage, a torch flickered in a sconce on the wall across from one set of bars. He ran to it.
Maleena lay on the floor inside the cell. He tried to open the door. Locked. Not surprised, he reached for the hinge pins and pulled them out. He didn’t have time for lock picking.
He shifted the door open, and stepped through. His breath caught. The light flickered over the battered and bruised form of his friend. She wept softly, her eyes closed. A bruise covered in dried blood discolored her forehead and half her face. Her eyes fluttered opened. They had a glassy look to them. A shiver ran through her body as she looked up at him.
“Kellinar?” Her voice was soft and barely audible.
Tears stung his eyes. He reached out for Shryden. “I need you to send what I see to Miya so Serena can look. Don’t let the image overflow and tell Miya to keep it between her and Serena.” He wiped a hand over his face and knelt next to his friend. “Mckale doesn’t need to see this. It will only distract him. Feeling is one thing, seeing is another.”
“It will only take a moment.”
Kellinar brushed the hair away from Maleena’s face. Her skin felt hot on his fingertips. “She’s burning with fever, Shryden. Ask Miya to find out if there is anything I can do.”
Maleena raised a hand to Kellinar’s face. She shivered again and her palm felt hot on his cheek. “Are you real?”
“Yes, I’m real. I’m here to get you out. Shryden has relayed what I am seeing to Serena through her dragon. Miya sends back that Serena wants me to ask where you hurt.”
Tears filled her eyes and her lip quivered. “I hurt…everywhere.”
“Can I pick you up?”
“I–I don’t know. I think my ribs are broken. It hurts to move.” Her eyelids drifted down. “I’m tired. Maybe I should sleep first.” They fluttered back open. “Are you really here?” Her eyes closed again. “I need to tell Emallya…I can’t remember.”
Kellinar wiped away the tear that ran down his face. He’d promised Mckale and Nydara he would get her back. But now he wasn’t sure she would live long enough.
“Miya says that Serena demands you stop that way of thinking,” came Shryden’s sending. “Serena says to use the bandages in the pack she gave you to bind her ribs, it will help.”
Kellinar dug in the small pack and pulled out the long strip of soft bandages. “Maleena, I need to help you sit up so I can put this around your ribs.”
She opened her eyes. “Can we do it in the morning? I’m so tired.”
“No, we have to do it now.”
She let out a small sigh and reached for him. He helped her into a sitting position. He wrapped the bandage snug around her from just under her breasts to her waist. This wasn’t the first time he’d wrapped broken ribs, but it was the first time he’d wrapped them on someone he cared so much about. He made sure the binding was free of any wrinkles that might cause discomfort.
When he was done, Shryden sent, “Serena says to see if you can get her to drink the liquid in the red vial. She says it will help ease her pain and fight infection.”
Kellinar pulled out the small bottle and uncorked it. He placed it to her lips. “Drink this, Serena says it will help.” He tilted the liquid into her mouth. She swallowed convulsively. It dribbled down her chin and she coughed. Her arms went around her middle and she groaned, tears spilling down her cheeks. He only got about half of it down her, but it would have to do.
He slipped the bottle back in the pack. Her eyes were closed again, her head leaning against the stone wall. She trembled with more shivers. He made a quick search of the cell for a blanket he could wrap around her for warmth, but found only a bare room save for a foul smelling bucket in one corner. Rage welled up in him. As if what they’d done to her wasn’t enough, they hadn’t even given her a blanket.
He turned back to her. They were running out of time. He knelt beside her again and as gently as he could, lifted her into his arms. She whimpered and more tears rolled down her cheeks, making new trails through the flaking blood. Her eyes opened again. “Did you know our dragons can Slide already?”
He nodded and stepped carefully from the cell, trying not to jar her too much. His voice caught and he had to clear his throat. “Yes, I know.”
“Nydara…” Maleena drifted again. He made it back through the doorway and up the stairs beyond. The currents tugged him along. While Maleena appeared to be unconscious, he moved quickly through the winding corridors. He hoped Loki had already made it out with the book.
Kellinar stopped in the hall that would take him from the Kormai. He reached out to the currents waiting for them to bring news of Loki and Taela. It took only a moment to find they were already out on the slopes beyond.
He carried Maleena down the hall and out through the door at the end. The wind lashed them with sand when he stepped out from behind the rocks. Maleena stirred in his arms, a moan escaping her lips. Her eyes flew open. “Does Mckale know?”
“Does he know what?” Kellinar asked gently.
Her eyes closed and she faded again. He crossed to the pile of boulders where Loki waited.
He found Loki clutching a large book in his arms and glowering at Taela. She crouched next to rocks, a quarterstaff in her hand. Loki looked relieved to see him. “Who is this woman? I found her at the door and she insisted you told her to come and your currents led her.”
He knelt next to them, taking a brief respite from the wind in the shelter of the boulders. “This is Taela. She’s a Guardian.”
Loki stared at him, then his eyes traveled to Maleena and he gasped. “What did they do to her?”
Kellinar looked at the woman in his arms. In the light of day, he saw just how bad Maleena looked. The gash across her forehead laid the skin open down to the bone, the tissue around it red and infected. A bruise covered half her face in dark blue and purple blotches. Her swollen lower lip oozed blood from an infected split. Kellinar swallowed, seeing the burns on her leg and side for the first time.
Taela reached a trembling hand toward Maleena. “Sadira,” she whispered, her eyes on the rope-shaped, festering blisters running up Maleena’s arm.
He didn’t know what she meant and he didn’t have time to find out. “Taela, where is Paki?”
Taela didn’t take her eyes off Maleena. “She is out among the canyons, hunting lizards.”
Kellinar repositioned his grip on the woman in his arms, trying to hold her as gentle as he could. “Let’s get down there to her. The sooner we can Slide back to Galdrilene, the better. It will already be near nightfall before we get back to where we need to be.” He looked at Taela. “How long do you think we have before they realize they’re missing a few things?”
She chewed her lower lip for a moment. “The book I’m not sure about. It was kept in an alcove, no one goes in there much. We may have some time on that, but someone will check on Maleena in a few hours. Kovan was supposed to heal her just enough to keep her alive later this evening.”
Kellinar scowled. “They have a healer and they let her remain like this?”
Taela shook her head. “You don’t understand. Their powers are twisted and evil. Kovan uses weaves to stop hearts, burst blood vessels, and other things. He practiced on people captured along the border.” A haunted look crept into her eyes. “He tried healing once. The screams were terrible. The wounds were mended to some extent, but the person suffered during it.”
Compassion filled Kellinar. She’d been through so much. “What did you do?”
She shrugged, her eyes on her hands folded in her lap. “What could I do?” She hung her head. “I ran and hid in my chamber and I cried, too afraid for Paki to do anything to help. I’m not much of a Guardian, I guess.”
Loki laid a hand on Taela’s arm. “You did the best you could for your dragon. There is no shame in that.”
Kellinar started to stand. “Loki is right, you had to protect Paki and if we don’t get going, your protection will be for nothing.”
Loki put his hand out to stop him. “Kellinar, something strange happened in there.”
He searched Loki’s face. “What?”
The boy tightened his grip on the book. “When I was in the main chamber all of the dragons were there and three women. Not Shadow Riders, I don’t think anyway. One of the dragons started to look my way and I felt a strange prickling all over. I’m not sure what happened, but no one saw me. Not even when one of the women looked right at me. And, I think she told the air currents to tell me good luck.”
Kellinar stared at Loki. Was it possible? Who in there besides Taela would be willing to aid them rather than raise alarm? “It sounds like you used magic, though you are very young for it. Something that would make you invisible, that would be light bending. It’s the same magic Vaddoc uses. We’ll have to discuss this with Emallya and Bardeck when we get back.”
Taela glanced between them. “This is fascinating, but we should go.”
He nodded, readjusted Maleena and stood. A small cry escaped her lips, but her eyes remained closed.
They retraced the route he took that morning with Loki, keeping to the cover of the small canyons. Kellinar tried to move as careful as possible to keep from jarring Maleena, thankful for the stamina and strength of the dragon bond. Paki joyfully joined them when they reached her. She lumbered along behind them, snapping up small lizards flushed out by their passing. Loki followed like a shadow. Taela surprised him with her agility and silence. She was almost as good as Loki.
The sun slowly sank toward the horizon. They paused to rest and drink. Loki leaned against a low canyon wall. “How much farther?”
Kellinar’s eyes swept the land around them. “Less than an hour.”
Taela took a small drink and handed the water bag to Loki. Dust and sweat left smears of dirt on her face. Paki yawned and started to settle on the canyon floor, but jerked her head around back the way they had come. She unfurled her wings and hissed. Taela stiffened and turned to look at the Kormai. She looked back at Kellinar, her slanted eyes wide. “They’re coming.”
Kellinar gave a sharp nod. “Time to go.” They set off at a fast walk. Kellinar would have jogged if he wasn’t so afraid of hurting Maleena.



 

 
 
 
The sinking sun spread long shadows over the land. Kellinar sensed the Kojen catching up to them. Not even with the enhancement of the bond could he outrun them. Kellinar scanned the landscape. His small group was near where Shryden dropped them off that morning. The canyons ended, leaving only the forest of black rocks.
He reached out for Shryden. “We aren’t going to make it. The Kojen are closing and I’d be a fool to think it’s only Kojen who search for us.”
Shryden sent waves of comfort. “We come.”
Ahead, the sky began to ripple as if distorted by massive, swirling heat waves. Behind, Kellinar heard the shriek of a dragon and the battle roar of Kojen. He closed his eyes and took a deep breath. The last time he faced Kojen, they’d nearly killed him. He opened his eyes and searched the rock formations. There. That one over there with the small depression at the base. Kellinar sprinted to it. Maleena didn’t make a sound. That worried him. He had to get her somewhere safe. He reached the formation and carefully laid her in the depression.
He stood and turned, pulling his sword from its sheath. He preferred the zahri to the sword, but his zahri was tied to Shryden’s saddle. It wouldn’t be long now. He felt the blue enter the Slide. Taela came to stand next to him, her quarterstaff ready. Paki pressed against her. Kellinar looked at Loki. “Take the book and scoot back with Maleena. If I die, do your best to protect her. Mckale and the others should be here any moment. You won’t be alone.”
Taela rested her hand on the dull-silver neck of her draclet. Tears shimmered in her eyes. “You stay with Loki. I will do my best for us.”
The draclet moved to place herself in front of Loki and Maleena.
Kojen boiled out of the canyons. Kellinar set himself for the onslaught. Taela braced herself next to him. “Whatever happens,” she said, “thank you for trying to help us.”
Kellinar nodded and brought his sword up against the first Kojen to meet them. He took the first and the second in a blur of movement and turned to engage the next. Above him, Shryden and the other dragons of Galdrilene burst into the air. The blue angled his wings and dove, a loud roar issuing from his throat. The timbre of it shook Kellinar’s bones. The Kojen reversed their forward charge in the face of the dragon.
Shryden landed in front of Kellinar with a heavy thud, his head snaking toward the retreating Kojen. A burst of fire swept their ranks. Screams and the smell of burnt leather and flesh filled the air. Kellinar reached to help free the Weather mage from the saddle straps, impressed by her courage to fly alone. Another shriek from above drew his eyes as he untied his zahri.
The other Guardians engaged Shadow Dragons in the air, green and orange fire lighting the area around them.

Syrakynn slowed in the air, allowing the three Shadow Dragons pursuing them to catch up. Kirynn saw what her dragon planned and tightened her hold on the mage in front of her. “Hold on!” she yelled over the wind at him.
The red flipped around in the air and flew straight at the Shadow Dragon in the lead. Her mouth opened, a wide band of bright-orange flame bursting forth into the shadow’s face. Her mouth opened and a wide band of bright-orange flame burst forth into the shadow’s face. The black dragon screamed and dodged away, the scales on its head and face smoking.
The formation of blacks splintered. Syrakynn dodged a black as it spit green fire at them. The sharp sting of the green flames bit into Kirynn’s shoulder and she reached to beat them away. The man in front of her smacked at the flames eating at the sleeve of his shirt. Kirynn looked around and saw Vaddoc and Serena in similar battles.
Three Shadow Dragons in the air. According to the information passed to them through Paki that meant at least four Shadow Dragons and their riders were missing from the aerial battle. Below, Kellinar and Shryden fought Kojen. It would soon be time to get their passengers on the ground.
Syrakynn twisted again, pushing Kirynn against the saddle straps. To her left, Tellnox set the wing of a black dragon on fire before diving for the ground.

Mckale and Tellnox flew low to the ground behind Emallya and Nydara. A Shadow Dragon landed and a blonde woman leaped off its back. Nydara touched the ground, threw her wings out to catch the air, and came to an abrupt halt. She twisted her head around on her sinuous neck and shot a mouthful of flame at the unsuspecting dragon. The woman on the ground screamed in protest and ran toward Nydara with a sword. The silver swept her tail into the woman and sent her slamming into a rock formation.
Tellnox touched down. Mckale let the man in front of him go. The mage immediately undid his straps and leaped to the ground. It only took Mckale a second to lose the safety straps then he too was on the ground, swords drawn. Kojen poured out of the shallow canyons. Nydara, now riderless, turned on the Kojen. Her flames took out another wave while Tellnox fought with the Shadow Dragon on the ground.
Mckale’s eyes swept the area for Maleena. His chest tightened and for a moment, he couldn’t breathe. She lay in a depression at the base of a rock formation. A deep gash marred her forehead and the massive bruise around it discolored a good portion of the right side of her face. One arm was covered in festering blisters. Her left pant leg and part of her shirt was burnt away, the exposed skin blackened and oozing. She looked dead.
He ran toward her, his heart constricting. A gray draclet leaped to block his path. Mckale pulled his swords. The draclet hissed and unfurled her wings, drawing her head up as high as she could.
Loki jumped in front of the draclet. “Paki, no!” he yelled, trying to push the young dragon away. “This is her bondmate, he won’t hurt her.”
Paki backed away and let Mckale pass. Then she pressed Loki back and stood in front of him.
Mckale moved to kneel beside Maleena. He touched her face gently. Her skin felt like fire. He drew a shuddering breath around the lump in his throat. “Oh, Maleena.” She stirred. He felt her pain spike and she whimpered. He traced the line of her brow as he struggled to bring the rage building in his heart under control.
A woman strode toward him, ignoring the battle around her. “How dare you mess with my pet. You will pay for that.”
Mckale stood and placed himself between the woman and Maleena. This woman would never hurt his bondmate again. He watched evil looking shadows uncoil from the woman’s hands. Mckale reached out for the earth beneath her feet. Shrieking, she floundered backward as the ground turned to liquid beneath her feet.
The shadows jumped at him from her hands and connected. Excruciating pain shot up his leg. He refused to acknowledge it. He was not a severely injured person deprived of food and warmth for days. He was healthy, fully focused, border trained and battle hardened. She would get no pleasure from his pain.
The earth reached up to grab the woman. She yanked back, struggling to find solid footing. A flicker of movement caught his eye. He turned like lightning. His swords caught the Kojen, trying to sneak up from behind, in the throat. Another rushed forward to engage him. Instead of finishing the woman, he found himself standing between the Kojen and an unconscious Maleena.
Distantly, he felt the Kojen trying to attack him on a mental level. Their mental attacks came up against the shield of his dragon bond and floundered, unable to reach him. It was easier when he only fought the battle on a physical level. The Kojen depended on their mental attacks to divide their opponent’s attention and weaken them.
He looked for the Earth mage that had rode in with him. He lay dead in a puddle of blood several feet away. A group of Kojen struggled a few paces beyond, mired in the earth up to their waists. At least the mage had taken out a few of the beasts before he lost his life.
Tellnox, on the other side of the open space between the canyons and the rock formations, tried to fight his way back to his rider. Kirynn and Vaddoc stood back-to-back, fighting the hordes swarming out of the canyons. Mckale lost sight of his companions as more Kojen pressed forward.

Emallya turned from the Kojen she felled. A Benduiren walked toward her. Dreth. How many times had they faced each other in battle? She couldn’t remember. She met his attack smoothly. Without half his soul, he didn’t move quite as fast as he had as a Shadow Rider. Not that it mattered. Her swords couldn’t kill him.
They danced circles around each other, Emallya trying to keep an eye on her back. One other Benduiren was present. They had no offensive magic anymore, but any magic thrown at them absorbed and fell apart. The danger lay in their inability to die by either sword or magic.
She parried a blow and narrowly missed the swipe of another blade as a second black cloaked figure moved opposite the first. Bern. Where was Alden hiding? Two Benduiren would test her skills. She didn’t get long to fight them both. Nydara’s massive silver body hurtled out of the falling darkness.
The dragon grabbed Bern in her teeth and flung the black cloaked figure far into the night. Dreth stumbled backward when confronted with the one thing that could kill him. He turned to run, but Nydara gave him no chance to escape. Bright-orange flame poured from her mouth. Dreth’s scream echoed off the rocks as the silver reduced him to a pile of black ash.
Emallya looked into the large violet eyes of the dragon. At that moment, Nydara looked so much like her mother, Rylin, it made Emallya’s heart hurt. “My thanks, Nydara.”
The dragon bobbed her head and turned on the black dragon that dove at her from the sky. Nydara dodged the green spit of fire and launched herself into the air after the black.
Emallya turned back to the fight and saw the one Paki had identified as Sadira. With her snake-like shadows writhing around her arms, the woman tried to work her way around the Kojen toward Mckale’s back.
She ran to head the woman off. Shock and anger chased each other across Sadira’s deceptively beautiful face. “Come then, mage,” Sadira snarled. “Come feel the bite of my shadows.”
Emallya raised an eyebrow. “It would not be the first time I have felt the bite of such shadows, child. I am not afraid. You think because you have spent a few months practicing that you know everything, do you? Then please, show me the bite of your shadows and we shall see who hurts more.”
The shadows jumped at Emallya and she struck Sadira’s mind with a wave of Spirit magic. It made her own head hurt to do it, with Bardeck so far away, but it was nothing to what the child felt as she staggered back clutching her head. “You do not know what other magic can do to you. You perceive Spirit and Healing magic to be weak.” She struck at her again. The younger woman cried out and fell to the ground. Emallya wove a net around the woman’s mind and began to pull it tight while Sadira thrashed and screamed.
The black tail of a dragon slammed into Emallya. She flew backward through the air and smacked into the side of a rock formation with a crack. She slid to the ground. Blood ran down the back of her neck and soaked her shirt. Emallya staggered to her feet. Her sword gone and her head spinning, she had no defense against the Kojen sword that stabbed into her abdomen. Pain seared through her body as the creature yanked the sword out and moved on. She put her hands to the wound. Blood poured out between her fingers as she crumpled to the ground.

Sadira staggered to her feet. The throbbing in her head was so intense, she could barely see through the tears forming in her eyes. She held her head in her hands. It hurt too much to open her eyes all the way. She squinted at the battle. What had that stupid cow done to her? Where was Ranit? “Ranit, you useless lizard, get over here. I can’t fight like this. Take me back to the Kormai. Now!”
Ranit landed next to her with a thud. Sadira grabbed for the saddle. Several of Ranit’s scales look melted together and blood flowed from tears in the leading edge of her wing. Sadira pulled herself into the saddle. Ranit would have to fend for herself. Her head hurt too much to care about the dragon’s injuries. “Go, get me out of here.”
Ranit launched into the sky, flying low and hugging the canyons. Sadira’s stomach rolled and she vomited down the dragon’s shoulder.

A massive swirl of wavering air filled the sky extending to the ground. Galdrilene Defenders poured out of the swirl as the huge shape of Mernoth burst out above them. With a roar that thundered over the din of the battle, he landed in the middle of the Kojen, crushing several of them. His jaws opened impossibly wide and a wave of flame, that dwarfed anything the younger dragons could produce, raged forth. He burned across the mass of Kojen, fire dripping from his jaws.
Howls of pain filled the air. Smoke billowed up and the sickly-sweet smell of charred flesh hung like a cloud. Bardeck ignored the stench that filled his nose and the smoke choking his lungs. He ripped away the safety straps and leaped down from the infuriated gold dragon. He sprinted across the battlefield toward Emallya, trusting Mernoth to protect him. His heart pounding, he dropped to his knees next to her. Bardeck pressed his hands against the wound. The gray shade of her skin struck terror into his heart. He reached for his magic and let it flow into her injured body. Not enough. As tears leaked down his cheeks, Bardeck tried to stem the flow of blood. He had to get her back to Galdrilene; it would take linked healers to repair the damage.
Defenders rushed past him, clashing with the remaining Kojen. Several Defenders formed a wall around Bardeck and Emallya. A black dragon spit green fire at Mernoth. Smoke rose from his scales. He turned with a hiss, his eyes tracking it across the sky. The wind buffeted the combatants and whipped sand into dust devils as the great, golden dragon launched himself into the air.

Mernoth surged after the shadow. The agony in his wings dulled by the fury and adrenaline in his veins. He’d lost two mates to these foul things and now he might lose Emallya. She might be Bardeck’s mate, but she was beyond special to him.
The black screeched with fear and flew faster, but it couldn’t match Mernoth’s speed. He overtook the Shadow Dragon and crashed into it. His massive jaws closed over the head, his claws ripped through the black scales and dug into the flesh underneath. He flexed his claws, anchoring them in the muscle. With a wrenching twist of his neck, he tore the head off the black. Dark blood sprayed across his chest and through the air. He released the body and watched it fall until it hit the ground.
He picked out the screaming of the black’s rider from the pandemonium below. Now to find the new Benduiren and end him.

Serena battled the Kojen in front of her while Miya did her best to defend her back. To her left, the Healing mage went down screaming, clutching at his chest. A fading weave of magic surrounded the Healer. A man stepped out of the horde of Kojen. Broad shouldered with black hair and gray eyes. His features reminded her of Mckale except this man was not her friend. His eyes held only malice and pain. A mixture of hate and sorrow twisted his scarred face when he saw her.
She watched as he began a weave. He worked the shadow side of Healing. The weave would stop her heart if it reached her. Serena started working her own magic, but he would finish first. His weave was nearly finished when he fumbled it. He stared at her, indecision written on his face. Then the hard swung end of a quarterstaff smacked into the side of his head. With a howl, he grabbed his skull.
Serena watched as the woman who held the quarterstaff swung at him again. He narrowly deflected the second blow before turning and running. The woman turned to her. “I’m Taela. Did he hurt you?”
“I’m Serena and no he didn’t, thanks to you. Where is Paki?”
“She’s supposed to be hiding, but it isn’t working out too well,” Taela said, moving to deflect a blow from a Kojen. Serena also turned to intercept the blades of one of the unnatural beasts. She fought side-by-side with Taela. The Kojen pressed in. Too many. Serena started to reach for Miya to say goodbye, when Defenders carved a path to them. Taela turned to attack one of the men. Serena yelled over the din, “No. They are on our side.”
Taela spared her a glance. “How did they get here?”
Serena smiled with relief. “I have no idea, but I’m not going to complain.”

Kellinar laid about him with his zahri. When he could, he grabbed groups of the foul beasts and bound them together with air. He tied each weave off and left them to struggle with their invisible bonds. Behind him, the Weather mage fought with a sword, holding her own well. She also tied the beasts up though her strength allowed only one instead of groups.
Defenders, the red sleeves of their coats showing under their armor, charged past him. Where had they come from? A massive golden dragon streaked across the sky. His stomach clenched. What could bring Mernoth here?
He caught a movement out the corner of his eye and dodged just in time to avoid a ball of green fire. It exploded on the ground next to him. The second ball of fire landed squarely on his leg, burning and blistering as it ate through the leather breaches. He threw a shield of air up around himself and dropped the zahri to use both hands to beat the flames. Outside his shield, Shryden roared and a burst of orange flame shot over his head.
By the time he put the flames out and dropped his shield to rejoin the fight, he had lost sight of the Weather mage.
A woman walked toward him, the Kojen parting in front of her. Kellinar’s instincts screamed at him. He threw up a shield in time to block the bolt of green lighting that leaped from her hands. He lashed out with air and wrapped it around the woman. He set it to tighten. Her eyes bulged and she thrashed frantically. The weave crushed the life from her.
Near the canyons, a black dragon shrieked with the sound of nails on metal. Black smoke rose up around it as it snapped mindlessly at nothing. The leather of its wings tore and crumbled. Its body sunk in on itself until it was nothing more than scale-covered bones. The shriek faded and it fell to the ground, dead.
So that was what happened to a Shadow Dragon when its rider died. He felt no remorse.
A scream made him turn. Loki and Paki were no longer near Maleena. They fought near a broken black rock. Paki clawed and snapped at several Kojen. Kellinar sprinted toward them. Loki fell to his knees, his hands pressed to his head. Horror flooded Kellinar as he watched Paki grab Loki by the shoulder and throw him against a rock. Loki’s head bounced against the stone, his eyes rolled back in his head and he collapsed.
With a swipe of his tail, Shryden cleared away the Kojen fighting Paki. Kellinar knelt next to Loki. Blood ran down the side of the boy’s face. “Why, Paki?”
Shryden’s calm voice entered his head. “She did what she thought she had to in order to save him. A Kojen cannot attack an unconscious mind.”
Kellinar closed his eyes. Paki was right. The move saved Loki. Not the way he would have chosen, but saved all the same. He looked up at the draclet who sported more than a few wounds of her own. “Thank you for doing what you had to.”

Syrakynn plummeted toward the ground, her fangs buried in the neck of a black dragon. The black reached around and snapped uselessly at the air. Syrakynn dug her back claws into the creature’s back and raked them backward, ripping up skin and scales. The black shrieked.
She kept tearing at the dragon until they fell within a few paces of the ground. She brought her wings down, and tore out chunks of flesh as she yanked her teeth out of its neck. The black smacked into the ground. Syrakynn nearly did the same. She had almost waited too long. Her breath rushed out from the impact, but the black softened the blow and her wings soon pulled her into the air again.
She swung her head around, searching for Kirynn among the combatants on the ground.

Kirynn’s zarhi carved a shield around her. Her mind centered, she ignored everything but the task at hand. Kojen rose up against her and fell. Heat burned through her body and sweat trickled down her face. Blood soaked both blades of her weapon. Exhaustion crept along the edges of her focus. A flash of red drew her attention. A knot of Defenders cut through the Kojen to her left. Defenders? Here? She shrugged, never one to second guess good luck in a battle. Ahead, a young man walked toward her, a twisted, confident smile on his face. The Kojen parted before him. A Shadow Rider. She set herself to take him on. He suddenly stopped several paces from her, his eyes wide. A scream tore from his throat and he dropped to his knees, clawing at his face.
Stunned, Kirynn watched in fascinated horror as the man withered before her eyes. His skin became thin, gray parchment stretched over his bones. She barely had time to process it when Mernoth landed with a ground shaking crash next to the shriveled man. The dragon opened his mouth and poured fire on him. The heat from the flames were so intense, Kirynn thought her own skin might burn.
Mernoth turned from the pile of ash the man had become and launched into the air once more. Uneasiness settled into the pit of Kirynn’s stomach. Why was Mernoth there? What would make him go through agony to come here?
A new wave of Kojen interrupted her thoughts. The knot of Defenders went down screaming, some clutching their heads, others dying on Kojen swords. Even with the Defenders and the dragons, there were too many. They had to do something soon, or they would never make it out alive. They were outnumbered. Everywhere she looked, Kojen surged like waves of a purple-skinned sea. She reached out to Syrakynn, “I need you.”

Tellnox reached Mckale and cleared a space around his rider with flame and the sharp spade-like end of his tail. Sending a thank you to his dragon, Mckale turned his attention to Maleena. Her closed lids were shaded purple in her too pale face. The dark circles under her eyes only accentuated it.
“She needs to wake up,” Tellnox sent.
“Why?”
“Kirynn has need of her magic,” came Tellnox’s sending. “We are overwhelmed. Only two mages are left, Emallya is gravely injured and will die soon without healing. Mernoth is here with Defenders, but even with them it is not enough. Everyone sustains injuries. Kirynn believes she can get us out if Maleena can wake up and bind together Kirynn’s Fire magic and Kellinar’s Weather magic. She needs the strength of the wind to fan the flames of the weave she plans to use. Without it, she is not sure we will make it out of here. There are too many Kojen. I trust her assessment.”
Mckale looked across the battlefield and saw thousands of Kojen with the massive shapes of sparring dragons rising above, the night alternately lit by orange flame and green flame. Somewhere his companions fought for their lives in that sea.
He knelt next to Maleena and called her name, gently patting the uninjured side of her face.

Maleena swam through the dark toward consciousness. Clanging metal and roaring filled her ears. Someone called her name while they drove spikes into her head. Her lids fluttered open. Mckale’s worried face filled her view. In her mind she felt Nydara, fighting for both their lives.
“Maleena, you have to wake up. We need your magic. Without it we may all die.”
She tried to get her voice to work, but her body didn’t want to respond to her commands. Finally she was able to mouth the word, “What?”
“You need to bind together Kellinar and Kirynn’s magic. Kirynn says she can help us if you can bind the two and hold it.”
Maleena nodded and pulled on her last reserves to reach out for the rivers of power flowing into her two companions. The effort seemed too great and her first two attempts faltered. On her third try, she grasped the rivers of magic. It felt like trying to lift a dragon. She took the rivers and wove them together so tight they blended into one. She held the binding together and sent the power rushing toward Kirynn.
Fire bloomed in the center of the battle. Blindingly bright, it began to swirl and expand outward. The Kojen fell back from it. Kirynn, with her arms up, blood running down the side of her face and her dragon behind her, were visible in the center of the expanding firestorm.
Maleena watched Vaddoc’s river of magic divide into separate streams as he threw shields around each of them. Before the fire reached where she lay in Mckale’s arms with Tellnox and Nydara nearby, a shimmering, translucent wall of light sprang up around them. Seconds later, fire raged all around the shield. Black dragons screamed and fled out into the desert with their riders on their backs. Kojen trampled each other in their attempt to flee and were swept up in the flames.

Kirynn held the firestorm until the Kojen were nothing more than charred mounds and Syrakynn sensed the Shadow Dragons were well out into the desert. She allowed the flames to dissipate and Maleena let the bind unravel. The sudden silence was deafening. In the darkness lit only by the full moon, Kirynn swayed on her feet. Vaddoc caught her around the waist before she could fall and eased her to the ground. “Are you okay?”
She waved him away. “I’m fine; it just took a lot of energy. Make sure the others are okay.”

Vaddoc ran over to where Serena kneeled next to Bardeck and a prone Emallya. “We have to go, now. They won’t stay gone long.”
Serena shook her head. “Give us a minute. If we don’t do something right now, she’ll die.”
He looked down at the older woman as Serena closed her eyes and laid her hands on Emallya. He’d seen wounds like that before. He doubted she would live no matter what Serena and Bardeck did. “Do what you can in the next couple of minutes. I’m going to help the others. When I come back, we are leaving.”

In a haze, Maleena saw Vaddoc help Kirynn on Syrakynn’s back and secure the safety straps. Then he grabbed Loki and placed him on Namir. The boy clung to the front of the saddle with wide eyes. Vaddoc moved to help a woman Maleena recognized as a Weather mage up into Nydara’s saddle and secure the straps.
Then he was there, taking her from Mckale so he could secure himself on Tellnox. She cried out at the pain that lanced through her when Vaddoc handed her up. Then she was in Mckale’s arms again and he was pulling more pain from her. She looked across the battlefield from the height of Tellnox’s back. Serena and Bardeck, secured on Miya’s back, held the unconscious form of Emallya in front of them. When did Bardeck get there?
Kellinar staggered and grabbed for Shryden’s side to steady himself. Blood ran down his side and one arm was burnt and blistered. Taela, bleeding from her own wounds, ran to help him.
At first, Maleena thought she was dreaming. Thousands of bright luminescent threads flowed from Kellinar and Taela. They reached for each other and wove themselves together tight. For a moment, Maleena was in another time. She stood on a road in a freezing downpour, looking up into Mckale’s silver eyes in the lantern light as glowing threads wove together around them.
“Maleena?” Mckale’s voice seemed distant and she looked up into his beautiful eyes. “Tellnox is getting ready to take flight. It’s going to hurt, my love. I’m sorry.”
“Kellinar is her shield. They are bondmates,” she whispered. Tellnox thrust his wings down and her world faded.



 

 
 
 
Serena held tight to Emallya as Miya entered the Slide. The yellow dragon came out directly over the crater and banked to the left. The sun sat low on the horizon. Behind her, the other dragons were coming through. Then Mernoth came through a Slide, the wavering whirlpool large enough to reach the ground, allowing the Defenders that still lived to come through.
Miya made a large circle and touched down as gently as she could. Mernoth landed heavily beside them. Serena was glad they had decided to ride Miya back. A jolt like that might have killed Emallya.
A cry went up from the gathered mages, Defenders and servants. Emallya’s blood covered body hung limp in front of Serena. A crowd of people rushed forward to help, but Bardeck slid down from Miya before they could reach the yellow. Tears ran down his face as he stood on Miya’s leg and reached for his bondmate. Mernoth hovered close, worry and pain in his great golden eyes. Marda followed Bardeck as he walked away, sobs wracking her large frame.
Mage Councilor Gideon replaced Bardeck and helped Serena to undo the straps. Exhaustion beat at her, but she couldn’t give into it. Not yet. She accepted Gideon’s steadying arms as she dismounted from Miya. The ground felt unsteady beneath her feet and she swayed slightly.
The yellow lowered her head, “You are tired. You need to rest.”
Serena felt the concern in Miya’s sending. “I will rest, I promise. But I have to help Emallya and Maleena first.”
Gideon made her sit down. “You are hurt. Sit still so I can heal you.”
Serena shook her head. “I have to heal Emallya first. I did what I could in the limited time I had, but she is still dying. She may still die.”
He placed a firm hand on her shoulder to keep her from rising. “You will do Emallya no good if you don’t take care of yourself. It will only take a moment and then we will both work on Emallya.”
“I agree with him,” Miya sent.
Serena glanced up at the dragon. “You’re a fine one to talk. You’re a mess and probably need more healing then I.”
Gideon followed her glance. “The other mages are already linking to work on Miya. Now sit still and be quiet for a moment.”
She sighed and nodded. It was no use arguing with him. He laid his hands on her and she felt the familiar warmth spread through her body, taking away the injuries and pain.
The warmth receded and he stood, offering her a hand. “Now, we work on Emallya.”
She accepted the offered hand and got to her feet. Her injuries were healed, but only rest would take away the exhaustion. Bardeck knelt next to Emallya on the inner terrace. A healing weave already surrounded him. Serena reached out with her power and linked with both Bardeck and Gideon. Then lowered herself to sit opposite of Bardeck. She placed her hands on the prone woman and closed her eyes, letting her magic flow into the gruesome wound. Beside her, she felt the warmth of Gideon’s magic as he placed his hands on Emallya and joined them in their efforts to heal her.
So much blood loss. What if they couldn’t… Serena stopped her thoughts. She refused to let the possibility of failure enter her mind. The three of them carefully repaired the damaged organs and restored torn blood vessels. Time stretched out...the healing seemed to go on forever.
Serena opened her eyes as the tear in Emallya’s abdomen pulled together into a white line. She let the link go and took a deep breath. Emallya lay pallid and unmoving. Her chest moved with her shallow breaths and her heart still beat, even if it labored to work with too little blood. Her body was healed, but there was still no guarantee. She had to find the strength to live on her own.
Serena’s eyelids felt heavy. She would rest after Maleena was healed. “Bardeck?”
He looked up at her. Tears made tracks down new lines in his grief ravaged face. Her heart went out to him. “Take her to your lair; get her cleaned up and in bed where she can rest properly. I will bring up a tea later to help her.”
Bardeck gently lifted Emallya and cradled her to him as he walked away. Mernoth followed, a low keening in his throat.
Serena turned to Gideon. “Will you help me with Maleena? I’m so tired, I don’t think I can do it alone.”
Gideon nodded and stood. They wove their way through the controlled chaos in the crater to where Mckale knelt on the grass, Maleena in his arms.

Mckale watched Serena and Gideon approach and breathed a sigh of relief. Waiting for them had been a test of his emotional control. Though he couldn’t deny Emallya’s greater need. He would never forget the devastated look on Bardeck’s face when he took the nearly dead Emallya from Serena.
Serena knelt on the grass, worry and exhaustion written on her face. “Lay her down and we will get to work.”
Mckale eased Maleena from his arms, reluctant to let her go. He watched while Serena and the Mage Councilor laid their hands on Maleena and worked to heal her. Anxiety made a knot in his stomach. He couldn’t breathe. In his mind, Maleena was fading and Nydara was in a panic. Tellnox was his rock in that moment. He kept up a comforting croon that eased the tightness in Mckale’s chest and the fear in his stomach.
Slowly, the bruises faded from Maleena’s face. The infected gash across her forehead knit together, leaving a thin, white scar. He felt her strength and presence returning though still far weaker than he would like.
The two healers pulled back. Serena started to rise, but Gideon pushed her back down. “You promised to rest after you healed Maleena. You have done all you can, now you will stay here and rest. I and the other mages can take care of everything else.”
Serena sighed and nodded. “Fine, but only if you promise to get me if something–”
The Mage Councilor shook his head. “Rest!” He turned to Mckale. “You have injuries of your own that need healing.”
Mckale felt the familiar wash of warmth spread through his body, removing injuries he hadn’t been aware of.
Gideon stepped back. “You will need to rest as well.” He glanced at Serena. “No more healing for today. Find something to eat and drink.” He walked away before she could argue.
Mckale looked down into Maleena’s still too pale face and back up at Serena. “Is she healed? Shouldn’t she be stronger?”
Serena ran a hand through her short, spiky hair. “She is healed to the best of our ability. The rest is up to her. In addition to infection and starvation, she’s also lost a lot of blood. We can heal her wounds, but we can’t give her back strength or put blood back in her veins. Only time can do that. She will sleep quite some time but that is good, it will help restore her.” She traced the wide pink scar running up Maleena’s arm. “This wound that goes up her arm and across her back confuses me. It should have healed completely. It wasn’t caused by shadow fire and yet it acts the same.”
Mckale looked at the scar. “The wound was caused by Shadow magic. Maybe that is why.”
Serena nodded. “That is the most likely explanation. Shadow fire and Shadow magic just don’t seem to heal right.”
Mckale looked down at Maleena’s face. It was still too ashen and there were dark circles under her eyes, but it was no longer discolored by the massive bruise. It had only been a few minutes since they had landed, yet it seemed as though it had been hours.
Serena laid a gentle hand on his arm. “Bathe away the blood and the mess and then get her into bed. I have a tea I’m going to prepare for Emallya. I will bring some for Maleena, too.”
A twinge of worry wormed its way through Mckale. “Is Emallya going to live?”
She looked away from him. “I don’t know. Like Maleena, we healed her wounds. The rest is up to her.”
He ran a hand through his hair and sighed. “Will you do me a favor?”
She looked back him, her blue eyes curious. “Of course.”
“Will you find Kellinar and thank him for me. I will do it myself as soon as I get a chance, but I want him to know now how much I appreciate what he did. Without him, Maleena may have…” A lump formed in his throat and he couldn’t finish.
“I will go find him right now.”
Mckale swallowed and took a deep breath. “Thank you, Serena. For everything.” He lifted Maleena and walked toward the lairs with Tellnox and Nydara trailing behind.

Kirynn barely noticed the Slide or her dragon landing in the caldera of the Dragon Hold. The flood of power she used to create the firestorm weave had taken all of her strength. She wasn’t even sure how she ended up on Syrakynn for the ride home. She was aware of the sting of minor wounds and the ache of a more serious wound in her right thigh, but she ignored both.
Hands reached up to help her down from Syrakynn’s back and a man in yellow robes started to lay his hands on her to heal her, but she stopped him. He looked at her in confusion. “Di’shan, this wound in your leg is a serious one. It needs to be healed.”
Kirynn shook her head. She had taken worse injuries on the battlefield with Kanther; there was no way she would accept any healing until Syrakynn was taken care of. “Heal Syrakynn, she has several tears in her wings, she suffered the bite of a Shadow Dragon and the wound is already festering, and she has a wicked burn on her back leg. You heal her, then you can heal me.”
The man seemed to have sense enough not to argue with her. He turned immediately to the red dragon and went to work. Kirynn was grateful. She was exhausted and if he had tried to argue, she may have had to set him on fire. She let out a long sigh and lay back on the grass with her eyes closed. Syrakynn’s bite wound was healed and the man now worked on the burn.
Vaddoc walked over and sat down next to her. “How are you doing?”
Kirynn cracked her eyes open to look at him. There was blood on his clothing and she saw where it had ran down the side of his face, but she could see no injuries. She offered him a tired smile. “I’m fine. How is Namir?”
“He is healed. But I see you are not.”
Kirynn waved a hand toward her dragon. “When he is done with her, he will heal me.”
Vaddoc shook his head. “There are more than enough healers here; there is no need to wait.”
Kirynn closed her eyes and dozed off for a moment. She jerked them open. A healer kneeled at her side. The pain from her wounds faded, leaving only the exhaustion behind. Syrakynn was healed as well. The red flexed her wings as if to make sure they were both going to continue to work right.
Vaddoc offered her his hand. “You want to get something to eat?”
Kirynn hadn’t realized how hungry she was until he mentioned eating. She nodded and batted his hand away. “I may be tired, but I can get to my own feet.” She was right; she made it to her feet, but swayed as weariness washed through her body. Vaddoc stepped closer to support her. She tried to push him away. “I’m fine.”
“No you are not. Burn it all, Kirynn, it will not make you weak to accept some help on occasion. If it makes you feel better, when you have your strength back you can show the trainees how well you can thump me around the practice yard with that zarhi of yours. But for now, accept the fact you suffered injuries during battle.”
She scowled at him. “You were injured too.”
He nodded. “Yes, but I’m not the one who used woven powers to create a firestorm.”
She sighed and reluctantly allowed him to help her. Together they made their way to the kitchen cavern.

Kellinar hung tight to Taela in front of him as Shryden burst into the air above Galdrilene. The blue kept a tight but gentle grip on the silver draclet in his claws. In the light of the setting sun he watched Miya land with Tellnox and Nydara right behind her. Shryden flew awkwardly. A massive burn marred one wing and singe marks trailed across the other. The blue set Paki down and landed next to her.
Hands reached up to grab Taela and Kellinar reluctantly let her go. “She’s hurt.”
“So are you,” a man in yellow robes said and helped him down.
Kellinar moved away and staggered over to sit next to Taela, who held the book with a golden star on its cover in her arms. After several minutes, a yellow robed woman reached for him with her hands. He drew away from her. “Heal Shryden first.”
Serena appeared in front of him. There were scorch marks and dried blood on her skin and clothes, but no obvious wounds. “Don’t be foolish, the whole Tower of Healing is here and Shryden is already being looked after.”
Kellinar let the mage lay her hands on him. Heat flowed into his body and concentrated where his wounds were. “Have you already been healed?” he asked Serena when the healer was done and working on Taela.
Serena nodded. “Yes. I was the first. They needed my greater power and strength for Maleena and Emallya.”
Kellinar took in her pale face and strained eyes. “Were you able to heal Emallya or is she…”
“She is healed. Bardeck and I already did some to keep her from dying before we left the Kormai, but it took three of us to do a complete healing on her. She was very close to joining her dragon. She is still very weak and I can’t say for sure she will live. Maleena too is healed. She was almost as bad as Emallya. Binding your and Kirynn’s magic together took the last of her strength. Mckale wanted me to pass along his appreciation to you.”
Kellinar shrugged. “They are my friends, I could do no less. What about the mages? How many did we lose?” Kellinar asked.
Serena sat down next to him and looked at her hands while tears pooled in her eyes. “Only the Weather mage made it back. All of the others were killed.”
Kellinar put an arm around his friend as her tears spilled over and dripped onto the hands in her lap. She leaned her head on his shoulder and let the tears run down her face. On his other side, Taela watched her Paki. He knew her wounds were healed and she no longer hurt. He also knew she was as exhausted as the rest of them. He could feel it. He wasn’t sure why, but he could.
His gazed raked the dragons and people filling the crater. “What about Loki?”
Serena pulled away and wiped at her eyes. “He’s fine. Marda took him to the kitchens. She’s convinced everything can be made right with food.”
Kellinar smiled, relieved Loki would be alright. He glanced at the silver draclet laying not far from them. Curiosity filled her deep blue eyes as she watched the activity. In the fading light, Paki didn’t shine quite as bright a silver as Nydara. It looked as if a thin veil had been pulled over her. “Why do Paki’s scales look dim?” he asked no one in particular.
Taela’s brow furrowed with concern. “I don’t know.”
Serena looked at the draclet. “It’s because she still carries the stain of shadow within her. Although she is the way she is, her egg did come from a black dragon and the stain remains.”
Kellinar looked at her. “How do you know that?”
“I can see the stain. I also think I see how to remove it. It will probably take the combined power of the whole Tower of Healing. I will have to take a day or two to recover and research. It is not harming her at this point and I am too tired to do it right now.”
Taela turned hope filled eyes on Serena. “You can really remove it?”
“I can’t promise anything of course. As far as I know, there hasn’t ever been a dragon like Paki. But I can see the stain and how it’s attached. I’m reasonably certain that with the help of the Tower of Healing, I can remove it.”
Kellinar felt Taela’s pleasure at the prospect. Why could he feel her? It was almost as if they were bound in some way.
He looked again at Paki. When the shadow was removed, she would be just as silver as Nydara. Taela could do Spirit magic. All silvers bondmated because their riders needed a shield. He glanced at Taela and she looked back at him with concern in her rich blue eyes. “Are you okay? The emotions rolling off you are…”
Kellinar turned his eyes back to Paki. “I can feel you. I can feel that you are no longer in pain. I can feel you are beyond exhausted from the battle and your time in the Kormai. I can feel your happiness at being here. I can feel your emotions and your state of being.”
Serena looked at Paki for a moment before whipping around to face him, her mouth gaping in shock. “Kellinar! You’re Taela’s shield.” A smile broke across her face. “You’re her bondmate.”
Taela looked from him to Serena and back again, confusion written on her face. Kellinar didn’t blame her. He found it flaming confusing and he knew what they were talking about.
“What do you mean my shield and my bondmate?” Taela asked.
Kellinar looked up to see Davin Po walking toward them, his long fringe of white hair blowing in wisps about his head. Kellinar waved the old man over. “Taela, this is Davin Po, Headmaster of the College of Learning here in Galdrilene and Charge Master of the eternally frustrating Loki…when he can fine him. Po, this is Taela, our new Dragon Rider and apparently, my bondmate.”
Po’s eyes widened. “Your bondmate? Well how delightful!”
Kellinar nodded. “Yes delightful and all of that, except she has no clue what we’re talking about and I am so tired I can’t think straight. Perhaps you could explain it to her. Shryden desperately needs sleep and so do I.”
Po bent in a small bow. “My pleasure Di’shan.” He turned to Taela. “Come my dear, let’s get you something to eat and I shall be happy to explain shields and bondmates and answer any questions you may have about anything here at Galdrilene.”
Kellinar watched Po lead her away. She peaked back at him several times until they were swallowed by the crowd. Then he turned and saw Serena with a smirk on her face. “Who would have guessed last spring, that a year later, you would be a bondmated Dragon Rider?”
Suddenly, Kellinar felt uncomfortable. Serena had always been a good friend to him, nothing more. But what if she had wanted something more? “Um, are you okay with this?”
Serena looked confused for a moment and then understanding bloomed in her face. “Kellinar, I love you dearly. As a friend. Always a friend, but nothing more. I am very happy for you and in fact look forward to seeing you get all mushy and protective like Mckale, even as she protects you. Although, Anevay will likely be disappointed.”
Kellinar rolled his eyes. “Anevay and I are friends. We’ve never been anything more. I’m going to bed, this is all making my head hurts and I need to sleep.”



 

 
 
 
Maleena floated on a cloud of warm comfort. Her head and body no longer hurt. She sensed fresh air and light made by the sun, but made no effort to wake. She didn’t want to let go of this dream, didn’t want to wake to the pain or the cold darkness of the cell. In her dream, she felt the physical presence of Nydara, Mckale, and Tellnox close by.
“Maleena?” came the gentle sending from Nydara. “You need to wake up.”
“Don’t make me wake up, Nydara. I don’t want to hurt anymore and this dream is so pleasant.”
“It isn’t a dream. You are home and safe. Serena healed you. Mckale and I are here. Tellnox is here. Please wake up. You’ve been asleep for far too long. I’m worried. Please.”
Maleena couldn’t resist the pleading of her dragon. Her lids drifted open. She lay on her side on the bed in her sleeping quarters. Light filtered in through the doorway to the lair, though Nyadra’s head and the bulk of her body in the lair beyond blocked most of it. She smiled at the dragon, love filling her.
“You’re awake.” Mckale’s deep voice, soft and gentle with concern, filled her ears. She rolled to her back and found him laying propped on his elbow. Her heart soared as she drank in the features of his face. His silver eyes, were so beautiful and full of love.
Tears of happiness stung her eyes. She raised her hand, tangled her fingers in his hair and pulled his face toward her own. She didn’t have much strength though she didn’t have to exert a lot of effort. He lowered his head. She savored the taste of his lips as they gently touched hers. The kiss deepened. His arm went around her. Sweet warmth spread through her as he pressed her body against his.
“Alright you two. That’s enough.” Serena’s voice broke them apart. She walked into the room, carrying a tray in her hands. “You aren’t strong enough for that yet, Maleena. And you,” she cast Mckale a stern look, “should know better.”
Mckale sat up and Maleena smiled. “It was my fault. I started it.”
Serena frowned, but Maleena could feel she wasn’t really upset. “Well, you will have to keep control of yourself then. At least until you have more strength back.”
Maleena smiled and nodded. “I promise.”
“That’s better.” Serena smiled. “I have to admit, I’m much happier walking in here to that than I would have been if I had found you still asleep. Mckale has been able to rouse you enough to get nettle tea down you a few times a day. Your lack of waking was really starting to worry me though. I have enough to worry about with Emallya.”
“What happened to Emallya?” Maleena tried to recall how she got back to Galdrilene. She remembered Sadira coming into her cell and the shadows burrowing into her skin. A memory of a dream where Kellinar bound her with broken ribs, floated to the surface. Had it been a dream? Snatches of other dreams flitted through her mind. Kirynn in the center of a firestorm. Kellinar and Taela with glowing threads around them. Had it all been real?
Serena set the tray down on a small table. She picked up a cup and walked over and sat on the edge of the bed. “Drink this.”
Mckale helped Maleena sit up and she took the cup. She peered into it. A thick, black liquid filled it. “What is it?” It smelled slightly sweet and earthy.
“Nettles infused with a reduced beef broth. It’s mixed with red wine and black molasses. I steeped a blood stone in it to draw out the blood building properties. Up until now, Mckale’s only been able to wake you up enough to drink a simple tea of nettles and red clover. Now that you are awake, I think you will be up to drinking this. You lost a lot of blood and your body is drained of strength. This will help you build both.”
“How did you know to bring this?” Maleena eyed the contents of the cup. It looked like thick syrup. She took an experimental drink. It coated her tongue with a taste somewhere between sweet and salty with an earthy, musty undertone. Despite the mixture of strange flavors, it wasn’t too bad. She took another, larger drink.
Serena nodded in approval. “Nydara told Miya she thought she would be able to wake you today. I came prepared.”
“How long have I been asleep?”
“You’ve been asleep for two days.”
Maleena stared at her then looked to Mckale for conformation. “Two days? How did I get home? I dreamt of a firestorm and of Kellinar. Was it real?
“Drink,” Serena reminded her. She obediently took another sip. Serena sighed and glanced at Mckale. “Kellinar and Loki snuck into the Kormai and stole you, the Ka’ti, Taela and her dragon, Paki. The Shadow Riders, of course, were not pleased with this.”
Mckale chuckled. The deep timbre of it warmed Maleena’s insides. “Not pleased?” He shook his head. “That’s a bit of an understatement don’t you think?”
Maleena looked between them. “Why?”
Serena nudged the cup. “Drink. Kojen and the Shadow Riders all came out of the Kormai to retrieve you, which we weren’t about to let happen. We arrived just in time to help Kellinar and Taela. A full-fledged battle ensued. Several mages were killed. Two Shadow Riders and their dragons were killed. We were outnumbered by Kojen, though. Mckale was able to wake you and you wove together Kirynn’s and Kellinar’s powers. Kirynn used that to create a firestorm that killed a good many Kojen and chased away the Shadow Riders and their dragons. It gave us enough time to escape.”
A sinking feeling settled in Maleena’s stomach. “What happened to Emallya?” she asked again.
“She suffered a wound that would have killed her if she didn’t have the benefit of magic trained healers. As it was, it took the combined magic and strength of Bardeck, Gideon, and myself to heal her fast enough to keep her alive.”
Sadness washed through Maleena. Lives lost, people injured, all because of her stupid mistake. She reached out for Nydara and found images of the battle in her mind. The horror of it brought tears to her eyes..
“Will Emallya live?”
Serena hesitated, worry written on her face. “I believe so. She has held on this long, but she has yet to awaken. Nothing is certain.” She looked at the cup. “Drink.”
Maleena looked down. Her stomach turned. She didn’t feel much like drinking anything now. Worry filled Mckale’s eyes and she knew he could feel her distress. Taking a deep breath, she tried to calm her emotions. He had already spent enough time worrying about her.
“You need a distraction,” Nydara sent.
“I’m not sure much could distract me right now.”
“I know the perfect thing.”
Maleena glanced at the dragon and saw a smug light in her violet eyes. What was Nydara talking about? She tipped the cup to her mouth but couldn’t make herself take another drink of the thick concoction. “Can I have some water?”
Serena took the cup and looked into it. “I suppose you’ve drank enough of this for now. I’ll be back in a few hours with more.” She took another cup and offered it. Maleena saw with relief it was filled with clear water. She took a deep drink, enjoying the cool, clean taste.
Serena picked up the tray. “I have to go check on Emallya. Bardeck is with her and he isn’t the best person to make objective observations. He’s too close to the situation.”
Maleena watched her disappear through the door then turned her eyes on Mckale. “I’m so sorry I caused all of this.”
“You didn’t cause anything. If you remember, we were planning on something similar to get the Ka’ti back. You only sped it up. Good things happened to balance the bad. Kellinar was able to get Taela and Paki out of there. And–”
“Kellinar and Taela are bondmates,” she finished for him. “I thought it was a dream.”
“Did I hear my name?” Kellinar poked his head around the door and then stepped into the room.
“Kellinar!” A rush of pleasure flowed through her at the sight of her friend.
He strode over and leaned down to give her a gentle hug. “It’s good to see you awake. I thought maybe we were going to have to have Kirynn light a fire under you to make you stir.” He stepped back, a smile on his face.
Taela stood quietly by the door. Maleena smiled when she saw her. “It’s good to see you are out of the Kormai. And a bondmate to my good friend. How will you ever put up with him?”
Kellinar coughed. “Well, she is as good with knives as I am.”
Maleena laughed. “Oh no, I guess you have to behave properly then.”
Taela smiled and walked closer. She glanced shyly at Kellinar. “I’m still wrapping my mind around this bondmate thing.”
A small smile tugged at the corners of Mckale‘s mouth. “Maleena and I traveled with each other for several weeks before I understood why I could feel her. At least you don’t have to wonder.”
“Told you, I could distract you.”
Maleena smiled at the dragon. “A wonderful distraction it is.”
She turned back to Taela. “How is Paki? Is she settling into Galdrilene okay?”
“Oh she loves it here. Serena thinks maybe the healers can remove the last of the taint from her.”
“Really? That would be wonderful. I know Nydara cares a great deal for Paki.” Maleena leaned back against the pillows. She didn’t want to admit how tired she felt. How could she possibly be tired after sleeping for two days?
Mckale glanced at Kellinar. “Maleena is doing her best to hide the fact she needs more sleep.”
Kellinar nodded. “That’s fine. You get some sleep. Taela is supposed to go to the records room and see if she can help Anevay and Serena anyway.”
After they left, Maleena snuggled back down in the blankets. With Mckale at her back, his arm around her waist and Nydara in front of her in the doorway to the lair, she drifted to sleep.

Emallya floated through the dark. The cold seeping into her bones did nothing to dampen the fire in her abdomen or raging pain in her head. Bardeck was there in her mind, his magic in her body. It wasn’t enough. She floated further away from him, deeper into the darkness.
Light penetrated the dark. She stood in front of a translucent veil, the shifting landscape of Maiadar spread out beyond it. The cold and pain pressed on her. The veil offered sweet relief. Warmth and peace radiated through it. Through the welling tears in her eyes she saw Rylin. Standing in glorious beauty, her silver scales reflected the ambient light of Maiadar.
Rylin’s large, violet eyes filled with love...beckoned her, welcomed her. Emallya placed her hand against the veil. Slowly, it began to pass through. Warmth spread through her hand and down her arm as she pressed further through the shimmering wall. Her pain lessened.
Rylin reached her head toward Emallya’s outstretched hand. Eternity crept by. Emallya’s fingers brushed the glittering silver scales. Tears coursed down her face. To touch Rylin again. To be with her again. Only another step and they would be together forever, hearts and souls one again. For eternity.
Emallya couldn’t take the step. Something held her in the world of the living. It pulled her back through the veil. She spiraled back into the pain, the cold, the darkness. Rylin, her eyes full of love and sadness, receded and disappeared.
Heat spread through her abdomen and head. Bardeck’s magic, linked with Serena and another, pulled her back. Emallya wept silently in her head. She loved Bardeck. Loved him until she thought her heart would burst with it. But nothing could compare to her bond with Rylin, faded with death, yet never broken.
The horrible pain in her body gone, Emallya floated in darkness. She didn’t want to wake. It felt too much like the last time so many years ago. She would wake without Rylin in her head, in her soul. She wouldn’t suffer Separation this time. Even so, Emallya didn’t know if she could face it.
The warmth of Bardeck and Mernoth’s love surrounded her, their presence easing the pain in her heart, drawing her closer to the surface. Her eyes opened slowly. Bardeck’s grief lined face filled her vision. Sorrow filled his eyes. “I’m so sorry,” he whispered.
Her arm felt like lead, still she raised her hand to his face to trace the new lines she found there. “Why?”
“I didn’t realize until you were already healed what I was feeling. I felt you connect with Rylin. I felt your joy at touching her, and then the sadness when we pulled you away. I didn’t realize what was happening until it was too late. I’m sorry I took you away from her.”
A sad smile tugged at her lips. She felt his deep regret, his love. Mernoth also filled her with so much love. “Rylin and I have waited over five hundred years to be together. We can wait a little more. She will always be there, waiting for me.”
Serena walked into the room, a tray in her hands. “Mernoth told Miya you were close to waking. I started to doubt you would.”
Emallya let her hand drop to the bed, too weak to hold it up any longer. “How is everyone else? Maleena? Did we succeed in getting the Ka’ti out? What about Taela and the draclet?”
Serena poured a thick liquid into a cup. “Yes. Bardeck and Mernoth came with Defenders.”
Emallya’s eyes jumped to Bardeck’s face in surprise. He smiled ruefully. “I’m afraid neither Mernoth nor myself were rational at that point. I felt your injuries. Mernoth was in a rage over it and I wasn’t much better.”
Serena smiled at him. “It was a welcome intervention. Anyway, Maleena is healed. She woke two days ago. Taela and Paki are safe. Two Shadow Dragons and their riders are dead. Kellinar and Taela are bondmates.”
Pleasant surprise ran through Emallya. “Two pairs. After all of this time, we now have two bondmate pairs.”
Serena smiled as she carried the cup to the bed. “Yes, we have two pairs, the Ka’ti and the dragons are all safe. We won.”
Emallya shook her head. “We won nothing.”
Serena handed her the cup, a furrow of confusion between her eyes. “But…we have the Ka’ti.”
Emallya took a small drink and sighed. “The Ka’ti doesn’t save the world. We have it back which prevents them from using it against us. Unfortunately like any vermin, Shadow Dragons mature faster than our dragons. They reproduce faster than our dragons. They don’t bondmate and don’t need that tie to lay eggs. No, sadly this is only the beginning. Remember, when they came at us here five hundred years ago, they were confident they would take Galdrilene. We were losing. Only a mistake in a weaving by a young Silver Rider ended the war the way it did. Had the Silver Rider not made that mistake, I can’t say the inhabitants of Galdrilene would have triumphed that day.”
She took another drink, handed the cup back to Serena, and lay back among the pillows. “I am too tired to drink more.”
Serena, her eyes sad and worried, smiled. “Rest then. There is plenty of time to talk about all of this.”
As the young healer slipped from the room, Emallya closed her eyes. Bardeck’s strong arms held her as she drifted back to sleep, the feel of Rylin’s scales still on her fingertips.

Anevay stood with Serena and Gideon on the inner terrace. She looked at the silver-gray draclet standing patiently in front of them. Although she really didn’t see the young dragon, she was too focused on the stain and how it attached to the draclet.
Serena narrowed her eyes, a small frown of concentration on her face. “I can see where it’s attached, but I’m not sure how to get it loose.”
Anevay saw it too. It clung weakly to the draclet’s soul. It shouldn’t be hard to dislodge once they knew how. “There has to be something in the scrolls or the Ka’ti.” She couldn’t believe the book with the golden Di’shan star was back. Such a beautiful treasure, full of magic and history.
Gideon nodded. “Let’s look again. Perhaps we have missed something.”
Serena shook her head slightly. “I’m not sure there is anything to miss. There are no records of this. How can there be a weave for something that has never happened?”
Anevay took a deep breath. Of course. They were searching the past for something that wasn’t there. However, all of the weaves in the scrolls and the Ka’ti were created by people. At one time they didn’t exist either. “Paki, you can go. Thank you so much for your patience.”
Gideon and Serena stared at her. Serena was the first to speak, “Why did you send her away? How can we reason out which weave will work if we aren’t looking at the problem?”
Anevay started for the records room. “We’re looking at it wrong. We don’t need a weave from the past. We need a new weave.”
Gideon hurried after her. “What do you mean a new weave?”
“I mean that we aren’t going to find it in the scrolls or the Ka’ti. This has never happened before so there can’t be a weave made for it already.”
Anevay made quick strides through the hold until she reached the records room. She stopped in the middle of the room, her eyes raking the shelves. She needed a few things for this. After pulling several scrolls from their holders she opened the Ka’ti. The heavy wooden cover thumped against the table. No wonder Loki couldn’t get both books. If the Kor’ti was half as big as the Ka’ti, it would’ve taken two people to carry them out. Uncertain where everything in the massive tomb was located, she worked through the book slowly. Only eight days since it returned; not nearly enough time to know everything in it. She stopped and used a quill dipped in ink to make quick, neat notes on a small piece of parchment.
Serena came to stand next to her as she turned pages and made notes. “What are you thinking to do?”
Anevay stopped. How to explain it? She took a deep breath. “The Ka’ti and these scrolls are more than just history and weaves. They are recipes. Each weave contains the ingredients to make it. We need a new weave, but we don’t need new ingredients. We just need to mix them up in a different way. So I’m working through the different ingredients we might need.” She couldn’t help the excitement welling up in her at the challenge that making a new weave presented. “Each symbol represents something. Each line in a symbol tells which ingredient should be laid next to which to get the result you want. If you use everything it tells you, yet put a single thread out of place, you will end up with something different than what you intended.”
Serena stared at her. Gideon rubbed his goatee thoughtfully. He nodded in approval. “I’m impressed. How will you know if you have the weave right?”
Anevay faltered. “I’m not sure other than trying it.”
“Can I help?”
Anevay looked up to see Taela standing in the doorway. “Of course. I think we can use any help possible.” Her initial flush of disappointment had been washed away after meeting Taela. The woman was sweet natured and fair. Anevay had kind of hoped there might someday be more between herself and Kellinar, but to his credit he had never offered anything more than friendship and she couldn’t begrudge him such a lovely bondmate.
Taela strode toward her. “Did I hear you right? You’re going to try creating a new weave?”
Anevay nodded. “We have to, there is nothing for this situation.”
Serena sighed. “It might work. How do we test it? I mean, I really don’t want to start throwing things at Paki without knowing what it will do. What if it hurts her or worse?”
Taela scanned the scrolls Anevay had laid out. “I think I can help with that.”
Intrigued, Anevay turned her full attention on Kellinar’s bondmate. “How?
“Did you forget I spent a week in the Kormai? I had no choice except to learn what they wanted me to. I had to pretend to be one of them to protect Paki. I’ve also seen several of the weaves in the Kor’ti, this book’s opposite. I remember everything I read. I didn’t have time to learn much, but I know enough that I can lay a weave on an inanimate object. Then we can try removing it.”
A thrill of excitement ran through Anevay. “Really?” A sobering thought doused the excitement. “Will weaving dark magic hurt you?”
“It will be painful, yes, but worth it for Paki’s future.”
Anevay smiled. Yes, this woman was definitely worthy of her friend.

Kellinar paced back and forth in the records room while Taela worked to make a dark weave. Pain beat at her, he felt it pounding in her head. He stopped close, watching to see if it became too much. This was her third weave as she tried to emulate the stain.
He watched the silver statue of a horse Taela worked on. It shimmered and rippled, alternating between silver and gray. Tears streaked down her face, yet she never faltered in her efforts. Concern fluttered in his chest. “Taela, you’re going to have to stop.” How in the name of the Fates had he come to care about her so much in the eight days since their return to Galdrilene?
She shook her head and took a ragged breath. “I can’t. I have to do this for Paki. As long as she is willing to endure the pain, I am willing to work to help her.”
Kellinar turned to Serena and Anevay. They both watched Taela with worry in their eyes. Anevay’s dark eyes met his. She took a step toward Taela. “Maybe you should stop and rest for a little bit.”
Taela didn’t answer, her eyes glued to the statue. Kellinar looked at it again. The shimmering slowed and the silver gleam dulled to gray. The pain rolling off his bondmate intensified. He wished he could pull away some of it, but it didn’t work with pain caused by her own magic.
“It’s too much. She needs to stop,” came Shryden’s sending. Kellinar felt the worry in the dragon.
“She refuses as long as Paki is willing.”
“They are both far too stubborn. Paki is too young to bear such pain. This can be done later when she is older if it has to be done.”
Kellinar agreed with the dragon.
Moments crept by. More tears coursed down Taela’s cheeks. Her hands trembled. She sucked in a breath and swayed. Blood trickled from her nose as she sank to her knees. Kellinar knelt on one knee beside her. “That’s enough for now.” He grabbed her face in his hands and forced her to look at him. “Enough!”
A sob broke past her lips and she sagged into him. He wrapped his arms around her trembling body. “I did it,” she said through her tears.
Kellinar looked at the horse. It stood iron gray in the light. He tightened his arms. Yes, she’d done it. He admired her determination, but the admiration warred with fear. He glanced down at her face. Blood still spilled in a stream past her lips. It had nearly been too much. What if it had somehow killed her? His chest tightened at the thought.
Anevay and Serena rushed to them. He released Taela as both women reached for her. The bleeding stopped within seconds. Anevay fixed her eyes on Taela’s. “You won’t do that again. We will work with this. If it’s not enough then Paki will remain gray. We’ve become very good friends over the past several days and Kellinar and I already great friends. I won’t take part in you harming yourself.”
Taela nodded. “We will have to be careful with what we throw at this one. I don’t want to ruin it. Especially if I can’t make more.”
Serena stood. “Anevay can work on it from here. You helped with the making of the possible weaves, but you can’t work Healing magic. Go rest, visit with Maleena, watch the dragons swim–something.”
Taela sighed as Kellinar helped her stand. “Are you sure? I can stay in case–”
Anevay narrowed her eyes. “In case what? You aren’t making another dark weave.”
“Maybe if Maleena and I link it won’t be so bad.”
Kellinar couldn’t help laughing. “Mckale wouldn’t let her even if he had to throw her over his shoulder and carry her out of here. He came too close to losing her. And there is no way she would put him through the worry right now.”
Taela turned her deep blue eyes on him. “I’m sorry, Kellinar. I know this wasn’t easy on you either.” She took a deep breath. “No more dark weaves.”

Ten days later, the Healing mages gathered in a circle around Paki. Led by Serena, Anevay and Gideon they worked to remove the taint of shadow from the draclet. Kellinar leaned against Shryden and watched both Paki and Taela. He felt the happiness and worry that warred within Taela. She stood in front of him watching Paki intently. She was so tense he sensed knots forming in her shoulders.
The other riders and their dragons looked on. Maleena leaned back into Mckale as he stood with his arms around her. Emallya, wan though on the mend, sat on the inner terrace with Bardeck and Mernoth. Kirynn lounged against Syrakynn. Vaddoc stood next to Namir. Miya, her yellow scales reflecting the sun, stood behind Serena lending her both her strength and the reassurance of her physical presence.
Time dragged on. Kellinar couldn’t see what they were doing of course, but he wished he could. What was taking so long? As he began to worry it wouldn’t work, the dim veil fell away from Paki and she glittered clear silver in the sunlight. Serena slumped against Miya and several of the mages had to sit down.
Serena looked at Taela. “It wasn’t easy, however, your Paki is clean of the taint now. She is truly a silver draclet of the Guardians.”
A cheer went up and Bardeck stood and announced, “We will have the Welcoming Ceremony tomorrow where you, Taela, will receive your pendant and you will both be introduced formally to all of Galdrilene.”
Kellinar felt pure elation rolling off Taela and Paki and even Shryden. He looked fondly up at the big blue. “I think we are going to have to rethink our lair location soon, my friend.”
“There are plenty of double lairs open,” Shryden sent back.
The next day Kellinar, Shryden, and the other Guardians arranged themselves around the outer terrace and on the massive stone steps of the stairway as Taela stood in front of Emallya as the older woman’s voice rang out, “You are no longer Taela Shamira, first daughter of the King of Haraban. You are relieved of your old life and the duties that went with it so you can take your place as a Dragon Rider.”
She lifted the silver chain over Taela’s neck and the pendant caught the sunlight as it settled above her breasts. “You are now Di’shan Taela Shamira, bonded to the Silver dragon, Paki, and a Guardian of Galdrilene where the rose blooms eternal. May peace favor you and your dragon all the days of your lives.”
Taela turned away from Emallya and with Paki glittering silver beside her, walked to stand on the stairs before the cheering people of Galdrilene. The adult dragons raised their voices in a thunderous roar.



 



 

 
 
 
Kalila staggered as exhaustion swept through her. The soles of her bare feet burned, leaving little smears of blood with each step. She stumbled to a stop, eyes sweeping the endless grass waving in the cold wind. A shiver racked her body as the wind whipped her hair into her face and tore at the ragged dress she wore. She pushed the dirty, golden strands away and ran her tongue over her dry lips.
Kalila sucked a cold breath down her parched throat. Where was she? Was she still going west, or wandering in circles? Everything looked the same. She turned around, searching for something–anything–to use as a landmark. Kalila couldn’t even tell the position of the sun through the thick blanket of clouds.
Everywhere, the tall grass waved like a green ocean. The newly formed seed heads bobbed up and down. Telling her to go forward, or mocking her?
Cold moisture landed on her cheek. Kalila looked up as more drops fell, driving into her face with the strength of the wind behind them. She closed her eyes and opened her mouth, letting the cold drops soak her tongue and lips. Thirst burned in her throat like a fire.
Kalila opened her eyes and looked around again. There had to be something to catch the water in. A drink. Oh, the desperate need for a drink! She’d gained her freedom, was a drink so much more to ask? If she never got another thing in life; if she died here on this empty ocean of grass that was okay–if she could just a have one drink first.
There was nothing to collect water in, just as there was nothing else in this wretched grassland. At least she’d finally left the desert behind. That had to mean something. Even in the desert there were things with water in them. With this much grass there had to be water somewhere. Didn’t there?
Her teeth chattered as she started to walk again, only dimly aware of the throbbing in her feet. She had to keep moving or she would freeze to death. A ragged laugh burst past her lips. Already dying of thirst now she was worrying about freezing to death.
As Kalila walked, one painful step after another, she contemplated which would be worse, freezing to death or dying of thirst. She already knew the agony of thirst and had heard stories of people freezing. It was said they fell asleep and never woke. Was it really that easy?
Kalila shook her head. Stupid thoughts to have. She’d made it this far. Two hot tears leaked down her cheeks. Where had the moisture for those come from? It didn’t matter. Her sister hadn’t broken her and Fates be damned if she’d let these grasslands break her either.
Her soaked dress clung to her legs, making it difficult to walk. Kalila stopped and looked down at the torn skirt. It was wet. So wet it dripped. Oh! It dripped. Almost sobbing with relief she yanked the dress off, sending the tiny buttons scattering into the grass. She didn’t care.
She tipped her head back and twisted the cloth above her mouth. Water trickled over her tongue. It tasted of dirt and fabric that had been worn too long. It was wonderful. Nothing had ever tasted so good. Her dry throat rejoiced at the moisture. She moved her hands to another area and squeezed more water from the rank material.
Shivers racked her soaked body as the wind lashed rain at her as if to punish her for thinking she could pass through this land unscathed. She stood in it, accepted it, shifting to new wet areas of the dress to wring the precious liquid into her mouth until her legs gave out, too weak to hold her up any longer.
Thirst still nagged at her, but it was quieter now, partially sated. Her eyes closed against the cold storm and she burrowed into the grass. She wasn’t shivering anymore; that probably wasn’t good. It was okay, though. Kalila had made her pact. She’d gained her freedom and a drink. The Fates had been kind. If they wished her to die here now, she couldn’t complain. She sighed quietly as darkness settled over her.
Warmth wrapped around her and lifted her from the cold, wet grass. Her eyes drifted open. A dark sky full of stars stretched overhead. Voices calling out tried to rouse her from her stupor. She couldn’t summon the strength to answer. Bright torchlight swam across her vision and the sharp brown eyes of a woman searched her face.
“Place her in my vardo, quickly,” the woman said, her voice strong despite her age.
“Yes, Shamam,” a male voice answered.
The night began to move again. Campfires and torches lit up the darkness. The light sent little needles into her eyes and she closed them. Rough hands laid her on something soft. The strong voice of the woman flowed around her. Floating in the twilight on the edge of consciousness, Kalila couldn’t quite understand what was said, but they sounded like orders. The softness under her rocked slightly and then warm hands were on her head. Something thick wrapped her in a cocoon.
She drifted in and out of sleep. As her body slowly warmed, she began to feel the pain in her feet again. Her fingers and toes felt like they were on fire. A moan escaped her lips. Why were they trying to set her on fire?
“Shh. It is best if you stay still.”
Kalila opened her eyes. A woman pulled away the thick blankets and replaced them with warm ones. The heat felt lovely, but it seemed to increase the stabbing and burning going on in her toes. She tried to raise her arm, but the woman held it with surprising strength.
“I said to hold still.”
With effort, Kalila found her voice though it was little more than a whisper. “Who are you? Where am I?”
“We are Traders. One of our young men found you and brought you to me. You are in my vardo. I am their Shamam, their healer. My name is Madeir. There is some damage to your toes and fingers from the cold.” Her brown eyes searched Kalila’s. “Who are you and how did you come to be laying naked and nearly frozen on the Ash Plains?”
The Ash Plains. So she was somewhere between Shadereen and Calladar. She couldn’t have wandered into a more empty area. “I escaped. I was trying to get home.”
A furrow appeared between the woman’s eyes. “Escaped from where? Where is home?”
“Markene is home. I escaped…” How did she explain where she escaped from. Who would believe her? There were dragons again. Evil black dragons and multi-colored dragons she didn’t think were evil like the blacks. How could she say that several weeks travel by foot to the east a mountain housed unspeakable evil? This healer would think she was crazy. But she had to try. She had to warn them.
“I escaped from a place called the Kormai–”
Madeir’s sudden, sharp intake of breath stopped her. The healer leaned close, her eyes wide. “The Kormai?” The woman drew back briefly, fear flickering in her eyes. “What is your name? How do you know of the–” she paused and looked around as if afraid someone might be listening. Her voice lowered to a whisper. “How do you know of the Kormai?”
“I was captured and taken there.”
Madeir’s expression was full of doubt. “Your name.”
“I am Kalila, fourth daughter of the King of Markene.
Stunned disbelief replaced the doubt on Madeir’s face. “You…how did you escape? How did you come by these scars on your arms and face?”
Kalila flinched at the memories the woman’s question stirred. She looked away from the earnest brown eyes and stared at the ceiling of the vardo. “Shadows gave me the scars.”
“Shadows?” Confusion filled Madeir’s voice. “How did shadows…never mind. You don’t have to speak of it if you don’t wish.”
An uneasy feeling stirred in Kalila’s stomach. She slowly turned her head to look at the woman. “How do you know about the Kormai?”
Madeir took a deep breath. “I suppose I can tell you. Given what you know and what you are. I am a mage. I can use magic. I was trained in Galdrilene where dragons of beautiful colors live.”
Kalila stared at her. What was wrong with her that she kept running into people and things that shouldn’t be. Except, the multi-colored dragons had–something the woman said tickled her mind. “What do you mean given what I am?”
Madeir smiled, the action emphasizing the lines on her face. “My dear, I have been a senior mage for almost ten years. I can sense budding mages. From what I can sense you have probably used magic at least once already.”
“What!” Kalila started to bolt up, but Madeir’s firm hands on her shoulders held her back and she wasn’t strong enough to fight her. “I cannot use magic. I will not be evil. I will not be what my sister is.”
Madeir shook her head. “You will not be like anyone, but yourself. Your actions are yours to decide. Magic cannot decide your path for you. If your sister chose the darker path it is not the fault of magic. I have used it for a long time, do you think me evil? Galdrilene can teach you to use your magic.”
“I don’t want to go anywhere or learn anything about magic. I want away from it. I want to go home.”
Madeir’s face softened. “Of course you do, child. It’s best if you learn to control your magic so you don’t harm others, but no one can be forced. You must always choose your path freely. Galdrilene will be there if you decide you are ready.” The healer stood and turned toward a small stove, its chimney pipe running out the top of the small box house on wheels.
Kalila didn’t answer. She couldn’t use magic, that was just insanity. Or was it? She remembered the feel of the air around her, alive as it moved across her skin with a feather-light touch. Remembered the air telling her someone was going to steal a book. And she remembered trying to send a message on the air to the invisible person wishing them luck. Had that been magic? If it was...if she could use magic...then what? She should turn herself in for execution before she went insane from it.
Did magic really drive people insane? Sadira was most definitely insane. But what about the others? They were just evil. And then there was Taela, who seemed neither evil nor insane. Taela who had tried to escape with her gray draclet. Did she succeed? And what about the others? Kalila had seen them in the air in the distance, fighting Ranit and the other Shadow Dragons. Were they evil?
She couldn’t go home. Not if she might harm her family because she didn’t know what she was doing.
A delicious aroma filled her nose and pulled her from her thoughts. Madeir helped her to sit and held a cup of steaming tea to her lips. Thirst overwhelmed her and she gulped the hot liquid, burning her tongue but not caring. The heat spread out as it settled in her stomach.
“Now normally, I would have used a variety of herbs to heal your cold damaged fingers and toes, but since you know I can use magic would you oppose the idea of me using it to heal you? It will be far less painful. Luckily it was full dark before Tarin found you. He didn’t bother to look at any injuries, just wrapped you in his cloak and carried you to me as quick as he could.”
The burning in her fingers nearly forgotten during the discussion now intensified as if just thinking about it made it worse. Did she want magic used on her? She eyed the woman warily. She’d never seen magic that didn’t cause pain. She’d never seen healing that didn’t cause pain. The screams of the people Kovan had healed echoed through her memory. Would she ever be able to shut them out?
Madeir looked her full in the eyes. “I promise, I will not hurt you.”
Kalila couldn’t suppress her trembling. She closed her eyes and nodded.
Madeir laid her hands on her. Heat spread through Kalila’s body, gathering in her toes and fingers. The pain faded until it was gone. The heat moved on to the cracked and lacerated soles of her feet. It rippled from her toes to her heels. The pain lessened until it was nearly gone. Then the heat receded.
She opened her eyes and looked at Madeir’s face. “Thank you.”
The healer nodded. “I am sorry I could not do more for the soles of your feet. The cold damage in your fingers and toes was new and not too bad yet. But most of the injuries to your soles are older. Injuries left too long don’t heal right. Perhaps a stronger healer could do better.”
“It was more than I ever expected. Thank you, for more than healing me.”
Madeir smiled. “You should rest.”

Sadira watched Oksana pace back and forth across the polished onyx floor. Alden stood silent against the wall, his red eyes tracking her every step. Even after several weeks Oksana’s unreasonable grief and anger over her sister’s death still radiated from her. Not even the two clutches of eggs laid by Ranit and Dusa could calm her emotions.
Sadira found it amusing. The anger she would be able to understand better if it was focused on the right thing. She too was angry over a sister. Angry because the rotten piece of dragon-dung had escaped.
But Oksana’s anger was directed by her grief. Sadira shook her head and hid her smile as the blonde glared at Alden with red-rimmed, blue eyes. She wasn’t afraid of Oksana, however, there was no point in provoking a fight with the woman. They didn’t need their numbers cut down anymore than they already were and if it came to a fight, she would kill the blonde with no hesitation. Granted they already had two more riders, but they were new and inexperienced.
Sadira turned her eyes on Alden. He shifted as if uncomfortable under her gaze. As well he should be. She broke the silence, controlling her voice. Calm and quiet would instill more fear than an emotional outburst. Oksana hadn’t learned that yet. “You are brave to come out of hiding Alden. After your…mishandling of the Silver Rider. You cost the Shadow Riders a lot with your assumptions.”
Alden’s skull-like features remained expressionless. “I had no way of knowing they would come in force. The Guardians stopped making rescue attempts long before the end of the War of Fire. There was no foreseeing the outcome.”
“No foreseeing!” Oksana’s shriek echoed across the massive cavern. She stepped up close to him, her voice filled with rage. “Your mistake cost Paylana her life. How dare you act as if none of this is your fault.” Her voice rose with each word. “You didn’t listen to me when I said we should leave her in the desert. You didn’t listen later when I said we should kill her and be done with it. Now Paylana is dead. And you are to blame.”
Sadira laid a hand on the woman’s arm. “Easy Oksana, don’t kill him yet.”
Alden sneered as his red eyes settled on her. “Kill me? With what, your shadows?”
She threw back her head and laughed until tears ran down her face. It sounded maniacal. She didn’t care. He truly thought no one had seen Dreth die? Bern was still alive, if broken and bent. But she’d seen the other turned to ash.
Alden’s sneer turned to a glower. Sadira wiped the tears and took a deep breath to calm the laughter. “You do think we are naïve and stupid don’t you? You may have hid from the battle with the Guardians, but the rest of us were there.” She leaned close to him. “I saw Dreth burn. I watched the silver dragon turn him to a pile of ash. My shadows may not hurt you, but a single command from me and Ranit will end you.”
Fear crawled across the stretched parchment face. “You wouldn’t. You need me.”
Oksana snorted. “What do we need you for? We have had to learn our magic for ourselves. You can’t read the book and thanks to you, we only have one of those now. You are inept, unsuitable to lead, and a coward. Paylana died weeks ago and only now do you crawl out from under your rock and show yourself again.”
A faint smile crossed his face. “And who will lead you? Sadira? Kovan?”
Sadira saw through his attempt to divide them. Would Oksana? He’d deliberately left her out of the possibilities because he knew it would grate on her pride. Sadira smiled back at him. “We don’t need a leader. We are not sheep, we don’t need a dog to herd us. Because of you, we are down two Shadow Riders and countless Kojen. No, Alden, I don’t think we need you.”
A triumphant smile spread across Oksana’s face. Sadira smiled inwardly. Without realizing it the blonde was already letting her take the lead. Kovan would oppose her and she would have to resort to working with him. But Oksana and the rest would do what she and Kovan said. She turned an indulgent look on Oksana. “It was your sister, your grievance. It is your revenge. Deal with him how you see fit.”
Oksana looked up at the black dragons arranged on their shelves. “Dusa, come to me.” The massive black lifted herself from the ledge and landed next to her rider. “Kill him.”
Dusa drew in a lungful of air. “No!” Alden’s eyes widened. “You can’t do this!”
Oksana cocked her head at him. “You are right. I can’t. Not this way. It would be too quick. Dusa, start with his feet and work your way up. See how loud he can scream.”

Anevay stirred awake. She rubbed her eyes and looked around, confused for a moment. She’d fallen asleep in the records room again. It seemed in the past few weeks she spent more time in there researching than anywhere else. She sat up and arched her back, trying to relieve the ache from sleeping in the chair. The orb on the wall still glowed strong, but the candle on the desk she used for more light while reading burned low. It must be the middle of the night.
A slight energy rippled through her mind. Quiet and unobtrusive, she felt the feather-light touch. Is that what woke her? She rubber her temples and sighed. A ringlet of her long, black hair fell across her face. She pushed it away in irritation. Real sleep in a bed is what she needed. Yawning, she looked at the scroll on the desk in front of her. She had to find the answer.
Anevay had researched tirelessly since the battle with the Shadow Dragons several weeks before. Spent endless hours reading the detailed accounts of the War of Fire. That war had ended badly and only a mistake kept it from ending worse. The Shadow Riders came close to winning the War of Fire. Now, five hundred years later, it seemed history would be doomed to repeat itself.
The Shadow Dragons were already reproducing again. Two black eggs hatched in the last three months. The Silver Riders felt each one. Only one clutch of twenty-one eggs had been laid in Galdrilene. Nydara fired them only a week ago. The eggs had yet to send out a call although the shells had hardened in the last few days. Until they sang to their intended rider they would remain unhatched for however many years it took.
She sighed, her eyes drifting over the age worn parchment. Somewhere, in the history of the War of Fire, there was a key to winning this new war. Something that seemed small and insignificant to others. A clue that would lead her to the weave she needed to make. A weave to eradicate the Shadow Dragons forever.
Anevay rubbed her eyes again. If only it wasn’t so easy for the Shadow Dragons to reproduce. What did it say about the world that Shadow Riders were so easy to find now? How were there so many people willing to give up half their souls for power?
Energy flowed softly through her mind again, a quiet hum. She propped her elbow on the desktop and massaged her forehead with her hand, her eyes still on the scroll. She shoved aside her exhaustion and focused on the task at hand. Her talent beyond healing was the ability to create new magic weaves. It rested on her to find the needle in the haystack. The one that would save Galdrilene and the Guardian dragons. The one that would save the world.
The hum of energy wove through her mind again; soft, sweet, insistent. Anevay sighed in frustration. She couldn’t afford to be distracted right now. Maybe a break would help. A brief walk in the fresh air. She stood, pulled her cloak around her shoulders and left the room. A short hallway brought her out in the Great Hall.
Only two orbs burned at either end of the massive hall, leaving the passage between the two sets of tall, heavy doors cloaked in darkness. The doors leading to the city were closed, but those on the other end stood open. The light of the full moon spilled across the broad, inner terrace.
Anevay rubbed her hands together, shivering slightly in the cool air of late spring. Beyond the terrace, in the caldera, the lake reflected the bright face of the moon. Again, the humming energy filled her mind. Crooning softly. She strode past the doors and out onto the terrace. She turned her face into the wind and let the it wash over her.
The need to get back to work tugged at her. But for some reason she walked across the caldera instead of back through the doors. The rim of the horseshoe-shaped caldera was dark at this hour. The low rumble of dragons sleeping in their lairs drifted on the breeze. She walked to a door set in the side of the rim’s wall. Maybe she would check on the eggs.
The croon in her mind intensified. Elation rippled through her. Elation? What was she so happy about? Her hand froze on the latch of the door. Her lungs refused to work. The energy in her mind–the hum–it was happy. Her breath left her in a rush and tears welled in her eyes. It wasn’t energy she felt. It wasn’t just a random sound in her mind from too little sleep. She heard the Dragon Song. One of the eggs sung to her.
Anevay pulled her hand away from the door. She couldn’t go in there right now. The pull of the egg would be irresistible. She wouldn’t be able to stop herself from hatching it and there was a protocol for this. Still, she stood in front of the door, unable to walk away.
“Anevay?” Maleena’s soft voice called out of the dark behind her.
She turned. Maleena stood a few paces away swathed in a heavy cloak. Her long, chestnut hair blew around her in the wind. “What are you doing out here in the dark?”
The other woman smiled and walked closer. “I could ask the same of you. I would expect to find you sleeping in the records room not standing in the dark staring at a door.” Maleena glanced at the door. “One of the eggs is singing, I felt it. It woke me. Nydara senses it too.”
Anevay returned her smile. “I know. I was sleeping in the records room. The Dragon Song woke me.”
Maleena’s eyes, dark purple in the light of moon, widened. “You?” Excitement filled her voice. “One of the eggs calls to you? Oh, Anevay, how wonderful!”
“I made it all the way to the door before I realized what it was. I know I can’t go in yet, but at the same time, I can’t bring myself to leave.”
Maleena smiled. “You don’t have to leave. You just have to go in by the other door.”
“Don’t I have to wait for Emallya?”
“Emallya will already be awake, she will sense it too. So will Taela. Soon, the hold with be awake with the news. You only need to wait long enough for food to be made available for the draclet, and for Emallya and Bardeck to be ready.”
A lump filled Anevay’s throat. She wouldn’t have to wait until the next day. “Thank you, Maleena.” The tiny woman smiled at her again then hurried toward the Great Hall.
High above, on the ledge jutting out from their layer, Maleena’s silver Nydara and Mckale’s green Tellnox stretched their wings and yawned as they woke from their sleep. Anevay dragged herself away from the small door. When it was time she wouldn’t go in through it anyway. She might as well wait inside where it was warmer.
The Dragon Hold slowly came alive as word spread of the impending Hatching. Anevay sat at a table in the kitchen cavern. A junior cook moved about the dark kitchen, stirring coals up in the ovens. Anevay yawned. If the ovens were already warming dawn would only be a couple of hours away. How long had she slept at her desk in the records room? It couldn’t have been long. An hour? Maybe a little more.
Marda came bustling through the kitchen, ordering instructions at a group of men looking like she had dragged them out of bed only moments before. Knowing Marda, she probably had. Whether dragon or human, Marda never let anyone go hungry.
Anevay took a deep breath, a sudden flutter in her stomach. She was called. In a short time, she would hatch an egg. The hum in her mind crooned happily. For some reason when Anevay had contemplated her future she had never considered being called. It hadn’t bothered her, she was a happy being a mage. But she wouldn’t trade the sound of the Dragon Song in her mind for anything.
She folded her hands on the table and laid her head on them, closing her eyes. The croon, quiet and soothing, filled her mind.
A touch on her shoulder woke her and she blinked up through bleary eyes. Taela stood with a smile on her face that reached her dark blue, slanted eyes. “It’s time if you are ready, Anevay.”
Anevay stood. “Already?”
Taela laughed. “You’ve been asleep for a little over an hour. Emallya, Bardeck, the dragons and the other riders are awake. Food has been placed for your draclet. All we wait for now is you.”
Excitement growing within her, Anevay flashed Taela a smile, glad the other woman was there. She remained close friends with Kellinar. When Taela became Kellinar’s bondmate, Anevay felt an immediate connection to the woman. Taela became the sister Anevay never had.
“Emallya and Bardeck are ready then?” she asked.
Taela nodded. “They await you in front of the hatching doors.”
Anevay smoothed her dress, suddenly nervous. What if she was wrong? What if she really was sleep deprived and only thought she heard the song? Anevay took a deep breath and let it out. Such silliness. She’d grown up in Galdrilene, she knew what the Dragon Song was.
Taela led the way out of the kitchen, across the inner terrace and into the Great Hall. A small door led into a hallway, its stone walls smooth and unadorned. They came to stop at a set of heavy doors. Emallya, her violet eyes shining, stood at one. Bardeck, his dark hair hanging to his broad shoulders, stood at the other. He smiled, his dark eyes kind.
His voice filled the hall, “Beyond this door a future you cannot yet comprehend awaits you. Within is a very large chamber with a circle of eggs in the center. Though the chamber is large, only those Hatching and a couple of witnesses are allowed. Hatching is a personal thing.”
Emallya picked up the ancient ritual, her voice soft, “Once we open the door, Bardeck and I will step aside. You must step through the doorway and into the chamber of your own free will. Once you are in the chamber the compulsion to bond with your dragon will overcome you. You must be absolutely sure this is the path you wish to take and accept the offered gift of the bond without reservation. If you feel any doubt at all, turn and walk away from this door. At the end of the hall you will find someone ready to guide you from the Dragon Hold. No shame will be on you for your refusal. Shame can only be found in a false acceptance.”
Anevay stared at the doors. “I accept the offered gift without reservation.”
Together, Bardeck and Emallya pushed open the doors. Inside the chamber twenty-one eggs rested in a depression in the middle of the floor. Five greens, three reds, four yellows, six blues and three golds. No silvers this time. Her eyes raked across the eggs. One yellow seemed to pulse with light, the hum reverberating off the stone walls of the chamber and in her mind. The egg pulled at her. She walked toward it and reached out her hand. Her fingers touched the satiny, yellow shell.
The room disappeared in a kaleidoscope of images. Galdrilene, as it had once stood, fell away as she rose in the air. A rainbow of dragons flew with her. A dragon, black as despair, flew at her. Green fire flooded her vision. A crystalline dragon with water dripping from its scales hung in the light of the rising sun above a perfectly round lake. A gold dragon, his scales marred with ancient injuries, tore a black dragon apart in mid-air. The last image was consumed in a massive, swirling firestorm.
Love. Unconditional, irrevocable, all consuming love washed over and filled her soul until she wept with the sweetness of it. On her hands and knees, Anevay sobbed as tears flowed freely down her face. She raised her eyes. A bright yellow draclet the size of a small pony gazed back, her dark eyes filled with the love Taela felt inside.
In an awkward, uncoordinated movement the yellow haphazardly folded her damp, leathery wings. Large pieces of yellow shell lay scattered across the floor. Anevay climbed to her feet and scrubbed away the tears. More rolled down her cheeks in their place. The yellow reached her wedge-shaped face toward her. A sense of intense hunger rolled off the draclet. Anevay looked around.
Bardeck smiled at her from where he stood near the exit hall, his eyes full of happiness. “Somehow, I knew one day an egg would call you.”
She sniffed and wiped at the tears again. “I’m so glad she did. I’ve read it about it, heard about it, but nothing can prepare…”
His smile grew wider. “No, nothing can prepare you. Not fully. Are you ready to take her out to eat and meet the other dragons and riders?”
Anevay nodded and followed him as he stepped into the hall. The yellow walked by her side as they moved down the long hall that gently curved up. And then they were at the door where just over an hour before she’d stood on the other side.
When they stepped out onto the green grass of the caldera floor they were greeted by the others. Dragons lined up on one side, their riders on the other. The yellow stopped and gazed up at the adult dragons. Nydara lowered her silver head to touch noses with her first daughter. Tellnox, his green scales bright in the pearly light of early morning, gazed down at the draclet with pride in his silver eyes.
The riders, her closest friends, smiled at her but stepped back to allow room for her to lead the yellow past. As soon as the draclet smelled the freshly killed carcasses she abandoned Anevay in her rush to eat. Her razor like teeth slicing through hair and hide to the meat below.
Anevay turned her tear filled eyes on her friends. Maleena smiled, joy radiating from her. “I’m so happy for you, Anevay.”
Mckale wrapped her in a hug, his silver eyes full of warmth and happiness. “Welcome to the ranks of Guardians, Anevay.”
Vaddoc, his amber eyes catching the morning light, hugged and welcomed her. Kirynn, her long red braid hanging to the back of her thighs, gave her a brief but welcoming hug as well. Serena, her face radiant with delight, threw a tight hug around her. “Not only a Healing sister, but also a rider sister.”
Taela gave her a fierce hug as well. “You have no idea how happy I am.”
Kellinar stepped forward, the beads at the ends of his pale blond braids clicking together and his ice-blue eyes sparkling. “It couldn’t have happened to a better person.” He enfolded both of them in his hug.
The morning came alive with bright, luminescent threads. Thousands of them flowed out from Anevay. More flowed out from Kellinar and still more from Taela. The threads reached out toward each other, weaving themselves tight. Weaving the three of them together.
Anevay could only stand and gape. As the last thread wove tight they faded and were gone. Her eyes flickered between Taela and Kellinar. Maleena stood with her hands over her mouth, her eyes wide. Anevay couldn’t tell if the tiny woman was shocked or desperately trying to keep from laughing. When she turned and buried her face in Mckale’s chest and quiet choking sounds came from her throat, Anevay strongly suspected the latter.
She looked around at the others. Kirynn made no secret of her amusement. She laughed so hard she doubled over, tears leaking out the corners of her eyes. She hung on to Vaddoc for support. Vaddoc’s face held a bemused look as his eyes shifted between the three of them.
Serena ran her hands through her short, dark spiky hair. Her blue eyes were pinned on Kellinar as if she tried to determine if this was somehow his fault, though her mouth twitched into a smile.
“Well.” Emallya stepped forward. “That was unexpected.”
“Unexpected?” The word sounded so mild compared to the shock driving Anevay’s mind into confusion.
“Oh, Anevay!” Taela’s voice held no animosity. In fact, new tears swam in her eyes as she hugged her again. “We are bond-sisters.”
Kellinar shook his head. “Two of them?” His voice rose a little. “What am I supposed to do with two of them?”
“Well,” Kirynn said between gasps of laughter, “I’m sure you can think of one or two things.”
Kellinar glared at her, but his lips twitched. “You know what I mean.”
Bardeck smiled and clapped him on the shoulder. “I have been bondmated to bond-sisters. It isn’t always easy, but you will find it as comfortable as a pair-bond.”
Anevay took a deep breath as Taela stepped back. “Are you angry, Kellinar?”
His face relaxed and his rich blue eyes softened. “No, Anevay, not angry. Confused. How could I be angry when I’ve been fortunate enough to be bonded to the only other woman besides Taela, I could possibly love.”
Warmth flooded through her. He loved her. She’d always loved him, but assumed with Taela as a bondmate, it wasn’t possible for them to be together. It was no secret Kellinar loved Taela with his whole heart. Now she was part of that love. Emallya and Bardeck had been part of a tri-bond, but Emallya’s bond-sister had died five hundred years ago. Anevay had never seen such a bond in real life. She studied Taela’s face, how would Taela feel about a shared bond.
Taela smiled as if she read her thoughts, which she probably had. “It is like the bond with our dragons. At first, you feel there is no room for anymore love. Then you find your bondmate, and the love expands to include him and his dragon.” She looked fondly up at the blue dragon. “All I feel now is another expansion of love to include you and your dragon. We are bond-sisters. Like twins that should never have been separated.”
The yellow draclet finally finished stuffing herself full. Her questioning look pulled Anevay from her shock. “You must bathe away the blood, Latia.”
The yellow swung her wedge-shaped head toward the water. To encourage her, the adult dragons all splashed into the lake, their antics sloshing water well up into the grass around the shore. Latia ran for the water in an ungainly waddle. The older dragons settled some to allow the youngster to accustom herself to her new environment without sloshing her around. Tellnox and Nydara watched her protectively.
Anevay watched the little yellow play with the older dragons. Her heart felt like it would burst from the love overflowing it. Even in her play, Latia’s emotions and thoughts were turned to her rider. Love flowed back and forth between them. The adults were beautiful, but nothing in the world was so perfectly gorgeous as Latia.
The swim over, her scales cleaned of the blood from her feeding, the draclet waded to shore and walked to Anevay’s side. She yawned, exposing her dagger-like teeth. “Can I sleep now?”
Anevay smiled. “Of course you may, love.” She turned toward Bardeck. “Latia wants to sleep now.” Her eyes traveled up the rock wall of the rim to the broad ledge that fronted the lair Taela and Kellinar shared with their dragons. How was that going to work? She shook her head, that could be worked out later. It would be months before Latia could fly.
Bardeck pointed to the lower caves, no more than six feet off the ground with wide steps leading to them. “Choose your lair, little Latia.”
The draclet waddled forward, folding her leathery wings haphazardly over her back. She disappeared into one of the caves. Anxiety filled Anevay. She couldn’t see the draclet in the dark lair. She started for the steps.
Kirynn beat her there. “Allow me.” Every lamp in the lair and the sleeping quarters through the small door at the back flared to life.
“I could have set orbs,” Vaddoc said, walking up and putting his arm around Kirynn’s waist.
Kirynn shook her head. “She can’t put the orbs out when she is ready. This way she can turn the lamps down or blow them out if she wishes.”
“Thank you, Kirynn. You too, Vaddoc, for the offer.” Anevay said, her eyes on the draclet. Latia lay curled around, her head tucked beneath one wing, already sound asleep.
Kellinar and Taela walked into the lair. His arm around Taela, he looked uncertainly at her as if unsure how to proceed. She didn’t blame him. What were they supposed to do now?
Taela’s smile was reassuring. “It is best if you sleep alone with your dragon until she is ready to join our dragons in their lair. This your time to bond.”
Kellinar nodded. “Even Maleena and Mckale didn’t share a lair until their dragons could fly. We may be bondmates, but that doesn’t negate what you and your dragon need now. And what you need is to be alone together.”
Anevay smiled, relief washing through her. Kellinar was right, they may be bondmates, but all she could feel was the need to be with Latia. A servant bustled in and began arranging thick bedding and blankets on the sleeping bench inside the lair.
Anevay glanced through the door to the sleeping chamber. A wide, comfortable bed dominated the room. It didn’t appeal to her. Someday, she would sleep in a bed in a bedchamber. But not now. Now, she needed to be closer than that to little yellow. Kirynn smiled at her again as she and Vaddoc left. Maleena offered soft words of congratulations and then she left with Mckale at her side.
Serena gave her a quick hug. “I’m so glad you are a rider now.” She glanced at Kellinar again. Suppressing a smile, she left. Bardeck and Emallya once more offered her a warm welcome to the ranks of riders before leaving.
Only Taela and Kellinar remained. “We can stay with you if you like,” Taela offered.
Anevay shook her head. “No, I really didn’t sleep much last night and I’m almost too tired to think straight. You two go ahead and get something to eat. I can tell you are both hungry.”
Kellinar hugged her. “If I have to be part of a tri-bond, I’m glad it was you.”
She smiled back. Then they too were gone and she stood alone in the lair. Her eyes rested briefly on the yellow again. Happiness nearly overwhelmed her. She blinked back tears and moved into the bedchamber to blow out the lamps. Back in the lair, she put out all but one lamp and settled down on the sleeping bench. She stared at the draclet curled against the far wall until sleep took her.
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